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

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

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

I turned around to face my host. ‘Mr Mishra) I said, ‘I was looking for
you!

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

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

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

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

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

Kartr] I said,

What?’ Gopal looked surprised. |

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

Gopal frowned. |

“What?’ Isaid, Tsn't Varanasi’s aarti beautiful?

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

CWill you drop me at Ramada Hotel?' I said. |
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Your flight is only tomorrow morning Gopal said. "Why don't you
come home for dinner?

Dor't be formal ... | began.

“You have to come home, We must have a drink fogether. I have the
finest whisky in the world, he said.

I swiled as 1 shook niy head. “Thanks, Gopal, but I don't drink
much.

‘Chetan sir, one drink? 1 con tell people I had a drink with “the” Chetan
Bhagat.

[ laughed, “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 actually want to have a drink with you.

I saw his intense eyes. He had sent me twenty invites in the last six
months, until I finally agreed to come. | knew he could persist,

‘Okay. one drink!” I said, hoping I wouldn't regret this lafer.

Excellent, Gopal said.

We drove ten kilometres oulside the city on the Lucknow Highway to
reach GangaTech. The guards saluted as the campus gates opened. The car
came to a halt at a gray bungalow. It had a stone exterior that matched the
main college and hostel S?z;ééié:inga

" We sat in the living room on the ground floor. It opened out to a
badminton court-sized lawn. "

Nice house, I said as [ sat on a cushy brows velvet sofa. I noticed the
extra-high ceiling.

“Thanks. I designed it myself. The contractor built it, but I supervised
everything, Gopal said. He proceeded to the bar counter at the other end of
the room. T the bungalow of an engineering college director. You and your
friends raided one, right?’ |
" ‘How do you know? I said.

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

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

Thank you. |

Single malt, twelve years old, he said.
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It’s the director’s bungalow, but you don't have a dasughter, I said. You
arerit even married, The youngest director ['ve ever seen’

He smiled,

How old are you?’ I was curious.

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

“Uneducated?

T never went to college!

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

Well 1

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

did do a joke of a correspondence degree!

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

[ taok a sip. The smooth whisky burnt my throat. Do you have beer?
Or wine?” I coughed. ‘

Gopal’s face fell. Not only had [ignored his impressive business statistics,
I had alse rejected his whisky.

Not good? Gopal asked. 'Its Glenfiddich, four thousand a bottle.
Should I open Blue Label? That's tew thousand a-bottle. _

it is not a price issue, I wanied to tell him but didw't. T don’t drink
whisky. Too strong for me, [ said instead.

Gopal laughed. "Live life. Start having fine whisky. You will develop a
faste,

I attempted another sip and winced. He smiled and poured more water
in my drink to dilute it. }t ruined the scotch, but saved my sanity.

Life is to be enjoyed. Look at me, I will make four crores this year.
What is the point if I dow't enjoy it?’ -

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

He seemed to have put the question more to himself than to me. His
dark eyes 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.

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

Wext year I will make five crores!

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

Five crores!” I said, my voice loud and foke.

Gopal grinned. ‘Baby, eat this, for I'have made it, is probably the T-shirt
slogan he would choose.

“Thats incredible, I murmured, wondering how I could switch the topic.
I noticed stairs winding up. “What’s upstairs?’ I said.

‘Bedroonts and a terrace, Come, I will show you!

; We climbed up the steps and walked past g room with a luxurious king-

sized bed.

I took in the panoramic view from the terrace.

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

“Ten acres?’ I made a guess.

‘Fifteen. We had fifteen acres more] Gopal said, ‘but we sold zt to fund
the construction.

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

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

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

Gopal drank more than four times my pace. | hadn't finished my first
when he powred his fifih. You big-city types. Drinking for style, he teased
when I refused a refill

T don’t drink much. Really, ] said. I ¢ Em.&m ffze time; 10 {?{}p m.

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

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

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

I nodded out of courtesy, My stomach rumbled for food. We came

downstairs to sit down i the living room again.
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2,

f?‘szé }ms z"uzz?v g0 to the pmfwssm afmw?;f % house?” Gopal asked.

m::taai laigghed out &;sm ﬂs ot g;fp;:fﬁ 5‘3@:; zi-%*ff-‘zfé: bottoms-up, then grabbed
the half-empty bottle to make his sixth tipple.

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

“That’s harsh) I said, ‘Is that why there is no Mrs Director yet?’

Gopal’s hand trembled as he continued to pour his dr ink. 1 wondered if
| should stop him from drinking more.

Mrs Director? Gopal smirked. He gripped the whisky bottle tight.

Basy, Gopal, you are drinking too fast. It dangerous. |

Gopal plonked the bottle on the coffee table. Why dangerous? Wha is
going to fucking cry for me? If Llive, I want to enjoy. If 1 die, who cares?’

Your parents?

Gopal shook his head.

Friends?’

Successful people dor't have friends) Gopal averred. 'Its true, no?’

His lavish louse felt cold and isolated. I fook the whisky bottle and
placed it back in the bar.

Pessimist, eh?’ [ said, Surprising, given you are doing so well”

“What well, Chetan-ji? Gopal said, now completely drunk and,
presumably, completely honest.

He pointed to the huge TV, steveo system and the silk carpetl under our
feet in quick succession. |

What does all this mean? I've lived with nothing ..

Our conversation had become serious. I patted ézzg back to cheer him
up. So you read about my girlfriend in the book. How about you? You ever
had ane?’

Gopal did't :*:fapmzzi but looked distraught. He placed his glass on the
coffee table.

T&s;é?zy topic, 1 figured too lafe.

He retched,

Are you okay? 1 said.

He ran to the restroom. I heard bim throw up. I browsed the display
shelves to pass time. | saw framed news stovies about GangaTech, trophies,
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pictures of Gopal with guests who had visited the college. I wondered if my
picture would also 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 door. No answer. I banged my
fists on the door. Nething.
Looks like we will have to break the door, the maid said.

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

£

in Varonast.

&

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

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

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

“You were here all night?’ He looked surprised,

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

T am sorry. I had a bit too much” Gopal gave a sheepish grin.

Are you alright?’

Yeah, I am good.

‘Not right now. Are you okay generally?’

He turned his head to stare at the opposite wall,

‘How's life, Gopal?’ I asked softly.

He didn't answer.

1 stood up after a minute. I should leave, catch some sleep before my
flight! I walked to the door.

‘Do you think I am a good person, Chetan-ji?’ he said.

I turned around.

Am I?” he asked again.

I shrugged my shoulders. T dort know you, Gopal. You erganised the
talk well. Treated me good. You seem fine, I said.

You think so?’
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lake it easy. Even expensive whiskies can be

said. Anything

l‘.?'y

drivk less] he

e young. Don't ;‘3’%@«'55 up on love yei, -Séiiﬁi checking my watch. T

%’gffv shou 5% go. It is almost time for the morning ¢

Vqt

namie, he said,
od “What name? Whose
as st my %;msfw% and

YUEITIE
I shoul ff leave soon.

: eone you like? 11
(3 2 RIS N B R S TE
Like is not the wo -é'»zﬁ, swﬁm far-f

E

‘ou loved her? T smiled.
we than all f&tezr

v sudhu and pri

fz;;fzrm £ves
devotion put together, that’s how much ] [ loved her!

] absorbed the analogy. Curiosity had taken over my need for sleep. 1
ailowed myself to ask one more question. ‘She loved you too?”

He mulled over the question for a while. ‘She didn't just love me, she
owned me!

I shifted from one foot to the other. The 1d o long day ahead. A sleepless
night would be a bad idea. But [ heard myself asking him, So what happened?
Between you and Aarti’

Gopal smiled. “This is not an interview, Chetan-ji. Either you sit down
and listen io this stupid man’s whole story or you leave. Up to you.! His
charcoal eyes met mine, Something about the young diveclor inir igued me
His pnusual achievements, his cockiness, his tortured voice or maybe i?m
strange holy city made me want to know more about him.

[ let out o huge sigh, He pointed to the chair next to him.

‘Okay, tell me your story, I said and sat down.
‘Do vou want another drink?” Gopal said.
t tea, he said.

2

I glared at him. He laughed. Tmeant
We ordered a pot of extra-fwot mas sala ten gnd glucose biscuits; nothing

complements o conversation better.



o UnpTaw BRAGAY

‘Where do I start?” Gopal said.

Let’s begin with Aarti. The girl who did this to you.

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



i;zzzy parents, bread-butter again, I grumbled, shutting a blue plastic
tiffin in the second row. Raghav and [ moved to the next desk.

TForget it, Gopal. The class will be back any time; Raghav said.

Shh . ‘

“Pve brought puri-aloo, we can share that Its wrong to steal from
others!

I battled a small, round steel tiffin box. ‘How does one opern this?’

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

It pickle and parathas, Raghav said, having opened the lid. "You
want it?’ |

“Forget it, 1 said as [ returned the steel box to the student’s bag. My
eyes darted from one bag to another. “This one; I said, pointing toa pink

imported rucksack in the first row. “That bag looks expensive. She must
be getting goed food. Come!

We rushed to the target’s seat. I grabbed the Barbie bag, unzipped the
front flap and found a red, shiny, rectangular tiffin. The cover had a spoon
compartment. ‘Fancy box!” I said, clicking the lid open.

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

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

‘Dot take the whole thing, Its not fair, Raghav said.

If 1 eat only a bit, she will get to know, I scowled.
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‘Cut it into two. Take one, leave the other] Raghav said.

‘Cut with what?’

“‘Use a ruler; he suggested.

I ran to my desk. I brought back a ruler and made a clean cut. "Fine?’
I said. Hagﬁﬁv nows

Tts

£

But you are my fri

wer cake! Raghav shrugged,

[ offered a bite. He refused. I had not had any breakfast at home. I
gorged on the cake, my fingers smeared with icing.

“Why dor't you get vour own tiffin?’ Raghav said,

I spoke with my mouth stuffed. Tt will mean extra work for Baba. He
makes lunch and dinner anyway.

Lol

T el him T don't feel f%:ai,m,g;“jﬁ My father taught in a government

school He left home at six, even earlier than me. I licked the chocolate
cream off my fingers. We could hear the national anthem.

‘I can bring tiffin for you, Raghav said and made me stand up qimg
with hira for the anthem.

‘Forget it, your mom cooks boring stuff. Puri everyday, [ said.
We heard students chatier on their way back fo class. 1 stuffed the

rernaining cake into my mouth.

‘Hurry, hurry, Raghav said.

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

“Who sits here-anyway? Raghav asked.

1 fumbled through the pink rucksack and found a brown-paper-covered
notebook. I read out the z&bm% on the cover, Aarti Pratap Pradhan, Subject:
Maths, Class 5, Section C, Age 10, Roll number 1, Sunbeam School!

“Whatever. Are we done?” Raghav said.
1g the bag back on Aartis chair, in its original place.

‘Let’s go; I said. We ran to our back-row seats, sat and put our heads
We closed our eves and pretended to be sick, the reason

down on the de
for skipping the mum@z‘zgg assembly.
The -5 C entered the room, filling the class with the simultaneous.

cacophony Q‘f:ia:m r dozen ten-vear-olds.
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Simran Gill madam, our class teacher, arrived a minute later and the
noise died down. ‘Multiplication, she wrote on the board, even as the
children were still settling down. |

[ sat up straight and craned vy neck to see Aarti Pratap Pradhan,
roll number one, She wore a white skirt, white shirt, red cardigan and
had ribbons in her plaits, and she faced the teacher most seriously as she
sat down, '

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

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

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

‘Madam, someone has put a dirty ruler on my seat. My new school

dress is spoiled] Aarti wailed.

The whole class laughed and Aarti broke into tears,

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

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

T did’ Aarti said She opened her tiffin and realised how her own
cake had been used to ruin her dress. Her howls reached new decibel
levels, ‘Someone ate my cake; Aarti cried so loud, the adjacent class 5 B
could hear us.

Half your cake, T wanted to tell her,

Raghav stared at me. ‘Confess?” he whispered.

“re you mad? T whispered back, ‘

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

[ pretended not to hear and opened my maths notebook.

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

We had two GMs in the class. One, Girish Mathur, sat in the first row.
He stood up without prm‘f{}ﬁz@mn

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

The teacher squinted at him, é:%éﬁii suspicious.

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

The Ganga reference worked, %“‘f'&fi‘*}’ﬁﬁﬁ believed him.

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

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

I didn't say a word. Neither did the teacher. Slap, Slap! Both myy cheeks
were stin ﬁ‘izzz&.

‘Stealing food? Are you a thief?’ the teacher said. She looked atme as
if 1 had stolen the Kohinoor diamond from the British queen’s museum,
something the social studies teacher had 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 entire 5 C staved at
me.

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

&

I leaned against the wall cutside the class. A artiwiped her eyes and walked
past me towards the toilet. -
‘Drama gueen! It was only half a slice of chocolate cake!’ I thought.
Anyway, thats how I, Gopal Mishra, met t%e great Aartl 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 isn't exactly a likeable person to

begin with,

e
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T come from Varanasi, which my soclal studies teacher says is one
in 1200 BC. The
city gets its name from two rivers, Varuna and Asi, which pass through

of the oldest cities on earth. People came to live here

the city and meet the Ganga. People call my city several names - Kashi,

Benares or Banaras ~ depending on where they come from. Some call it

the City of Temples, for we have thousands of them, and some the City

z;}:f Learning, as Yaranasi apparently ha t places to study. [ simply call

Varanast my %mm!—‘ %my near Gadholiz, -a:e%aa:ﬁ s0 noisy, you need to put

Gadhalia is near the ghats,
(v é?mééa become too much to

along ‘ﬁé’m river Ganga. %{g if i%'zg, §
58 '*si‘:i sit by the Ganga and watch the

take, you can always run fo the

temnples. Some call my city beautiful, holy dnd spiritual - sspecially when
& 4

we have to introduce it to foreign tourists. Many call it filthy and a dump.
[ don't think my city is dirty. It is the people who make it dirty.

Anyway, they say you must come to Varanasi once ina lifetime. Well,

some of us spend a lifetime here.

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

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

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

‘Go complain, T said. ‘Go!

‘H@w can you steal my tiffin?’ she said.

T didn't steal your tiffin, 1 said. T had three bites o of your chocolate
cake. You wouldnt even have noticed.
“You are a really bad boy, Aarti said.
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@u&wy uncle, our lawyer, pushed a small box of four laddoos
towards us.

‘Sweets? What for?” my father said.

Dubey uncle had come home. Baba and I faced him across our
ancient dining table.

“You've got a hearing date, Dubey uncle said. “This itself took so long,
1 thought we should celebrate!

I wondered if I could give some laddoos to drama queen Aarti as
compensation for the cake. I wanted to buy a chocolate cake and slam
it on her desk. However, I didn't have money for that. My father didnt
give me any pocket money, and he didn’t have much money in his own
pocket,

My mother’s illness had wiped out all his savings. She died two weeks
after [ turned four. I don't remember much of her or her death. Baba did
say he had to wear her dupatta and sleep next to me for s 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. B

“Well, Ghanshyam wants to settle the case out of court, Dubey uncle
said.

Ghanshyam taya-ji, my father’s respected elder brother, had screwed
us. My grandfather had left his two sons thirty acres of agriculturalland on
the Lucknow Highway, to be divided equally. Soon after my grandfathers
death, Ghanshyam uncle took a loan from the bank and mortgaged Baba’s
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half of the property, fo
51 E”zmgg the i;&g officer.

<

Wil

g

am ﬁ‘}a“;i made bad business

vl gent 4 e notice o s

&

spped cases on §?ﬁ%§} Yy m‘mﬁiﬁ and

- these cases

happy ”m& two, | thought.

it the offer is ridiculously | v uncle

continued. ‘But theres a loan of a crore ©

3 o

‘s not my loan!” Baba sai

‘He submitted your
vour property papers?’

‘He is my elder brother] Baba said, fighting tears. The loss © of a brother

v loud volce,

s G
LB Ry T

)m!

huet him more than the loss of land.
If you want more money, 1 can ask him. Why drag this forever?

£
id.

Dubey uncle sal
ﬁ am a farmer’s son. [ am not giving up my land, Baba said, his eyes

ot

L Not antil I die. Tell him to kill me i he wants the land’
Raba then stared at me as my hand reached for the third laddoo.
‘s okay, take all o *zem Dubey smde told me.

1 looked at both of them, gmix*j up the box and ran out of the
ERRLE E4D

1 placed the box on her des i: wit

i ?t:’lm %%@S s
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‘T ate your cake. I'm sorry, I said, my last word faint.

‘T dor't like laddoos, she announced.

“Why? You firang or what?" 1 said.

‘No, laddoos make you fat. T don't want to be fat, she said.

‘Chocolate cake doesn’t make you fat?’

T don’t want it, she said. She gently pushed the box towards me.

‘Fine, 1 said and took the box,

‘Did you say sorry? Aarti said,

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

‘Apology accepted, she said. ‘

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

‘No, fat girls car’t become air hostesses, she said.
“You want to be an air hostess?’ I said.

“Yes!

Why?

“They fly everywhere: T want fo see different places’

‘Okay’

“‘What do vou want to be?” Aarti said.

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

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

“Ves, I said.

She said, ‘T arn rich, We have a car)

“We dor't have a car. Okay, bye! 1 turned to leave when Aarti spoke
again.

“Why doesn't your mother give you a tiffin?’

T don't have a mother] T said.

‘Dead? she asked.

“Yes, 1 said.

‘Okay, bye!

[ came back to my seat. | opened the box of laddoos and tock one
ot _

Aarti walked up to me,
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“What? Tasked,

“You can eat my tiffin sometimes. Don't take a lot though. And don't
take any cake or nice treats, '
“Thanks, I said.
‘And don't make a mess. If you want, we can eat together during

iunch-break!
“You won't have enough food for yourself] T said.
“It's okay. T am dieting. [ don’t want to-be fat; Aarti said.
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Aarti and T had been doing t v week for the last five years.

rrow his boat, We

lrhand i}%w, a boatran af Assi

walked dfmﬂ al TATTOW e*:@{;u*xh e gssm 2 ilzz cow, and came ot on

the main road adincent to the g
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T'm already late, Aarti. av will seream at me!

‘So let me come with you, T don't want to be bored at home] she

said.

Why? she blinked.
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“Too many boys. Remember the whistle
e i) Aarti said. She %}z{iu some strands of hm WAy

fram her fovehead,
E looked at her beautiful face. ‘You have no idea what you do to them,
. You have no idea what you do to me, was what [ actually wanted

. from the

s had always drawn appreciative commes
ywever, two years age when she turned fifieen, the
at

whole ﬁ‘z{mi »;%az*i;m% talking about her, Statements such as ‘the most

beautiful gitl in Sunbeam .:%a:.hs:}a:::s%‘; she should be an actress, or %‘he Call

Fiss Indig became incy é*«.iaii’iéff’s? comnon. Some of i came {rom
ainr TAS officer father and a

apply fon

g

people trying to please h:.}.. After all, a &
nt people wanted to be in her

prominent :wgaﬁzizcwz grandfather mea
good books,

But ves, Aarti did make Varanasi skip a heartbeat.
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Her entry into the Sigra Stadium cricket ground would definitely
disrupt the game. Batsmen would miss the ball, fielders would miss
catches and jobless morons would whistle in the way they do to give UP
a bad name, ‘

‘Tve not met Raghav for so long, Aarti said. ‘Lets go. I will watch you
play!

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

“You want me to walk home alone?

“Take a rickshaw, 1 said.

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

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

“What?" she said. “Why are you staring? [ am only holding youf hand

so that you don't run away,

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

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

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

‘No, T am already late, 1 said.

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

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

‘1 should cut my hair, so hard to maintain, Aarti said.

Dror't] | said firmly.

‘T'm keeping it fong only for you, Byel she said. I wondered if she had
also started to feel differently about me. But I didn't know how to ask.

Bee you at tuitions, I sald, walking away.

B
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‘Raghay Kashyap, the teacher called out and held up an answer- sheet.
Raghav, Aarti and 1 had joined JSR coaching classes in Durgakund to

prepare for the engineering entrance exams. [SR, named after its three

founders — Mr Tha, Mr Singh and Mr Rai - conducted frequent mock-tests
for ATEEE (A1l India Engineering Entrance B Pxam)and the IIT JEE (Indisn
‘EE attracted ten
fakh students annually for thirty thousand seats in the National Institutes

Institute of Technology Joint Entrance Exa m’} The Al

T@:ﬁhﬁ@i{sg} '.{'f@} across the country. Every engineering aspirant
took these exams. | didn't par! "iﬁﬁ;ﬁ&:ﬂ;ﬁ want to become an engineer. Baba

wished to se¢ me as ong, m;d that v

Raghav % pazss%: the forty gimﬁ: om 1o

cotlect his answer-sheet, ,
‘Sixty-six.out of eighty. Well done, Raghav, the teacher said.
‘TIT material; a boy whispered as Raghav walked past. "He is a topper
from Sunbeam!
1 could totally see Raghav follow in the footsteps of his ITTian father,
an engineer in BHEL. Tscored fifty outof eighty, a borderline performance,

b oman on a cricket team, but not quite

gond enough to become the twelft
player material.

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

T nodded. T wanted to get into a good engineering college. My father
hadn't heard any good news in years.

‘Aarti Pradhan?’ the teacher cailed out. The entire class turned to
look at the gérl in the white salwar-kameez, who maéf 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 ;ai m and walked back. She had
no intention of becoming an engineer. She had mm&é JSK because aj
attending coaching classes could supplement her class X1I CBSE studies,
b} I had also enrolled so she wonld have com ;:zgzs - and ¢) the tuition centre
never charged her, given her father was about to become the District
Magistrate, or DM of the city.
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Aarti’s father had a relatively honest reputation. However, free tuitions
came under the ambit of acceptable favours.
‘I have not even filled the AIEEE form, Aarti whispered to me.

&

WMy ATEEE rank is going to be horrible) [ said to Raghav as I stirred my
lemonade.

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

| never thought much of the place. However, Aarti fiked it.

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

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

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

‘Dror’t think about the others. Focus on yourself] he said.

I nodded slowly, Easy to give advice when you are the topper. |
imagined myself in 2 sea, along with lakhs of other low-rankers, kicking
and screaming to breathe. The waters closed over us, making us irrelevant
to the Indian education system. Three weeks and the AIEEE tsunami
would arrive,

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

“You are skipping 62" Raghav turned to Aarti.

“Yeah! she giggled. ‘Main Hoon Na is releasing th&i week, How can I
miss a Shah Rukh film? They should postpone ATEEE!

“Very funny. I grimaced.

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

Raghav asked Aarti.
‘Do I have to do something? | am an Indian woman, Cant I get

married, stay home and cook? Or ask the servants to cock?
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She laughed and Raghav joined her,
1didn’t find this funny. I could not think beyond the teeming millions
of wannabe engineers who would wrestle me down in three weeks.

3

’1% y 50 serious, immi i 'm joking. You know I can't sit at home!

‘Shut up, m&ﬁ:zy sa‘zé‘ “Yealy, T know you want to be an air hostess!

Adr hostess? Wow! 'ﬁzégf%mv sald.

“That’s not fair, Gopall” Aarti screamed. “You are telling the world my
secret! | |
chav said.

Aartt gave me a dirty look.

It {}z‘sw me, Ra

Sorry, Dsaid,

Aarti and 1 had a deeper relationship. We saw Raghav as a friend, but

not a close one.

You will make a great air hostess, Raghav said, his tone flirtatious,

“Yeah, whatever] Aarti said. ‘Like dad is poing to let me leave Varanasi.

