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‘... Five Point Someone could achieve cult status.” Outlook FIVC Dolnt &omeone

‘With the pace of an autobiographical account, the characters are simple
people with whom one can identify with almost instantaneously.
Needless to say this pocket friendly tome is a lucid and clear account What HO[ tO dO at, HT
of a young wordsmith who succeeded in making this book a must
read for the fun of it.’ Timesofindia.com

A Novel

‘...a well-constructed book with great characters and a captivating
plot. Definitely on the right side of five-point something on a
10-point scale.” India Today

by
‘It’s easy to forget that five point someone has been penned by a
first-time author. .. (the novel) is a gentle, humorous take on college CHETAN BHAGAT
life, and what constitutes growing up. ..a compelling read. ..’
Hindustantimes.com

‘...as racy and raunchy as Schumacher’s hotwheels, interesting as
Woody Allen’s sexcapades. ..’ Deccan Herald

‘...dollops of humour and a conversation style that draws the reader
in.’ The Hindu

‘...a breezy read. . .the universal appeal of its characters will strike a
chord with most.” Timesofindia.com

“The author ... has been successful at making the book sou nd sensitive,
Readers will most readily credit him for his complete hearted exploring
of his characters.’ Pioneer

... .fantastic account coming straight from the heart — fantastic pace. ...
You’'re bound to fall in love with the characters in the novel. ..
Jobsahead.com

‘Chetan Bhagat’s debut book takes you on a fun-filled trip to 11!
Fconomic Times

‘In his first novel, a former I Tian gives us a glimpse into the eccentric,
elitist world of India’s most prestigious engineering institutes.’
Indian Express
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Prologue

I had never been inside an ambulance before. It was kind of
creepy. Like a hospital was suddenly asked to pack up and move.
Instruments, catheters, drips and a medicine box surrounded
two beds. There was hardly any space for me and Ryan to stand
even as Alok got to sprawl out. I guess with thirteen fractures
you kind of deserve a bed. The sheets were originally white,
which was hard to tell now as Alok’s blood covered every
square inch of them. Alok lay there unrecognizable, his eyeballs
rolled up and his tongue collapsed outside his mouth like an
old man without dentures. Four front teeth gone, the doctor
later told us.

His limbs were motionless, just like his father’s right side,
the right knee bent in a way that would make you think Alok
was boneless. He was still, and if I had to bet my money, I'd
have said he was dead.

“If Alok makes it through this, I will write a book about
our crazy days. [ really will,” I swore. It is the kind of absurd
promise you make to yourself when you are seriously messed
up in the head and you haven't slept for fifty hours straight. ..
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Bare Beginnings

BEFORE I REALLY BEGIN THIS BOOK, LET ME FIRST TELL
you what this book is not. It is not a guide on how to live
through college. On the contrary, it is probably an example of
how screwed up your college years can get if you don’t think
straight. But then this is my take on it, you're free to agree or
disagree. I expect Ryan and Alok, psychos both of them, will
probably kill me after this but I don’t really care. I mean, if
they wanted their version out there, they could have written
one themselves. But Alok cannot write for nuts, and Ryan, even
though he could really do whatever he wants, is too lazy to put
his bum to the chair and type. So stuff it boys — it is my story,
I am the one writing it and I get to tell it the way | want it.

Also, let me tell you one more thing this book is certainly
not. This book will not help you get into IIT. I think half the

trees in the world are felled to make up the II'T entrance exam
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guides. Most of them are crap, but they might help you more
than this one will.

Rvan, Alok and I are probably the last people on earth you
want to ask about getting into II'T. All we would say as advice
is, if you can lock yourself in a room with books for two years
and throw away the key, you can probably make it here. And
if your high school days were half as miserable as mine,
disappearing behind a pile of books will not seem like such a
bad idea. My last two years in school were living hell, and unless
you captained the basketball team or played the electric guitar
since age six, probably yours were too. But I don’t really want
to get into all that.

I think I have made my disclaimers, and it is time for me
to commence.

Well, I have to start somewhere, and what better than the day
I joined the Indian Institute of Technology and met Ryan and
Alok for the first time; we had adjacent rooms on the second
floor of the Kumaon hostel. As per tradition, seniors rounded
us up on the balcony for ragging at midnight. I was still
rubbing my eves as the three of us stood to attention and
three seniors faced us. A senior named Anurag leaned against
a wall. Another senior, to my nervous eye, looked like a demon
from cheap mythological TV shows — six feet tall, over a
hundred kilos, dark, hairy, and huge teeth that were ten years
late meeting an orthodontist. Although he inspired terror, he
spoke little and was busy providing background for the boss,
Baku, a lungi-clad human toothpick, and just as smelly is

I'I'I} g'll(' SS.
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“You bloody freshers, dozing away eh? Rascals, who will
give an introduction?” he screamed.

“I am Hari Kumar sir, Mechanical Engineering student, All
India Rank 326.” I was nothing if not honest under pressure.

“I am Alok Gupta sir, Mechanical Engineering, Rank 453,”
Alok said as I looked at him for the first time. He was my
height, five feet five inches — in short, very short — and had
these thick, chunky glasses on. His portly frame was covered
in neatly ironed white kurta-pajamas.

“Ryan Oberoi, Mechanical Engineering, Rank 91, sir,”
Ryan said in a deep husky voice and all eyes swung to him.

Ryan Oberoi, I repeated his name again mentally. Now here
was a guy you don’t see in 11T too often; tall, with spare height,
purposefully lean and unfairly handsome. A loose gray T-shirt
proclaimed ‘GAP’ in big blue letters on his chest and shiny
black shorts reached his knees. Relatives abroad for sure, I
thought. Nobody wears GAP to bed otherwise.

“You bastards,” Baku was shrieking, “Off with your
clothes.”

“Aw Baku, let us talk to them a bit first,” protested Anurag,
leaning against the wall, sucking a cigarette butt.

“No talking!” Baku said, one scrawny hand up. “No talking,
just remove those damn clothes.”

Another demon grinned at us, slapping his bare stomach

every few seconds. There seemed to be no choice so we

surrendered every item of our clothing, shivering at the unholy
glee in Baku's face as he walked by each of us, checking us out
and grinning.

Nakedness made the difference between our bodies more

stark as Alok and me drew figures on the floor with deeply
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embarrassed toes, trying to be casual about our twisted balloon
figures. Ryan’s body was flawless, man, he was a hunk; muscles
that cut at the right places and a body frame that for once
resembled the human body shown in biology books. You could
describe his body as sculpture. Alok and I, on the other hand,
weren't exactly what you'd call art.

Baku told Alok and me to step forward, so the seniors
could have better view and a bigger laugh.

“Look at them, mothers fed them until they are ready to
explode, little Farex babies,” Baku cackled.

The demon joined him in laughter. Anurag smiled behind
a burst of smoke as he extinguished another cigarette, creating
his own special effects.

“Sir, please sir, let us go sir,” Alok pleaded to Baku as he
came closer.

“What? Let you go? We haven't even done anything yet to
you beauties. C'mon bend down on all fours now, you two
fatsos.”

Ilooked at Alok’s face. His eyes were invisible behind those
thick, bulletproof spectacles, but going by his contorted face,
I could tell he was as close to tears as I was.

“C’mon, do what he says,” the demon admonished. He and
Baku seemed to share a symbiotic relationship; Baku needed
him for brute strength, while the servile demon needed him
for directions. ,

Alok and I bent down on all fours. More laughter, this time
from above our heads, ensued. The demon suggested racing

both of us, his first original opinion in a while but Baku over-
rode him.
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. “No racing-vacing, | have a better idea. Just wait, I have

o go to my room. And you naked cows, don’t look up.”
. Baku raced up the corridor as we waited for twenty tense
seconds, gazing at the floor. I glanced sideways and noticed a
small water puddle adjacent to Alok’s head, droplets falling
[mm his eye.

_ Meanwhile, the demon made Ryvan flex his muscles and

I e warrior poses. | am sure he looked photogenic, but didn’t
po P g

dare look up to verify.

~ Our cars picked up Baku’s hurried steps as he returned.
“Look what I got,” he said, holding up his hands.
“Baku, what the hell is that for...?” Anurag enquired as

"

i

we turned our heads up.

In each of his hands, Baku held an empty Coke bottle.
“Take a wild guess,” he said as he clanged the bottles together,
making suggestive gestures.

Face turning harder, arms still in modelling pose, Ryan
spoke abruptly, “Sir, what exactly are you trying to do?”

“What, isn’t it obvious? And who the hell are you to ask
me?” choked Baku.

“Sir, stop,” Ryan said, in a louder voice.

“Fuck off,” Baku dismissed, disbelief writ large in his
widened eyes at this blatant rebellion against his age-old
authority.

As Baku put the bottles in position, Ryan abandoned his
pin-up pose and jumped. Catching him unawares, he grabbed
the two bottles and stamped hard on Baku’s feet. Baku released
his hands and the bottles were with Ryan, James Bond style.

We knew that stomp hurt since Baku’s scream was ultrasonic.

“Get this bastard,” Baku shricked in agony.
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The demon’s 1Q was clouded by the events but his ears
registered the command for action and he had just collected
himself in response when Ryan smashed the two Coke bottles
on the balcony parapet. Each bottle now was butt-broken, and
he waved the jagged ends in air.

“Come, you bastards,” Ryan swore, his face scarlet like a
watermelon slice. Baku and the demon retreated a few paces.
Anurag, who had been smouldering in the backdrop, snapped
to attention. “Hey, cool it evervone here. How did this happen?
What is your name - Ryan, take it easy man. This is just fun.”

“It’s not fun for me,” growled Ryan, “Just get the hell out
of here.”

Alok and I looked at each other. I was hoping Ryan knew
what he was doing. I mean sure, he was saving our ass from
a Coke bottle, but broken Coke bottles could be a lot worse.

“Listen yaar,” Anurag started as Ryan cut him short.

“Just get lost,” Ryan shouted so hard that Baku seemed to
blow away just from the impact. Actually, he was shuffling
backward slowly and steadily till he was almost flying in his
haste to get away, the demon followi ng suit. Anurag stood there
gaping at Ryan for a while and then looked at us.

“Iell him to control himself. Or one day he will take you
guys down too,” Anurag said.

Alok and I got up and wore our clothes.

“Thanks Ryan, I was really scared,” Alok said, as he
removed his spectacles to wi pe snot and tears, face to face with
his hero at last.

There is a reason why they say men should not cry, they

just look so, like, ugly. Alok’s spectacles were sad enough, but
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baby-wet blubbery eyes were enough to depress you into
ide.

~ “Yes, thanks kyan, some risk you took there. That Baku guy
 sick. Though you think they would have done anything?” |
, striving for a cool I did not feel.

~ “Who knows? Maybe not,” Ryan rotated a shoulder, “But
ou can never tell when guys get into mob mentality. Trust me,
Iha\'e lived in enough boarding schools.”