There are no airlines here, Only temples. Maybe I can be a temple hostess.
Sit, please take a seat on the floor. Pravers will begin soon. Prasad will be
served in your seats) «

Raghav langhed agaﬁsﬁz, hold mg his muscular abdomen. I hate people

who are naturally gifted with a flat stomach. Why couldn’t god make six-

packs a default 3?&3?’5&5&?.’?*@ inn all males? Did we have o store fat in the silliest

£

ii‘ffgii”’ v
Raghav high-fived Aarti. My ears went hot. The sitar players started
an ffﬂ.f;:r‘ffﬁi:m fune.

‘Aarti, what nonsense you talk] I said, my voice loud. The foreigners

arocund us, here in a worldwide quest for peace, became alert.

[ didn't like the we-find-each-other’s-Jarne-jokes- funny vibe hmtwm
Raghav and Aartl

Raghav sucked the straw in his lemonacle too hard, The drink came
out through his nose. v

‘Grross!” Aarti said as both of them starte:d a laugh-fest again.

I stood up.

“What happened? Raghav said.
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T have to go. Baba is waiting, 1 said.

k4

The soursd of Babd's coughing drowned out the sound of the doorbell the
first couple of times.

‘Sorzy, I couldn’t hear; he said, opening the door:

“You okay?’ T asked. |

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

“That's the usual too!

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

I ate in silence at the wobbly dining table,

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

I have finished the AIEEE preparation, I said.

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

‘Dot have TIT hopes for me, Baba) I said. My father’s face fell. '
will take the JEE. But, three thousand out of four lakhs ... Imagine the
odds! '

“Vous can doit. You are bright) Baba said, paternal love obviously
overestirmating progeny’s abilities. |

1 ncsdded. T had a shot at AIBEE, none at JEE. "That was how I looked
At it. T wondered if Baba realised that a rank would mean me leaving
home. YWhat if T had to go to NIT Agartala? Or somewhere far south?

‘Engineering is not everything, Baba, | said.

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

T not fighting. ’'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.
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‘For twolakhs?” Baba said, lying back and shutting his eyes. Iresumed
the massage. |

1 kept quiet. T didn’t want to bring up the touchy topic. We could have
settled the land issue ages ago. Court hearings still haunted us, the land
lay barren, and we had no money.

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

[ could not stay quiet anymore, “Taya-ji offered ten lakhs. The money
would have doubled in the bank by now!

Baba opened his eyes. “What about the land? he said.

“What use is the stupid land?”

‘Dot talk like that] he said, pushing my hand away. ‘A farmer doesn’t
insult his Jand. He doest't sell it either!

I placed my hand back on his forehead. “We are not farmers anymore,
Baba. We can't use the land, Because vour own brother ...

‘Go. Go and study, you have your exams coming up. Baba pointed
tO 11y room.

o

The landline rang at midnight. I picked it up.

Tra sleepy, Aarti, I said.

“You don't sleep till one. Stop fibbing,

“Whats up?

‘Nothing, Just felt like chatting’

‘Chat with someone else; | said,

‘Aha; she said. ‘T know whats bothering you’

‘Bye, Aartl) I said,

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

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

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

‘And Raghav?

‘Raghav is only a friend. I talk to him because you are close to him,
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I kept silent.

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

‘Screwed up as always. How are you?

‘’m fine. Dad insists 1 finish college before I try any of this air hostess
husiness. But you can even become one straight after class X110

‘Go to college. He's right) 1 said.

“Which college can I join with my marks? I am not smart like Raghav
and you.

‘Raghav is siart, not me, | corrected her.
1,

W
“You are stupid.

hy? Because of the mock-test? You are 50 stupid, Aarti said.

“We are both stupid, fine? Did you have dinner?’

She had asked me this question every night for the last five years. 1
wanted to stay mad at hex, but could not. 1 did, thanks.

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

‘Aarti) | said and paused.

“What?'

“You are very nice; | said. I couldnt come up with a better line.

“Nice and stupid? Or nicely stupid?” Aarti laughed.

“What would 1 do without you?’

‘Shut up. | am here only, she said.

“We are not young anymore, Aarti, | said,

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

‘Aarti, come-on. You always avoid ...

“We'll tall, but not now. After your entrance exams.

T kept quiet.

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

“Yes, Tam but .0 7 '

“But-but what? Good night, sweet dreams, sleep tight!

‘Good night!

It's no use now, 1 said, closing the maths texthook,
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Raghav had come to my house on the eve of the exam. He had offered
sion, my weak spot. Raghay picked up the

a last-minnte rigonomelry revi
textbook.

“You sleep, okay? Rest Before the exam is 2 must. And take lots of
sharpened pencils] he said,

Baba came out of the kitchen when he saw Raghav leave. ‘Stay for
dinner, Baba told him. |

‘Not today, Baba, Raghav said, ‘T will take a proper treat once Gopal

gets a vank!



g did get a rank. A fucked-up rank, that is.
‘52,043, 1 read out from the screen. 1 had come to Raghav's house in
Shivpur. We had logged on to the AIEEE website.

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

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

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

“What’s that?’ I said. |

‘My rank; Raghav said.

‘Excellent!” Raghav’s father said delightedly.

Raghav smiled. He could not react more than that.

“This should give you lots of choices, Raghav’s proud father said. "You

can get Electronics in Delhi’

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

‘Forget AIEEE, let us wait for JEE/ Raghav’s father said, his voice
glated.

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

‘Fifty thousand should get you something, no?’ Raghav's father said,
fully aware it would not. He didn’t mean to hurt me, but it felt bad. Never
in my life had 1 felt so sraall. T felt like a beggar hanging out with kings.

Tl see you later, Raghay, I said and scurried out of their house. [
didi’t want anyone to see my tears.
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Raghav came running after me in the lane outside his house. “You
okay?’ he asked. |

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

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

{ shrugged my shoulders and fought the lump in my throat.

‘Should 1 come with you?” he offered.

Yeah right, take a top-ranker to seet your parent when you've flunked,
I thought.

‘Don’t worry. He's faced worse things in life] [ said.
&

“4ren't the ATREE results due today? They are not in the papers, Baba said
as soon as | entered the house. Four different newspapers lay open on the
floor. '

‘No, they don't publish results in the newspaper anymaore. Baba, what
is this mess?’ I said,

I bent down 1o collect the papers. | did not mention that the results
were available online.

‘So how do we find out the results? Isn't today the date? he said.

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

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

‘Babal’ I protested.

“What?’ |

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

My father stood behind me. “We have to get the results. Let’s go, he
said. When old people get stuck on something, they don't let go.
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‘Let me make the meal] I said. Twill call you when it 15 ready’
Telling your parents you've failed at something is harder than the
actual failure. I cooked hinch for the next hour. I wondered if life would
ever be the same again. One stupid exam, half a dozen mistakes in
rultiple-choice problems had changed my life forever.
My father and I ate in silence, his hopeful eyes pinned on me. My
hiding the news did not help anyone.
[ went to him after dinner. Tknow the results, Baba I said softly.
‘And? he said, eyes wide.
My rank is 52,043]
s that good?’
I shook my head,
“‘You won't get a good branch?’
‘T won't 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 look.
Baba got up agitatedly and started to circle the dining table. ‘How can
you not get a good rank? ,
Well, not everyone does, Baba. Nine lakh fifty thousand of us didn’t.
But | did not air my thought.
‘Now what?” he said.
T wondered if I should suggest some options - suicide, penance in the
Himalayas or a life of drudgery as a labourer?
‘1 am sorry, Baba, | said.
1 told you to study maore, he said.
Which parent doesi't?
He went to his room. I gathered the courage to enter his bedroom
after half an hour, He had kept a hot-water bottle on his head.
‘7 could do a BSc, Baba,' | said.
“What good will that do, feh? he said, his voice too loud for a sick
mai,
‘Tll finish my graduation. Look for a job. There should be plenty of
opportunities] ] said, making up words as I spoke,
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Who gives a good job to a simple graduate?” Baba said.
Correct, a ‘simple’ graduate meant nothing,
“We don’t have money for a donation college, Baba, I reminded him.
He nodded. He spoke after some the |

}% R 3 %ﬁ%«v;« &ggﬁ i}.}. ?:3

pe

Baba had not made an unreasonable suggestion. However, he had
horrible timing.
The entrance exam had given me so much pain. The mere thought of
repeating it caused physical agony. ‘Stop it. Baba, 1 screamed. “If you had
settled on the land, we would have money for a private college. You didn't,
s0 { have to keep suffering!

i‘%f;%* {ather pressed the hot-water bottle harder against his forehead.
He Jooked pained, by the headache and me. ‘Go away, he said.

? am sorry; | sald automatically.

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

TH do something. T won't let you down. I will become rich one day,
I said. |

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

fwanted to tell him that 1 did work hard. You don'tget a fifty-thousand
rantk, however useless that may be, without working hard. T wanted to say
I felt fucked up inside. T wished he would figure out T wanted to cry, and
that it would be great if he hugged me.

‘Go away. Let me have some peace inmy final days; he said.

I went to my room and sat in silence. T had never really missed
my mother all these years. However, on the day of the AIEEE results, |
wished she was around. 1 kicked myself for not getting those six extra
problems right. T kept rewinding to the day of the exam. As if my brain
could go back in time, recreate the same scenario, and I wouldn't make
the same mistakes again. Regret - this feeling has to be one of the biggest
manufacturing defects in humans, We keep regretting, even though there
is no poiat to it 1 stayed in my bed, dazed.

I came to the living room at midnight. 1 called Aarti.

‘Hey, vou okay?” Her voice was calm.
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She knew my results. Yet she hadn't called. She knew I'd call her when
I was good and ready. Aarti and I were in sync, |

“We will talk on the boat, 1 said.

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

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

1 went to his roorm. He was asleep, the hot-water bottle still by his
head.
[ kept the bottle aside. My father woke up.

‘T am sorry, Baba, I said.

He didn’t say anything.

‘I'll do whatever you tell me. [ will try again if that’s what you want.
I'll become an engineer, Baba, 1 said.

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

i work extra hard! T said as tears rolled down my cheeks,

‘God bless you, go to sleep, he said.

&

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

ig

the same.

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

‘Come back by five-thirty, Phoolchand said. T have a booking.
japanese tourists” ’

‘[ won't take more than half an hour I promised.

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

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

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

Phoolchand frowned at my curt reply.

il

She is a classmate from school. Have known her for eight years, I

o
ot 3
.
el

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

Tl help you with the Japanese, we will rip them off together, I said,
holding the oars.

Aarti was W‘%jtmﬁ twenly metres shead of the g}wt ?h‘fi, away from
the stare of boatmen and sadhus. She stepped into the boat, one foot at a
time. | whisked the boat away from the shore.

‘Let’s 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 ashwamedha yajnas {(horse sacr zﬁ.u;}* is the hub ot
all holy activities on the banks of Ganga in Varanasi.

The sound of bells and chants faded as T rowed further away. Soon, the
only sounds came from the periodic slapping of the oars on the water,

It happens; said Aarti.

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

My arms and shoulders felt tired. T stoppe od rowing and put the oars
down. The boat stood still somewhere in the middle of the Ganga. Aarti
stood up to come and sit beside me. Her movement shook the boat a little.
As per fitnal, she took my tired palms and pressed them. She held my
chin and made me face her.

T scared, Aartl) Isaid in a small voice.

“Why?

THget w%ham in life; 1 said.

‘Nonsense, she said. ‘So people who dont have a top MEE:LE rank get
nowhere in life?’
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T dont know. I feel so ... so defeated. 1 let Baba down!

Is he okay?’

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

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

My dad is not in the 1AS, My grandfather was not a minister. We are
from a Eai’m}?il& Indian family. We don't ask these questions. We want to
make a living. Engineering gives us that) T answered.

‘How old-fashioned!”

‘Filling vour stomach never goes out of fashion, Aarti) [ said.

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

“What are you d{;izzg?j Aarti said, pushing me away.

T... Tust,

Dum Adit; s».aﬁi sternly. ‘You will spoil our émmdxm?

‘T really like vou, I said. T wanted to say Tove, but did not have the
i {‘}ﬂﬂi{?{f’

T like vou too, she said.

“Then why wor't you kiss me? I said.

7 dow't want to] She faced me squarely. Don’t get me wrong. You
have been my best friend for years. But I've told you earlier ... She went
silent,

“‘What?'

‘I dort see you that way, she finished.

T turned away from her.
‘Gopal, please understand. You are disturbed so I dont want 1o .
“You don’t want to what, Aarti? Hurt my feelings? We ell, you imw

I checked the time. My watch said 4:50 a.m. 1 had to return the boat.
I picked up the oars again. ‘Go back to your place] [ said. She complied.
We remained silent till we reached the ghats. Phoolchand gave us a smile,
which evaporated fast when I glowered at him.

We stepped off the boat.

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

‘Don't talk to me] T said.
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You are being an idiot)
T am an idiot, don’t you know? That’s why I couldn’t clear the ATEEE,

] said and walked away without looking at her.



(o3

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

‘Why did they go to Kota?’ Baba mused, looking up from the
newspaper.

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

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

Fvery year, the tiny western Indian town of Kota accounted for a
thousand, or a third of the total ITT selections.

“What?" Baba said. ‘How s that possible?’

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

“Which T is Raghav joining?

‘1 dor’t know! I said. ‘Baba, can you give me two hundred rupees. |
need to buy college admission forms!

Baba | am%&é like T had stabbed him. ‘Aren’t you repeating AIEEE?Y
he said,

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

‘How will vou prepare while doing another course?’
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car’t waste a year) I said and left the house.

.
&

I had to meet Raghav Lhad noteven congratulated him. True, 1did not feel
any happiness about his JEE selection. I should have, but did not. After all,
we had been friends for ten years. One should be happy for pals. However,

he would be an IIT student and I'd be a fucking nobody. Somehow, ]
could not feel thrilled about that. I practised fake smiles while pressing
his doorbell. Raghav opened the door and hugged me straight off.

“Hey, nice to see you, he said.

‘Congrats, boss, 1 said, my lips streched into a smile and teeth
isible.
‘Now 1 can say [ know a celeb

{ came inside his house, a modest three-bedroom, BHEL-provided

sufhciently vi

apartment. Newspapers with articles about his selection lay on the dining
table. Raghav’s father sat on a sofa with visiting relatives. They had come to
congratulate the Kashyaps. An IIT rank is a huge event - akin to climbing
the Mount Everest or being on a space mi ssion. Mr Kashyap smiled at me
from a distance, Call it ray over-imagination, but his greeting scemed like
the one you give to people well beneath your stature. 1 am sure if T had
had a rank, he would have stood up and shook hands with me. Anyway,
it dide’t matter, Raghav and [ went to his room. T sat on a chair and he on
the bed.
‘S0, how are you feeling?’ 1 said. T wanted to know how it felt to get
one of those stupid ranks that turned you from coal to diamond in a day,
i@ﬁbﬁiiﬁ %E ' Raghav said. T had thought ATEEE maybe, but JEE,
WOW,
‘Whéah UT? [ said.
I will join iﬁ BHU. 1 will get a good @mmh and be in Varanasi too,
Raghav said,
TE-BHU, the Institute of Technolog gy at the Banaras Hindu University,
was the rmost prestigious college in Varanasi. It conducted its admission
process through the JEE. However, it didnt have the same brand equity

as an H1.



40 ¢ CHETAN BHAGAT

“Why BHU? I said.

‘T want to do journalism part-time. [ have contacts in newspapers
here; Raghav said, '

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

“You will give up an 1T for a hobby?" I said.

‘It is nota hobby. Journalism is my passion’

“Why are you doing engineering then?’

‘Dad. Why else? Oh, T have told him [ am taking BHU because T will
get a better branch like Computer Science. Dot tell him anything else

‘Raghav, you still ...

‘Raghav!” Mr Kashyap shouted from outside.

‘My relatives, sorry. 1 have to go, Raghav said. ‘Lets catch up later.
Call Aarti also. I owe you guys a treat]

He got up o leave.

‘When people achieve something, they become self-obsessed,

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

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

‘allahabad University. 1 will take a second attempt from there; I
said, , ’ :
‘Sounds good, Raghav said. ‘1 am sure you will crack something. At
least AIREE!

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

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

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

‘Go, it’s okay! I said. TH also leave

‘See you, buddy, Raghav patted my shoulder.

@

‘No, Baba, 1 said. T am not going to Kota)
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Without my koowledge, my father had spent one whole week
researching on Kota. ‘Bansal and Resonance are the best; he said.

‘How do vou know?’
‘I am a retived teacher. I can find out!

‘Great) I said

T am f&c{ié}’xm send you. Tuition is thirty thousand a year. Living
expenses around three thousand a month. How much is that for twelve

months? Thirty plus thirty-six thousand ... Baba mumbled to himself.

‘Sixty-siz thousand! 1 said, ‘4nd a wasted vear. Baba, who ave we?

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

‘So blow up whatever little mopey we have on tuitions? In some
faraway place? Where is Kofa, 2 anyway?

‘In Rajasthan. It far, but there is a direct train. Takes twenty-two
hours!

‘Baba, but ... why can't | join college? Give me the money for that. At
least T will have & degree!

“‘What's the point of a useless degree? And how will you do a repeat
attempt without better coaching? You just missed a good rank because of
a few marks. Maybe Kota will help you get those extra marks:

I was confused. 1 had never thought of a second attempt, let alone
going so far for a year.

“You have to give it vour best. Look at Raghav, He’s set for life, Baba
said.

Look-at-Raghav', yes, the new medicing é?«cmg 33203'@5 down every
Varanasi kid's throat vight now. ‘“We can’t afford it) 1 said, collecting vy
thoughts. ‘Besides, who will take care o ff you here? Allahabad is nearby. |

an come every week, You can visit. ‘

“{ can manage. Don't I do most ot iﬁ%,zs housework? Baba said.

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

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

she who suggested | go to a college here, and Td already found out the best
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course | could get with my percentage. How could T tell her I am going
o Kota? v

Of course, 1 conldn’t give Baba this reason to stay in Varanasi. ‘1
promise I will work harder next time. 1 said. '

We finished dinner and T began to clear the table,

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

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

My father showed me his shrivelled index finger. It had a thick gold
band around it. ‘T dop’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?’

1 had kept all that for vour wife, but after you become an engineer,
you can buy them for her yourselt]
emergencies!

“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,
staying away from Aarti

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

“It’s fine, Baba. If [ go, 'l go by myself, 1 said.

“Your mother too wanted you o become an engineer,

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

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

“Will you go?’ Baba said.

“Tf it makes vou happy, T will]

‘My son!” Baba hugged me - the first time since the AIEEE resuits.

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

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

“Just because I am helping you shop doesn’t mean Tam happy about
you leaving Varanasi, Aarti said.

U won't. Say the word and Twill cancel my ticket!
She placed a palm on my cheek. T hate it that my best friend is leaving.
i»%{;wavﬁf it is the right thing for you to do

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

‘The shopkeeper grimaced, but she ignored him.

“Thank you for coming. [ would not have known what to buy; I told

-
o

7B
A

‘Have you taken cooking vessels? Forgot, no

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

Aarti ignored me. She went to the utensils section and picked up a
large steel bowl and held it up. '

‘For emergencies, Aarti said. T{ I came to Kota with you, Id cook for
you everyday

Her fair hands held up the
in my kitchen flashed in my head. Why does Aarti make statements like

shiny vessel. The picture of her cooking

these? What am I supposed to say? Tl manage fine] T said.

‘The shopkeeper made the bill. Aarti fooked at me. She hypnotised me
awm time. She was turning prettier every week.

« small girl who had come to the shop with her mother came up 1o

fmrii Do you come on TV

Aarti shook her head and smiled. She turned to the ahnp&eé:per
“Uncle, twenty per cent discount.” Aarti wast't too conscious of her looks.
She never checked hersell out in mirrors, never had make-up on, and even
her hair often flopped all over her face. It made her even more attractive.

‘Should we leave? she said,

“Whatever!
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‘What happened?’

‘At the last minute vou say random things like “if | came to Kotal

‘T could. I will tell dad 1 also want to repeat a vear. You never know,
She winked.

I stared at her, secking a hint of seriousness in her comment. Would

that be possible?

‘Really? 1 said, almost believing her.

Tm joking, stupid. | told you. Uve enrolled for Psychology honours
at the Agrasen {E{}ﬁegef '

‘I thought vou .

“‘Why are you so 6%.13 ible?” She burst into peals ¢ 133:@1‘1’29?

‘Gulli ... what?' T said. She pulled my cheek. ‘Oh; I said and composed
myself.

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

[ collected the purchased items and noticed her paying the
shopkeeper.

“Wait, I said, T will pay

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

‘How rauch?’ I said as { fumbled with my wallet.

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

Why da girls send confusing signals? She had rebuffed me on the boat
the other day, Yet she comes ?{_} :sl?m;; with me for boring clothes hangers and
doesn’t let me pay. She calls me three times o day to check if I've had my
meals. Does she care for me or not?

You want to iry the new Dominos at Ségm?} she said.
‘Can we go to the ghats? | said.
‘Ghats?’ she said, surprised.
Twant to soak in as much Varanasi as possible before T leave!
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We walked to the steps of the Lalita Ghat, quieter than the busy
Dashashwamedh on our right. We sat next to each other and watched the
Ganga change colours with the evening sun. On our left, flames flickered

from the never-ending funeral pyres in the Manikarnika Ghat, The ghat,
named after Shivas earring that he dropped here during a dance, is
considered the holiest place for cremation.

She held my elbow lightly. L looked around, Apart from some tourists
and sadhus, T spotted a few locals. T shook my e Ebfm free,

What?' ahé: said.

‘Deon't. It not good. Bspecially for vou!

"%‘*Jhy?'

‘Because you ave a girl!

She smacked my elbow. "So what?’

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

“We are just really good friends, she said.

I hated that term. T wanted to talk about my place in her life, even
though I did not want to make things unpleasant. ‘But now Lam leaving,
[ said. _

“So? We will be in touch. We will call. We can chat on the net. There
are cyber cafés in Kota, right?

I nodded.

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

"What is muz problem?’ 1 said.

‘About what? she said.

‘About us. Us being more than friends’
‘Please, Gopal, not again!

1 became quiet. We saw the evening aarti from a distance. A dozen
priests, holding giant lamps the size of flaming torches, prayed in
ﬁmzshﬁ.}mgﬁé moves as singers chanted in the background. Hundreds of
tourists gathered around the priests. No matier how many times you see

, the auarti 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 | like what you and { share. Don't you?’

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

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

Girls are the best topic switchers in the world.

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

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

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









6

§§ took me twenty-three hours in the hot and stuffy Dwarka Express to
reach Kota.

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

However, before 1 joined a coaching ghetto T had to find a place to
live in. Vinest had told me about sorge paying guest accommodations. |
hailed an auto from the railway station. ‘Gayatrt Society Building, { said,
‘in Mahavir Nagar, near Bansal classes”

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

T or Medical? asked the auto driver, whe had gray hair and
matching teeth.

[ figured out what made Kota different. Every one was clued into the
entrance exams.

T 1 said.

- ‘Bansal is the best. But their entrance exam is scheduled for next
week)

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

He laughed and turned around. ‘My whole family &s into education.
My wife runs a tiffin business. You want food delivered?’
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I nodded.

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

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

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

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

“Which exam?’ [ said. |

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

%

‘We reached the Gayatri Society compound. A rusty iron gate 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.

‘I want to rent a room, T said.

The watchman looked me over. He saw my two over-stuffed, over-
aged and over-repaired suitcases. One held clothes, the other carried the
books that had failed to get me anywhere so far. My rucksack carried the
stuff Aarti had bought me. | missed her. T wondered if I 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. |

‘Daes 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 only go for coaching classes. Many sleep all day. Some landlords
don't like that. So, tell me and I can show you the right place.
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‘Repeater] I said. T dor't know why I looked down as I said that. I
guess when you fail an entrance exam, éven a tobacco-chewing watchman
can make you feel small.

‘Oh God, another repeater; the watchman said. Anyway 1 will try.
Fit my fee first]

“What?" T said.

“I-take half a months rent. What’s your budget?”

“Two thousand a month!

“That’s it?” the watchman said. ‘Make it four thousand. Twill getyoua
nice, shared "'ai:&tﬁhﬁﬁitigmﬁﬁ.z*ﬁé:sm .

‘I car't afford to pay so much, I said.

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

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

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

‘Will you share with other boys? Three to-a room, the watchman
saids | ' |

T could; T said, ‘but how will T study? I want a private one, however
-ﬁmaﬂ’ |

Clka}& ﬁft}; ﬁf}@l‘, -thae Watdmman sa?zé-‘

We climbed up three floors. I panted due to the exertion. The extreme
heat did riot help. ‘Kota is hot, get used to the weather; the watchman said.
‘It is horrible outside. That is why it is a good place to stay inside and
study’

We reached the fourth floor. I stmggieé to catch my breath. He
couldn’t stop talking. ‘So you will study for real or you are just ... he
pa&z&eé mid-sentence.

“Tust what?’ }sasd

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

‘Good. But if you need stuff like beer or cigarettes, tell me. This
housing society dr:»esx} tallow it

So¥

“When Bﬂirji’éi is”jé*fm? friend, you don't have to worry. He winked at
me.

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

‘Student, the watchman said.

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

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

1 shook my head. The room had no wmd(‘;wa The old lady seemed
arrogant or deaf or both. She kept a grumpy face throughout. 1 did not
want to live here. Why couldn't I study in my Varanasi? What was so
special about f:h;:,,gﬁéimsaken place? [ wanted to get out of Kota ASAP

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

"‘if you fuss so much, you wor't get anything’

Tl go back to Varanasi then, 1 said.

I thaught about how different my life would have been if T had
answered six more multiple-choice questions. 1 thought of Raghav, who
would, at this moiment, be attending his orientation at the BHU campus. I
thought of Aarti and our heart-to-heart conversations. I thought of Babas
ill health and his determination to kick me into this dump. I fought back
tears. I started to walk down the stairs.

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

‘I can't. [ have to pay for food and the r::t)aﬁh;iﬂgf Liassesi&ald

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

Rﬁﬁeﬁﬁ}f?’ thée ‘watchman said. Some peo eople find it perfectly normal
to cross-examine strangers.

‘She died fourteen years ago, | said.

1 camie to the guard post and picked up my bags. “Thank you, Birju;
1 said.

‘Where ate you going? Take a shared room; he pleaded.

Tl find a cheap hotel for now. I am used to being alone. I'll figure
things out

Birju 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 budget .. -

“Ihen why didn't ?»;Erijs_&»ﬁhﬁw it to me earlier?

“There’s a catch!

“i‘, f ?1

‘Someone died in the house! ‘

“Who?' Tsaid. Big deal, I could take death. I'm from Varanasi, where
the world comes to die,

“The student who rented it. He didn’t get through, so 5 he killed himself.
Two years ago. It has been empty since!

1 did-not respond. .

‘Now you see why [ didn't show'it to you, Birju said.

TH take it T said. |

‘Sure?” |

“Pve seen dead bodies burning and floating all my life. 1 don't care if
some loser hanged himself’ |

The watchman. pldxfid up iy suitcases, We went to the third floor
in the next flat. A couple in their sixties stayed there. ‘Theykept the place
immaculately clean. The spartan to-let room had a bed, table, cupboard

and fan,

‘Fifteen hundred, I'said to the couple, The ‘watchman gave me a dirty
look. |

‘The couple looked at each other,

T know what happened here! T said, ‘and it’s fine by me”
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The old gentleman nodded. ‘T am RL Sori, I used to work in the
PWD? He extended his hand.

[ gave him a firm handshake. ‘' m Gopal, an 1T repeater. 1 plan to 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 wmmg various coaching schools. At thme: in the
afternoon, my room’ felt at ignition point.

Mr Soni gﬁ'izt}y knocked on the door of my room. “Your lunch; he
said and kept the tiffin on my study table.

] nodded in gmmmée It felt too hot to exchange plﬁasmmes 1 had
arranged for my meals and a place to stay. However, my main challenge in
Kota, apart from constantly .hghtmg off thm;ghts about Aarti, was to en rol
in a good study programme. had spent the last three days doing the

rounds of every coaching school. I took in their tall claims about zapping
any g}rzmate into an [ITian. [ went through their super-flexible (not to
mention %upei‘-exgaemw&) fee 5trur,,turea Bansal, Resonance and Career
Path seemed to be everyone’s top choices. Each of them had their own,
rather difficult, entrance exams. In fact, Kota now had sniall coaching
shops to coach you to get into the top coaching classes. From there, you
would be coached to get into an engineering college. Once there, you
study fo become an engineer. Of course, most engineers want to do an
MBA. Hence, the same coaching- -class cyele would begm ‘again. This
complex vortex of tests, classes, selections and preparations is something
every insignificant Indian student like me has to go through to have a shot
at a decent life, Else, I could always take the job of Birju the watchman
or, if T wanted it simpler, hang myself like my erstwhile mam«rmdmt
Manoj Dutta.
I switched on the same fan that helped Manoj L}leck out of the
entrance éxam called life. The moving blades re- circulated the hotair in

the room..



56 ¢ Cueran BHAGAT

‘Called home?” Mr Soni said.

‘T did; | said. Mr Soni asked me this question at least twice a day. |
guiess Marnoj Dutta didn't call home often enough, leading to his loneliness
and early demise.

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

I shut the door and removed my shirt. T hadn’t rowed in ten days.
My armis felt flabby, T wanted to exercise, but I had to figure out the ten
million brochures fitst, " |

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

I wanted to talk to. Aarti first. 1d 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 another time to submit her college admission form. 1 called twice the
next day and Aarti’s mother picked up again. 1 hung up without s saying
anything. 1 did not want Aarti’s mother going ‘why is this boy calling you
so many times from so far?’ Itdid not create a good i impression. Aarti had
mentioried she would get 2 cellphone soon. T wished she would. Everyone
seemed to be getting one nowadays, at least the rich types.

Aarti did niot have a'nimber to reach me. T would have to try again
fomorrow. o

I picked up a green- -coloured brochure. The cover had photographs
of some of the ughext pfmp}c on earth. The pictures bz.k}ﬁged to the
IIT toppers from that institute. They had grins wider than models in
mmhpmte ads but not the same kind {:nf tefth

z,campérmg tﬁe bmchama N{}, i (i;dnt cmnpare the course matenal’
success rates or the fee structures. In any case, everyone claimed to be the
best in'those areas. | compared the pictures of their successful «Laﬂdldati’%
who had the ugliest boy, who had the cutest girl, if at all. There was no

point to this exercise, but there was no point to me hemg in Kota,
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I'saw the Bansal brochure, the holy grail of Kota-land. Bansal s%udeﬁt@
had a chip on their shoulder, even though they weren't te
in a coliege. The Bansalites were Kota’s cool. I had to crack t
However, I had little time to prepare for the test scheduled i
In fact, many of the coaching classes had their exams with
The next set of exams was a month away. | had to join somet
Staying idle would make me go mad faster than the'
-'ﬁm room.

:«»d&ctweiy
Ishortlisted five coaching institutes - Bansal, Career Path,

and two new, cheaper ones called AimIIT and Careerlgnite.

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

I spent the rest of the afternoon ﬁlhng the tiresome and repetitive
forms. T kept myself motivated by saying I would call Aarti once more
before dinner.

e 4

1 went out for-an evening walk at 7:00 p.m. The streets were filled with
nerdy students out for their daily dose of fresh air.
Tfound an STD bm}th
‘Hello?” Mr Pradhan said in a firm voice. Leut the phﬁne onreflex.
";[he meter at the STD booth whirred.
You still have to pay, the ﬁhﬁpkéﬁp&f said sourly. I'nodded.
I needed to speak to someone. I had already called Baba in the
morning. I called Raghav..
R&ghav it’s me. Gopal. From Kota, I said, my last word soft.
‘Gopall Oh, wow, we were just talking about you, Raghav said.



58 Creran BRAGAT

‘Me? Really? With who?’ I said, |
“Aarti’s here. How are you, man? How’s Kota? We miss you!
‘Aarti is at your place?’ 1 asked, puzzled.
“Veah, she wanted me to help her choose her course. She is not sure
about ?ﬁyﬁimingy’ :
Aarti fﬁ;ﬁg@i’tﬁ,.:. d thie phone from Raghav mid-sentence.
‘Gi}paif Where are you?’
“In Kota, of course. 1 called you, 1 said. T wanted to ask her why she

had cometo I%ﬂgha@ place. However, it dido't seend the best way to-start
a conversation.. '

“Why didr’t you call back? T don't even have a namber to call you,
she said. |

“Will ask my landlord if I can receive calls. Tell me when you will be
home. T will call you. T wantto talk! |

“Talk niow, What's up?’

‘How can I talk ;1,{}%??’

“Whyt"

“You are with Raghav; 1 said.

‘Bo?

“What are you doi ng'at Raghav's place?’

‘Nothing. Generally! |

When girls use vague terms like ‘generally, it is cause for specific
concern, Or maybe ;;;Qtr;. Tt could be my overactive mind.

‘I have 6 choosé a course, Should I do Psychology or BSc Home

Science? shesaid.

“What do you want to do?" ] said.
| ‘f have to finish m}:’graiiuaﬁm before beconing an air hostess. That’s

the only reason.lam domg it. ] want an easy course!

‘Oh, so yourair hostess plans are ot dead. T said.

“Well, Raghav says one should not give up one’s dreamso easily. Maybe
BSc¢ Home Science is better; no? Sort of related to hospitality industry. Or
should Tleave Agraseriand joi n hotel r_z;am‘agemm@t? o

1 kept quiet. Raghav’s advising her? Who is he? A career counsellor? Or
does he have the license to preach now because he has a; fuc&:;fg} E rank?
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“Tell me no, Gopi, Aarti said. ‘T am so confused’ Then I heard her
titter. |

“What's so funny? 1 said.

‘Raghay is pretending to be an air hostess. He ha*s a tray and
ev@r‘yt}ung; she said, greatly amused.

Tl talk to you later, 1 said,

Qﬁidﬁ but tell me which course to take; she said; hemmw finally
serious. | |

‘Ask Raghav, §3$ is the better student, I said.

‘C'mon, Gopi. Nonsense you talk”

: Let us talk when you are alone, | L;gué

‘Call me this time fomorrow,

‘Okay, bye!
‘Bye, Aarti said,

I miss you, 1 said, a second too late. T only got a click in response.

I returned to-my room where my dinner tiffin-and the bmchute@
awaited me. T imagined Aarti at Raghav's
insides burnt.

1 picked up a brochure in disgust. I took & blade from my shaving kit,
cut out the cover pictures of the IIT-selected students, and ripped them
to shreds.

place, in peals of laughter. My

&

Bansal classes did not look like the small tuition centres run out of tiny

apartments in Varanasi. It resembled an institute or a large corporate
office. I 'stood in the
and teachers strode about in a purposeful manner, as if they we gmng to
launch satellites in $pace, Like in many other coaching clas ) ;
students had uniforms to eliminate social inequality. You had i“’x’ch iu.d‘;
from Delhi, whose parents gave them more pocket meoney than my father
earned in an entire year. On the other hand, you had losers like me from
Varanasi, who had neither the cash nor the brains required to be here.

Equality in clothes didn't mean Bansal believed all students were
equal. A class system existed, based on your chances of cracking the
gnfrance exam,

antic lobby, wondering what to do next. Students
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The person at the admissions office took my form. ‘High performer?’
he quizzed.

I wondered how anyone could respond to such a question, “Excuse l

‘me?

‘If you have more than 85 per cent aggregate in class X11, or'if you
have an AIEEE rank up to/ 40,000, you get a thirtwper c#:m:,‘éifs;é@uﬁﬁ the
bespectacled gentleman at the counter explained to me.

I have 79 per cent. AIEEE rank 52,043, I'said. |

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

‘Canlgeta discount?’ 1 said, wondering if one could bargain here.

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

‘Do T have to study for your entrance exam?’ I said.

“What will you study in two days? Anyway, you don’t look Jike such
a bright student going by your marks. My suggestion is to apply to other
institutes, he replied. - :

“Thanks, I will T said.

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

I kept quiet. He slipped me a visiting card; ‘Dream IIT’,

?Nhy Wastef;mm}é}f? Course material is the same. My cousin is an
ex-Bansal faculty! |

I examined the card.

‘Don’t tell anyone, okay?’ he said.

| had similar experiences at other institutes. Walls covered with
stamp-sized pictures of successful JEE candidates, resembling wanted
terrorists, greeted mie everywhere. Lalso realised that the reputed institutes
kicked up 2 bigger fuss about ‘repeaters. After all, we had failed once,
and institutes didn’t want to »;-sp@ﬂ their statistics. ‘Top institutes. claimed
to send up to five hundred students a year to IIT. Of course, the institutes



REVOLUTION 2020 ¢ 61

never reveal that they enrol ten thousand students, out of which only
five hundred make it. This meant a low selection ratio of five per cent.
However, the JEE had an overall selection ratio of less than two per cent,
and Kota institutes claimed to beat it. The 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 less people lining up. In fact, they gave
'me spot offers. The latter even offered a twenty per cent discount.
“The discount is a;:zpkuah};z only if you sign up right now; not if you
come again, the aggressive salesman-cum-admissions in- chargﬁ told me.
‘But 1 have not decided yet; 1 pmﬁeated
“You-are appearing for Bansal, aren’t you? he. said ‘and gave me an.
ali-knowing look.
Tkept quiet.
‘[ am an ex-Bansalite, he said.
‘Is there anyone in Kota who is not?’ I said and left the institute.




c,
_ Gﬂpaﬁ So nice to hear your voice; Aarti said. She recognised me in a
second. It felt good. | |
‘Go ts;;heihyau don’t care, I said.
_ ‘Huh? How stupid. [ do care. Firstly, do you have a number 1 can
call?’ | | |
“Yes) 1 said and gave her my:lﬂndhrd’s number. ‘But don’t call a lot.
He said no more than twice a week
‘S0 what? T will be the only one calling you, no?’ Aarti said.
“Yeah. -‘%nywa}z howsizfe? I hate it here!
Is it that bad? Have you started studying?” she asked.
‘No, | can't. It is hard to pick up the same books again. Maybe 1-will
get motivated after 1 join a coaching class! |
4 should have been there, T'would have motivated you” She laughed.
‘Don't make such ;({kﬁ.s |
~ “You will be fine, Gopi. One more attempt. If you get throngh, your
career will be made! ‘ : |
‘I miss you, 1 .saié,.yi%g:v:,‘i.nteres‘tgd in useless things like my career.
‘Oh! she said, smnéwhat surprised by my shifting gears. ‘T.miss you

too, 4

T have nooneg, Aa;:%i; T said.
‘Don't say that. Baba is there, Raghav, me .. . We talk about you a lot!
Her voice trailed off. |
‘Why don't we lif:s"eff.tst%}me 4 couple?’ _
she said.
“Why not? You say yma miiss me. You care forme. Then?
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I care for you a lot. But not in that way. Anyway, we have to focus on
our respective careers. You are there, Tam here!

‘If 1 had a girffriend, at least I could talk to her. I feel so lonely, ﬁarii‘
i ﬁa_a:d-; __

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

‘On the Internet?’ | had seen some cyber cafes around y "i ouse.

“Yeah, make a Gimail TD. Mine is flyingaarti@gmail.com. Ir

‘Flying Aarti) I laughed.

‘Shut up;

Tlaughed harder,

‘At least it cheered you up; she said.

“Think about miy proposal, I said.

“There is nio proposal. And now don't waste your mioney on calls. We
can chiat in the evenings. Tll tell you about my life, and you about yours.
Okay?’

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

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

sﬁi

One weék inKota, and 1 had a few decisions made for me. One; 1 didu'tclear
the Bansal exam, I could join their separate corresponderice programme,
which kind of defeated the purpose of being in Kota. Resonance hiked
its fees at the Tast minute. Tt became unaffordable for me, so T-didn't even
ite their entrance exam. | made it to the waitlist of the Career Path
programume.

“Your chances are good. Many will join Bansal and Resonance,
aﬁywa’*«, the Career Path guy said.

Even the Career Path waitlist had value, AimITT and Careerlgnite
&ﬁer&é me a thirty per cent discount.

“You have miibr&, the AimlIIT person told me. “You have cleared
Career Path, which shows your pmemmi Now %mdy with us at a much

cheaper price and clear the exam!



H4d ¢ CHETAN BHAGAT

“You will be lost amongst the thousands at Career Path. At Ignite, you
will be special, said the ex-Bansalite running down another ex-Bansalite’s
institute.

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

“This is the best investment youw ill make in your lzfs, the accountant
said,

I picked up the items reqmradfm the first term — cotirse material, -
ID card, timetable, circulats and various worksheets required in the next
three months. T also collected three sets of the: Career Path uniform.
Wearing it made me look like a budget hotel receptionist.

[ walked out of the institute with the uniform in my hands.

(;ozxgra;tulatmns’ A manin a black coat stopped me.

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

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

I shook his hand. Apparently, nobody’ could solve pulley problems
in Kota quite like Sanjeev sir. I soon realised there were subject experts
across institutes in Kota. Career Path had its own wizards. Mr Verma,
who tdugh‘t maths, had the moniker of Trignometry-swamy. M Jade
taught chemistry Students affectionately addressed him as Ealaﬂce
He had a unique method of balancing chemical equations. Ac::ordmg to
rumouts, he had tried'to patent it.

‘I am Gopal, from Varanasi’

‘AIEEE programme?’ Mr Pulley said.

‘TEE also, sir/

ix@t}d ngh pctﬁntzai? He referred to Career Path’s internal

N@, sity § saxé and trained my. g,aze down. Once you get low marks,
you learn to lower your eyes rather quickly.

“Its okay. Many non- -high petemml students make it. Jt all depends
on hard work.

Tl do iy best, sir; 1 said.
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‘Good, Mr Pulley said and smacked my back.
gv

I could call myself a true Kota-ite a month into moving ﬂ}&m Like-
thousands of other students, my life now had a rhythm. Career Path
resembled a school, but without the fun bits. Nobody made noise in class,
played pranks on one another or the ':ght of b&nkzni, classes. After all,
“everyone had come here by choice and had paida big price to be here.

We had three to four classes a day, which started inthe afternoon. In
theory, this allowed the current class X1l students to attend school in the
morning, In reality, the class XII studenits never went to school. Career
Path had an agreement with a cooperative CBSE. school, whmh had a
flexible attendance policy. It was rumoured that the CBSE school
a handsome kickback from Career Path for the cooperation exte desi

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 {he.‘tiaﬂ}f practice sheets,
a set of ten problems based on the current lesson. T usuailyﬁmshﬁd by
midnight, After a few hours of sleep I would wake up and prepare for the
next da}& classes. In between, I did household chores; such as washing
clothes and shopping for essentials. T went along with the madness, not so
‘much because of the zeal to prepare, but more because I'wanted to keep "
myself busy. I didn’t want Kotas loneliness to kill me.

One night our classes ended late. T réached the cyber café at nine-

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

Itypedina message fz om my usual handle.

‘GopalKotaFactory: Hil
ElyingAarti: Hey!! Guess what!

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

GopalKotaFactory: What?
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FlyingAarti: 'm at the BHU campus. At their computer centrel!
GopalKotaFactory: How come?
~ FlyingAarti: Raghav joined college. He brought me here. He'said 1
can come and use the computer centre anytime.
{mg,mlkma%mmy Tsn't it too late to be in his college? How will
you get back?
FlyingAarti: T have dad’s red-light car. Who will dare to mess with
-me?
GopalKotaFactory: How often do you visit Raghav?

I waited for her to type & message.

FlyingAarti: What sort of a question is that? Do yt}u keep tabs on
meeting friends? |
GopalKotaFactory: Just a friend, right?

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

GopalKotaFactory: Hmmum.

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

GopalKotaFactory: Tcompleted one month in Kota,

FlyingAarti: At least-you don't refer to it as a gaéfe}rf;aken place
anymore!

impach}ta?&cwry lru& Lam quite busy though.
We even haai c}aas te:.ts

Mugging away.

it gmxris E am sure you will crack JEE this nme

AR AT

GopalKotaFactory: Who knows? T d{:cs will you go out w rth me?
E‘hfmg&artl HERE W E GO AGAIN!Y

'lFi}ﬁﬁﬁ:gAartxri; I i;&c s how weare. And how is itlinked to }‘EF? You
are my favourite!!!
GopalKotaFactory: Stop using so many exclamation mnarks.
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1 expected her to ask me to chat for a few more minutes. Not just give me
a bland okay. She did't even ask me if [ had had my dinner ..

Whéf; gzﬁi_s.,are hidmg something, they start speaking like boys and use
expressions like ‘cool.

GopalKotaFactory: How about you?

FlyingAartic Raghav’s treating me. Only at his canteen though.
Cheapol

‘i}ﬁpa‘:}.‘%iﬁia?actg}ry: You still seem -ﬁ:a:cit;ﬁi '

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

FlyingAatti: What?

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

Sapai&ﬁia?aamw Nothing:
}fmgﬁaﬁz Okay, anyway, Raghav’s here. He &ags hi. T have to
qmckiy eat and head baaic hone. Chat ’zatei i:hm Xom

[ didn't know what ‘xoxo implied, The xs were aagg&sed to be hugs, and
the o's kisses. I don’t think Aarti meant them. :

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




O;n the eve of Aarti’s birthday I had finished three months in Kota. For
the first time 1 mazz}ageé.‘io reach the fop twenty-five percentile in a class
test. Balance-ji .é:ét;g_raﬁi;z!atﬁd e, My chemistry score had improved by
twenty points. Mr Pulley didn't like my average physics performance.
Shishir sir, also lmcwnas Permutation gury, paused a few extra seconds
by my seatas my maths score had improved by ten per cent.

I kept ‘ﬂ};y*':answefr;&heet in :myv{:-a.‘g as 1 sat for the physics class. 1
looked around the three-hundred-seat lecture room. Mr Pulley was
speaking into a handheld mike, tapping it every time he felt the class-was
not paying enough attention. | o

1 still had ;_a[lvé}rgg:.wa’y{{}. go. One needed to reach at least the top-five
percentile in the Career Path class to feel confident about an TIT seat.

An TIT seat is not a joke, Mr Pulley said, even though nobody ever
claimed itwas, : |

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

’Eﬁ‘hfe*tmp’twant}f_smééﬁfs 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 1§Ftra~ge€£ks whod
prefer solving physics problems to having sex, and for whon fun meant
‘memorising the pﬁé’mé& table. Career Path handled Gems with care; as
they had the potential to crack the top hundred ranks of JEE, and thus
adorn future advertisements. Gems were treated preciously; similar to
how one would imagine Lux soap officials treat their brand ambassador

Katrina Kaif.
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1 had not come ¢losé 1o beﬁng one of the Gems. However, the top
twenty-five. gaercmtﬁm felt good. I wanted to share this with Aarti. Also, I
had told het I'd be the first one to wish her on her birthday.