Ryan’s heroics were enough to make us all bond faster than
‘Fevicol. Besides, we were hostelite neighbours and in the same
‘gngineering department. They say you should not get into a
thtionship with people you sleep with on the first date. Well,
though we hadn’t slept together, we had seen each other naked
ht primary meet, so perhaps we should have refrained from
striking up a friendship. But our troika was kind of inevitable.

“M-A-C-H-I-N-E,” the blackboard proclaimed in big bold
letters.

As we entered the amphitheatre-shaped lecture room, we
grabbed a pile of handouts each. The instructor sat next to the
blackboard like a bloated beetle, watching us settle down,
waiting for the huddled murmurs to cease.

He appeared around forty vears of age, with gray hair
incandescent from three tablespoons of coconut oil, wore an
un-tucked light blue shirt and had positioned three pens in his
front pocket, along with chalks, like an array of bullets.

“Welcome everyone. I am Professor Dubey, Mechanical
Engineering department. . .so, first day in college. Do you feel

special?” he said in a monotone.
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The class remained silent. We were busy scanning our
handouts and feeling like a herd.

The course was Manufacturing Processes, often shortened
to ManPro for easier pronunciation. The handouts consisted
of the course outline. Contents covered the basic techniques
of manufacturing — such as welding, machining, casting,
bending and shaping. Along with the outline, the handout

contained the grading pattern of the course.

Majors — 40%

Minors — 20%

Practicals — 20%

Assignments (6-8) and Surprise Quizzes (3-4) — 20%

Prof Dubey noticed the limp response to his greeting and
made his voice more exuberant. “Look at the handout later.
Don't worry, you will get enough of these, one for every course.
Put them aside now,” he said as he stood up and walked toward
the blackboard.

He took out a chalk from his pocket with a flourish
celluloid-terrorists reserved for hand-grenades and underlined
the word ‘machine’ approximately six times. Then he turned
to us. “Machine, the basic reason for existence of any
mechanical engineer. Everything you learn finds application in
machines. Now, can anyone tell me what a machine is?”

The class fell even more silent. That’s the first lesson:
various degrees of silence.

“Anyone?” the professor asked again as he started walking
through the rows of students. As the students on the aisles felt
even more stalked and avoided eye contact, I turned around
to study my new classmates. There must have been seventy of
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us in this class, three hundred of us in a batch. I noticed a boy
'Ijl_i front of me staring at the instructor intently, his head moving
1o and fro, mouth ajar; a timid sort, whom Baku could polish
off for snack any given day.

“You,” Prof Dubey chose me as his first casualty.

It was the first time the condition struck me, where tongue
“cleaves unto dental roof, body freezes, blood vessels rupture
“and sweat bursts out in buckets.

l" “You, I am talking to you,” the professor clarified.

“Hari, Hari..” somebody inside me called but could only get
my answering machine. I could have attempted an answer, or at
least a silly ‘I don’t know’ but it was as if my mouth was AWOL.

“Strange,” surmised Prof Dubey dubiously as he moved to
another student.

“You in the check shirt. What do you think?”

Check Shirt had hitherto been pretending to take notes to
escape the professor’s glance. “Sir, Machine sir...is a
device. . like big parts. ..sir like big gears and all...”

“What?” Prof Dubey’s disgust fell like spit on Check Shirt.
“See, the standard just keeps falling every year. Our admission
criteria are just not strict enough.” He shook his oiled skull,
the one that contained all the information in this planet,
including the definition of machines.

“Yeah, right. Busted my butt for two years for this damn
place. One in hundred is not good enough for them,” Ryan
whispered to me.

“Shshh,” ordered Prof Dubey, looking at the three of us,
“anyway, the definition of a machine is simple. It is anything
that reduces human effort. Anything. So, see the world around

you and it is full of machines.”
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Anything that reduces human effort, I repeated in my head.
Well, that sounded simple enough.
“So, from huge steel mills, to simple brooms, man has

"

invented so much to reduce human effort,” the professor
continued, as he noticed the class was mesmerized by his
simple clarification.

“Airplane?” said one student in the front row.

“Machine,” instructor said.

“Stapler,” suggested another.

“Machine.”

It really was amazing. A spoon, car, blender, knife, chair —
students threw examples at the professor and there was only
one answer — machine.

“Fall in love with the world around you,” Prof Dubey
smiled for the first time, “for you will become the masters-of
machines.”

A feeling of collective joy darted through the class for
having managed to convert Prof Dubey’s sour expression into
smiles.

“Sir, what about a gym machine, like a bench press or
something?” Ryan interrupted the bonhomie.

“What about it?” Prof Dubey stopped beaming.

“That doesn’t reduce human effort. In fact, it increases it.”

The class fell silent again.

“Well, I mean...” Prof Dubey said as he scouted for
arguments.

Boy, did Ryan really have a point?

“Perhaps it is too simple a definition then?” Ryan said in
a pseudo-helpful voice.
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“What are you trying to do?” the professor asked tight-
lipped as he came close to us again, “Are you saying that I am
wrong?”

“No sir, I'm just...”

“Watch it son. In my class, just watch it,” was all Prof
Dubey said as he moved to the front.

“Okay, enough fun. Now, let us focus on ManPro,” he said
as he rubbed off the word *machine’ from the blackboard and
the six underlines below it, “my course is very important. I am
sure many professors will tell you about their courses. But I
care about ManPro. So, don’t miss class, finish your
assignments and be prepared, a surprise quiz can drop from
the sky at any time.”

He went on to tackle casting, one of the oldest methods
of working with metal. After an hour on how iron melts and
foundry workers pour it into sand moulds, he ended the
session.

“That is it for today. Best of luck once again for your stay
here. Remember, as your head of department Prof Cherian
says, the tough workload is by design, to keep you on your toes.
And respect the grading system. You get bad grades, and I assure
you — you get no job, no school and no future. If you do well,
the world is your oyster. So, don’t slip, not even once, or there
will be no oyster, just slush.”

A shiver ran through all of us as with that quote the
professor slammed the duster on the desk and walked away in
a cloud of chalk.
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2

Terminator

THI:‘I SAY TIME FLIES WHEN YOU &RE HAVING FUN, IN THE
lirst semester alone, with six courses, four ol them with
practival classes, time dragged so dow and comatose, fun was
conspicucus by its absence. Every day, from eight to five, we
were locked in the eight-storey insti-building with lectures,
tutorials and labs. The next few hours of the evening were spent
in the library or in our reoms as we prepared reports and
finished assgnments. Andd this did not even incdude the teses!
Fach subject had twa minor wests, one major and three surprise
quizzes, seven tests for six courses meant forty-two tests per
semester, mathematically speaking. Luckily, the professors
spared us surprise quizzes in the liest month, cting ragging

season and the settling-in period of course; but the ragging
L e -

season ended soon ant it meant a qui could l'uappcn any tme.
In every class we had to look ocut for instructor’s subtle hines

aboiwt a {;ry-sm'rhlv quiz the next class,

Terginelor = 13

Meanwhile, 1 got better acquainted with Ryan aad Alok.
fyan's dad had this handicraft business that was essentially a
sweatshop for potters that made vases for the Furapean market
Jevan s father and mather were both mtimately involved in the
husiniess and their regular travel meant Ryan staved in boarding
school, 2 plush colonial ene in hill-town Mussaorie.

Alok's f.amil:.r, I puess, was of limited means, which 15 just
a polite way of saying he was poor. His mother was the only
earning member, and last I heard, schoolteachers didn't exactly
hit dirt on pa}'-da}t Besides, hall her salary regularly went to
support her husband’s medical treatment. At the same time,
Alok's elder sister was getting near what he mournfully called
‘marriageable age', another cause of major worry for his
houschold. Going by Alok's looks | guess shie wasn't
!ln.':il}rl.lking]_}‘ beautiful either.

[ also got familiar with Kumaon and other wing-mates. |
won't go into all of them, but in one corner there was
Sukhwinder or the ‘Happy Surd’ since his face broke into sunny
smiles at proximity with anything remotely human. Next to
him was the studious Venkat, who coated his windows with
thick black paper and stayed locked inside alone. There was
lechy” Rajesh whose hands were always scratching some part
of his body, sometimes in objectionable places. On the other
side of the hallway were seniors' rooms, including Baku,
.“inurug and other animals.

Wyan, Alok and 1 often studied together in the evenings.
Lne month into the first semester, we were sitting in my room
chasing a quanto-physics assipnment deadline.

} “Damn,™ Ryan said as he got up his easy chair to stretch

i & - Y r -
' spectacular spine, “What a crazy week; classes, assipnments,
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mare classes, assignments and not to menton the coming-
attraction quizes. You call this a life?™

Alak zat on the study desk, focused on the F]‘i}'ﬁu"-
assignment, head bent down and sideways, just twe inches
above his sheet. e always writes this way, head near the sheet,
pen pressed tight between his fingers, his white worksheets
reflected on his thick glasses.

“Wha..." Alok looksd up, ﬁxmmﬁng retarded,

“I said vou call this a [ife?” Ryan asked, this time looking
at me

I was sitting on the bed cross-legged, attempting the
assignment on a drawing board. | needed a break, so | put my
pen down,

“Call it what you want,” [ said, words stitled by a Tianic
vawn, “but that is not going to {:hangc: | A

*“ think this is jail. It really is. Damn jail," Ryan said, hitting
the peeling wall with a fist,

“Maybe you're forgetring that you're in [1T, the best college
in1 the country,” Alok said, cracking knuckles,

“So? You put students in jail?” Ryan asked, hands on hips.

“No. But you expect a certain standard,” Alok said, putung
his hand up to indicate height.

“This is high standard? Working away like moronic drones
until midnight. ManPro yesterday, ApMech day before, Quanto
today. . it never ends,” Rvan grumbled. I need a break, man.
Anvone for a movie?"

“And what about the assignment?”™ Alok blinked.

“Iviya has Terninator on,” Ryan bepuiled

“Then when will we sleep?™ Alok said.

“You are one real muggu eh?™ Ryan said indulgently ta him.

Temintor @ 1%

"T'll go,” 1 said, keeping my clrcm'ing board aside, “come
Alok, we'll do it later,”

“It will get late, man,” Alok warned half-heartedly.

| stood up and ook his pen, put it into his geometry box
Yes, Alok had a geometry box, like he was about twelve years
old. .

“Come gerup,” 1 said when I noticed 1wo paintbrushes in
his box. “Hey, what are the paintbrushes for?”

“Nothing,” Alok mumbled.

I lifted the brushes, painting imaginary arcs in air. “Then
why do you have them? To give eolour ta your cirenit
diagrams¢” | Eaughtd at my own joke, waving the brushes in
the air. “Or to express your soul in the ManPro class? To draw
Prof Dubey's trowny face?™

“No. Actually, they are my father’s He was an artist, but
he's paralyzed now™”

There are times in Jifc you wish dinesaurs weren't extinet
and could be whistled o come and gulp you down. | went
motionless, fingers in mid-air.