I reached the STD booth close to midnight. I picked up the phone at
11:58 p.m. and dialled her number. I got a busy signal. I tried again but
couldn’t get through. I'made five vaitémpi?-but the line was still ﬁugage(i

‘et other customers call) the shepkﬁeper said.

Fortunately, only one other person stood in line - a student waiting
to call his mother in Guwahati to wish her a h&ppy bzrt%adav I waited
patiently a5 he ended his call at 12:05 aum.

1 rushed into the booth and called Aarti again. The line came busy.
After several attempts the. shopkeeper gave me looks of sympa hy. He told
rne he had to shot &hap by 12: 30 a.m. I tried. aaiimg many more times,
at two-minute intervals, but to no avail.

I dort know why, but I decided to call Raghav’s hz:mse It being a
}f‘mday mght Tknew Raghzw would be home for the weekend I hesitated
for & second before T dialled his number, Of course, if the phnne rang
so late 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. I could not
get through to either.

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

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

take so long?

“Ihe shopkeeper tapped my booth window. “The police will harass me
if I stay open any longer -

‘Do you know where I can find an STD booth open?’ | said.

‘Railway station. the shopkeeper said. He switched off the lit sign.

No auto-rickshaw agreed to go to the railway station at a reasonable
price at that hour. I£ Tran I could cover the five-kilometre distance in half
an hour, ,
I reached platform 1 of Kota station at 1:00 a.ma., panting after my
five-kilometre jog. Even at this hour the station was bustling. A train
arrived and the general-quota passengers ran for seats,
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I found an STD booth and called Aarti. This time the phone rang.

I took a deep breath. My temper was not something T was proud of. I
wanted to keep'it under check as the birthday gitl pu.keé up the phone,

‘Hello?” DM Pradhan spoke instead.

‘Hello, uncle? Uncle, Gopal, I blurted out, even though1 should have
probably hung up. After so many attempts 1 had to talk to her.

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

Aarti came close to the phone. 1 could hear her conversation with.
her father. |

‘How much will you talk on the phone? Your friends keep f.&ilmg, her
father grumbled.

_“Its my birthday, dad; Aarti said and picked up the phone.

‘Happy b:rthday, Aarti] T said, trying to sound. excited.

Hey, (mpaif Thanks. That's so sweet of you. You stayed up so late to
wish me?" she said.

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

ﬁealiy?  Adrti said.

Yeah, the line was busy. Who were you taikmg to? I wanted to be the

first, I said.

‘Oh, my cousins, you. kngw in the U’*’%? [ have my aunt there, no?"

Her voice saunéed overtly casual. Aarti forgot I had known her for
eight years. [ c&mké sense it when she lied.

~ “They spoke }Gng -distance for an hour?’

‘What one hour? 1 spoke to them for two minutes. Maybe I didn't

place the phone back properly. Leave it, no. How.are yeu? W;sh you-were

here!]

Do mu?

Yeah Of course! I miss you, Aarti said, her tone so genuine that it
was hard to believe she had lied to me ten seconds ago.

‘If you had placed the phone incorrectly; who placed it back correctly
now?’

‘Gopal! Stop interrogating me. L hate this. It is my bzrth{iav

‘And you lie on your birthday?’
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“What?'

‘Swear on our friendship that Raghav didn’t cali?’ 1

‘What?' Aarti said, her voice loud.’ ‘Swear? How ¢

‘He called, no? You were speaking to hirm. W?zais g& ng on between
YOU g owa? '

s m} bmhday Can you not ma&e it s stressful?’
domy question .
ering around. Chat tomorrow on, the net? After

‘U 1&2& Daﬁ is hov
my college?’
“f have classes) | said.
"“%&ﬁ&a}f”i;ei’sy yat on Sunday, around noon, okay?’
&&% 1, jirst be honest with me. [ value honesty a lot) 1 said.
itse, Okay, bye now. Dad’s giving me (i;zi}; 1ooks. Honestly!

i wa&ed i:;aca;fv- iing not to oy
Wait till Sunday, T consoled myself.

&

She never canie online on Sunday. 1 spent two hours at the cyber café.
Noon became one, and one became two. There’s only s0 1¥ uch porn one
can watch. I downloaded enough x-rated clips to open‘a video library.
couldrt bear it anymore,

How hard was it to deliver on a simple promise? Lhad dﬂma nothing
but wait for Sunday to talk things out with her. She had saggéfsted the
tirne, not I, I'wanted to vent my anger, but had no-outlet.

[ kicked the CPU of the computer in frustration.

The power went
off.

“What are you doing?" 1 The owner of the cyber café came running.

‘Sorry, | have a temper problem. Tam working on it; 1 said and rushed
ot

f went to the STD booth. I called:

‘Good afternoon; aunty: ¢ Jopal here!

‘Hello, Gopal; Aarti’s mother said cart ty. Her *mgbmd might be the
DM, but she had more attitude thaxt him.

her home, Her mother picked up.
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‘Aunty, is Aarti around?’

‘She left early morning with Raghav for Kanpur!

‘Kanpur?" I said; shocked. She had gone ‘three hundred kilometres
away from Varanasi with Raghav. |

“Yes, some festival at 1IT Kanpur. Raghav is in the debating team.
She's also participating. Singing, I think’

‘Okay; 1 said, wéaéez}i}ng what question to ask next to get more

information.

Auythmg nnpartant?’ Aarti’s mother said.

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

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

‘Of course. Shg’fs;gﬁne'iﬁ the government car, With a security guard.

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 caiiege and have
fun like Raghav

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

I checked my wallet. Thad only hundred bucks leftof my self-assi gned
monthly allowance of a thousand bucks. The month of November still
had ten days left. T scolded myself for spending too much on calls.

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

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

However, Mr Pessimist (:xopai did not buy it.

Okay, so Raghav has better looks. But Aarti is niot so eimiiow 1 have
known her fm‘ a decade, Mr Optimist-me argued.

Raghay also has better future prospects, Mr Pessimist-me said.

But would she choose a guy just on the basis of his JEE rank? She is a
girl, not a dammn institute, said Mr Optimist-me.
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She finds him furmy, Mr Pessimist said.

She will even find jokers in the eircus funmy, Mr Optimist said.

My head hurt as the two morons inside s would not stop arguing, Girls
have nio idea what effect their waver ing has on boys. I had to talk to Aarta
1 wanted to shake her and make her talk.

My temper flared again. I wanted to run to the Kota station and travel
unreserved to Varanask: 1 couldn’t think about Balance-ji ormy percentile
or the stupid Career Path,

If Raghav did anything with Aarti; Iwould fucking kill him.

[ pressed the doorbell six times when { reached home.

‘Everything okay?" uncle said.

Tm not going to fucking kill myself, okay? Shouting helped release
tension.

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

‘Sorry, 1 said. You don't use f-words with your: landlord.

I didu't sleep the whole night. 1 kicked my self for thinking about her
so much. |

She is a liar, ditcher and heartless person, 1 told myself fitty

She also. iaapgem:d to be someone | couldn’t. stop, thin ki
Love, ﬁﬁiuaﬁv is nethmg but a bitch.

times.
ng about.




e had a surprise test in class the next day - ‘which went ba&l}f In the
k»&mistry class Balance-ji scolded me as I could not answer even a simple
question. I didn't give a fuck. [ wanted to get hold of this girl.

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

Thad ahorrible week at Career Path. My results slipped to the eightieth
| ?c:rc:&ntilé:xvFé)u{-;ﬁfthsiaf the class had done better than me. Career Path
had a software that picked out students with the maximum improvement
or detertoration. 1 featured in the latter.

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

P sorry, sit; Lsaid,

“You are not in bad company, I hope’

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

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

cope)

I looked at Shishir sir. He seemed young and genuine. ‘Tknow how
hard it is. ] am a Kota product nyself]

On Sunday 1 went to the cyber café again. As usual, no email.
However, she came online in five minutes.

A partof me resisted, T initiated the chat anyway.

GopalKotaFactory: Hi,
She didsr't respond fot two minutes. I sent another hi.

FlyingAarti: Hi Gopal.
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She had not called me Gopi. It did not seem normal,

GopalKotaFactory: Are you upset?

Fl}%ngﬁaiii P Fine,

A gitfs ‘'m Finé, especially with capital  is like an Geebergs ahead sign

GopalKotaFactory: Can we chat?
FlyingAarti; Only if you don't yell at me,
GopalKotaFactory: I'm sorry T did that day.

I also wanted to add that she ditched me last Sunday on chat. T wanted to
ask why she went to IIT Kanpur with Raghav. However; if I came on too
x&mrxgi‘y she would give me the silent treatment that could kill me. First
and foremost; 1 had to get information out of her,

GopalKotaFactory: You know my tempet problem. I am working

on it.

FlyingAarti: It’s fine. Apology accepted.
{ found it strange that | ended up saying Sorry ‘when she owed me an
d?{}iﬁg?‘ Is it ever the girls fault? The good thing about chatting on the
internet is that you can control your impulses. I'took a couple of deep
breaths amé;ty?@d something neutral.

GopalKotaFactory: So, what's up?
When in doubt, stick to open-ended q&i‘eﬁiiﬁﬁ&;

Pi}fmgf‘&az ti: Not much. ,ﬁi}ege is busy. I viade some friends. Not

miany.

GopalKotaFactory: Any special friends? ©
1 had placed a strategic smiley after the question. It hid my intense
curiosity and anger. |

F_i}*iﬂgﬁafﬁis{:".ﬁl@im:, Gopi.

“There, my nickname was back. Het mood h;&d’i‘i‘g%%med;
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G“?Pﬁll(ﬁtaﬁaitﬁr?’:‘Ifs okay. Tell me. You won't tell me? Your best
friend.. |
FlyingAarti: T don't know. You get so upset.

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

I overdid tfhe-a,smii.ieysf};;rst to make her feel mmf&rt&l&ena&fgﬁ to talk.
FlyingAarti: Well, there is someone special.

A rusted iron knife jabbed my chest. I f‘caugﬁt the pain and typed.

Gm:iai}ima?aciﬁr}f* @

* FlyingAarti: You know him.
GopalKotaFactory: ©
FlyingAarti: Very well, in fact.
GopalKotaFactory: Say who ©

 FlyingAarti: Mr BHU, who else?

The knife was now s{li_ciﬁg through my heart. I clenched my teeth hard.
GopalKotaF actory: ‘Reﬁ-liif?- ©
Keep E}rﬁaﬁng, kfzep up {he smileys.

FlyingAarti: Yeah, He's mad. Mad stupid Raghavm He, trapped
me. ~

GopalKotaFactory: So... youguys close?

FlyingAarti; Kinda.

I couldn’t keep up the smileys anymore.

GopalKotaFactory: Kinda?
FlymgAartl Shush. Don't ask all that.
sopalKotaFactory: You've done. it?

i«l}rmg Aarti: How d:rs:zs‘pis Gopi. No, not yet.
Sﬂpﬁﬁ\@t&?&d{m Meanmg? |
FlyingAarti: Meam;_zgﬁa}ngg}a{ ....Oh, don’t embarrass me.
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FlyingAar i What f;mﬁ?
GopalKotaFactory: Yo wu said friendship isall you ‘wanted. With

e, With anyone,

FlyingAarti: Did 17 Idon't know. It just kinda happened.
GopalKotaFactory: How did it kinda happen? You just kmda}
removed your clothes?

My temper had returned and taken over my remote control.

FlyingAarti: Watch your language. ;
GopalKotFactory: Why? You someone pure or what? Behaving
Jike ashut.

She didnt respond. I continued.

GopalKotaFactory: Can you tell me why? Because he hasa JEE
rank? ’

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

GopalKotaFactory: Really? “What makes it special? Did you give
him:;a blow job? Where? In his hostel or in Kanpur? |

She didn’t respond. | realised T had said too much. However, you cannot
umiu aline sent on chat. And 1 did not want to fucking Apeiegise again.

I &ept waiting for an answer.

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

I refreshed my screen. I had ans‘thez ﬁoéimatmzz FlyingAarti is no
longer a contact.

She had removed me from her list.

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

‘N, that won't benecessary, not for along time] I said.

F



78 ¢ CHETAN BHAGAT

The day Aarti cut off contact with me was the day I stopped doing my
daily practice sheets. I'no longer went to the cyber café either. Instead, 1
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. I didn’t brmg any reading material to the shop. I
sat there; killing hours, watching the crowd and nursing cups of tea.

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

Y am sorry; 1 said to Chaman, the shop-owner, Fwill hrmg the cash
tomorrow.

Someone I dide’t know. stepped forward and handed the shopkeeper
ten bucks; ‘Chill; the newcomer said to me,

‘Oh, thanks; 1 said.

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

‘Career Path; T said. ‘Tl pay you tomorrow. I forgot my wallet at
home!

‘Relax; he said and extended his hand. ‘T'm Prateek. From Raipur!

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

I nodded.

‘Quitter; he said.

“What's that?”

“Tried Kota. Didn’t work. $till hanging around here to get some
peace! " |

I iaughed ‘1 had AIEEE 50, 000. 1 think I may havea chaace 1% Ttry
again/

‘Do you wanit to?” Prateck said,

1 kept quiet. We sat down on the wooden stools outside the shop.

“You look like you are on the verge of bemmmg a quitter; he said,

T fine. A little low: The nekt installment at Career Path is due: My
father doesnt have much cash on him’

‘Go back] Prateek said. He lit a cigarette and offered it to me. |
declined.

‘I can't. All his hopes are pinned on me, He'll borrow mc:sney and

send it
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Prateek. éztp;}ed his head back and biew smoke towards the sky.
I had reached the top twenty-five percentile; I said, to jus ify my
 existencein this place.

‘Had reached? You are still doing the course, rzg%:t?
| ‘I aizg)peé in the past few weeks

1 ﬁfm t even .ksnm? you, T 31; pay you your ten %m;;i_iaa, ‘smgm robing, 1
said. | -

‘Chill, man, T am only 'ma%:ing}s:::s:}:ﬂversatimz.?"'He laughed and patted
miy shoulder. | |

['kept quiet. Images of countless boat rides with Aarti passed: thr@ugh |
my mind. How I rowed with my rbare hands. How she used to massage my
palms afterwards ... I flexed my hands; remembering.

1 hate her. But Imiss her.

?rateek smoked two cigarettes without uttering a word.
irl 1 said gwdgmgl’y

r"fht'iff*yﬁu?"- He grmned.

‘Never came tome

‘Happens. ‘We are losers. We don't get things e&mly Mmksa ranks,
g;lzia - nothing is easy for us.

Yeah, everyone: mkea us for a ride. From Kota: classe;,»; t6 the bitch
back home; 1 said:

“Bitch, eh? You seem like a fun guy. Pmiésk high- fmad me.

9 better go home!

“We don't have a home. We are like pei}p»k stuck in. omer space. No
home, no %ﬁh{za_‘i no cgﬁi&g&, 0o job. Qniy Kota, He winked at me.
ter. He had
become a quitter the first time, and even now he had almost given up. We

Prateek: studied at Resonance, as a second-time

became friends, meeting at Chaman's every night.
One day the tea didnt seem enough. Mr Pulley had thrown me out
of his class.
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‘So what if he asked you to leave. Iis not like a real college; Prateek
said.

‘I fell asleep. Such ;__a*:};Q‘rizng:i&;(:mref I said.

He laughed. |

T gave them their hlcf)ody second installment today. Still they do thxs
to me, I'said.

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

“Where are we going?’

‘My place; he said.

L4

Prateek’s room didn't look like that of a hardworking repeater in Kota.

Beer bottles outnumbered books, cigarette butts exceeded pens. The walls
had posters of scantziyﬁdad women instead of Resonance circulars,

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

Twould if I could. My parents won't fund me here aﬁer this year, he
said. He took out a bottle of Old Monk from his cupbaard He poured the
rum neat for me. It tasted terrible.

‘What happens after this'year?' I said.

“Nothing. Reality check for my parents. Both of them are tea{,hers
~ Hopefully, the: passing’ of two years and half their life savings Wﬂi make

them realise tl at their son can’t crack. any entrance exam.
“You can if you work hard; I'said and kept my drink aside.
‘No, T can't; Prateek said, his voice firm. “The seiectzen raie ;s;-lesu
than three per cent. Most of us car't crack these tes i
‘But who will drill it into our parema ‘heads? Anywa
in one shot!

The rimn tasted like sonie hot and bitter miedicine. I forced it down
‘my throat.  had to get over Aarti. Sometimes the only'way to ‘getrid ofan
unpleasant feeling is to replace it with another unpleasa;zt feeling.

I asked for another drink, and then another. Soon, Aarti didn't seem

so painful.
You loved her?’ Prateck said.
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“What is love?’

“Love is what ‘your parents give: y{m if you clear the IIT exam, he
said,

We high- ~fived. T did T guess; T said after a Whﬂe

‘How long? He lit a cigarette.

‘Eight years!

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

I shook my head. Over the next three hours [- Id him my entire
one-sided love story. From the day 1 had stolen her tiffin to the day she
massaged ray hand for the last time, and until she finally logged out and
temoved meas a contact.

Prateek listened in silence.

‘So, what do you think? Say som ething; 1 said. To my sirprise he was
still awake. | |

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

Soreyi 1 said. 3heepmhly ‘Did I bore you?”

It’s okay. Try to forget her. Wish her ‘happiness with her JEE boy!

9 can’t forget her. T haven't stu:ivzé a day since she stopped talking

to me.

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

Pl never marry, 1 said.

“Then what? Marry your hand?’ Prateek burst out laughing.

Men are useless. They hide their ma‘mhtv to discuss relationships.
‘%z@hmd lame jokes:

1 %e’;‘:ter go, 1 said.

" ":{}? mie. He lay on ﬁae floor, too tired to-go to his bed.
Dot ims your grip, man, ’ he shouted after mie as 1 left his house.

Grip. Yes, that's the word. The trick to these entrance exams is that you
have to get a grip on them. You need a game plan. What are your strong
subjects, which are your we reak ones? Are you working with the teachers
on the weak areas? Are you tracking your progress on the mock-tests?
Are you thinking about nothing but. the exam all day? Do you eat your
meals and take your bath as fast as possible so that you have more time




82 ¢ CHETAN BHAGAT

to study? If your answer is ‘ves to all these questions, that’s when you can
say you have a grip. That’s the only way to have a shot at a seat. Of course,
you could be one of those natur ally talented students who never have to
study much, But most of us are not, courtesy our parents’ " mediocre genes.
Tronically; these same parents who donated these dumb genes take the
fongest time to understand that their child is not Einsteit 's clon

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

I had another problem to deal with. My expenses had increased, for
I had to payfor rum. Prateek treated me a few times, but after a while
he asked me to pay my share, I knew Baba had borrowed to pay the last
i.rmtaﬂmenf audiﬁéé”ﬁ@ money. However, | had H’tﬁe choice:
I dia ome from the STD booth one mght
“mm I &ldnt a,ail last Wﬁfi\ Baba‘ I saﬁd

:Whai:?‘ |

I need 'some new books. They are supposed to be the best for
maths” | | |

‘Can’t you borrow them from someone?’

‘Hard to; I said. ‘Everyone wants to keep theirs.

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

‘How much?’

“Two thousarid. 'ﬁmv are impotted.

‘Okay’

‘Do you have the money, Baba?’

‘Can [send itina week?

‘How much loan did you take, Baba?’ I said.
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‘Fifty thousand, he satd. ‘T sent you thirty, but needed some extra to
repair the roof, |

“What about your medical bills?’
thousand to the hospital!

You will anyway ‘borrow more; right?’

‘Probably”

“Send whatever you can, [ will go now, itisan xpensive call; T said,
wanting to end the ordeal as soon as possible.

"'E%m will gei: selected, no, Gopi 2

Towe twenty

t;si" 'ﬁ;}m mwﬁi there Nﬂihmg wu&d m@tnrattt me o f;‘iu{im ’}'hf.n came my
%i:‘rt:ifié&yz



11

Wiy birthday came five months after my arrival in Kota 1.did not think
of it as a special éay and planned to attend classes as usual: Hﬂwever, late
night on my birthday eve, Mr Soni knocked on my door.

‘Someone on the phone; asking for you! ' He soun éed drowsy.

“Who is it?” I said, surprised. ‘Baba?’

‘A girl; MrSoni said. ‘And happy birthday, by the way

“Thanks; I said and picked up the phone. Who could it be? L th{iught
A teacher from Career Path? Did I do something wrong?

F lappy birthday, Gopal” Aarti’s wonderful words fell like raindrops on
a hot Kota afternoon. Emetions surged within me. T felt overwhelmed.

‘Aarti?’ I said. Uncontrollable tears ran down my cheeks.

‘So youstill recognise my voice? 1 thought Pll play a guessing game,
Can we talk? Or am 1 disturbing you?’

1 had played out this scene - of speaking with Aarti ~ a million times
in my head. I thought would be curt with her if she ever called me. Like
I didett care who she was. Or I would pretend to be busy. Of course, all
those mental dress. rehearsals flew out of the window. ‘Ne, no, Aarti; 1
said. ‘You are:not ézsm{bzng meat all] |

I hadnot felt better in months. Why did birthdays come only once
a year?

‘So, doing. anﬂhmg special on your birthday?’ ‘Aarti said.

‘Not reaﬂy Will go out for dinner with a friend.

‘Priend? Data% eh?” she said in her trademark naughty voice.

‘Prateek: I0s a-guy; T said.

Oh, ._a,‘zsay, Aarti ,g,aid . “That’s nice’
‘T am sorry about the chat the last time!
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She kept. quiet.
1 shouldn’t have said those things. But you cut off contact ..

ﬁ\k}bf}d}' has ever spoken to me like that”

‘T sorey.

It's okay. Anyway, its your birthday, 1 dant want you to feel
horrible’

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

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

‘Must be mugging away.

“No, not that much. In fact, he edits the campus maga&me now. Keeps
talking-about that,

“That’s great; 1 said. She still hadn't told me about both of them. I did
not want to pry too much like the last time.

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

I éld 1ot mmci Raghav dmng wha%:sver he waﬁted fm' ihf: wmld as

‘gﬁ»‘:‘rwm I sazé

‘Good. And T am happy with him. If you care formeasa frtené you
should accept that’

‘Are we friends?" T asked. ‘

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

1 wanted to tell her she hadnt spoken to me for three months.
However, girls get extremely upset if you give them evidence contrary to
their belief.

“Yes, T guess) I said, and vpamgéd‘kﬁefiﬁf&:‘v,:};égg@ké’ again. ‘So we can
talk?”

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

‘And what?’

‘Accept Raghav-and me!

‘Do T have a choice?’ 1 said.
“That’s the pmm 1 want you to- acgept it hag)pxi’y Twill be happ} for

you if 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, | said after a while. More than anything, 1 didn’t want 1o lose touch.
with her again. My life in Kota had become hell after she disappeared.

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

Girls always leave subtle phrases as qualifiers, s0-you can’t put them
in a spot later. Like if I told her, '

‘buit you said you missed me, she would
jump and say, ‘but Lalso said as afriend! as if we were in a court of justice.
It is so hard to figure girls out, 1 L{mid bet even the Career Path Gems
could not do it,
“You there?” she said, interrupting my chain of thought.
“Yeah; I said. |
‘Okay, I have to go. Happy birthday again!’
“Thank you, bye. Will speak to you or chat ... I said and paused.
‘T will add you back on chat] she laughed.
‘Sorry agai ] T said,
‘Don't be stupid, birthday boy. If you were here T'd pull your cheeks;

she said.

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

“Chat soon; she said and hung up.

Tfeltsogood that even the physics sointmm guide on m§ desk looked
kissable. I wanted to study. I wanted to five.

@

Career Path would never know why | made it to the most-impros d lis
once again. Aarti had me go back to studies in 2 big way. Maybe it was her
simple "how was your day?” in our chats. I also liked to be accountable to
“her, and report back to her on how productive the day had been. 1 told
her about the equations faught in class, the feedback the teacher gave me
(especially the praise), and how I planned to study late into the night.
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”&&2}755 sﬁze wzfl f”ﬁ?f me on Liwi fﬁdav how fzz;xgs m‘é’i?! wm'izz«rg out
with §€*fzg£mz' or liow she comuects with me so much better than w th her
boyfriend.

However, she never said such thm 5, even thgu‘ h som etimes she

came ak}&e, {}nce si"

an skipping a
sck-test, let alone
a f»;mpifi a’ieadime im a :ftzipié magazine. stey o7, ’E‘ﬁz@ﬁ-’%ﬁiﬁi herthis. I
knew my place; |, who could never compare myself to Raghav.

od with her one eveming and talked about my class

I ¢hi

f:laas éxd worse t han me: My be*;t p&riarm&fm& e"er*

FlyingAarti: Wow! Cooll

GopalKotaFactory: L ong way to go still

FlyingAarti: You will get there, theres time:

GopalKotaFactory: Hardly. JEE and AIEEE ars less than two
months away.

FlyingAarti You'll be fine.

GopalKotaFactory: T hope so. I had slipped in the middle of the

course.
HFlyingAarti: How come?
izepaﬁ{ma‘famaf&" No reason as such. Lack of focus, Anyway,
can't wait to get out of Kota.
FlyingAartic 1 know ... it’s been 50 long since I saw you. Miss
you. | |
{:Qp&ik{;i&agzt@w You do?

iymg;%»ari;. Of course. See, | Raghav has ditched mie for Chak de

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

GﬁpéiKbtaFa‘cmryf?? |
GopalKotaFactory: You there?

She didn’t answer. I wondered if Thad asked something map;:»rapnate My
heart began to beat fast. I wrote after five minutes.

GopalKotaFactory: Hey, you upset? I am sorry if I said something
wrong ... You don't haveto...
FlyingAarti: Hey, sorry .

}«lvmgﬁart; Bcayffwnd called to apologise. He's finished his work.
going for the moviell

(qopaiKt}taFac’{ow O, that's great.

FlyingAarti: What were you saying ... wait. ‘Of course, we can see
movies when you are back. Why are you sorry?
GopalKotaFactory: Nothing, Tjustfelt..

FlyingAatti: Relax. Okay, I have to go get ready.
Gmp&iKataFacmry Fine,

vagf\artn I better look smashing to get his attention. Else; he'll
‘be proof-reading his articles on our date.

Gepail( aPactory: Okay. I better study too.

FlyingAarti: Two more months. Then we can all have lots of fun.
GopalKotaFactory: Yeah. Thanks.

FlyingAarti: Bye. Xoxoxo;

And H}qngﬁaﬁl logged out.

1 walked back home as slowly as possible. After all, T had nothing
to look: ﬁnrward to but books. 1 tried not to imagine both of them in a
theatre, hand in hand. 1 debated if 1 should be in touch with Aartiat all.
However, T remembered the abyss T had fallen into the last time. A few
jabs at the heart are better than a complete nervous breakdown,

»
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E“s‘a}am;e.,jl gas,e exan
Muhammad AL, peopl
gmmped my ﬁst i;ke Aii, amd chas:beé aut r&f théz institute |
: trance exams inthe world. On
{ {}.-_ ?Eﬁ;ﬁf_ aﬂw [ thought may want to wish m
My ?:}e:si wishes are always with you, my Gopl: fﬁmammf is your
chance to make your: family name famous, Baba said.
“Thank you, Baba; 152
Eﬁiaﬁz@:ﬁ Aart
‘Fello? a male voice surprised me
i&y peak to-Aattl, ?leass,’ [ said;
‘Sure, who's this?” ‘the voice asked.
‘Gopal.
‘Hi, Gopal. Its. Raé,h v, the voice said.
i almost dropped the phone. ‘Raghav?’ T said. i}ad not spoken to
him in almost a year.
You dor’t keep in touch, Gopal. Though it’s my fault too] Raghav
said.

eeping thecull short,
5 pumber next,

It did not sound like her father.

1 didr't know how much Raghav knew about Aarti and me, in
particular about our. showdown and the subsequent resumption of
communication. T kept to a neutral tone and topic. ‘How's BHU?

“So-far so g;*.f%{?iii.fit’s. like any other college. Just better facilities. How
areyou?” R

‘JEE tomorrow. You can gue%

‘Tknow. My college is a centre too. You did’t come here to’ ta%m it?’

I have classes until the last minute. Plus, my AIEEE final vefresher
starts toraorrow,

‘Glad T ars done with all that, man, Raghay iaﬁghed Not unkindly, -
but I winced. When someone refers to your weak spot even indirectly; it
hurts.

e too, hopefully soon; [ said.

“You'll crack it. Aarti tells me you are doing well’
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So they do talk about me, I thought. ‘Who knows? Depends on the

paper. So'much of it is luck?
“True; Raghav said.

We had an awkward nothing-to-say moment. It was his fault; as he
forgot T had called for Aarti.

‘S0, is Aarti around?’

‘Oh yes, hold en a second’ |

1 heard het giggle. T wondered if Raghav had joked about me.

'éﬁ§%§;€§f%j 3@5{*@? Tuck, IEEbe, Aarti sazd

“Thank you. Need it/

I went to the Vishwanath Temple, Aarti said, ‘to pray for you.

“You did?* | |

“Yes. I dragged this lazy Raghav to take a bath and come along too,
she said and laughed again. “We just came back ... Hey, Raghav stop ...
stop ... Hold on, Gopal! |

I paid long-distance o hear their private banter. I heard Aarti tell
Raghav to stop imitating her. But Raghav didn't seem to have anything
better to do. ' | |

‘Hello?' I'said after sixty seconds.

“Hey, sorry, Aarti said as she composed herself. ‘Okay, now I have
managed to turn away from him. Gopi, you will go into the exam centre.
super-confident, promise? |
“Ves; 1 said, like an obedient child. I liked her maternal instinct with

me.

‘I want you to feel that you can get whatever you want in life. Because
I know you ¢an] Aarti said,

I cannot get you, I wanted to tell her. Still, I appreciated her boosting
me up for the big test. AIEEE ends; and Iamona train in the next four
hours’ ' |
“Yes, we are waiting too. Come back soon. When the results come
out, Wﬁ""v;%*ii’l_fc;éi“ébféte your victory together! |

Onlyif1getin; Isaid. ‘

‘Do not think liké that. Believe you have already made it) Aarti said,
‘for toy sake! |
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Her last phrase meant the world to'me. Yes, [ wanted to make 12 - for
her sake.

§}»

The city had changed, but the JEE exam centre in Kota gave me the same
feeling as last year. Patents came by taxi-loads and auto-loads. Some rich
kids came in air-conditioned cars. Mothers performed little pujas and
rituals for their children, ironically; right before they went in to show
their mastery of science. I did not have anyone from my family fussing
over me. [ didi't care. "Tilaks on the heads and curd in %:hf: mouth didn't
matter. Once you went inside, you had to beat the hell out of the ninety-
ninepercent az:},%‘ ‘the half a million students si ﬁgifﬁr the exam across the
country.. ”

I had a good start. I solved the first few pmﬁiems w&h relative ease.
The middle became fough. Some questions belonged to chapters taught
during my drunken and depressed phase in Kota. I got stuck on one
problem. 1 thought T could solve it, became possessed, and wasted ten
minutes. I suppose Lhave a problem letting go. Ten minutes are crucial in
the JEE. I m;?gtéi}i‘}::kiﬁ%;ﬁﬁ':myaelfan:iﬁ moved on to the next problem. I went
on sclving as many problems as I could before the dreaded bell rang.

*i‘im %mzﬁi's}ez’ énatchf:d m'y papa away "c;\l?i‘:’fz as [ fjeggt‘ad him m 1&1

Emadred mnkg, bui‘. e i:he_]}‘ii?; h.a.d, Ezuisd.-

‘How did it go?’ Baba asked me in the evening,

I tried to be as Honest as possible. ‘Better than last time’

‘Good. But don't relax. Give your full attention to AITEEE

Twill, Tsaid

Aarti and 1 chatted briefly. She, predictably, reassured me about
things. She had term break in her college. Her parents. had planned a
family trip to the U SA; to visit her aunt, ~

“Even if I cannot call or chat, T will email you from Chicago? she said.
She did send me a couple of mails wishing me luck for the AIEEE exam.

Aarti also wrote to me that Raghav had his Vagaafm and was interning
ata local newspaper.
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‘S0 Raghav’s dad is not too happy about his engineer-to-be son at the
newsmp&r;} say what is wrong with it?’ Aarti wrote in one of her emails,

As people took international hoixdavsand indulged their passions, |
I took the ATEEE. It went off smoothly, much better than the previous
time. However, it is.a speed-based test. You can't really 'téﬂ}if._yﬁn-d?i& well
as compared to others. One is lucky to be able to attempt seventy per cent
of the questions. I felt I had a much better shot than last time. In any case,
I submitted my-answer-sheet and ran home to pack: I had a train to catch.
I had served mstta sentence. -

Prateek came to drop me at the station. He helped me place my heavy
bags in the g&aaﬁi}im‘mﬁnﬁ; - | '

“When are you going back to Raipur?’ I said.

“Whenever they come fetch me; Prateek said cheekily and waved
goodbye. | - |









i
b

£7%
&
M?rﬁz‘ the sights and smells of Ve aranasi came to receive me at the station.

; aste money
g iiﬁa;ars and interest

1 hadn't mié aﬁym}e ahmﬁ my ar ifi. al,

cheaper ia&nj %a& had ta:ﬁﬁ me.
Hven the filthy and crowded streets of Ga&%}i}lmbeﬁm%é beautiful to
e. No-place like your hometown. More than anything, I wanted to meet
Aarti. Every inch of Varanasi reminded me of her. Feople come to my
city the presence of god, but T could feel her presence everywhere,
However; 1 had to goto Baba first.
I rang the door] ell at home.
‘Gopall” Baba exclaimed, hugging me with his weak arms,
‘I missed Viranasi, Baba. | missed home. I missed YO
The house appeared messier than before. I suppose Baba could only
clean it so much. i picked upa broom to sweep the floor. |
‘Stop it, you Have come after a year. What are you doing?’ Baba
snatched the broom fronyme.

he miked wﬁh hza mauﬂ:} fﬂii
2 m:swh.em,v Ghanshyan: wor't even show up for
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‘He’s rright How much can my lungs take?’ He had a coughing fiteven
as he said ¢ his:

‘Nothing will happen to you. Let me speak to the lawyer!
‘No use. I have no money to pay him. He doesnt take my calls
“anymore. Forget about.all this. When is your emtrame result?”
In one month; T said absent-mindedly, trying to decide if I should
call Aarti first or wash my hands.
I dis Elﬁdhernumberwh dal-smeared fingers.
‘Hello?” she said.
‘Boat ride this evening, madam?’ I said.
‘Gopal! You are back? When did you come?’
‘An hour ago. When do we meet?’ I said. “This evening at the ghats?’
“Yes, -sure, oh wait. No, I have to go to Raghav’s. college. You are
welcomie to come-along’
‘No, thanks.
“Why not? He'is your friend too.
‘I want to catch up with you first”
“We will catch up on the way. I'll send dad’s car. Come, okay?’
1 had little choice. I didn’t want to wait another day to see her.
Raghav won't mind?’
“He will be thrilled. It’s his big event!
‘Event?’
Twill tell *ym when we meet. Wow, almost a year, right?’
“Three hundred and five days; | amé
‘Someone’s returned a geek, Seeyou!

%

There's a aeme of power when you sitina white gmfemmem Ambassador
car with a red kght on top. Traffic eases, policemen salute you for no
reason, and you start to wonder if civil services are ‘where you should be.
| The cat took me to the DM’s bungalow. Located in the posh
Cantonment area, the two-acre property had a serpentine driveway.
“Tell Aarti madam 1 am waiting in the car; T told the driver,
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1 did not want to discuss Kota and the wpcoming entrance exam
results with her parents. ' R -

Her pink salwar-kameez became visible at-a distance. As she came
closer, I saw her face ~ no make-up apart from the lip- g}ma 1 had not
seen anything more beautiful in three hundred and: five days. I controlled
my exciterent as ‘_Shi‘:}?i}?ﬁné& the car door.

“Hi Aarti) T said, : | |

“Why soformal? Come here; Aarti said and hugged me. Her sequined
dupatta poked me i the chest while her scent went to my head. ‘Raghav’s
college; she said to the d

‘So, hm»z%izfe? Arerit you glad to be back?” she said.

“It's my happiest day ever. I hope I never leave Varanasi again, I said
feﬁﬁfém}?

“‘Unless it is for IIT; she aauﬁ and winked at me.

Teouldnt respom"i

“What? You will leave for an II'T, right?’

I collected myself. ‘It's not like T have anything in hand. Anyway,
what's Raghav’s event?’ |

‘He's revamped the college magazine. Today is the launch of the new
issue!

Aver, and he mdazgwﬁd

“Is he even demg his BTech? 1 only hear about his: magaz:me

Aarti laughed. God, T had missed that l&ugh Twanted to record it and
_piay iton a loop. o

‘He is; she said and grinned again. "Eh@ugh 1 also call him the fake
.&%ngmﬁﬁi‘

‘How did his newspaper internship go?’

“Not bad. They didn’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. campus. Manicured lawns and
well-kept buildings made it look like another couzmy compared to the
rest of Varanasi.

‘G-14 hall] Aarti instructed her driver.

We entered the five-hundred-seater-auditorium, packed to capacity.
A huge banner of the new magazine cover flapped across the stage.
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Raghav had ﬁhanged everythmg, layout, look, content and even the title.
The cover read BHUkamp, or earthquake. T noticed the smart utilisation
of the university acronym. The magazine’s tagline said: ‘Shake the world’

Aarti ans:i I sat in the second row. The lights dimmed and music filled

I The crowd roared in anticipation.
‘E%wghav s E}ackstage, Aarti told me. “Too many loose threads to tie up.
He'll meet us later”

A group of ten students took the stage. They were covered hiead to toe
in black tights with skeletons painted on the:m Ultra-violet lights came
on and the skeletons s.gkmzé

Michael Jach

cson's Marn in the Mzrmr filled the auditorfum.

I'm gonna make a change
For once in my life

The crowd roared in excitement as the skeletons performed an
acrobatic dance. The song continued.

If you wanna make the world a better place

Take a look at ygu-r_seif and then make a change

‘Is this a magazine Jaunch or a dance show? L ;;zz:ggeiad

“Entertain them first, gt ab their attention and: then say what you want
1o say, Aarti said..
4 Ilaoked at her. Her face was bathed in the ultea-violet light.

“That’s what Raghav says - entertain and change!

I shrugged my shoulders, 1 turned around to look at the crowd. I
wondered how many of them had spent time in Kota: Statistically
speaking, a third of them had come from. the city Id just feft behind.

I couldn’t help thinking; of all these seats in the hall, could I not get
just one?

The skeletons finished their act. The crowd broke into. appiause A
&ﬂ‘a mat m 4 bia»:ic suit came on stage. ‘Good evening, BHU? his familiar

’*‘i‘{m Rabh‘w} I saié stunned by the transformation. I had never seen
Jooked like a rockstar. His toned bmk meant he made
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ﬂmd use: @?‘f:he mlicge sports facili ues Incomparison, 1 felt fat and old

cannot ha ve an m{:{m&r} m&%}a?me L %fizes &i‘iﬁ genﬁeman, 1 prcgs:m
BHUkamp'
'The*v:;ﬁmi S _;'-é’cm ih& rxmg&mm& cover. ﬂw ey

vd cheered. Aarti

than hig wmda

Raghav's editorial team ﬂf students started to chant ‘Bhukamp,
,i‘&%mkmﬁp on the stage. The crowd picke - up the chant.
1 printy what. mhcw:hr has the guts o pr mi; {ssues that affect us.

i =shxt Rﬁahm ﬁa‘u}

copies uﬁ ﬁxe: magamm
Raghav continy
of our hostel kitchens. Our secret team went and took pictures. Have a
Iook at how your food is prepared. |
i ﬂz@pe{i the pages of BHUkamp. There were pictures of ceckroaches
on the kitchen floor, flies feasting on mithai and mess workers kneading
dough with theirfeet. A collective wave of disgust ran through- the crowd.
‘Eww, Aarti said as she saw the pictures. ‘{ am pever eating in BHU

4 his speech. ‘Cur first cover story is about the state

‘again! .
‘BH U‘;\iz?ﬁf’ will change our college for the. bette tures have
been sent to the director; Raghav said. ‘But dom't think BHUkamp is only
serious stuff. We have loads of jokes, stoties ar poetry. We even have tips
from dating te making of resumes. Happy reading. Long live. BHUY
The crowd’s applause mﬂtmaﬁd for a minute after he left the stage.

&
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Raghav p&shed a stainless steel plate with two slices of bread towards
Aarti. ‘Butter toast. It is clean, I promise; he said to. her.

We had come to the BHU college canteen post-event. Aarti held the
sandwich gmg&riy

‘Canteen is fine. Its the hostel kitchens that had a problem, Raghav
said. ‘And they will clean it up after the issue. Eat, Gopal:

I had ordered a plain paratha. 1 nibbled at it. Raghav pzckeé up Aarti’s
sandwich and fed her. She smiled. I burned.

“What did v{m think of Kota?” Raghav asked me. “We have tons of
people from there!

If T get into a good college, Kota is great. If not, the worst: place in
the world’

“Vou will be fine. You almost made it last yeat! Raghav tore his masala.
dosa with his right hand. In his left E'hagrszd was a copyafBH{}kamp

“You've changed, Raghav; I said.

‘How?" He Tooked up.

“This magazine and stuff, Why?’

‘Why? 1 like it, that’s why; he said.

Aarti didn’t speak. She merely’ watched us talk. T wondered what went
through her head. Did she compare us? Well, I did not. match up to Raghav.
Exnepf in the amount I loved her. No man could love her like I did.

You don't come to a professional engineering college to edit
magazme& People work their ass off here to get a good job; 1 said.

“That's such a narrow-minded view. And what about the things
around us? The food being covked in an unhygienic manner. Labs with
outdated machines. Look at our city. Why is"Varanasi so dirty? ' Who is
~ going to clean our rivers?” Raghav’s black eyes were feverish.

Not us, I retorted. Sartmg out-our own life is hard. enough’
ed up his spoon and pointed it at me. “That's the attitude,
he: "%ald tixat P'm here tochange!

‘Oh, fuck off; T said. “Nobody can change anythmg ‘Hostel workers

are not going to cook like your mother. And Varanasi has been the world’s
dumping ground for thousands of years. Everyone comes here to dump




but 'i"ake a peek, Tr.lmugh the imtaé giass I saw, b@th ef them waik %se%uﬂd |



m:z S OHETAN Em{;m

i .Eé;e;;asfre&

' unéersimdmg nod, But she could never understand
they do not have a brain, have a heart. |




Q}?ﬁfﬁtmﬁ?
{}i}ctz}z's wantmore éusme% 'ihese daysg Wi’;%“i @i;ae? he am{i

‘Nﬂ ase. He wotlt listen. Amrwaym what’ wx}i Ido mth an operation at

this ag,f:?
“You never listen, Baba 1 shook niy head and &wztched off the hght

%

3’1‘: isnt the: mf;i of the world, G@ga% It isn't” She reached out fﬁx my hand

ofthe %aptﬁg;, ané,. ;ﬁ‘lﬁ screen: that shawed my mnk
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‘44 2542 it sald erevscably next t&-'my mﬁ num’&:er

. _aid I ga,‘{ Home? ﬁnd 'teﬂ Baba he had asted all

¢ .maney on e
c:thh you. [ can talk to Baba

-'T'I'» dzdm ma}mnd i muidz} 1 hurrl ed out: of Imr house.

: x::d the door:

ere b ad.yeu g@ ie?’ Baba saui ash
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‘T have gone throughi it all. You must be so fucked. V ineet said to me.
Wﬁ saton the steps ef Asm (;hat, CZ se m the pz&r had az‘ranged

be worss s:h.m Kam to finish vcau' degree and. get no
ofit.



‘The; statyare im;am i1
' 'Ehsra are call cenitres, cred

E s;f:mé ap arzd bms%wé i;'@-:f-s;iast off my tmusﬁrs E dreaded gmng_;;
] oken to me for three days.
mgh the narrow Vishwanath Gali to reach the

-»Gad%xaim maity road,
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“There’s a career: fazr at f_}r Sampmrmand Spmtg Stadmm inn two
weeks, Vm. 85 i iy T i

! 1ouid 0 k- to:] ut expensive g}rzvate
| mﬁege‘z, I t @u' ht %ay%e 1 shﬁulci talk m h;m abcut me makmg ' oneyf

_ caffee ehsp Earever But they pay

arm to shake

“Baba? | said again. It ﬁna}%a dawned on me: I had. bemme an
orphan, | ‘ ‘



dldn t




rﬁy now offered uniumted sympatl:e} I found his wsz:;
vi-ji at miy doorstep. She saw me, extended her arms-and broke

‘Do y@u ha;ve tiw money to do a cremation at Manikarnika? she
said.

I shookmy: hf:ad, “The electric one at Harishchandra Ghat is cheaper,f
1 said.
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wn’*‘”

-;f:mée exp{:« Prv 'jia*r:mnd the country were' tzf}rmg 10 woo %:ize :
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3% * ai’f?;@z:ﬁtmw-‘ﬁ-z&m-m*




‘Shut

ppeared on my f

sweat to studies.



a-;famziy frem Aliaﬁabad 'Ihéyare into-country liquor.
ve 'é?@n;ﬁé-a college’
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T saw: }fou at h;s bmzse Hi, Im Suml Iama managef at: Sunshme

res thejr 1ef£
ny face red. 1 don't need
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“Yes, cut. Ten per cent. Forgotalready?”

He snapped his fingers, ‘My ten per cent’



arenftm hap?y‘ uﬁth t}m_;;{






REVOLUTION 2020 ¢ 123

I said, the
e outside
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.é_;gpeakmg till T interrupted him. “Wait a minute, aren't

il said, ‘that is hmw thra r'-“:“e% are. ’ﬁaeY are stupid.
| rem ain lueiess



1 swallowed the lump in my throat. I looked up to-makeiye contact
with hin. |
“Youhave a:}giri' riend,  Gopal?’




" ten-tho
forye

“For running my college, Director sir” He grinned.



decided to have soup and salad for dinner so we co
‘dessert.
Shestirred the hotfseupimtha sp(mn, ‘Sorry; but how éxd ymx getthe

| Who ﬁam saxé
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Aarti said. ‘T am just ... surprised.

msand: i@Pmedm buy'
h ru@ees
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o 'you L. similed as T shut the
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i;hwrs, Shuklagx s,mi as we z:imkeci our whlsky giasgea tsgether
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wot take money. But not so honest that he will stop




136 ¢ CuerTan BHAGAT




T xmagmsﬂwe ave to.pay samebody 1o ciear the msgec:tmn? I said.






Tery Tsaid.
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Nﬁt for re-zoning ami iamidmgp}an, Smha said.