Ryan saw my face and pressed his teeth together to be
5imult.ancmls]y tch-tch sympathetic to Alok and stop laughing
atme. “Really Alok? That's really sad. I'm sorry man,” hc—snid,
putting his hand around Alok’s shoulder. The bastard, scoring
er me for no fault of mine.

“It's okay. It was a long while ago. We are used to im like
that now.” Alok said, finally getting up lfor the movie while |
Was still huping I'd evaporate.

When we walked out, Ryan was with Alok, me trailing six
Meps behind,
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“Well, I have lived in boarding school all my life; so Tcan’t
really understand. But it must be pretry diflicult for vou. | mean
how did you manage?” Ryan continued.

“Barely managed actually. My mother is a biology teacher
Ihat was the only income. Elder sister is still in college ™

[ nodded my head, trying desperately wo evince how
empathetic to his cause | was, too.

“How do you think I got into 1117 1 was taking care ol him
tor the past two vears,” Alok said.

*Really?" 1 said, finally getting my chance to get into the
conversation.

“Yes, every day alter school I was nursing him and reading
my books.”

Rvan had a scooter, which made it casy for us to get to Priva
It was illegal for three people to ride together in a triple
sanchwich, but cops rarely demanded more than twenty bucks
if they stopped vow. Chances of getting caught were Jess than
one in ten, se Ryan said it was still cheap on a probability
weighted basis.

Priya cinema at night was a completely different world from
our quiet campus. Families, couples and groups of young
people lined up to catch the hit movie of the season, We bought
front row tickets, as Alok did not want o spend oo much.
Fersonally, T think he was just too blind to sit far away In any
case, the movie was science fiction, which [ should have guessed
given Ryan's chasee; he always pid-;e-d sci-fi movies. | hate sci-
B movies, but swwho asks me? This one had time travel, human
robots, faser puns, the works, presented in an unfunay wav In
ten minutes, the obscenely muscular hero's heroies looked too

silly to even smirk at, and 1 was yawning uncontrollably:
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“Wow!" Ryan said, bringing his hand to his face as the
villain launched a torpedo from his backpack.

“What the hell do vou see in these movies?” 1 whispered,
just to jack his trip.

“Man, Ioek at all those gadgets.”

“But they're all fake. It is fiction.”

“Yes, but we could have them one day”

“Time wavel? You really think we could have time travel?"
Rvan’s ridiculous when he gets excited.

“Hush, it's hard enough to understand the accent guys,”
Alok objected.

When we returned to Kumaon at midnighi, o1 asses were
set on fire, | mean not literally, but everyone iiwm Venkat to
Sukhwinder were running around with notepads and textbooks.

“Surprise quiz. Strong rumaour of one in ApMech," Happy
Surd explained as he furiously riffled through his notes, (or
once not electrified at our conipany;

ApMech was Applied Mechanics, and apparenty, some
student in Nilgiri hostel had visited the professor’s office in the
evening to submit a late assignment. The professor had
sinisterly advised to “keep revising your notes”, wapeling left
eyebrow at the same time, E;mugh to ring the alarm as news
travelled through the campus like wildfire.

“Damn. Now we have to study for ApMech. 1t will take
hours,” Alok said maorosely.

"And we have the Quanto assignment to finish as well,™ |
teminded,

Everyone yathered in my room to study It was at two in

Lhic Sl LA . . : i i i
he morn; '3 that Alok spoke. “This whole movie thing was a
dumb idea, 1 told vou™
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“How was | to know? Anvway, why are vou taking arbit
wnsion?™ Rvan took offence.

“It is not arbit. 1Us relative grading here, so if we don't
study und others do, we are screwed,” Alok said, siressing the
last word so hard even Ryan was startled.

Just then, & mouse darted out from under my bed.

“Did vou see that?™ Ryan said, cager o thangt: the topic.
He removed his slippors, hoping to take aim and strike the
rodent dovwn, However, the rodent had ather ideas on his own
demise and dived diplomatically back under the bed,

“Yes, there are these creepy mice in my room. Little
hastards,” | said, almost alfectionately.

“You want me to kill them for you?"™ Ryan offered.

“It's not that easy. They are too smart and quick,” 1 said.

“Challenge?" Ryan said.

“1 beg you brothel-borns, not now. Can we please study?”
Alok said, literally folding his hands. The guy is too dramatic.

Ryan eased back into the chair and wore his foonwvear. e
opened the ApMech book and exhaled deep through his mouth,

"“Yes sir, let us mug and cram. Otherwise, how will we
become great engineers of this great country,” Ryan mock-
sighed.

“Shut up," Alok said, his face .'llr{'.ﬁ:t]}" immersed in his
\'\‘ﬁl‘H‘.‘atjﬂk.

Rvan did shut up after that, even though he kept bending
ta fook under the bed from tme to time, [ was sure he wanted
to get at least one mouse, but the little creatures smartly
maintained 3 low profile. We finished our Quanto assignment
in an hour and then revised the ApMech notes until five, by
which tme Rvan was snoring soundly, 1 was struggling o stay
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awake and even Alok's eves had started watering. We still had
sround a third of the course left, but it was necessary to catch
some steep. Besides, the quiz was only 2 rumour, we did not
know il it would actually materialize

But rumours, especially ugly ones, have a way of coming
true. Thirty minutes into the ApMech class, Prol Sen locked
the door and opened his black briefease, “Time for some lun.
Here is a quickie quiz of multiple choice questions,™ he said

Prof Sen passed the handouts ta the front row students,
who in turn cascaded them backward. Everyone in class knew
about the rumour, and the quiz was as much a surprise as snow
in Siberia, I took the question sheet and planced over the
guestions. Most of them were from recent lectures, the part
ol the course we could not revise.

“Crap. We aever got to the lectures for questjon five
anward," | whispered to Alok

"We are screwed. Let’s pet screwed in silence at least,” he
said as he placed his head in his ‘stucly’ pasition, left cheek
almost touching the answer sheet.

We never discussed the quiz upon our return to Kumaon
that day. Other students were talking animatedly about some
questions being out of course. Gibviously, we never finished the
course, so we did not know better. We did not have o wait
for vesults too long either. Prof Sen distributed the answer
sheets in class two days later

“Five? | got a five out of twenty,” | said w0 Alok, who a1
next 1o me in class.

“I got seven. Damn it, sever,” Alok said.

“I have three. Tow about that? One, twa, three,” Ryan

saidl, eounting on hig linpers,
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Prol Sen wiote the customary summary scores on the

blackboard.

Average: {1,200

f‘.’.fgf}.' 13720

Law: 1720

He kept those written for a few minutes, before proceeding

with his lecture on cantitever beams.
“I have the lowest. Did you see that?™ Ryvan \-.-hi.ﬁpun-d o

me, unmoved by cantilever beams. It was hard to figure out
what he was ﬁceling at this point. Even though he was trying

to stay calm angl expressionless, | could tell he was having
trouble digesting his result. He re-read his quiz. it did not
thange the score.

Alok was in a different orbit. His face looked like it had

on ragging clay. He viewed the answer sheet like he had the coks
bottle, an expression of anxiety mixed with sadness. 1t in
these moments that Alok is most vulnerable, you nudge him
just a little bit and you know he'd ¢ry. But for now, the quiz
results were 3 repulsive enough sight.

I saw oy own answer sheet. The instructor had written my
score in big but carcless letters, like grafti written with
contempt. Now I am no Einstein or anything, but this never
happened to me in school, My score was five on twenty, or

twenty-five per cent; | had never in my life scored less than

three times as much, Ouchy the st quiz in T hure.

But take Rvan's scores. | wondered if it had been worthy
it for him to even study last night. [ was two peints ahead of
him, or wait a minute, sixty-six per cent shead of him, that
made me feel better, Thank god for relative misery!
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Alok hadl the highest percentage amangst the three of us,
bt 1 coulid tell he did not find solace i our misery, He saw
hiis score, and be saw the average on the board. ] saw his face,
neisting every time he saw his wrong answers,

We kept eur answer sheers, the proof of our
anderpertormance, m our bags and strolled back e Kumaon.
We mer av dinner in the mess. The food was insipid as usual,
antl Alok wrinkled his pug nose as be dispivitedly plopped a
thick blob of green substance mess-workers called bhind
skt into his plate. He slammed nwve rotis on his stainless
steel plate and ignored the rest of the semi-solid substances like
dal, raita and pulao. Ryvan and 1 took everything; though
cvervthing asted the samie, we could at least have some variety
ul colers on our platt‘.

Alok i'mallj." brought up the twopic of the quiz at the dinner
tahle.

“So, now you don't have anything 10 say?”

Ryan and 1 looked at each other

“Sav awhat?™ 1 said.

“That how crap this 15" Alok said.

“The food?® [ said, fully aware Alok meant atherwise,

"No damn it! Not the damn food,” Alek sald, “The
ApMech quiz.™ His cxpression changed from the usual tragic
one to g livelier angry one. [ found thay expression marginally
More pleasant o look at and casier o deal with,

“What about the quiz? We'ne sarewed, What is to distuss
i chay?™ Ryan simplified,

“Oh really. We are serewel, no damn doubt 1o that,” Alok
sl



22 = Fve Doint Somcone

1 think Alok picks up a word and uses it too much, which
ruins the effect. There were too many *damns’ in his dialogue,

“Then drop it. Anyway, vou got the liighest amongst us. Sa,
e happy.”

“Happy? Yes, | am happy. The average is eleven, a
sameane pot seventeen. And here | am, at damn seven, Yes
I am happy my damn Teraunator ass,” Alok scoffed.

I told you, Alok ruins the effect. T wanted to tell him thags
he should stop: ‘damn’ right now but something told me he
would not appreciate the subtleties of cursing right now

“What? What did you just say?" Ryan said, keeping hil
spoon down on the plate, “Did you say. Jerminator?™

“Yes. It was # stupid idea. Yourstupid damn idea,” Alok said

Ryan froze, He looked ar Alok as ift he was speaking it
fareign tongue. Then he wrned toward me. “You heard wha
he said? Hari, you heard? This is unbelievable man."

I had heard Alok, nothing being the matter with
cardrums but [ wasa't paving attention to anything apart frond
keeping count of the ‘damns’,

“Hari, you think | screwed up the quiz?™ Ryanasked sloy

[ looked at Alok's and Ryan's [aces in quick succession
“Ryan, you got three. You still need me to tell you that vol
screwed up?™ 1 counter-questioned, mediating on something
I did not understand yet.

*No. [ mean Alok is saying I screwed up the quiz for bofl
of vou because 1 tock you to the movie. You think so or...2

“Thiat is not what I saidl..." Alok interrupted even as Rya
raised his hand to indicate silence.

I understood Ryan's question now; but T did not know hoy
1o answer it, without taking sides.