1 éléntargue further: 1 had to make arrangements for the remaining |
cash,

"’"-:va.;gcmd bargainer, Bedi said to me while dropping me. aﬁ at
Shukl -jis r&sxdence

mea ,aeconut at the-entrance of the




v'at:@ke? one rﬁgm;t‘er asked.
Y am & trustee. 1 have 1o st

ake. It is a non-profit. entity; Shukla-ji

¢ :‘ng the fand and constmcthz?’
iis-lan ’iwaﬁ*i to fenmmagéa ; @ung

that t%xc guests Were 5erv Edthﬁ refreshmem‘s
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A truck arrived with bricks, iron rods and other construction
top. . o




Three More Years Later






Ig@tmﬁ’%ﬁammm&f"*"?---v'-,t,., i e G

dmmg table, so [ headed forth




’I“A"N aﬁaﬁm

- 146+ Cuz

y fa.j_- it 1 s;ud 1 got vez‘y blZS}" at the site”
Y INE; it to release the ice-cubes and
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r fabul 'ussfj ars together. As we ge €4 1our
m sure we. wﬂl always have a spemal place forour campus in our

Ve will still be t@gether, dude) a i)e'«:pectadeé b{}}r mtemzpmd him,
~ ‘at Infosys?

S_ en peapie mseé eir glasses high in the air: 'Ihey all had offers

5 A 1 said, .;mpmg a biﬁ%:s of i icing from Raghavs cheek:
 the real s reason;

“That is the real reason; he chuckied,
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!f L&urs&, 1 %&hﬁw one should. follow theis
- ne? S am air hostess iso't the sam

“Ask him, he '-y;zﬁfiieﬁ;ﬁam it to you. Wait, T













the paper today, «

e s0 happy! She read oul




ngs to Raghav, and

ately,




struct













here are:s0 many pr

Yoware workingon th
My thoughts went to










“No. But tell me, how did this agri
“Weapplied, tf Napproved; T said.







eft behind acloud of dust
d in the past year.

> to the campus. gate to ch

he security guard, and salute all







room. ‘We have paid bribe













He'took out his cellphone

























1¢ti said. “You do your function, Atiend to

Teft. I noticéd her mother's eyes o trie.










' 'expected to be our blggest acC ....

op reportmg;____ws in afa' RNt

He isa tramee
L I want hun toap’dloglse to me 1. sald

i iSau!eshlooked at Ashok' e

| ?;%secrct.a.r

y,tov 'ej

Raghavknocked on the door RIS S
th You called me?’ Raghav said, then saw me Hey, Gopal You; -
here?’ ::ré.eis:ii-i'fjﬁii;.,:,. o TR T
" You Evg:"ther? Ashok sald oneeyebrowralsed

He mtervxewed me Isaid. '

id, as he notlced thf; SCI‘IOUS. mood in N

Raghav sa1



took my gtr_l_i you asshole 1 war’xfe‘id't:o' say Or i
s that you planted a stinker aftiéle? T

uptlon 'allegations are unfoun_d_ed And there is no need to

Isald

\rlolatxons. All 01"1'1" plans are apprc oved 1 sa1d

kla get these’ 'approvals? Anyway,

..jyou:havenew soh e

S vsfomeone’;s ;name_ '

eave ﬂOW

: ‘You h 't apol()glsed to’ G__o,pal sxr“_Saﬂesh sa1d GangaTechs our. :

chent : S EEREEE
‘Edltorla nly apologlses for gemn
tell »u to,







Yeah You are quxte stupld I pretended to agree, whlch ;made ;herz ‘;.i

 “What happened betwee'nna rhav /and you’ i

“The college dndnt 1 ke a story the newspaper dld He apologmed End' o

‘3 l"0fst0ry ,,,,,,,,
T gave her a two mlnute summary of what had happened makmg her o

e :fswear that. she would 'tieVer tell Raghav I told her. She told me she hadn’t

~ even! told Raghav she was meéﬁng me, 50 there was no questxon oftelling

about = selectwe -

. ;?‘Indlan;, i :"I e sed. She took me to the
: :treadmllls W1th ;TVs attached to them ‘

mes I feel s0 gmlty she sald;liGiﬂjs; Caﬁizhandleﬁ_"; '

: vsimultaneous mul ti- opxc conversatlons W1th ease

She sat down on ebenc —press 1 took a balancmg ball and used it as

:'_Evi_astool : : o
| All t; ee,of us»usedto be frzends in our chﬂdhoo_d ;What happened?




Never say that Aartx sald her voxce echom“g 'in th‘e'empt’y gym Its’d -

‘ | not that you dont deserve me You are a great guy, GopaI And we. chck i

But you dont feel that way about me, I know, 1 know I am hungry
| "Where are we. havmg Iunch?’ s - ‘

I plcked up a 20-pound, dumbbell mstead I found it heavy However i

7 in front of Aarn Raghav could probably hft -

h dzd I always compete with Raghav on every B

I dldnt feel ready for anythmg You wanted

| lxt too much You wanted to lean on me. I dldnt thmk 1 could be a strong, g
. :enough support SIS

| 1.-?1~Y0u Want to jthe rooms before we have Iunch? she sald

Sure Where'are we eatmg?’ 1 sald o
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‘ ““We took stamless—steel elevators to the thll'd ﬂoor She had a master ,

= rmg anyone to the hotel by the way, she
i:conﬁded ;:':_- ST S
So?‘ I saxd wondermg 1’1' it 'meant' we should 1eave

I am telhng you ‘‘‘‘‘‘

how unportant you are. 1am nskmg my job fOf;, 1

. ‘If they ﬁreyou Iwﬂl hxre you o . :
eiburst into: laughter We had not shared such a‘

o fhomeht ;mgye_a We used to laugh hke this in school —in sync and for' 7

: E,'her mumckmg the teachers, S

: 'me pretendmg to sleep uring Hlstdfyipér"io.d; _
_ ' She opened room: number 3103 1 had never seen anythmg SO
i 1uxurx_(_m_s inmy whole life. C : :
- Isnt 1t’<’ She sat on the large bed w1th 1ts sxx cushlons of bfight red' ._
his be eaven‘ Slt and see ‘ .

tto each other, me on the edge of the bed

spector by professxon

she sald o ,
ressxon and started to laugh o

----she saxd Smce when dld you become so;l. i

‘ Ht{wenty mmutes piaymg axound w1th hght sw1tches i

had ne}Vet;b_f’:en with herina sohtary place hke thls .

Andl sensed a shght tensmn in the air. Maybe o
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Banqnet




our ﬁrst batch For the ﬁrst time, it actllaﬂy-

8 ver the .next two months we managed to ﬁ}l a hundred and elghty
e

:,.1_. cash Farmer partxcular brought money m gunny bags, w1th
undles of notes & ated over the years..
| ‘Make my son an engmeer, a farmer pleaded w1th folded hands

:i‘-bundles of

i It made life so much easier. For the ;ob and dowry market aB. Tech‘ e
| }de’g.ree pever hurt. Dean thwastava and his gang. of twenty faculty

members took care of the classes 1 kept myself busy W1th pro;ects suchas

- . ;g‘ettihg’ the hostel T mese operauonal hiring new staff and ensuring that the o

_‘s;a_ccountant Many students pald their fee in :

. f remammg construcnon work contmued as per schedule 1 had a hxmted o

ek 1 had dmner thh faculty members, mostly to
of tunes, 1 ended up at Sh ukla-ps place P ‘

of the mstltute ‘How can you ¢ stdl stay in your :

S - ,ti_ny old house? 'hiz'sa' ) :'e':daY after t00 much whxskY

"Ihe fac‘ulty bungalow wﬁl be ready soon 1 sleep m the ofﬁce most | .

' '::vof the days, saxd : v
| Aarti, however had come back mto my hfe, as: t‘ne only non-work

7 1;personlspent W
15 iattheGu S :Rel tions des

1obby On her first day of workI senther
:ﬁei L shouldnt have, but 1 felt the day
had only whlte roses for ﬁ

. ee’r of u” ) came her SMS |
?'1mes Iﬁnally composedareply U rwelcome L

For o gr8 Jiu’cure coreer womon '

-1th Ramada opened she ]omed work and sat prettdy' -
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5 surpns' 'blrthday cake to an Amerlcan m hzs room She seemed happy I
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| '?"'_enter and Ieave separately '[hats what boys and gxrls dld in Varanasy ,
 anyway. When Raghav called I would qmetly step away sol couldnt hear’ :

: my arm IIlId convers """"

' fher Finally, wheanvaghav ﬁnxshed work she would leave.

I couldnt ﬁgure out why' Id started to hang: out with her. 1 had bei:otne :

il her boyfnend got free from work. 1 guess’ 1 wanted a break.

fAnd of cou‘r‘se, when it came to Aartl, my reasons went |

a we meet? I asked her one day

‘So, Ragha ' has no 1de

- “hicden (lIX Ganga ACthl’l
' :a]l to see Farméare turned mto colleges,' W‘hich then'ﬂOut all"

: §th‘é ﬁfcjity hasz hew ho&tel's, i : 

h after we opened He often wrotc about :
' "'r jratlon shop owners, LPG cylinders sold ‘illegally, t the
d other routine Indian things nobody glvesi L
d thls artlde too, had he not mcntloned ‘
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s _ abou thev ; |
: ‘If VNN calls, _dnrect them to me, Shukla-p sald . |

. ’ &

: ; NoVNN oiﬁcmls called’-lnstead they__e_ame strmght to my college Thez
. ﬁﬁ'ofﬁcxals didn't come alone, they ¢ candé"vnth two bulldozers .
Stud 'nts peeped. from classroom wmdows as the sounds of thekv‘ |

. ;‘earthmover dlsrupted lasses Icame runmng to the gate_, A ,
3 'e;have come for demohtlon, sald a man weanng :

:'Iheres 1llegal construcnon here, he sald hlS tone :

What is your name 51r7 I sald

Rao _I am Amnt Rao I dont care whether you say ‘MLA or PM |
1 coaxed_hun to be patlent for ten mmutes He turned the 1gn1t1oni

: off on;the:b”'lldozers 1 "a'ske_d_ the peon to get soft drmks with ice’ for |
>ryol :tmued to try Shukla 315 number He answered at the

G pal? 1 had to call the CM Tnese stupld éttides; arethe

h'o‘ repeated hlS mlssxon to the MLA S
A spoke at the other end Rao o
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: .» ten ......

o know |

-'Okay, sir) R ,
- And he has to Abre_ak scﬁiéthlng He cant go back thhout demohtlon; :
g plctures _____ » 3 -

S there anythmg partlally cons'tructed you dont neéd
.:v1mmed1ately?" ffft:' i : :




s) Aarti froinﬁedf o

"'thé'7.30;p.ms

I m shﬂcked Dazm, ' con31dered hlm a star reporter, Aam sald
The reason was sitting next to her. -

“Did they give a reason? 1 said.
just Sald the rnanagement asked hun .

I dont know He dxdnt say He Just

.I; ald m a mock-concerned voxce They cut staff in




“h_ea,d': '

Ill go meet hnm I wanted to come home and::

However I couldnt re31st callxng Raghav at

:'_: mldmght I wantec:i‘ito see 1f he wouid remam defiant in his unemployed i
state. I held a tall whxsky glass in my right hand and the phone in my’

: jzfl'eft;_ ,
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> and she greeted them back e
:hadnt met me too often as she wanted o
hohdayI coaxed her to meet up

\co‘u.ple | f nmes as. she walted for mékto feply 1 ﬁ(i)ﬁce i .

She bhnked a couple 0
i :he :eoked even m a smlple orange T-shlrt and black,‘i' '

k 'v:tg'kfzup_another ]ob FFFFF B 8 |
hav could not geta mecha )ob in Varanasx, at |

ad mformed all the major. edltors Aarti,

th to ‘ape Ja-ji had informed alt the It
¢, didn' ‘kuow; this. _S_ e:.dldnt even knéw WhY ,Raghav had 105{ &
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. You need money

Its not money Its the content that mj ‘tters, Aarn saxd and took a sxp .

LA ha :cas'h;ahdeonnec;ﬁonsz. s i
R ' ,te, h1m Raghav says Shukla is themost corrupt leader Varanasr, o

i TIs the. any successfu ;person who hasnt |
wkla is .hxgh proﬁle and rlsmg People are trymg to

slogan} .
mlled

jon OZOZFTh' . hlS‘ goa 1 'Ihat In‘dla'mu'stkhave a fuII blown
g revolutxon by 20' 0. Poy 3




198’CHETAN BHAGAT L
Maybe tlns was what she hked

S She spoke m an’ enthusmstxc vmce.
S “about Raghav ‘His' passmnate approach to hfe, even if it was outlandxsh
""" ch. Or practlcal questlons '

n'ls_ don’t hke reality t that mu

er werk? Who pays for the prmtmg, paper .

wspaper to start w1th It is

wﬂl be matnmomals People from Varénasi o

he wﬂl put ads for local brides and grooms on

harge : later. Maybe some job ads too.
rtlse in: estabhshed newspapers?
much lower and wﬂl be extremely local.; =

1ove
th it 31de ree‘iat ﬁrst and ct
; wouldr t_people a‘dve

grooms down your own street

do local news stones And since itis

de Raghav wﬂl
g opetatlons

’ ‘On‘v f he other si
a prope he canbe. edgler and do more § stin
at, 1 agreed S :

:Costs are 'low as there _________
o1 mmal ads sb Iets see Do you

‘S0 Shewavev her mu | | erythmg
that when you are eatmg cake 1n’ a ﬁve star

hotel I

a’t My deai is sunple Money or revoluuon,f

you to a: dead end I said
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J{-Ih ver tvrowed-for ayear, Isald




“C'EASSI Ghat boatman r’é'cogmsed me“f:_om a .
fo rmal suit. He unned the boat -

sta He looked amilsed to see me in. aforn
16 : hundred bucks

Er dxstance ‘
us. pe Aaru n'board and t1pped htm an extra

':‘:..'He ish' a small paper packet in my hand
~ ‘What's. this?

' " :‘Good ﬁiuf‘f I have source dhus You have aif

d 1t from the Aghorl sa

_::'_.’ad glven me. Aar
ttes and matchbox fr'om the paan shop .
vater, and together Aam and 1 ﬂoated '.

she sald

| oft sandy shore onv

'solate \ small. tea kxosk was the lone hub:_ ?,'
swho went ther‘e' on a boat 1 anchofed the boat to a tree -

i stump Theevenmg su turned: the Varana51 skyline orange
er face to feel the breeze

Lets vake a walk ; ‘_sald,Aa:tl_ raxsmg h
ide. We could sec the

We v1ewed the’vbuzzmg ghats on the opposm: 31
g We strolled for a whﬂe then went to

¥ ’1c ac’u » ty but not hear a thin
10 order tea
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Are you gmng to smoke what Phoolchand gave you?

If you don’t mmd Isaid. . -

She shrugged 1 opened the pack of cxgarettes I teased the tobaccok;"" '
. out of one of them, and pushed the drled man]uana in. I ht it and took a

B i ........ pras

me _Hl, she sa1d 1nto the phone Shefka :

I sat down be_ de h o1, .Your phone wﬂl nng agam, I sald




Whatever she saxd When he orked at Dazmk he never called i
g Now it 1s a break so he does Walt urml hxs Revolutzon 2020 starts

s he senou_s_ about it? 21 sald dxsbehevmgly
‘Oh yea '[he ﬁrst 1ssue comes out in two ‘weeks; she sa1d

d ccntemplated the holy nver 'Ihe world came

ever stop to think about
w1th all the sms »'

(O

Its purmma,

_ 'Ihe sand eneath us her face and the moonhght Suddeniy she :
, ;:begantob : .

‘You okay? 1 asked

¢ 'stﬂl blmklng A partlcle of sand had blown mto: |
hand from her grasp and cupped her face B

I m sca'r' ‘ for Raghav fhbpe he doesnt fall in hfe

o held the back of her head She buried her face in my chest It felt |

R Stfangé to 'tibnsole her about her boyfne nd. However T hked the feel of

~her agamst me.
‘Hellbe 'ﬁne 1 hate hlm, but Raghav is capable Hell be ﬁne He isa

B httle' ‘:’mpractlcal but ‘m')'t bad at heart, L saxd
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‘ vcouldntspeak. TR
1 have no‘ one to talk to when I am low 'Ihank you, she Sald

t—

T II take an auto she said and dlsappeared from my 31ght




R

”f:';stop

: 3call ev6r

mormng :

: dn’tleft me so sleepless But Aar’ns ﬂlght from Assi

alls at 4 a.m. two mghts after the boat ride.

: I was 00 nervous to call or message her though l could thmlc of nothmg |

but her. Her face, her drenched eyes and her hps on mine ... 1 couldn’t

- focus onthe contractors plans for my upcommg bungalows bathrooms :

Isat through faculty meetmgs hke a zomble, starlng at my phone non-

: ‘ExpeCting a call, s‘rl

ead onl*,r to check my phone agam How' can god give
er? How can they turn productwe, busy and amb:twus o

'men mto a wrltmg mass of uselessness -

‘Sir, 50 you are okay with us conductmg rmd terms next week? said’v

Anmol the civil engmeenng professor :

Yes I managed to respond whrle wondermg what ld do if she drdnt :

On_‘ ay thn'd sleepless mght my phone beeped at. two in the

A message from her Don 1 call or messoge me.

What macle her send this message? 1 hadnt called or messaged

l was srttlng there holdrng the phone when my phone beeped agam

he rsn_t sleepzng an of me - my optlmrstrc, 1rrat10nali7f

L bram krckdi' to acti 'n._ Why dld she send these ‘messages? What do they |

{ zrlese often means saymg the opposrte of what is

Okay, rephed 1 warted for an hour but go;t no resp"onse,
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 Soon I drifted

1 off mto a dream about boat r1des

g :..‘masthead llke a newspaper Ah ’,“I'Smlrked Raghavs attempt to changei‘. |

Indxa has suffered enough From chlldhood we. '_ -

Fxfty trmes? Are therr people really fifty ,::,v
able than us? Does an Indlan farmer not worki. .

- mto the: hands of the pcople and treats pohtraans hke workers A
»not k1ngs T - : '

Amcreases we w1ll need more good colleges and ]obs Soon there :
it wontbe enoughz.: e




o hap'pen, the movement that wﬂl ﬁnally shake the muck oﬁ India.
- When the Int ernet wﬁl connect aB colleges across the country

stnke, shut down everythmg, unnl thmgs

eople wxll leave their cla
wﬂl get ]ustlce and the

1utlon:2020 potentlal pla ¥

-lt hsted the main col eges that would 1ead th ; |
‘ nto my oiﬁce for my mgnatures on the month—

e revolutlon there

What
1 nodded

~ The front page also carned an expose on crernatxon shops in’ Varana?si "

i :,-:sellmg ordmary wood as sandalwood after spraymg it w1th synthetlc'

g

| , 'ads‘ 1 read one out aloud
‘Wanteo:beautifulleducatedlfalr/homely vxrgm for twenty ﬁve-year
working in stable government job. Girl must" .

f, ; -ﬂy and respect tradstlonal values
accountant ' ‘




P

Lunderstood.
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‘Yeah, have you?’

I shook my head. I didn’t watch English movies.

‘Come, let's watch. I'll tell you what happened so far’

I moved closer to her. I dimmed the room lights from the bedside
panel while she summarised the plot for me. Harry and Sally went about
their lives, meeting and fighting several times but never really connecting
even though it seemed obvious that they should. We watched the movie
in silence. . _

‘Wow, we finished the bottle, she observed after a while. She lifted a
pillow, placed it in my lap and rested her head there for the rest of the film.

“You comfortable?’ she asked, looking up at me from my lap, her eyes
twinkling in the TV light.

I hesitated a little, then placed my hand lightly on her head and
gently stroked her hair. She didn't object. It felt wonderful to be with her.
- I couldn’t think ofa happier moment than this in my life so far.

‘Aarti?’ I said.

‘“Yeah?’ she said, her eyes still on the TV.
‘Is it okay for you to lie in my lap like this?’

She nodded, her eyes on the screen.

‘Why did you run away from the river that day?’ I said.

‘T don't want to talk about it. Watch the movie, no, she said.

‘Will you run away again?’ I said, my voice heavy.

She sensed the tension in me. She muted the television and sat up.

“You okay, Gopi?* she said, the words slightly slurred. The TV light
flickered over our faces. ,

‘Run now if you want to, I said, my voice barely making it out of my
throat. ‘Because if you stay for a while in my life and then go ...

I had spoken too much. The Australian wine had managed to open
up an Indian heart. .

‘Shut up, she said and placed her palm on my mouth again, ‘Drama
queen. Sorry, drama king?’

But I meant it, I couldnt bear to be away from her.

Tam lonely too, Gopal, she said, ‘so lonely’
“Why?’
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‘Raghav has no time. My parents can’t see why I want to work. They
can’t understand why the DM’s daughter has to slog. All my girlfriends
are getting married, planning kids and I am not. [ am weird’

“You are different; I corrected her.

‘Why am I different? Why can't I just be normal - satisfied to be at
home, waiting for my husband?’

“That’s not normal. That's backward.

‘Raghav stresses me out. I want to support him. But he can't seem to

get his act together. He rejected a tie-up with a newspaper for the sake of
~ independence. How is he ever going to make money like this?’ ‘

‘I thought you said he will one day, I said.

‘I put on a brave face. But I can discuss my fears with you, no?’ she
said. | 7

‘Of course, you can, I said and caressed her cheek. -

We turned to the TV screen. One night Sally was feeling low. Harry
comes over to her house. He comforts her. They end up kissing. I don't
know if the scene motivated me or the wine or the fact that I felt I might
not get another chance. I leaned over to kiss Aarti. She looked up at me in
surprise. However, she did not protest. Just stared.

I kissed her again, this time more insistently. Nothing for two minutes
and then she was kissing me back. We kissed again and again. I kissed
her lips, her cheeks, her forehead, her nose, her ears and her lips again. 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.

Islid my other hand under her shirt. Thank god, men have two hands,
nobody could make out otherwise. My palm was, at last, on her breast.

‘Gopal, you realise what is happemng? she said. |

I shook my head.

‘We shouldn't ... she said.

I shut her up with another kiss. She wriggled a httle, but T kept
kissing her. She started to respond. Slow at first, then matching and finally
outpacing me. ' '
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‘It’s raining, she said, excited.
It's an auspicious sign. The first time you came to our house, I said.
‘She raised an eyebrow. |

‘It is ours, not mine. I made it for us, I said.

“Shut up. You dido’t know we would be together when construction
started. she said and grinned. 4, R
I smiled. ‘Correct. But T have done it up for us. Else, why would 1 |
need such a big house?’ T

“You are the director. It's not;ai oke she said.

“You want to talk about Raghav?’ 1 said. I sensed she needed to.

‘We don’t have to; she said and shook her head, putting on a brave
smile.

‘Come here; T said and patted the bed.

She hesitated, but T 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. She hugged me and buried her face in my chest. It was
what Aarti always did, and I Joved it when she did that. It made me feel
protective.

‘What's up, my love?’ 1 said to her.

‘I am happy for you, Gopal. I really am!

“Us. Say happy for us, I said.

She nodded, even as she fought back tears. |

f am happy for us. And I dort want to ruin your moment of showing
me your house:

“It’s fine, T said.

“You have worked so hard to get here. You deserve this; she said.

‘What do you want to talk about?’ I said. :

She shook her head and composed herself. T waited for her to talk.

‘Pm fine. Girls are emotional. You will get used to my drama, she
said.