Tentinlss « ¥y

“But how does that, | »

“No, Hari tell e,
to savi” Rvan askedl.

f'lt 1 not-important. And besides, you did not d
forcibly 10 see that crap movie, i
never see sci-fi again,

Is that swhat you expecy your best friends

" 1 said, reminding myself 1o

Ryan was satisfied with the a
! ns‘vc : }. “- -
hand and smiled. “See, tliere you go:' ey T
|~ “But Alok is right tos. We should have 4 limit on the fun
actor. You can't serewwith the system'too much, it comes back
to screw you — ghe quiz is an example " - )
“Thank you sir," Alok said, “That i

R exactly what | am
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THE QUIZL MISHAP REINVIGORATEL CEOR COMMIT MENT
<tudies for a while, Ryan was quictcr when we studied in U
FOOINS, CO nlmlhm_h:a urge to Jdiscuss emergency topics rang

from movies to food 1o new sci- i movies, leading to mo

Pre
class average, assigniments can get dull as hell after 2 while, 3
you need a break, Ryan oftery dozed off between assignmen

hisper 0 e
or stared unsceingly at the wall, whispering curses froqu

; ved closer
wluctive m.n.'h SeS810NS ﬂmuzﬂ our sCores mo i :

EVeTY time niwnul 1 new book
“Okay then,” he «1ghn.-nl one day, slaphné his assigrment.
have finished today's crap. You guys ¢ 5 gOing tmmlgmnir: or wha
“Why are vou always calling this crap? © Alok ask
pt l'ph':wd .
' ” i o 11 asstgnment
W lake a wild suess.” Ryan said, tossing s assig

the table hike a uset] tissue.
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“But why?" Alok said, “t mean, surely you studied a lot
to get into IIT right?”

“Yes, but frankly, this place has let me dovwn. This isn't
exactly the cutting edge of science and technology as they
describe themselves, ts it#" -

I closed myv book te join in the conversation. “Boss,
:-.1ubgmg is the price one pays to get the IIT tag. You mug, vou
pass and you get job, What let-down are you talking about?”

“That is the problem. there is this stupid system and there
are *.-'mpic_i people like vou.”

[ hate Ryan. When he 1s on his own wip, we all turn stupsd.

" Continuous mugging, testing andl assigmments, Where s the

time to trv out new ideas? Just sit all day and get fat like Hari.™ =
Ryan doesn’t like mugging, therelore, 1 am stupid and fav
People like him think they are god's gitts to the world. What's
worse, they are,
“I don't have any new ideas. And | am not that fat, am 1?7
[ said turning to Alok. Looking at him 1 instantly felt beuer,

"Fatso, look into a mirror. You should do something abouwt
o - r
it
W - . e s
It is genetic, saw a TV documentary ence,”
weakly.

f defended

“Genetic, my ass. 1 can make you lose ten kilos like that,”
He snapped his fingers.

L dhid nat know where Ryan was going with this, but it could
not have been pleasant for me. Being fat was more appealing
*'T*. me than running behind the msti bus or climbing the stairs

B hsin Boca i S N
[ these buildings fifty times a day. “Ryan, forget about me. If

Yo HH _
You don't want to mug, should we go to the canteen for a

Parantha?"
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“Raoss, this is the pmNrm _ all toad and no exerasc. I've

decided, Hari has 10 go on an exercise routine,’
morrow morning the e

1 don't know il it was has

Ryan said,

jumping up “We start to

fvan decided for other people.
good looks or just his good- natured v
[8) anL bt n‘\{l*ﬂ\r hiee got away with it.

“Wait Ryan, what the...” I began.

“Actually, Alok you s'nould come, 100, Interested?”

wGo to hell,” Alok muttered as he dived back into his hooks

amty that you didn’t want

like a squirrel with a nut

| thought about lasing ten kilos. All my lite people had
called me Fat-Man, to the point where plumpness was part of
{ course, 1 hated that pact of my identity

what he was doing, and his own

my identity pow. )
and Ryan did seem tw know
bady was great. Heck, 1 thought, it was worth @ try

“\What do 1 have to do?” | capnulau

“Early morning jogs around the whole campus, around four

Lilometers.”
“No way, | can’t even walk four kilometers,” | dismissed,

“You wimp, at least try. You 1 feel great afterwards,” Ryan

said.
Sure enough, Ryan mercilessly
the next morning, 1 hate Ryvan. Anyway, | opene

a.m. sharp
ere waiting for me o change inta T

the door and he stood th
shirt and shorts.

“Four kilometers?™ 1w
e,

“Try, just try,” Ryan enthused.

It was still dark outside when 1 left Kumaon. [ was hay

for that small mercy — no one wou

kicked at my door at five

as drovsy and pitiful at the same

] e an e *l*hlhl»_ﬂo ﬂiob:.'
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shaped creature bauncing ainug the road. 1o do the low
kilometer route meant reag i'lh‘l&“ﬂ&t‘ﬁ_fnd of canipus, past
= . 1
the hostels, sports grounds, insti Dhiifing and the faculty
houstng. 1 thought I could cheat amdd cut corpers, but | wunc;!
I Ay 1 :
to give Ryan a chance, not that | hated him any less lor it
My entire body grmmt:ll a8 muscles | never knew existed
made themselves known. In en minutes, 1 was panting like o
il e | [ = g 1 4 :
treldeer on Mount Everest without oxveen, and i fifteen, | felt
s heart attack coming on. | panted for few minutes and started
again till | passed the insti huulclm and was in the faculty-
housing Lﬂlﬂm
Dawn broke, revealing manicured Jawns and picture
postcard bungalows of our tormentors in class, | passed Prof
Dulsey's house. It was i 5 .
; se. It was ha oine this ]
H___.mu'- l I hard to imagine this man out of class,
¢ in a home, watching 'V, i Latine : itil
e ‘[ i ng 1V, pecing, eating at a dining table.
lwaswetwith s : tace '
. veat and my face beyond red, reaching
rare shades of purple. -
I stopped, huffi it
: , utline a hen
B PP‘I Iv ¢ and puifing, when T went bump at the
w ol 1 1
tumbling at the unexpected impact, 1 kind of whooshed
forward, extending my hand ST in ;
i 3 g my hands just in time to save myself from
rad tall, | sat s . ine 1 . 7
= sat stunned on the road, recovering lrom the shock
e rig '
ithlessness, and then turned around.
A red N i 'as i
-y d Maruti car was the culprit! 1 continued panting as
Squinted my eves to see the driver through the wi :
i g " . ough the windscreen,
s trving to kill me when [ was already dving? |
Wondered, waiting tor mv breatl tur el
i g \ W to return to normal.
" g, - -
i so sorey,” a female voice announced. A voung g rl,
my age
7 ge. in a loose 1oshirt and knee-length short
Othes that one usuall 4
isually wore at home. She skipped forward
n 4 5'“‘- way, which i .
ich was probably her attempt to run toward

e
- I noticed she was barefoot.
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“1 am so sorrv. Are vou all right?" she t'nqulrt‘t]. tucking
her hair behind an ear
I was not all right, andl it was her damn fault. But when

a young g‘ir| 2sks a gy i he gsall rigju, he can never admit he

s not.

wypeah. 1 euess,” T osaid, Rexing my p.]lm:-,

“Can | give you a lift7™ she asked nervously, extending a
hand to help me up

I looked at her caretully as she came closer. Mavbe 1 was.
or something, but I thought
<he was really pretty And the whole just-out-of-the-bed look

) i L 1 : ki Y.

Only girls can look hot in their nightclothes; Alok,
aally ill patient in his torn vest

wene a temale alter a long time

Islew me.
for instance, looks like a termi
and pajamas. |

] was actually jogaing,” | said, holding hes hand and gettng
up as slowly as could without being obvious, Whe wants to
abandon a preuy girl’s hand? Anvway, 1 had to after 1 was

standing up.
: - sorry,” she
“Hi. I am Neha by the waw Listen, I am really sorry,” she

saidl, adjusting her hair again with the hand [ had just helds
wHi. 1 am Hard, still alive so it is okay,” 1 grmncd.
“Yeah, you see [ am learning to drive,” she said point
to the ‘L' sign on the windscreen, That is untlm',a.r,andahlc.
thought, you are allowed to hit people i you are learning
drive, especially if you are eve-candy.

Neow to be very frank, T wasn't hurt or anything. For ol
thing, she was driving at like two kilometers an hour, and [ this
my adipose tissues absorh burps better than mast people’
Sl 1 wanted to milk this moement

“You sure you don't need a life? 1 leel really had,” she sal

wringing her hamds,
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“Actually, I am sort of tempted to get a drop back to
Kumaon,” I said.

‘Sure. Please come in,"” she saidl and chuckled, “if you trust
my driving, that is."”

We got into the car. I saw her sit carefully in the driver’s
seat, as if she was running the starship Enterprise or samething.
Then she placed her bare loot on the accelerator. Now maybe
it is because | am an engineer, but that was hot. Bare {emale
skin on metal is enormously sexy. There was dark red nail
polish on her toenails, with one or two toes encircled in weird
squiggly silver ninglets that only gitls can justify wearing. [ just
wanted to keep looking at her feet but she started to talk

“Kumaon hostel, so a student, ¢h?"

“Yes. First vear, mechanical engineering.”

“Cool. So how are you finding it. college and everything?
Fun?"

“Nothing much, just running around to keep up all the
time."

“So you have to study a lot? What do puys call it —
mugging,”

“Yeah, we have to mug. Some damn profs get this vicious
joy driving students nuts...."

"My dad is a prof,” Neha said.

“Really?” T said and almost jumped in my seat. | was lucky
I did not fully express my insightful views on professors and
I was h-:::ping she was not Prof Dubey's daughter.

“Yes, [ live in facul ty housing,” she said. The car had passed
the housing blocks now, and we were nearing the insti building.

“And that is my dad’s oftice,” she said, pointng to one of

the dozens of rooms.
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“Really?™ | said again, my mind racing flashback 1o gauge
it 1 hiad done anything that could get me into rouble, “What's
his name?” 1 asked casually,

“Prof Cherian You probably don’t know him, he won’t take
a course until vour third vear” .

I shook my head. | had heard the name, but never seen
Prof Cherian. Then 1 remembered our first class. “Is he the
head of the Mechanical Engineering department?” | said,
looking austerely away from her feet.

Sensing my anxiety, she patted my arm while shifting into
third gear. “Yes, he is. But don’t be tense, he is the prot, not
me. So relax.” She burst out laughing as if she knew of my
fascination with her feet,

We chatted for a few more minutes along the insti-hostel
road. She told me about her college, where she was studying
fashion design. She had lived in this campus for over ten years
and knew most of the professors,

she apologized again when we came near Kumiaon, and
asked if she could do anything for me.

“Neo, it 1s all fine really,” [ reassured her.

“Sure Hari? So will 1 see you again when you jog?"