1 live for your drama, I said.
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She smiled.

‘How's Raghav?
“They ruined his
‘Politicians are vin
“No, thank géd. The

office; she said.

dictive. Ishe hur
computer and the machines
oney-

trying 0 bring the issu€ out but there’s no m
K me; 1 said. 1 wished h

‘He wants money? He can as
and beg me on bended knees.
you know h€ 1l never do that. He won't even take money fro

‘507" 1 said.
‘He's trying to figure stuff out!

‘Are you still with me?’ 1 said.

‘GopalV” she said.
“What?’ |
ur bed. 1 wouldn't be,

] wouldn't be sitting on YO
1 said. Ttooka pillow and sat against the

12’ 1 said.
are all broken. Heis

e would come

m me:

you know s
headrest. She sat

‘Okays, okay,
on her hau_nches, facing me.
You have to stoP asking me SO much. Please un

difficult for me, she said.

What?’ I said.
‘Breaking up with him,
the news to him: :
“That’s life, Aarti, 1 said. 1 planned to
‘One should be sensitive ... ‘she»said.

“Nobody was sensitive 1o mMe when 1 did
ow. Nobody gave 2 fuck when Baba died.

to face life’
ive all the time? she said.

are you SO competit
ced to me today. Why wouldl compete

derstand this is

you want 10 break

especially at this time. And

go meet Raghav next week.

't clear my entrance exam

1 lived with it.

two years in 2T
Aarti, he will learn

“You men ... Why
‘Me? Raghav is nothing compa

with him?’
‘We can still W
¢ bear you to be so

aita few months .2 she said but 1 cut her-
1 can’ meone elses giﬂfriend,’ 1 said, my voice

loud.

‘Really? she said, patting My cheek.
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‘Not for another second, 1 said.

I tugged at the loose end of her Ramada sari, bringing her close to
me. We kissed. The rain grew insistent, noisy, thumping the window
rhythmically. We kissed and, naturally, my hand went to her blouse.

‘Mr Director; she smiled, T thought you said you didn’t want to have
me until he was out of my system. | |

Isn't he?’ T said.

‘Almost, she said, closing her eyes. |

‘Well, maybe this will help get the remaining bits out; 1 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. 1 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. ,
q¢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, digesting the
food as well as what had just happened. I wanted to discuss the afternoon,
but curbed my desire to blab about everything. Girls don’t like to discuss
intimate moments, especially if you probe them. However, they also get
upset if you don't refer to the moments at all. | |

‘Quite wonderful, I said. |

“The samosas?’ she said, even though she knew my context.

“No, the jalebis, I said. .

She threw a piece of the curvy yellow sweet at me.

“The best afternoon of my life] I said, after our laughter subsided.

“That’s what all men want, she said. | |

[ realised T shouldn’t discuss the topic any longer, lest she fall into a
bout of self-inflicted guilt-induced depression. |
 ‘Hey, you said Raghav’s exposé is affecting your family?’ 1 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. 1 imagined her living with
me. How we would wake up in the morning and have tea in bed. Maybe -
we would have it on the terrace. Or in the lawns. I visualised us 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
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her, given she would be the cutest principal in history. I would expel them
if they tried to .

‘Are you hstenmg?’ She tapped her cup wnth a spoon. ,

‘Huh?’ 1 said. ‘Sorry. Yeah, the party removed Shukla- -ji. So?"

“The party doesn't have a strong candldate for elections next year
Aarti said. -

“They will find someone; I said. I finished my tea and kept the empty
cup on the table. She poured me some more. I almost went into a dream
sequence again. I controlled myself and listened to Aarti.

“They need a candidate who can win. They can’t lose this city. It is the
party’s prestige seat, she said. |

‘What difference does it make to you?’

“They want dad, Aarti said.

‘Oh!’ 1 said. I had forgotten about Aaru 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, hls 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. R

‘What?

“That I contest, Aarti said. She laughed hard, as if she had cracked a
great joke. I didnt 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 vxllages and sit with seventy-
year-old men all day?’
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‘It’s power, Aarti’ I said. ‘Means a lotin this country.

 don’t care about power. I don't need it. T am happy, Aarti said.
I looked into her eyes. She seemed sincere. | o
‘Are you happy with me?’ -

‘I will be. We have to resolve some stuff, but 1 know [ 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, S0 I'd get some more

time with her.

You’ll be alone on the way back; Aarti pointed out.

I shrugged.. |

“Thanks for a lovely day; she said as we reached her house. -

‘My pleasure, 1 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 dor’'t want to become an MLA? I said from behind.

She turned to me. No way, she said. ‘Maybe my husband can, if he
wants to! | o

She winked at me before skipping towards her house.

I stood there, surprised. Was she implying something? Did she
want me to be the MLA? More specifically, did she want me 10 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 forAsecurity 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 si'pping-cola with

a straw,

s s v
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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 didnt se_eni awful. It resembled a government
guesthouse more than a jail. However, it couldn’t be compared to Shukla-
ji’s mansion. |

‘It’s terrible; I said.

He laughed.

“You should have met me in my early days in pohtlcs he said. ‘T have
slept on railway platforms’

T 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, I said.

‘College?” he said. :

‘Going okay. We have slowed down a bit. We don't have the capital,
I said.

‘T 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 won't give me a ticket next time, he said pensively.

‘T heard, T said.

‘From who?’ Shukla-ji looked surprlsed

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 yes, you have known her for long, right?’ he said.

‘School friend; I said.

‘So her father won't contest?” Shukla-ji said.

I shook my head. ‘Neither will the daughter. She hates polmcs So
maybe you stﬁl have a chance, I said.
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“Not this time, Shukla-ji dismissed. T have to wait. Not right after

jail?
“They 11 find someone else then?’ |
“The DM’s family will definitely win, he said. ‘People love them:
“They aren’t interested; I said. o
‘How close are you to her?” Hi
I never lie to Shukla-ji. However,
about Aartiand me either.

I kept quiet.

“You like her?” he said.

‘Leave it, Shukla-ji. You know

evading the topic.
1 am talking about work only, you silly boy; Shukla-ji said.
‘What? I said, amazed by how the MLA sustained his zest for politics

s shatp question had me in a dither.
I didr’t want to give him specifics

I am immersed in my work; I said,

even in jail. ,

“You marry her. If that broken-legged DM cant 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 po
Wait and watch, they will marry her off soon

what they will do.
her for marriage:

‘Her parents are pestering
‘Marry her. Contest the election and win it

litics. It is obvious that is

I 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 while!’
9 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'tt

daughter doesn’t agree, the mothe
‘Shukla-ji? Me, politician?’

ake dowry. Even if the

r will
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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, I loved Aarti anyway. I would marry her eventually, so
why not now? Besides, she had somewhat hinted at it. I let out a sigh.

I fought my low self-esteem. It’s okay, Gopal, I 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.
‘T can get the girl; I said.
‘Cheers to that, Mr Son-in-law!” Shukla-ji raised his glass.
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Busy?"l 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.

1 can call later; I said. |

It’s fine. Housekeeping will take care of it. My ears are hurting!” Aarti
said, rattled by all the screaming. |

“You will own a college one day. You won't have to do this anymore!

“It's okay, Gopal. T 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 inform
me of the Pradhan family’s duty towards the party. |

‘Any conclusion on the ticket?’ - . |

It's politics, Director  sir, things 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.

I wonder if I could apply?’ I said.

“For the husband or MLA? she said. - .

1 dor’t know. Whichever has a shorter waitlist, 1 said.

Aarti laughed.

‘For husband the queue 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?’

‘I'm going to visit Raghav soon. )

T 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. v

“Yeah, we had a bit of a tiff. I normally fix things up, I didn’t bother
this time.

‘Good; 1 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 kiésed 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. I put on my Ray-Ban gla'ssesl 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.

I assured her that I would handle the situation well. From her side, she
had messaged him a ‘we need to talk’ equivalent and he had responded
with a ‘not the best time’ message — exactly the kind of stuff that irked her
about him in the first place. |

I told my driver to go to Nadeshar Road, where Raghav’s placé 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
common area for staff and visitors at the entrance.
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‘May I 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?
1looked inside the garage. Raghav’s office had a partial glass partition.
He sat on his desk. A farmer with a soiled turban and a frail little boy
sat opposite Raghav. The father-son duo looked poor and dishevelled.
‘Raghav listened to them gravely, elbows on the table.
- “It’s personal, I told the teenager before me.
‘Does he know you are coming?’
“No, but he knows me well, I said. |
Raghav noticed me then and stepped out of his cabin.
‘Gopal?” Raghav said, surprised. If he was upset with me, he didn't
show it. | ’ ' v
Raghav wore a T-shirt with a logo of his newspaper and an old pair of
jeans. He looked unusually hip for someone in a crisis. '
‘Can we talk?’ I said.
“What happened?” Raghav said. MLA Shukla sent you?’
“No; I said. Actually, it is personal’ -
‘Can you give me ten minutes?’ he said.
1 won't be long; I said. | |
‘lam really sorry. But these people have travelleda hundred kilometres
to meet me. They have had a tragedy. I'll finish soon’ |
1 looked back into his office. The child now lay in his father’s lap. He
seemed sick. o
‘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. R o
I chatted with Ankit to pass time.
“‘Nobody else here?’ I said. :
“We had two more staff members, Ankit said, ‘who left after the
office was ransacked. Their parents didn't feel it was safe anymore. As it
is, salaries are delayed. | |
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“Why haven't you left?’ I said.

Ankit shook his head. ‘I want to be there for Raghav sir; he said.

‘Why?" 1 said. - ‘ |

‘He is a good person, Ankit said.

[ smiled even though his words felt like stabs.

“The office doesn’t look that bad; I said.

‘We cleaned it up. The press is broken though. We don't have a
computer either , |
“You did such a big story; I said. “They fired an MLA because of you
guys. - | ‘ |
Ankit gave me a level look. “The media ran with the story because
they wanted to. But who cares about us?’

‘How are you operating now?’ I said. ,

Ankit opened a drawer in the desk. He took out a large sheet of paper
with handwritten text all over it. = |

~ “Sirwritesthe articles, I write the matrimonials. We make photocopies
and distribute as many as we can.” |
‘How many?’ I said. .

‘Four hundred copies. Its handwritten and photocopied; obviously
not many people like thatin'a paper. o '

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 photocopy
shop; he said instead. ‘Do you mind waiting alone?’ v

‘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. 1 felt hot in my suit. I realised
" nobody had switched on the fan.

‘Wheres the svgitch?’ I asked Ankit.
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“No power, Sorty. They cut off the connection. Ankit left the office.

I removed my jacket and undid the top two buttons of my shirt. I
considered waiting in my car instead of this dingy place. However, it
would be too cumbersome to call the driver again. I had become too used
to being in air-conditioned environs. The hot room reminded me of my
carlier days with Baba. As did, for some reason, the little boy in the other
room who stept in his father’s lap. .

Ilooked again from the corner of my eye. The farmer had tears in his
eyes. 1 leaned in to listen. \

 have lost.one child and my wife. 1 don't want to lose more members
of rhy family. He is all 1 have, the man said, hands folded.

‘Bishnu-ji, 1 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 s_ituatidn 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 Raghaif’s desk. . '

‘What are you doing, Bishnu-ji?’ Raghav said, 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! . | S

1 told my son you are the bravest, most honest man in this city,
Bishnu said, his voice quivering with emotion.

'Raghav gave a smile of despair. ‘What does that mean anyway? he
said. ‘

If the govemmeht can at least send some doctors for our children,
we don't care if the guilty are punished or not; the man said.

Raghéw exhaled. He scratched the back of his neck before he spoke
again. All right, 1 will come to your villageand doa story. It will be limited -
circulation now. If my paper survives, we will do a big 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 notice.

‘And one of my friends father is a doctor. T will see 1f he can go to

your V1Hage
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. ‘I 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’ ‘

Raghav brought them - the man and his weak and sleepy son - outside
the office. '

‘Sit here, Bishnu-ji, Raghav said and looked at me. “Two mmutes, |
Gopal? Let me clean up my office. | :

I nodded. Raghav went inside and sorted the papers on his desk.

The man sat on Ankit’s chair, facmg 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, strokmg 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 anid 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. B

I clutched the key tlghter to justify to myself that I am the better
person here.



REVOLUTION 2020 * 263

I realised the boy was staring at me. His gaze was light, but 1 felt
disturbed, like he was questioning me and I had Nno 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. T suddenly noticed that the eyes of the boy, Keshav, were moving
with the sunglasses. I moved them to the right, his eyes followed. 1 moved
them to the left, his eyes followed. I smiled at him.

“What?’ I pointed at my fancy shades. ‘You want these?” -

Keshav sat up, feeble but eager. Though his father kept saying no, I
felt a certain relief in handing over the sunglasses. | '

“They are big for me; the boy said, trying them on. The oversized
glasses made his face look even more pathetic. |

I closed my eyes. The heat in the room was 00 much. I 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, because of your car
 and suit? ‘ A ' '

‘Gopal!” Raghav called out.

‘Huh?” 1 said, opening my eyes. ‘What?’

‘Come on in; Raghav said. ‘

I went into his office. T kept my hand in my pocket, on my keys.
According to the plan, I was to casually place the keys on his table before
sitting down. However, I couldn't. ‘

“What’s in the pocket?” Raghav said as he noticed that my hand would
 not come out. '

‘Oh, nothing; I said and released the keys. I sat down to face him.

‘“What brings you to Revolution 2020? Have we upset your bosses
again? Raghav chuckled. ‘Oh wait, you said it is personal’

“Yeah, I said. ' |

~ “‘What?” Raghav said. | o

[ didn’t know what to say.-I had my whole speech planned. On how
Aarti deserved better than him, and that better person was L. On how 1
‘had made it in life, and he had failed. On how he was the loser, not me. |

And yet, saying all that now would make me feel like a loser.
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‘How’s the paper? I said, saying somethmg to end the awkward
~ silence. ' '

He swung his hands in the air. “You can see for yourself.’

‘What will you do if it closes down?’ I said.

Raghav did not smile. ‘Haven't thought about it. End of phase one I
guess.

I kept quiet. .

‘Hope I won't have to take an engineering job. Maybe I will have to
apply ... Raghav’s voice trailed into silence.

I could tell Raghav didn’t know. He hadn’t thought that far.

‘T'm sorry, Gopal, Raghavsaid, ‘if T have hurt you in the past. Whatever
you may think, it wasn’t personal’

“Why do you do all this, Raghav? You are smart. Why don't you just
make money like the rest of us?’

‘Someone has to do it, Gopal. How will things change?’

‘The whole system is fucked up. One person can’t change it’

Tknow!

‘502’ o .

“We all have to do our bit. For change we need a revolution. A real
revolution can only happen when people ask themselves — what is my
sacrifice?” | |

‘Sounds like your newspaper’s tagline, I mocked.

He had no answer. I stood up to leave. He followed me out. 1 dec1ded
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. _ .

~‘Thad work in the area. My car needed servicing. I thought I will visit
you while it gets fixed, I said. '

“Nice of you to come. You should check on Aarti too sometimes, he
said. | - |

I went on red-alert at the mention of her name.

‘Yeah. How is she doing?’ I said.

‘Havery’t met her in a while, but she seems stressed. I have to make it
up to her. You should call her, she will like it; he said. '

I nodded and came out of his office. |
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Ilay down in my comfortable bed at night. However, I could not sleep
~a wink. There were three missed calls from Aarti. I didn’t call back. I
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 somethmg I called her

‘Why weren’t you picking up?’ she said.

‘Sorry, I had the dean at home. He left just now!

“You met Raghav? she asked impatiently.

- “Yeah, I sighed. '

So?” | »

‘He had people in his office. I couldn’t bring it up, I said.

‘Gopal, Thope you realise that until I break up with hlm, I am 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 meetmgs next week. All
from pohtxcal families’

‘Have your parents gone insane?’ I exploded.

‘When it comes to daughters, Indian parents are insane; she said. T
can stall them, but not for long’ '

‘Okay, I will fix this, I said.

1 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’



266 ¢ CHETAN BHAGAT

‘Okay. Else I am speaking to Raghav myself. And in case he asks,
nothing ever happened between us’ ' o

‘What do you mean?’ I said. . v

I never cheated on him. We decided to get together, but only did so
after the break-up. Okay?’ ’

‘Okay; I said.

Sometimes I feel girls like to complicate their lives.

‘He will be devastated otherwise; she finished.

I ended the call and lay down on the bed, exhausted.

My eyes hurt due to the extra white clothes people had worn for the
funeral. I looked at people’s faces. I could not recognise any of them.

‘Whose funeral is it?” I asked a man next to me. » :

~ We stood at the ghats. The body, I saw, was small. They took it straight

to the water. _
~ “Why are they not cremating it?” T asked. And then 1 realised why.
Tt was a child. I 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 screaming at the white ceiling of my bedroom and the
bright lights I had forgotten to switch off, It was 3:00 a.m. Just a nightmare,
I told myself. - | |

I tossed and turned in bed, but could not go back to sleep.

I thought about Raghav. The guy was finished. His paper would

shut down. He would find it tough to geta job, at least in Varanasi. And
wherever he was, Shukla’s men could hurt him.

I thought about Aarti—my Aarti-my reason to live. I could be engaged
to her next week, married in three months. In a year, I could be an MLA.
My university approvals would come within the space of a heartbeat. 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, I could buy her a plane. If I played my cards
right, I could also rise up the party ranks. I had lived alone too long. 1
could start a family, and have lots of beautiful kids with Aarti. They would
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grow up and take over the family businesses and political empire. This is
how people become big in India. I could become really big.

But what happens to Raghav? The dead-alive Keshav asked me. I don’t
care, I told him. If he went down, it is because of his own stupidity. If he
were smart, he would have realised that stupid bravado will lead to nothing.
There would be no revolution in this country by 2020. There wouldn’t be one
by 2120! This is India, nothing changes here. Fuck you, Raghav.

But Keshav was not done with me. What kind of poliiician 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 within me. |

" Ilove her! '

What about her? Does she love you?

Yes, Aarti loves me. She made love to me. She wants me to be her.
husband, 1 screamed in my head until it hurt. -

But will she love you if she knows who you really are? A corrupt,
manipulative bastard? ,

I work hard. 1 am a successful man; 1 said aloud again, my voice
startling me. ‘

But are you a good person?

The clock showed 5:00 a.m. Day was breaking outside.

I went for a walk around the campus. My mind calmed a little in
the fresh morning air. Little birds chirped on dew-drenched trees. They -
didn'’t care about money, the Mercedes or the bungalow. They sang, for
that was what they wanted to do. And it felt beautiful. For the first time, 1
felt proud of the trees and birds on the campus. ’

" 1 realised why Keshav kept coming to me. Once upon a time, I was :
Keshav — sweet, innocent and unaware of the world. As life slapped me
about several times, and thrashed the innocence out of me, I had killed
my Keshav, for the world 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. I sat down under a tree and cried for an hour. Just like
that. v
" Sometimes life isn’t about what you want to do, but what you ought

to do. |
‘0

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 small favour to ask you, I said.

‘Of course; he said.

~ Ilooked at the constable. ‘Oh, hxm He is Dhiraj, from my native

place. Dhiraj, my son and 1 need to talk’

The constable left.

‘Pve told him I'll get him promoted, Shukla-ji said and smiled.

‘I have come with a strange request; I said.

‘Everything okay?’

Shukia—;l, can you help me h1re some ... call girls? You mentioned
them long ago’

Shukla-ji laughed so hard, apple juice dripped out of his mouth

I am serious; I said.

‘My boy has become blg So, you want women?’

‘It’s not for me.

Shukla-ji patted my knee and wmked consplratonally Of course not.
Tell me; how old are you?’

‘I will turn twenty-four next week; I said.

‘Oh, your birthday is coming? he said.

“Yes, on November 11, I said. -

“That's great. You are old enough. Don't be shy; he said, “‘we all do it/

‘Sir, it’s for the inspectors. We have a visit next week; I said. Twant to
increase my fee. They control the dec1310n
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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 Vmod Call him and give my reference. Give him your
requirements. He'll do it. When do you need them?’

I don't have the exact date yet, I said and began to stand up.

“Wait; Shukla-ji said, pulling my hand and making me sit down
again. ‘You also enjoy them. It gets harder after marriage. Have your fun
before that! L

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?’

1 haven'’t thought about it; I said. ‘I have to go, Shukla-ji. ‘There’s an
accounts meeting today.

Shukla-ji realised I didn't want to chat. He walked me to the jail exit.

‘Life may not offer you the same chance twice, he said in parting. -

The iron door clanged shut between us.
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The calendar showed tenth November — my last day as a twenty-three-
year-old. I spent the morning at my desk. The students’ representatives
came to meet me. They wanted to organise a college festival. 1 told them
they could, provided they got sponsors. After the student meeting, [ had to
deal with a crisis. Two classrooms had water seepage in the walls. I 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 pickup.I had back-to-back
meetings right after lunch. 1 wouldn’t be able to speak to her later. I tried
* her number again. ‘

‘Hello; an unfamiliar female voice said.

‘Who's this?’ I said. ,

“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 T'ask her to call you?’

“Yes, please, I said. : '

‘Oh, and happy birthday in advance; she said.

‘How did you know?’ I said. |

‘Well, she’s working hard to make your gift ... oops!’

‘What?’ ' o |

‘Maybe [ wasn't supposed to tell you; Bela said. ‘T mean, it's a surprise.
She’s making your birthday gift. It’s so cute. She's also ordered a cake ...
Listen, she will kill me if she finds out I told you. |

‘Relax, I won't mention it to her. But if you tell me, I 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?’

‘Well, she will tell you she can’t meet you on your birthday. You will
sulk but she will say she has work. However, after work she will come to
your place in the afternoon with a cake and the gift’

‘Good that you told me. I will be at home then and not in meetings,
I said. '

‘You work on your blrthday? she said.

1 work all the time, I said. ‘Is she back?’

“Not yet, T will ask her to call you, she said. ‘But dont mention
anything. Act like you dor’t know anything’

Sure; 1 said and ended the call.

It was time. I called Vinod.

“Vinod?’ I said.

‘Who's this?” he said.

‘Tam Gopal. I work with MLA Shukla, I said.

‘Oh, so tell me?” he said.

‘I want girls; I said.

He cut the caH 1 called agaln but he didn't pick up. 1 kept my phone
aside.

After ten minutes I recelved a call from an unknown landline
number. | |

“Vinod here. You wanted girls?’

“Yes, 1 said. ’

‘Overnight or hourly basis?’.

‘Huh?’ I said. ‘Afternoon. One afternoon.

“We have happy-hour prices for afternoon How many glrls?

‘One?’ 1 said doubtfully.

“Take two. I'll give a good price. Half off for the other one’

‘One should be okay. |

Tl 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 glrl :
~ before. Did he have a menu? B ,
‘S ... somebody nice?’ I said, like a total amateur.
‘English-speaking? Jeans and all?’ he offered.
“Yes, I'said. |
‘In‘dian,‘Nepali or white?’ he said. Varanasi wasn’t too far from the
Nepal border. '
“You have white glrls? I said.
‘It’s a tourist town. Some girls stay back to work. Hard to find, but we
can do it’ |
‘Send me Indian girls who look decent. Who won't attract too much
attention in a college campus.
| ‘College?’ Vinod said, shocked. ‘We normally do hotels’
‘T own the college. It's okay
Vinod agreed after T told him about GangaTech, and how he had to
bring the girls to the director’s bungalow. |
‘So when do you need them?’ |
‘Two oclock onwards, all afternoon, till six; I said.
“Twenty thousand he said.
‘Are you 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; I said.
“The students want to cut a cake for you, the dean sgud
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‘Please dor't. I can't; I said. The very thought of cutting a cake in front
of two hundred people embarrassed me. . '
‘Please, sir; said Jayant, a young faculty member. ‘Students look up to
you. It will mean a lot to them’ :
I wondered if the students would still look up to me if they knew
about my spec1ﬁcat10ns to Vinod. -
“They have already ordered a ten-kilo cake, sir; Shrivastava sald
‘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, T 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. ' . 7 o
‘Director Gopal, as you may know .. the dean began but Iinterrupted
him. -

‘HR managers want a cut if they hxre from our colleges, correct?’ 1
said.