“I guess,” I said, dreading another round of Ryan’s training,

“Great. Maybe sometime, 1 can drive you to the deer park
outside campus, lots of joggers there. And you get excellent
morning tea snacks there. T owe vou a teat,” she said.

[ was mervous at meeting the daughter of my head of
department again. But her offer, and mostly she herself, was
too irresistible.

“That sounds great,” I said leaping out of the car, “free food

is alwa_ys welcome. Keep bumping me.”
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She smiled, waved and the litde red ca chisappeared from
sight. Her image still floated in my head as T reached the
foumaon lawns. Rvan was aleeady waiting there, d-:'sinlt: I}ll."-|‘1-u".-~.
o1 }1:.|1i-d:-wm ear mnwthmg. He had seen me get out of the
car and demanded full explanation. 1 had wo then repeal it to
Alok. Though they exhibited appropriate excitement, asking
me how she looked and everything, they also told me to stay
away [rom her, given she was a prof’s offspring.

dut they had neither seen her nor talked to her, | was dying
to meet her again, was waiting tor the next time [ bumped into
her and could feast silly at the sight of those two bare-naked

teet!
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B.—‘&f‘:(; IN THE MIDDLE OF THE FIRST SEMESTER CAME
Hyan's scootér. His parents sent him a dollar L.'h'.'['lU.'.' as 2
Christmas gift as everybody else around them was doing in
Furope. Ryan was not a Christian and cared two hoots about
Chiristmas, but loved the cheque and cashed it vails scooter -
a heautiful Kinetic Honda in gleaming metallic blus

When Byan got it w Kumaon, all the studlents gathered
around it to pay homage, hut only Alok and 1 got to park our
butts on it It was for two people, but Ryan carricd both of
s, e went B Cléu'-s, canteen .'lml Orl Fare orcasions 1o ovies
like the Terminator dpping away on Ryan's Kinetic, letting the
world watch us in emy and the scooter in probable pay,
groaning as it was under our combined weight

Meanwhile, classes pot worse, The prolessors kept up the

pressure aned the mverworked stodents worked even harder o
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beat the average, thereby pushing the average higher. We stil]
stuclied together, but the resolve w0 concentrate was breaking
down. We had l‘I'hlli'dgt!{_i to reach average prades in a lew
assigninents, but E)!!}'Sil.".‘u we had messed up.

One night Alok got a call from home, His father had had
s seiure or something and someone had to take him to the
hospital pronto. Alok’s mother had never done this alone and
she sounded hysterical enough to warrant a trip for hersell w
the hospital,

There was a strong rumour of a ph:r.\in iz x:..w..ui.‘-.a‘ing bt
Alok had no choice. Hyan offered his scooter, which Alok
couldn’t drive for nuts. Hence Ryan had to go as well. T did
not want to be alone, so 1 went along.

It was the first time I'd seen Alok's home. | told you he
was kind of paor, I mean not World Banl: ads type starving poor
o anything, but his home had the barest mininum one would
need for existence. There was light, but no lampshades, there
was a living room, but no couches, there was a TV, but not a
colour one. The living reom was where lived Alok's father,
entertaining himselt with one of the two TV channels, clos
to unconscious by the time we reached. Alok's mother was
already waiting, using her sari edge 10 wipe her tears,

"Alok, my sor, look what hﬂppcﬁs when yosu are not here,”
she said in a pathetic voice that would make even Hitler cry.
Man, [ could totally see where Alok got his whining talen:
Anyway, | hired an auto and Ryan and Alok lifted the paticn:
into it. We then went to the hospital, checked him in and
waited until a doctor, unfortunate cncaugh to work in an

avercrowded free povernment |1l;|5|_1ik_.1|.. saw Alok’s father, We
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1 . sxhausted and
returned to Kumaon at three i the morning eshausted anc

pauscated by haspital smells,

Of course, you can imagine what h.-'n[:npem-d the next day,
the physics quiz, that's what happencd and we screwed up big
time. We got like two on twenty or same such miserable score.
Alok tried 1o ask the protessor for a re-quiz, who sared back
as if he had been asked for both his kidneys

That physics quiz episode broke Alok a bit. Now he was
less vigilant when Ryan distracted us from studies

*You know guys, this whole ITT system is sick,” Rvan declared.

“There he goes again,” | rolled my eyes We were in my
roam

| expected Alok to ignore Ryan, but this time he led him
o with a monosyllable “Why?"

vBecause, t=1] me, how many great engineers of scientists
have come out ol [HT27

wWhat do vou mean? Many CEOs and entreprencur:

' 1 said, 3 mistake as Ryan had not finished yot

have,”
= LIS Rl El H !-
“| mean this is s.uppom*.d to be the best oollege in India,
the best technole gv institute for a country of a billion. But has
IIT ever invented anything? Or made any teg hnical
contribution to India?™
“Doesn’t it contribute in making engineers? " Alok asked,
snapping ghut his book. | knew that with Alok not keeping us
in check, we were not going o study any more that day. |
o ; ] 3
suvoe we go out to Sasi's for paranthas and skip the mes
,u&g_ast-:d Ve PO O pa
dinner. Fveryone agreed.
Rvan continued to muse. “Over thirty years of [T, vet, all
; " - - - J 7 - % 1 5 3 g -l
it does is train some bright kids to work in multinationals

mean loak at MIT in the USA N
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“This is not the USA,” 1 said, signalling Sasi’s minions to
bring three plates of paranthas. *MI'Ts have budgets of millions
af dollars.”

“And anyway, who cares, | want to get the degree and land
a guﬂd job," Alok said.

Sasi's was a ramshackle, illegal roadside establishment right
outside the [T hostel gates. Using tents and stools, the alfresco
dining menu included paranthas, lemonade and ciparettes. At
twe rupees each, the butter paranthas were a bargain, even by
student standards. Proprietor Sasi knew the quality of food in
the mess and did a voluminous business serving dozens of
students each day from every hostel, We got three plates ol
paranthas, and the dollop of butter on top melted and
produced a delicious aroma.

“See, it is not always the money,” Ryan said, llicking ash
“So HTs cannot do space research, but we surely can make
some cheaper produu&s? And frankly, money is just an excuse.
Il there is value, the industry will pay for research even at ITT"

“So what the hell is wrong then?" | was irritated. | seriously
wanted Ryan to shut up, now that the food was here, | mean,
il'he did not want to study, fine, but spare us the bloody lecture,
it wreaks havoc on digestion.

“What is wrong is the system,” Ryan denounced soundly,
sounding like a local politician. Blame the whole damn system
il you can't figure anything out.

But Ryan had more. “This system of relative g:*d-ding and

“overburdening the students, | mean it kills the best fun years

of your life. But it kills something else. Where is the room
lor uﬁgér:l thought? Where is the time for creativity? It is

‘not fair.”
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- ¥ R
“\What about itis not fair? 1t gets me wark, that'sall L eare,
g ak 1 weouring his nuons,
Alak shrugged, taking 2 break trom devouring
“Wow, that rhymes,” | satd. | |
: 1 . Sl 3 )
uCen your attitude i3 another prublt_m. Your won't ge
toreer it Hyan saidl. _ '
» 1 said and Alok and I broke ino gipales.

“That rhymes oo, -
: but | really weanted him

[ knew | was annoying Ryan like hell, »
1o shut up or at icast change the topic. That lazy basurd woule

find any reason to poot oft. o
“Sepew you,” Ryan gestun:i.l, diving back w E;::-Fﬂt;k‘lw
B | \ i b the weekemel
“Anyway,” 1 said, “s0 what is the plan for
*Nothing, why?" alok looked up.
“Well, we have the scooter now,

Ryan stayed silent. B ;
“Hey, stop sulking like a woman,” | uudgl:d his ebow ymti

he had 1o laugh. _ .
“Yes, we can go, you dope. Connaught Place?
“Why?" Alok 1‘epe-at-:'d. gradis
“Well, they have this cheap dhablia there with the besi
4, i
butter chicken and we can catch a guu:.l Hindi movie And then
L] B :
mavbe check out some girls in the market,” Ryan'sees weit
:magg«:mtcdly lecherous. | .
“Spuads good," 1 said, the menticn of giris making e
- N . 2 1 1
think of Neha, T had not bumped into heragain, maybe | should
P jngging .‘!gm.n. : _ , .
“Alok, you'll come 100, right? Or will you g all day i
w1 Ih. there is this ApMcr:h worksheet. ..anywa sew It
man...yes, 1 will come,” Alok capitulated i
We did go to Connaught Place that weekend and had quite

5 Blast. The movie was what every Hiridi movie is like - regular
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Berv meets girl, bov is poor and honest, girl’s dad is nch and
a crook. However, the heroine was new and eager to please the
crowvds so she bathed in the rain, played tennis in mini-skirts
arel wore sequined negligees to discos. Since all her hobbies
involved wearing less or transparent dothing, the audience
loved her. The girl's father daran near killed the boy who flirted
with his hot daughter, but ultimately the hero's love and lust
prevated. The hero had ro damn assignments o finish and no
frealy profs breathing down his neck. | know, these Hindi
movies are all erap, but they do kind of take your mind away
tram the crap of real life like nothing else,

After movie came lunch. The dhabha was great as Ryan is
never wrong about these things. He ordered for everyone,
which he always does. And he orders big — right [rom boneless
butter chicken to daal ta paranthas to raita, The spoilt brat even
orders the overpriced Coke, I mean, which student orders
Uoke in restaurants? Anyway, the meal was great, and an
overactive desert-cooler spraved water on our faces and kept
the ambience cool

Tearing his rotis like a famished Unicel kid, Alok got chatty.
“This is too good man, the chicken is fundoo here.”

*So tell me, Fatso, did you have fun teday or not?™ Ryvan
.Hk!:t!

“Uh-huh," said Alok, mouth too stufled with food, but he
meant yes.

“Then 1ell me, why the hell do vou want to kill yourself
with books?"

“Aswy, don’t you guys start arguing agamn,” | gm.nwd. I had
enjoved my day so far and watching these jokers go at it is really

nat funny after a while.
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“We are not arguing,” Ryan said, in a tone Itl-.at s.u:mdcd
like he was arguing with me now. 'Hg took a deep breath. Okay,
here is the thing. T have been th'mkiﬁg." |

Oh please, spare us, | thought. But it “_ﬂ t@ l.;.m:,

“Guys, these are the best g.-e'a::ﬁ ﬂ;i :Imiifc. They really are.

Aally for somgone 0
| mﬁm:P\cv:; :ﬁccially me?” Alok was baffled, nibbling at 3
illi from the salad bowl. ..

r;I“"“It brings out the amino acids in your eyes,” | joked, when
he coughed at the tangy spiciness. =T el

“Because,” Ryan told Alok, “look at your life h_&’r_t this.
| mean, | know you love your dae) and everything. But lik(' }'u:
were just nursing him and stuydying for the past o vear*- ;ﬂr; ;
after college, vou'll probably kiave 1o live h_*ith f,lwrn apain, ng :n _‘

«1'l take up a job in Delhi” Alok nodded, a bit rjxnt'r serious
o, theugh his mind was still preoccupied with dullc.ien hrt:zsl..

"I‘lﬁtﬂk’, so it is back 1o the same responsibiility again. i
mear, You will earn and everything, and maybe hire a ﬂirvanl:.
But suill, would you be able 1o have this kind :;_-l" i:ufﬂ- :

4] love my parents, Ryan, it is not a responsibility, ﬁ.}ﬂ
saidl and stopped eating Boy, this must hat-r.afft-vlcu-d him
Usually, the Fatso will nat leave chicken for his lite. .

nOf course, you Jove them,” Ryan waved a hand “1 n-mn;
i ::an.undermn:;\ that even though 1 don't love my p.'lftn'ti..

wWhat?™ 1 said, though | had not wanted to be pant of their
mgu:‘?e:;d I don't love my parents, Is that 3 big deal?™

Alok raised ﬁis evebrows at me 1 mean, i Alok conld love
his dad, who if you think aboutit, is no more than 2 vegetable
with visian, ho':v could this brat not love his parents? And s
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‘parents were nice, | mean they gave him everything - the blue
;ﬁ_;q;g;mqr,'dnthc; from Gap and money for the damn colas at
restaurants, His parents had worked their asses oft all their
fives, started selling flower pots with two potters, and then
moved all aver India to make a name until two years ago when
hey went overseas. They weren't making any big money out
‘there yet but wanted to keep sonny boy happy. this spoilt, pig-
headed, marginally good-looking ass whe did not love thum!
“Screw you,” T blessed,
“Serew you! You don't even listen to me,” Ryan said,
Yeah right, that when 1 listened to this idiot all the time
"Why?" Alok said, getting back to his food.
~ “Idon't know why, | mean, [ have been in boarding scheol
then 1 was six. OF course, like every kid | hated it and cried
vhen they left me. But then, it was at boarding school | got
‘evervthing. 1 did well in studies, got noticed in sports, learnt
Thow to have fun and live well and made my best friends, So,

d letrers, cazh, and everything but.."
*Bue?”
“But 1 don't miss them.”
“So you don't think that is wrong?™ Alok picked teeth.
“Heck, no: | mean, for me my [riends are everything, they
‘are my family, Mom and Dad are nice, bur 1 don't love them
the way | love my friends. 1 tiean, [ don't love them, but I love
iy friends”

“St you Jove us then Rvan aah? /7 love you,” Alok wid in
a falsetto; he vas obviously satiated, his lighter mood a prool
of his post-pluttony banhomie,
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“Up vours, Fawso, love you my ass,” Ryan said and some
heads turned to look at us,

Ryart, however, came back to his carlier theory.

“Arvvway, my point is, these are our best years. So either
we can mug ourselves to death, or tell the svstem to stuft ™

“And how exactdy do we el the system to stufl 1?2 |
enquired

“1 mean, not like stop mugging c':'unph*u'ij; or something,
but like, let us draw a line. We cau study two-three howrs o
day, but da other stufl| say sports, have you guys ever played
squash? Or taken part in events — debates, scrabble and stufi,
an odd movie ot something sometimes. We can do s much
at the insti.'

“Yeah, but very few people do it. And they are the ones
with prretty bad GPAs," Alok said.

“See, | am not saving we stop mugging. We just draw the
line. A day of classes, then three hours a day of studies and
the rest is our time. Let's just try, just one semester, Isn't it
fair? A kind ol decentralization of education.™

Alok and [ looked at each other. Bvan had a point I ] neves
played squash in college, I'd probably never play it again. If' ]
didd not wake part in Serabble now, 1'd never do it when 1 had
A i! FI].

“I can try," | said, mostly to agree with Ryan. He would
not have r:r-';pr,t_‘v.i otherwise G AL

“Three hours is not enough.”™ Alok was doubtful.

“Oikay, three and a half for our super-mugger,” Rvan sanl,

“kayr"™
At e o1, b s volce was so meek, it sounded like the

chicken i just ate kru,-ﬂ]qin;.l lrom within

line Uirowing » 4]

Byvan was elated, and he drove us back to Kumaon at speeds
that made the traffic police dizzy. No one stopped us, or rather,
we didn’t stop, 1 covered the number plate with my foor, so
that cops could net take it down, After all, this was ;

celebration of drawing the line

Meamwhile, T ran-into Neha ar the camipus hookstore, [ had
not met ber since she had tried to kill me and it wasn't anvane s
. hole Tamit ' . o
fault. Mostly that whole |ogeing pian was a bad idea. Fven with
the prospect of meeting Neha, ! just could not wake up. 1 did
Uy once again, but I was late and did net see her car, After
that, all my motivation dropped and Ryan gave up on waking
. . - ; {:
me up. He had to, cause [ kined of threatened to withdraw from
his draw-the-line nla ' i i
- 1e-line study plan. So, what I’ trying to say is, when
L saw Neha again, it was a nice surprise,
12 ) # W . =
Hi," 1 said, raising my hand to catch her attention.
She looked at me, and then kept looking, her face
expressionless. She acted as il <he did not recognize me. Then
gniz - The
she went hack o flipping pages of the notebooks she had Juest
bnught. Now that was hell, | mean, if you are in a public place
and say *hi’ te a girl, all beaming and everything and she's like
L i 4 = 5 &
have we been introduced?’
['he shopl-:<:ep¢.r looked at me, as did a few other
Customers, ar olt like fow-life '
' s, and I, folt ke low-life though [ gave it another try
hean, just a few weeks apo she was all sympathetic and
friendly, so maybe she just couldn't place me.
w < M0 Tale L
Neha, it"s me! Remember the car accident in the
Morning?™ | said.

LT "t . & ri
Excuse me,” she said huffily and departed.
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This timwe the shopkeeper looked at me like T was a regular
sex-ottender The girl bumped me and gave me a lift and all
damumit, I wanted o scream, even as | bought my pencils and
loose sheets. Sa | ant not that attractive and that s reason
enough not to recognize someone in public because | guess
he‘:::l-,' friends wath uely people kind of rubs ofl badly on vOu,
[ had been some sort of a loser 1n school as well, so this was
not o total shock. T mean what happened to me once in my
sehoal, I don'’t even want to get into all that bu samehow, |

It strange. T don’t know, Neha did not leok like that kind
ol gl

I walked out of the shop as quickly as possible o get away
from the humiliation. | was leeling crap. I mean, she could have
al least said “hi," 1 thought. | know [ am fav and if | were 2
girl, I'd probabiy not wlk to me either. [ was walking alone on
a narrow path connecting the lmuix]mp to the hostel, when
someone tapped my shoulder. | turned around and guess who?

“Hi," said Neha

Go te hell, was my instant mental reflex. But | wrned to
ook at her and damn, she was pretty. And with that one tiny
dimple on her night check flashing every time she smiled.
MNow try saving ‘go t2 hell’ to that!

“Hi Neha, right?" [ said, this tme really caretul and dow

“Of course. Hey, | am really, really, I-."_".'ii.]"l,' sorry, | could not

1

reply to vou properdy there. There's a reason,” she :Eim!_gct,l.
Now, girls do this all the time, they think repeating an
adjective makes it mare ellective; the three ‘reallvs’ were
bLLer[RHt’(] 1] ‘_'Unﬁtilll“' an .'II.\'HIiIE:-.'
“What reason?™ 1 said.

Mt s just that, T mean. .can we just forget it?™
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“No, tell me \\'h_\;?" l insisted.

“The shopkeeper there knows me and my dad for the fast
wen years and they talk regularly.”

“Soar

“My dad is realy strict about me wlking o boys and lic
will totally flip out if he hears I am friends with a student”

“Really? Just greeting someone?”

“He is like that. And campus rumours ahwvays get hiown
out ol proportion. Please, | am sorry.”

She was being a bit ridiculous, T thought, but I kand of knew
where she was coming from. Seme girls' dads are a bit touchy,
and with over a thousand boys with their proportional quota
of hormones on camipus he would be worned

“Well, I can't see you then anyway, right?”

“You can as long as it is out of campus.”

“We live here!”

“Yes, but there is a world outside. We can go to the Hauz
Khas market. Do you feel like some ice-cream?”

It is hard enough to say no to pretty girls or to ice-cream
but when it's offered together, it is well nigh impossible. 1 said
es, and she instructed me to walk out the campus gate and walk
two Blocks to an ice-cream parlour. She would come there as
well, but gave me a fve-minute headstart, walking sedately
behind mwe.

[t was completély weird to walk alone that way, and T kept
thinking how stupid I'd look in the parlaur if she did not shiow
up. Ar least 'd have ice-cream, 1 thought. Food is almost as
good as pirls.

But Neha did show up and insde the L'nflhu:'_\"w ice~-cream

paricur she was a dillerem person.,
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“Sa, Mr Jogger, did not see much of vou atter that day. Did
I scare you off?™ She began w giggle. Girls do this all the time,
say somwthing hall-funny, and laugh ar it themselves

“Na, it's just a pain to wake up.”

“Well, T was kind of hoping to sve vou." she confessed

“Yeah, looked like it at the lmuks!ml.\ ]

“I said [ am sorry, Har" she said, and touched my arm
again like she had earlier. I kind of liked that, I mean, which
guy wouldn't, You have this pretty girl all smiley and sorry and
touching your army; better than ice-cream | tell you,

There are two kinds of pretty girls in Delhi. One is the
modern type, girls who cut their hair short, wear jeans or skirts,
and tiny earrings. The second is the traditional type who wears
salwar-kameez, multi-coloured bindi and large earrings. Neha
was - ore the second type, and she wore 2 light-blue chikan
suit with matching earrings. However, she was not a forced
traditional type, like fat girls who have no choice but to wear
Indian dlothes. Neha was just fine, and actually way out of my
league, with her long light brown lair, which she mostly lett
open, a curl catapulting carelessly on to her lorehead. Her face
was con‘.p!etcly round, but not because she was fat or anything,
just a natural cute shape. 1 just kept looking at her as my
strawberry ice-cream melted.

“Friends?”

“I guess so, You know, when vou ignored me there, [ first
thought it was because of the way I am.”

“What way are you?"

“*Never mund,” | said.

I told Neha about our harcbhrained scholastic plan.
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“Three hours? I‘,"t.‘!l_\. Brave | must say. Lyuess wvou are
phiderestirating the profs and their love for ﬂS'.sE_[_‘-_'}'H’]H.'IE;E‘\,” she
saitl, scraping up whatever remained in her cup

| shrugged my shoulders “Anyway, you tell me about
vourset!. Learnt :h'iring ow "

Mes, | even got a licence," she chirped and opened her bag
1o show It to me, She started taking stuff out of he: hamlha;’
aed & million things came out - lipsticks, lip balms, a_*mams_,
bimelis, carrings, pens, mirrors, wet tissues and other stuff that
gie can live without, She found what she was looking for
eventually )

“Wowe Neha Samir Cherian, female, 18 vears.™ 1 read her
mame alod

“Hey, stop it You are not supposed to notice ladies” agmes.”