‘Right, sir; Jayant said.

Every aspect of running a prlvate college involved bnbmg someone.
Why would placements be an exceptlon? But other members seemed
surprised.

“‘Personal payout?” gasped Mrs Awasthx, 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. I
didn’t touch it. I lay in bed and checked my phone. Aarti hadn’t returned
my calls all day. However, I didn't call her again.

I thought again about my plan. |

At midnight, Aarti called me.

‘Happy birthday to you, Aarti sang on the other line.

‘Hey, Aarti, I said but she didn't listen.

‘Happy birthday to you, she continued to sing, elevatmg her pitch,
‘happy birthday to you, Gopal. Happy birthday to you’

‘Okay, okay, we are not kids anymore, I said.

She continued her song. |

‘Happy birthday to you. You were born in the zoo. With 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
1 had made my plan.

Somebody is very happy, I said.

‘Of course, it is your birthday. That’s why I didn’t call or message you
all day’

‘Oh, I said.

“What “oh”? You didn’t even notice, did you? she sounded peeved.

‘Of course, I did. Even my staff wondered why my phone hadn't
beeped all day in office’

I got off the bed and switched on the lights.

‘Anyway, I thought hard about what to give you, who has
everything’

‘And?

I couldn’t figure out. A

‘Oh, that’s okay. I don’t want anything’

‘Maybe I will buy you something when we meet, she said.
‘When are we meeting?’ 1 said, even though Bela had told me her
plans. |

‘See, tomorrow is difficult, I have a  double shift’

“You won't meet me on my birthday?’ I said.
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What to do?’ she said. ‘Half the front-office staff is absent. Winter

arrives and everyone makes excuses of viral fever!
Okay I said. I must say, she could act pretty well. I almost believed
her.

‘Happy blrthday agam, bye!” she said.

A number of birthday messages popped into my inbox. They came
from various contractors, inspectors and government officials I had
pleased in the past. The only other personal message was from Shukla-ji, -
who called me up. |

‘May you live a thousand years, he said.

“Thanks, you remembered?’ I replied.

~ “You are like my son, he said. |
“Thank you, Shukla-ji, and good night; I said.
I switched off the lights. I tried to sleep before the big day tomorrow.
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Enough, enough; I said as the tenth student fed me cake.
We had assembled in the foyer of the main campus building. The staff and
students had come to wish me. The faculty gave me a tea-set as a gift. The
students sang a prayer song for my long life. '

‘Sir, we hope for your next birthday there will be a Mrs Director
on campus, Suresh, a cheeky first-year student, announced in front of
everyone, leading to huge applause. I smiled and checked the time. It was
two o clock. I thanked everyone with folded hands. ‘

I left the main building to walk home.

Happy birthday!: Aarti messaged me.

Where are you?: I asked. .

Double shift just started. ®, she sent her response.

Vinod called me at 2:15. My heart raced.

‘Hi, I said nervously

“The girls are in a white Tata Indica. They are on the hxghway, W111
reach campus in five minutes’

T1l inform the gate, I said.

‘You will pay cash?’ :

“Yes. Why, you take credit cards? I said.

“We do, for foreigners. But cash is best,” Vinod said.

1 asked my maids to go to their quarters and not disturb me for the
next four hours. I called the guard-post and instructed them to let the
white Indica in. I also told them to inform me if anyone else came to meet
me. | _ , :

The bell rang all too soon. I opened the front door to find a creepy
man. Two girls stood behind him. One wore a cheap nylon leopard-print
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top and jeans. The other wore 2 purple lace cardigan and brown pants. [
could tell these girls didn’t find western clothes comfortable. Perhaps it
helped them fetch a better price. ‘

The creepy man wore a shiny blue shirt and white trousers.

“These are fine?’ he asked me, man to man.

I looked at the girls’ faces. They had too much make-up on for early
afternoon. However, I had little choice. |

“They are okay; I said.

‘Payment?’ | » |
I had kept the money ready in my pbcket. 1 handed a bundle of notes
to him. ‘ :

P11 wait in the car; he said.

‘Outside the campus, please; 1 said. The creepy man left. I nodded at
the girls to follow me. Inside, we sat on the sofas.

‘Pm Roshni. You are the client?’ the girl in the leopard print said. She
seemed more confident of the two. |

“Yes, I said. 7 |

~ “For both of us?’ Roshni said.

“Yeah, T said. "

Roshni squeezed my shoulder.

‘Strong man, she said.

“What’s her name?’ I said. |

‘Pooja, the girl in the hideous purple lace said.

“Not your real names, right?’ I said.

Roshni and Pooja, or the girls who called themselves that, giggled.

‘I's okay; 1 said. ' ‘

Roshni looked around. ‘Where do we do it?’

‘Upstairs, in the bedroom, I.said.

“Let’s go then, Roshni said, very focused on work.

“‘What's the hurry?’ I said.

Pooja was the quieter of the two but wore a fixed smile as she waited
for further instructions..

“Why wait?’ Roéhni said.
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I have paid for the entire afternoon. We'll go upstairs when it is time;

I said. |
~ “What do we do until then?” Roshni sald a tad too aggresswe

‘Sit; T said.

‘Can we watch TV? Pooja asked meekly. She pointed to the screen. I
gave them the remote. They put on a local cable channel that was plaving
Salman Khan's Maine Pyaar Kiya. We sat and watched the movie in
silence. The heroine told the hero that in friendship there is ‘no SOrTY, no
thank you, whatever that meant. After a while, the heroine burst into song,
asking a pigeon to take a letter to the hero. Roshni started to hum along,

‘No singing, please; said. '

Roshni seemed offended. I didn't care. I hadnt hired her for her
singing skills.

‘Do we keep sitting here?” Roshni said at three- thirty.

‘It's okay, didi, Pooja said, who obviously loved Salman too much. I
was surprised Pooja called her co- worker sister, considering what they
could be doing in a while.

The movie ended at 4 p.m.

“‘Now what?’ Roshni said.

‘Switch the channel; I suggested.

- The landline rang at four-thirty. I ran to pick up the phone.
“Sir, Raju from security gate. A madam is here to see you, he said.
“What's her name?’ I said. '

‘She is not saying, sir. She has some packets in her hand!

‘Send her in two minutes, I sald I calculated she would be here in
five minutes. ‘

‘Okay, sir; he said.

I rushed out and left the main gate and the front door wide open. I
turned to the girls.

“Let’s go up; I said.

‘What? You in the mood now?’ Roshm giggled.

‘Now!” I snapped my fingers. ‘You too, Pooja, or whoever you are’

The girls jumped to their feet, shocked by my tone. The three of us
went up the stairs. We came to the bedroom, the bed
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‘So, how does this work?” I said.

“What?’ Roshni said. ‘Is it your first time?’

“Talk less and do more; 1 said: ‘What do you do first?’

Roshni and Pooja shared a look, mentally laughing at me.

‘Remove your clothes; Roshni said. '

I took off my shirt. ;

“You too, I said to both of them. They hesitated for a second, as I had
left the door slightly ajar.

“Nobody’s home, 1 said. ,

The girls took off their cothes. 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. ‘ v

The two, surprised by my less than amorous tone, crept into bed like
scared kittens. -

“You want us to do it Roshni asked, trying to grasp the situation.
‘Lesbian scene?’ |

“Wait’ I said. T ran to the bedroom window. [ saw a white Ambassador
car with a red light park outside. Aarti stepped out, and rang the bell
once. When nobody answered, she came on to the lawn. She had a large
scrapbook in her hand, along with a box from the Ramada bakery. I lost
sight of her as she came into the house. ‘ '
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You are a strange customer, Roshni commented.

‘Shh!’ I said and slid between the two naked women.

Roshni quickly began to kiss my neck as Pooja bent to take off my
belt.

I started to count my breaths. On my ‘ﬁfti‘eth 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.

* ‘Gopall” Aarti said on a high note of disbelief.

‘Aarti, I said and stepped out of bed. As I re-buttoned my jeans and
wore my shirt, Aarti ran out of the room. |

I followed her down the stairs. She ran down fast, droppmg the heavy
gifts midway. I navigated past a fallen cake box and scrapbook to reach
her. I grabbed her elbow as she almost reached the main door.

‘Leave my hand, Aarti said, her mouth hardly moving.

I can explain, Aarti; I said.

‘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 ... I haven't seen anything, anything, more sick in my
life; Aarti said and stopped. She shook her head. This was beyond words.

She burst into tears. o
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‘MLA Shukla sent them as a birthday gift, I said.

She looked at me again, still shaking her head, as if she didn't believe
what she had seen or heard.

‘Don’t get worked up. Rich people do this; I said.

Slap! :

She hit me hard across my face. More than the impact of the slap, the
disappointed look in her eyes hurt me more.

‘Aarti, what are you doing?’ I said.

She didn't say anything, just slapped me again. My-hand went to my
cheek in reflex. In three seconds, she had left the house. In ten, I heard her
car door slam shut. In fifteen, her car had left my porch.

I sank on the sofa, both my knees useless.

Pooja and Roshni, fully dressed, came down by and by Pooja picked
up the cake box and the scrapbook from the steps. She placed them on
the table in front of me.

“You didn't do anything with us, so why did you call a thlrd girl?’
Roshni demanded to know.

‘Just leave; I told them, my voice low.

They called their creepy protector. Within minutes I was alone in my
house.

I sat right there for two hours, till it became dark outside. The maids
returned and switched on the lights. They saw me s1tt1ng 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. '

I opened the scrapbook

‘Once upon a time, a naughty boy stole a good girl’s birthday cake,
it said on the first page. It had a doodle of the teacher scoldmg me and of
herself, Aarti, in tears. ’

I turned the page.
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“The naughty boy, however, became the good girl’s friend. He came
for every birthday party of hers after that; said the text. The remaining
album had pictures from all her seven birthday parties that I 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 just
the two of us. '

Apart from this, Aarti had also meticulously assemnbled 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 VI1I, in which she had put my name down as her best friend.

‘She ended the scrapbook with the following words:

‘Life has been a wondertul journey so far with you. Looking forward
to a future with you - my soulmate. Happy birthday, Gopal!’

I had reached the end. On the back cover, she had calligraphed ‘G &
A in large letters. '

I wanted to call her, that was my first instinct. I wanted to teli 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 whlte, sugary icing,
with ‘Happy birthday, Gopal’ inscribed beneath it.

I pushed the cake box away. The clock struck twelve.

“Your blrthday is over, Gopal; I said loudly to the only person in the

To0m.
*

Even though I had promised myselfI 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 pic_kevd up by accident.

‘How are you?’ | 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.
[ called Ashok, the Dainik editor.
‘Mr Gopal Mishra?” he said.
‘How’s the paper doing?’ 1 said. ,
‘Gdod_. I see you advertise a lot with us. S0 thank you very much.
9 need to ask for a favour, [ said to the editor. |
“What?’ the editor said, wondering if I would ask to suppress a story.
‘I want you to hire someone; I said. ‘Hes good. B
“Who?’ | -
‘Raghav Kashyap! ,
“The trainee we fired?” the editor said. "Your MLA Shukla made us
fire him’ '
“Yeah, hire him back’ |
‘Why? And he started his own paper. He did that big Dimnapura
plant story. Sorry, we had to carry it. Everyone did. |
‘It's okay; 1 said. ‘Can you re-hire him? Don’t mention my name’
The editor thought it over. T can. But he is a firebrand. T don't want -
you to be upset again’ | | | v
‘Keep him away from education. Rather, keep him away from scandals
for a while! | | .
‘1l try; the editor said. ‘Will he join? He has his paper.
‘His paper is almost ruined. He has no job, 1 said.
‘Okay, T will call him, the editor said.
‘Towe yoii one. Book front page for GangaTech next Sunday; I said.
“Thank you, I will let marketing know!

*

A weekafter my birthday Bedicametomy office with two other consultants.
They had a proposal for me to open a Bachelor of Management Studies

course. Dean Shrivastava also came in.
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‘MBA is in huge demand. However, that is after grac_luétioh. Why
not offer something before?’ Bedi said. The consultant showed me a
presentation on their laptop. The slides included a cost-benefit analysis,
comparing the fees we could charge, versus the faculty costs.

‘Business Management Studies (BMS) is the best. You can charge as
much as engineering, but you don’t need facilities like labs, one consultant
said. ‘ o

‘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 expansmn 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 busmess
but I am older. Anything I can help with?’

‘It’s personal, I said, my voice firm.

“You should get married, sir. The student was right, he chuckled

‘Are we done?’ I said. ,

That cut his smile short. In an instant, he stood up and left.

My cellphone beeped. 1 had an SMS from Sailesh, marketmg head of
Dainik:

Raghav cccep’red‘%he offer. He joins tomorrow.

- Great, thank you very much, I replied.

Hope our association becomes even stronger. Thank you for
booking Sunday, texted Sailesh.
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The arrival of a black Mercedes in the Dainik office caused a minor
Jutter among the guards. A big car ensures attention. I stepped out and
put on my new sunglasses. I went to the receptionist in the lobby.

 am here to meet Raghav Kashyap; I said, and gave her my business
card. .
The receptionist couldnt 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?’ o | -

9 want to meet Raghav; I said.

‘Oh, sure; he said, ‘pleaée 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.

1 had come to the marketing department and saw you! 1 turned to
Sailesh. “Thank you, Sailesh. ‘

‘Okay; Sailesh said. ‘See you, Gopal bhai’

After he left, Raghav said, ‘It’s 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?’ 1 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.

‘Tm 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, 1 can never do
that here; he said. | .
~ The stuff you did at your paper, I wanted to tell him, led to premature
bankruptcy. However, I hadn’t come here to put him down.

‘It’s nice to have a job. Plus, you like journalism, I said.

“That’s why I took it. A six-month trial for now.

‘Only six months?’

‘They want me to edit other people’s stories. It is supposed to be more
senior in title, but I like being a reporter. Let’s see’

‘A job pays the bills. Of course, it helps to be employed if you want to
set married, I said. ' :

‘Raghav laughed. We hadn’t talked about personal stuff for years.
However, he didn’t doubt my goodwill. That's the thing with Raghav. He
could unearth the blggest scams, but at another level, he trusted people |
so easily.

‘Who's getting married?’ Raghav said, still laughmg

“You and Aarti. Aren't you? I said. I reminded myself I had to smile
through this. :

Raghav looked at me. I had never discussed Aarti with him. In fact I
hadn’t discussed anything with him in years. ‘

‘I hope I'can talk to you as a friend? We were once, rlght?’ 1 said I
~ took a bite of the samosa and found it spicy as hell.

Raghav nodded on a sigh. “Things aren’t going so well between me
and Aarti] ’

‘Really?’ I faked surprise.

‘I haven’t spoken to her in weeks.

‘What happened?’ 1 said.

Raghav‘squirted tomato sauce over his samosa.
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paper started, I didn’t give her enough

‘It's my fault. When the
last couple of months she seemed sO

time. Soon, we drifted apart. ‘The
disconnected; Raghav said.

‘Did you guys talk about it?’ 1 said.

‘No, we planned to, but didn’t; he said.

‘She loves you a lot; I said. . ,

1 dor't know; Raghav said. He twirled his samosa in the sauce without
eating it. | S

‘She does. I know her from
to her :

Raghav seemed surprised. ‘Do I?’

‘She wanted to marry you, isn't it?
‘At the wrong time. Look at me, [ am nowhere with respect to my

career, Raghav said.
“Your career is different from ot
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 p

childhood, Raghav. You mean everything -

hers. You can’t measure it in money.

aper. And if you marry

Aarti, you can go far.

‘What do you mean?’
“You know there’s pressure on
Raghav kept quiet.
“You do, right?’
I heard; he muttered..
‘S0, Aarti’s father cant and Aarti won't. Son-in-law, maybe?’
Raghav looked up; intrigued. ‘How you think, man!’

1 rolled my eyes. Tm not smart. S0, I have to make up for itin other

Aarti’s family to enter politics?’ I said.

ways.
“You are not smart?” he said.
“You do love her?’ 1 asked.
“Things aren't okay between us, he admitted.
“You can fix them [ am sure. After all, your charm worked on her the

first time; I 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
'timesvover,’ I said, looking sideways. |

Raghav kept quiet. |

‘Promise me you will go, I said and extended my hand.

He shook my hand and nodded. I stood up to leave. I repeated
Shukla-ji’s line.

‘Life may not offer you the same chance twice! ‘

Raghav walked me to my car. He barely noticed the car though

‘Why are you doing this for me?” he asked. |

I got into the car. I rolled down the window. ‘Aarti is a childhood
friend. Besides ...

‘Besides what?’ Raghav said.

‘Everyone has to do their bit; I said as the driver whisked me away.

*

I didn't keep in touch with Raghav after that. He called me many times. I
either didn't pick up or pretended to be busy. One of the times I did pick
up, Raghav told me he and Aarti had started talking again. I told him I
had inspectors in my office and hung up.

I had sworn on Baba’s soul that I would never call Aarti. She didn't
either, apart from a single missed call at 2 a.m. one morning. I called her
back, since technically, T had not initiated the call. She did not pick it.

The missed call and call-back drama between men and women
almost deserves its own user manual I gathered she had made the call in
a weak moment, and left her alone.

I 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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I spent more time with the college faculty, and often invited them

home in the evenings. They worked for me, so they laughed at my jokes
 and praised me every ten minutes. I couldn’t call them friends, but at least
they filled the empty space in the house. _

Three months passed. We launched the BMS programme and, with
the right marketing, filled up the seats in a matter of weeks. | rarely left
the campus, and did so only to meet officials. Meanwhile, the case against
Shukla-ji became more complex. He told me the trial could take years. He
tried for bail, but the courts rejected it. Shukla-ji felt the CM had betrayed
him, even as the party sent feelers that he could be released from jail
provided he quit politics. I went to meet him every month, with a copy of
the GangaTech Trust accounts. | |

~ One day, Raghav called me when I was at home. I didn't pick up.
Raghav continued to call. I turned the phoné silent and kept it aside.

He sent me a me‘ssage: ‘Where r uv Gopal, trying 2 reach v’

I didn’t reply at first. I wondered if his repeated attempts meant |
trouble, like he had discovered another scam or something. |

I texted: In meetings. Wassup?

His reply hit me like a speeding train. -

Aarti n | getting engaged. Wanted to invite u 2 party nxi Saturday.

I couldn’t stop looking at this message. I had wanted this to happen.
Yet, it hurt like hell. | |

Unfortunately, I'm not in town. But congratulationsli!: 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 up. -

‘How can you miss our engagement?” he said.

‘Hey, am in a faculty meeting; I said.

‘Oh, sorry. Listen, you have to come, Raghav said. |

‘I can’t. 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 too busy whenever I ask about you.” 7

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 weddlng is in two months.
On the first of March. Please be in town then’ '

‘Of course, 1 will, T said and c:1rded the date on the calendar,

Tl let you attend to your staff. Take care, buddy; Raghav said.

Instinctively, I composed a congratsY message to Aarti and sent it.
She did not reply.

I looked around my big house as emipty as my soul.
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On 1 March, I booked a room at the Taj Ganga. The fourth-floor room
had a little balcony, with a view of the hotel pool and lawns. 1 had tossed
the SIM card out of my phone two days ago. I had told my staff I had to go
out of town. I stayed in my room the entire day. I came to the balcony at -
eight in the evening. In the faint light of dusk, 1 read the card again.

Mrs and Mr Anil Kashyap
Invite the pleasure of your company
For the wedding of their beloved son
Raghav
with
 Aarti
(D/O Mrs and Mr Pratap Brij Pradhan, DM)

At 8 p.m.
On 1 March 2010.
Poolside Lawns,
Taj Ganga, Varanasi

I could see the wedding venue downstairs. The entire garden area was
littered with flowers and lights. Guests had started to arrive. In one corner
the DJ was setting up the dance floor and testing music tracks. Along one
side of the lawn were the food counters. Kids were jumping about on the
two ornate chairs meant for the bride and grooin on the small stage.‘ The
actual wedding pandal, where the ceremony would be held, was covered

with marigold flowers.



292 ¢« CHETAN BHAGAT

I stood there in silence, hstemng to the shehnai, faintly audible on
the fourth floor.

A The baraat arrived at 9 p.m. Raghav sat on a horse. The DJ increased
the volume of the music. I watched from above as Raghav’s relatives
danced in front of the horse. Raghav wore a cream-coloured bandhgala
suit. Even though I hate to admit it, he looked handsome even from this
distance. I would have worn something more expensive, but still not
looked so regal. I scolded myself for making comparisons again.

Aarti arrived at the venue at nine-thirty. She walked slowly to the
stage. A gasp of wonder shot across the crowd as 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 though I didn’t have binoculars, I could tell she looked
perfect. During the ceremony, cousins gathered around Raghav and Aarti.

They lifted the couple, makingf‘ 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. I
switched on the TV at full volume to drown out the sounds comlng from
outside. |

I replaced the SIM in my phone. Messages popped in one after

‘another as the phone took its first breath in days.

I had forty messages from the faculty, ten of them from the dean
~ himself. Most of them talked about various issues in the college. Raghav
had sent me five messages, asking me if I had received the card. I couldn’t
tell how many missed calls he might have made. One message startled me
the most. It came from Aarti. It said:

Come. But only if you want to.

I thought about replying, but remembered that she won't exactly be
checking her phone on stage.

I called the dean.

‘Where are you, Director Gopal? the dean said in a high-pitched
voice. ‘We are so worried.

‘Dean Srivastava ... Dean Srivastava ...
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‘Gopal!” he said, sensing the tension in my voice.

‘Get me out of here; I broke down completely.

‘Where are you? Where are 'you?’ | |

“Taj Ganga, 405 ... [ don't want to be here!

‘I am coming, he promised. |

In an hour I was seated beside the dean in his car and on my way
back to campus. .

‘S0, what were ... he began but fell quiet. He understood, after one
look at my face, that I didnt 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’ o o

“You are already so busy, sir’ He looked troubled.

‘More. Why aren’t we in coaching classes?’ 1 said. “There’s money
there. T want a proposal for engineering and MBA coaching. OkaY?’ I
said, my voice ringing. |

‘Are y.Ou okay, Director Gopal?’ the dean said.

‘Are you listening to me? [ want the proposal, I said, screaming loud
enough to make the driver shift uncomfortably in his seat.

“Yes, Director; the dean said. 4 )

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 filed in.

‘Where were you, sahib?’ they said. '
‘T had work; I said. The whisky tasted bitter, but I swallowed it all.

‘Dinner?’ o ,

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. -

1 fell on the floor. T used the scrapbook as a pillow and went off to
sleep. ' o












	Revolution-2020-Chetan-Bhagat- By azamworld.blogspot.com
	Intro
	Page1-50
	Page51-100
	Page101-150
	Page151-175
	Page176-200
	Page201-225
	Page226-250
	Page251-275
	Page276-293
	Epilogue(Last Chapter)