“That is for sixty-year-old women, vou are young, " |
returned her licence. ‘

“Sall, 1 like chivalrous men,” she said, repacking her bag
and the rmillion belongings., - i

I didd not know if it meant something. I mean, did she want
me 0 know what kind of men she liked, or did she want me
t6 be like the men she liked, or did she fike me Wha knows?
Figuring out women 15 harder than topping a ManPro quz

“Samir, isn't that a guy's names"

"It is my brother's. 1 decided to keep it when 1 got this
hicence made ™ I.

“Really? What does vour brother do?™

“Not much,” she shrugeed, “He's dead ™

| MNow this was unexpected. I mean, 1 just thﬁughl I'd tease
et o 4 mannish middle name and everything but this was
‘llrnmg heavy, “Oh!"™ I said, — .
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“It's fine, really, he died one year apo. We were just tuwe
Vears apart, so you can imagine how close | was to him."

I nodded my head. Her beauniul face was turning sad and
I wished I could do semething clownish to change subjects

“How did it happen?™ [ asked, tor it scemed the polite
-'-.,HH}__' o da.

A treak accident. He was crossing the rail-tracks and el
hit by a train,”

I wondered if | could take o chance and hold her arm like
she had a tew minutes ago. I mean, that is how shallow T was
Shie was all choked up and everything, but all | could think of
was if 1 could make my move.

[ shifted my hand closer, but she startled me by talking
again “Life goes on, vou know. He was my only sibling, so that
is kind of tough, But life goes on,™ she repeated, more 1o hersell
than to me.

[ pulled my hand back. [ sensed this was not the hes
manent.

“Ice-cream? C'mon let us do round two,” she said brightlv
and went ap to the counter without waiting for me. She
returnied with these two big sundaes, and she was smiling again

“50 he had a train acadent? In Dethid"

“Yes. You don't think that can happen?” she asked
challengingly.

"No....o."

“C'mon, tell me something cheerful about your hastel”

I told her about Ryan's scooter and how we over-speed o
it and L‘hing_n It was hardly interesting, but it changed the topic
We talked about other things until dusk and Neha's intern {

C k('l-f.'k went l_'}ltlt‘
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“Have 10 go," she jumiped up. “Shall we walk backs"
“‘f‘mh separately though right?" 1 was cat hing on fast
“Yes, sorry please,” she said in 3 mock-haby 10!';-.‘_ that wirls
Jqpa‘f: mto ar i si}ghtcst provocation, i i

[ stood up, oo

“So, Hari?™

I

“So what?

LT E :
Aren't you going to ask me out or what?™

That stumpe bl W o
d mped me. T ane of course I'd wanted o but

| w b : v
zhought she'd say noe tor sure and then 1'd have felt crap all
nighr. U would have been satishied with the i

A : ce-cream and
everything but this was kipd ol neat, and now | had no cheice

a0vway

11 r T = :

Huh? Sure. Neha, would vou Jike 1o g0 out.  with me?"
o I 9 o f o F . ] " ;
She had made i pretty sale lor me, but 1 el vou, the first
time you ask a girl for a date, it is I ]

you ask a girl for a date, it is like the hardest thing. Almost
3% stresstul as vivas, -

Lo " - .
Yes, of course I will, Meet me at this

. pariour next Saturday
same time as today ™ .I
I nodded.

" Lo B
And next time, don't be this sh
[ smiled.

"So, what are ve aiting {or?
: k ¢ You waiting for? |

v UT boyw, just ask.”

Lave now”
A demure five mi '
t ¢ five minutes ahead of her, | pleasantly e

the mechan ; '
wechanic ‘miale mine i
s of the female mind, 1\'arfr”mg back inte hostel,

‘]l’ i
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Make Notes not War

[]-5 WAS GUNNING FOR TRAQ, TARING AS TTS FIRST CASUAIT
our majors, or end-semester exams. Thousands of kilometres
from our campus, a despotic dictator annexed another smalles
despotic dictator’s country. It just so happened that both
countries had heaps of oil and that made the whole world take
notice. Next, the world's most powerlul country asked the
dictator to get the hell out. Big dictator refused and very soon
it became clear that he would be attacked.

So, what the hell did this have o do with the three of us
at [TT, vou'd think. If this was one of Ryan's stupid sci-fi movies,
the three of us could be like involved tn a conspiracy, using the
[TT lab o provide superior weapons to the CIA or something
Rut this was not sci-li, and the three of us considered ourselves
lucky to complete the ManPro wvldmg assigmment on time, et

alone provide superior war technolope

H-'.‘l:ﬁ:_‘ E‘I.‘_'ufl_;"-. il "':‘,;‘.-“ * £Q

No, the Gull war did not personally tavite our involvemen
[t 1t was a bi‘f_:: lmng that swalloveed our st SCMESter niajors
a catalyst tor all ow competitive, macho instinets, |

But before that let me tell you of the glory davs of the
short-lived “draw-the -line' }min_‘\,. As per nh‘_n \x.w HLl;u.ln'c{ toi
three exact houps every day, maostly Lm*. unto nisht “.“h'![
meant we had the evenings free fr_‘n: fun. e

1 besy game ever invented,” Ryan said as he took us to
the squash courts r!n_'spi[t‘ Alok and ne fooking like ouvs who
never camie near a mile of a squash court, c =

. “This gatme will vest your mind, and bug nsome of thar {at
ol ™ Rvan, who had been the squash captain in his « howl
foased warm-up shots in the court. : i

. 1 " s

Lnless you are like 3 champion o; samething, you probabl
know how difficult the damn gami is. The rubber l“-uill jumps
around like a trog high on uppers, and you jump around it o
Uy and connect it o vour racket. Rvan had plaved it for vears
and Alok and | were hopeless at i, I.mtw.'d c_'-:'m;u_-u.s:m the lu.ii
tb::- the racket five times in 2 rowy and Alok did not SVEN Ty moving
from his place. After 2 while. even | give up. Ryan tried o -E.L'i.' T
the: game poing as we stood like extry pillars on cours |

“C'mon guys, try at least,” Ryan called out,

“1 can't da this,” Alok said and sat down o the court, The
&Y is such a loser. 1 mean, 1 could not play squash for nuts
But at leas: | won't sit down on the -.-mrt-

“Let us try again tomorrowe” Rvan said, OpLMISNC G say
the Jeast | =
I He dragped us to court for ten days in a row, but Alok and

£5t no better. We found it hard enough to even spot whery

the 1yl had gone, let alone chase it
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wRyat, we can't do this man." Alok said plaintively, panting

ancontrollably. “1f you really want to play this, why don’t you

find other parméra?-"
“Whv? « are getting better,
T:::l}:vngf::l mmg'fﬁ i ilﬂ? years, | thought grimiy
ugq vou don't enjoy this?” _ .
Wha‘t was Ryan thinking? Enjw_:;? ,&f:qu? 1 was in
of tearing that ball into roughly fifty pieces:
“Not really” | ventured mildly

then, we don't have o do this.

* Ryan said.
dangvr

1 mean, | can ghe
“Pne

L 1+ ld-
up ﬁquaﬁh. Ryan sai '
wNeo, that is'not..." Alok said. - | . i
Ryan had already decided, no point arguing wi .I k:md
was hiswhele ‘where my friends go, 1 go' swi.:am:ll though
of felt bad making him give up his favourite sport.
' i " 1 suggeested,
“You can play with others, : -
“Others nE:n'-t my friends,” Ryan said In a firm yoice Lll ::;
counded like the final word. Alok and 1 shrugged and we e
the court. .' +
¢ Alter squash came sornething tamer and less active, chc:-‘:’-.
: ) L
Alok and 1 felt somewhat up 10 this one, iWI, unlike sql.:::m
we could at least touch and move the game pieces. But ‘-‘,1
qu&ﬂh won, and 1 would never be passionate about bumping
i 'I;sﬁc ieces like m. | - 3
o Pﬂpan Eﬂm chess, we spent our free time ndmg 1.133: .,;:
soter, feeling the fierce wind whistle through our hm.r. h
Zught ‘t:’:'.'tf';' new movie, visited every tourist destination i
ide i here.
i, did everything, went everyw ‘
D”e“;rarr :hc 'mn;t p:f we managed fine within the three hf:nu'j'J
" L ‘ I.[
assigned to studies. Sometimes assignments taok Jonger, leavits
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ne time for revision, That worried Alok, especislle when the
#ﬂ*ﬁflmstcr exams edged closer, and he suggested increasing
the limit. And we would have if it hadn't been for one thing
the alore-mentioved Gulit war

Now wars happen all the time and India alone has fought
nore than it can alford. But the Gull war was different, as it
came right on TV, CNN, an American news channel, had just
apenad shop in India and brought the deserts of Traq right inw
our TV mom,
“This is CNN reporting live from the streets of Raghdad
sk is lit up with the first air raid,” a well-groomed person

Alok, Ryan and I looked up from our chess game. Tt swas
sensational, spectacular and unlike anvihing we had ever seen
on [V To put it in contest, this was belore calile or any private
wnnels came to India. Untl then we had two counimy
government channels in which women plaved ohsalete
instruments and dull men read news for nsomniacs and
retarcds. Colour had only arrived two years ago, and most
rograms were still black and white. Then, in one quick week,
e had the glitzy, jazzy and live — CNN,

*Is this real? I mean is this happening?” Alok looked dazed

*Of course, Fatso. You think this is a play?" Rvan scoffed as

bwo American pilots hi-fived themselves after hours of paunding
perfectly real city: A CNN reporter asked them questions aout
their mission. The soldiers told about bombing a podown, and
tking down a power station that gave electricity to Baghdad.
“Wow, the Americans are going to win this," Alok sakd.
"Don't underestimate the Tragis, who have fought wars for
ten vears. Americans are just pounding from the air.” Rvan said.
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“Yes, but America is too powerful. Saddam hasn't a due.”

“He does, wait till a land battle happens,™ Ryan defended

The war sucked us i like quicksand, Alek and Ryan got
really into ‘who 1s going to win this’ kind of crap. [ mean, you
stop doing that when you are twelve 1 think (Superman o
Batman?), but there was no stopping them. ! liked watching
the war as well, though 1 primly ook no sdes.

Trag was kind of anonymous then, and we unabashedly
cheered on Americo. T cared abowt Amenica. Most of owr
foreign aid came from rich American lirms and quite a large
percentage of our alumni went on scholarship there and for
jobs, constituting a chunk of the brain drain. So, unsurprisingly,
our heart bled for the LS.

Ar the same time, the war visuals became more gruesom
Americans pounded Baghdad non-stop, and Saddam hid
himsell deep in one of his oif wells T dhisk. Many times,
Americans hiv vvilian wrgets and people died and everything,
and that was crap. | mean, the aid 1o 11T was fine, but how
can you justity bombing kids? But then, Saddam was kind of
this loser General anyway, and apparently shot his own people
when he was grumpy. O, it was impossible to take sides in
the Gulf war. And it was all pointless for us anyway. These guys
would realize this soon,

“Man, the majors are eight days awav” Alok finally said one
day. "“We've got to switch off the TV"

“We still study three hours though ™ Ryan quirked an
eyelmw

“Screw three hours! It's not enough,” | contributed.

“1 think Iraq will win,” Ryan said.
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“Brop it, mun, America has busted hing," Alok saidd, “s0
please: T beg you Ryan, let’s study before we've busted 100"
“Not yet, ground battle not done yet,” he said righteously
 Luckily, the war ended five davs before the majors. Americs
I;!W._I_I_"] big-time, and Iragis ate crow befure ground battle
Aadddam left Kuwair alone and Americans were happy all the
¢ world was theirs ta burn and Ryan did -nt;t cat for

“This s not fair. Real wars are fought an the ground,” he

wailed as we started revisions for the final tests in our room,
*Shut up, Ryan. Americans got what they vanted. Now cc;n

 stucy?" 1 said.

“Unfair man, US is a &'hmirmm'bd[}'.”

“ApMech, ApMech” Alok muttered like a mantra.

weiuash, chess and the war — 4l ate into our studving hours,
[0 the five cays before exams, we dropped the lhrei:-h&ur rule,
vell we had 10; the heaps of course material was un-dosble
even if we studied thirty hours a day. [t was important to climp
Gown on Ryan and we studied until three in the morning every
by and passionately praved India would g0 to war op the
morning of our first majors,
A day belore the majors were practical tests. It was the auly
I of the course Ryan enjoyed, and he dragoed us early w0
he physics lab. We were in the same group and had to conduct
0 clectrical setup and then answer fuestions in a vivi-voce,
Y€ 201 4 resistance-voltage relationship testing experimient.
_ I hated practical tests, Most of all, | dreaded the: viva-voce,
don't know if [ told you abou my condition; it strikes e



whenever someone looks me in the c.'ytantla.dﬁ me a question,
My body Freezes, sweat beads cover mie brow o groin, and |
lose my sense of voice. Hos [ hated sivas and when Ryan was
all excited assembling the circunt for the experiment, | hated
hiny toa,

“Hey guys, watch this," Ryan sid, holding the circuit
components in his hand,

Alek looked up from his notebook.

Ryan speat the next ten minutes connecting resistors,
capacitors, switches and cables w cach other. It was comipletely
unconnected to our experiment and Alok was seriously getting
warried.

"Ryan, can you please connect the resistorvoltage setup so
we can start our experiment?” Alok said,

“Wait Tats, we have two hours ta do the expenment. Do
they have a smalf speaker here?” Rvan fumbled through the
component box. .

“What do you need a speaker for?™ 1 said even as Ryan
found one and made the final connection.

“For this.” Ryan said and switched his aircuit on. He moved
a few connections, and soon Hindi music came from the
speaker.

“Ghar aaya mera pardesi..."

“What the helll" Alok jumped as if a ghost had shimmered
it the lab.

“It 1s a radio, stupic,” Ryan s:aid_. eves all lit up, “T knew
we had all the parts to make one”

“Ryan,” 1 said, as firmly as possible.

“What?"

“We are having a damn major here,” | said.
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That is Ryan. The guy will do clever things but only a1 the
wrong tme andswrong place. | .
Alok panicked, oo, “The viva is in twenty minutes, hogs ™
Byan ripped off his dreuit gnd looked:at us in disdain as
iF we were tone-deaf listeners who hiad rejected live Mozart,

WE just about managed to finish the Gircult on time when
Prof Goval walked in,

‘Hmm, .., " the Prof said tugping at the cireuit wires, Ryvan

bad made the circuit; he was good at this, we trusted i,

“So, Rvan what will happc’ﬁ i1 change the 100-0hm

resistor with a 500-ohm frsistors™
)

“Sir, we wauld have higher voltage avross, though there
would be a higher heat loss s well "
“Howm. " Prof Goyal scratched hig chin

, in response,
which meant Ryan was right i

“So Alok, how do you read the stripes on this

the ohm resistance?™

L1 H -

| !*Iur. the red stipe i a4 100-ohm, then (0 for the blue,
plving 110 ohm,®

| Iy LTOup was dcing well. Bur Prof Goyal was not done

espite my frantic hopes, he turned to me.

S0 Hari, if I add another resistor op top of the 110 ol

tor, whas happens to the current flow?™

| A trick question. The current How depends on how one

nects the nes resistor, in seties or parallel, In wp |

et wouly drop, In parallel, it would increase. e

e answer. 1 think so, right? | |

_ F'had recited the answer iy my mind. But Prof Goval stared

4t me and nie alone while asking the question, not surprising

resistor to

ries, the
this was
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al my name

“Sir I quivered as my hand started to shiver. My
condition was upon me

“What will happen to the current How:™

“SiroLosin” 1 osaid, inexorably tumbling toward total
5-.51.1!_\'~1i~,. | mean, |« lT.i”_‘\' kneww the answer but what if it was
wrang?! [ tried articulating, but the thoughts did not cash into
Wi {'L.‘!.

“Sir, the current flow depen...™ Ryan intervened, trying 1o

save the situation.

Prot Goval raised his lorehinger.

"Quiet, | am asking your group member, not you."

I shook my head and lowered it There was no use, 1 had
given up.

“Hmm. " Prot Goyal said, not scratching any part of his
face. “The standard ol this institute is poing down day by day
What are you, commerce students?”

Calling an II'T-ian a commerce student was one of the worst
insults the profs could accord to us, like a prostitute calling her
client a eunuch. The institute was the wemple of science and
anyone below standards was an outcaste or a commerce student.

Prof Goyal scribbled a C+ on our group experimeni sheet,
and tossed it at us. Ryan caught it, I think.

We did not have much of a chance to discuss the physics
practicals, as the majors started the next day | had even

postponed my next rendezvous with Neha until after the

exams. [ had called her once,

faculty's internal directory. She freaked out, telling me not to

call home without netice. How the hell was | aup[mscd 1o grive

gt*ttiﬁg her number from the
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ler notice? Anyway, we had fived o meet tne day after 1
IHJEUI'H .I - -
: ;“t:iaf-:l:‘s vere when everyone studied in Kumaon, [ialigs
renained on in rooms untl ilawy, people rarely spoke :1- II
then only on matters ol hife or edeath — and mnsumudﬁum!lll*‘t'u
cups ol tea i the a!;’-uight mess. Ryan, Alok and | xcraml‘:Il:'J
to 1'.v\'1,s<' OUr six courses. The exams schedule was thiee
continuous davs, !e.l-.'lng little time to discuss the tests nl krr-;\i
| h.u‘J done fine in some tosts and serewed up some Alnk h.lff
;im:m.f!r.lij pu‘:r::mnem scowl and Ryan could maintain his laid.

ek air anly with the it ef i '
7 L_ﬂ'j,mw:;n:‘\;l_m;:ji' ',i Ful“f;‘ilu I[iJ':E.‘J.. mazjors blow the
ik ! Manlro, ApMech, physics, mathematics
Ll’!.El‘.'ll.ilf}' and computing, One by ane, 'u.re finished lht"l‘.l-
When majors ended. it did seem like the worst was over thu_flll
the results come only after two weeks. | o
Those bwo weeks betwe 1 the end of majors and the resylts
were bliss, Fven I.hc'mgh the second semester beoan -nr:‘ﬂnc-'
-rc'a;ly g_nt into the new courses until thev knew hmvblhe‘v "d done
in the hirst semester, The profs were b -\ " {nites e
€asy on new assign mr:nl.\'.tgi\‘ing us pi:::t; :jh::}ile [t'sflbi‘ Gy
upgraded us from chess 1o Crt;":wr)rcf '-f rzles : 't'o n R}Im
15 puzzles, lﬂng us from

Crvptic
Tvptic clues to rhyme words 1o anagrams

Meanwhi]
Meamwvihine, | met N A i
2 !, eha 220N A summery evening early into
e second semes <t - ' .
| ond semester even though she had short-circuited when
C ca, S e Fa o i |
alled her It was the same jce-cream pariour
=
(rod, are you er
(l, are Leraey or what, o - jed!
B _ .c.ﬂllng at homed™ dhe greeted,
noww swhat to sy | thought I'd been pretty cool
to think of pertin ‘ . — ?I
k of getting the number from the prots directory and

r—“‘"-'r‘r'[i!il]u_
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“How else am 1 to reach You?

"My parents are very strict about e getting calls from
lias ™

| couldn™ tell frer, *Your parents sound like regular
;.uu.]un"' so i non-seguitor, 1T asked, “Z_\.'ll'-'l’-'x'l"ti‘ll_'u‘?"

She was wearing a demure white salwar-kameez that -.];1_1.'
She held myv hand as she ook the cone from me. God, she is
Leautiful, 1 tell you

“Sa how am [ supposed to reach you?"

“Call me on the 11th"

A pink tongue darting owt 1o carch some melted cream
from reaching the ground had disoriented me. "Huh?"

“lust call me on the [ldh ol any month”

Now Nela is beautibul and everything, but she can be pretty
wony at times

“What? Why B larly

“Because no one is at home that day. You see, my brother

died on 1 1™ May. So on every | |™ my parents go to this temple

near the rail-tracks swhere he died. They are gone most of

the day.”

“Really? And you don't go?™

*I used to. But it used to remind me of Samir a Jor, I'd
be depressed tor days alterward and the doctor told me not
o go.’

She said it matter of factly, as il she were choosing an ice-
cream flavour. 1t was strange, but a hell of a lot better than her
gearing up to oy or something; I can’t stand Pe-:aph- who y
i [nﬂn]it,.

! ]”}f"' on | e
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“Well lor now, that is the enly safe date,” she said and
Jaughed, “why? You want to talk mure olten?”

I did not answer her | mean, | just thoughe it weire thay
1 could call her only on that one day a manth, like [had a dental
appointment or mmr:i':ing. But pirls are weird, T was learning,

“Sa tell me," she said tapping my hand again to change the
topic, “how were the majors?”

1 loned 3t when she touched me in any way, that’s how
deprived ar depraved Twag; I almost forgor her guestion in the
aftermath of the tiy localized tremors r.i.*-cpl(uiing o1 My skin's
surface.

“Lih majors | nothing great. Results come in one week or
"

“Did wellz®

“Not realiv”

“You want me to put in a word w Dad o increase your
grades?™ she said.

“Can vou?” The pinkness enveloped me.

“I'm Kidding "

Of course. She giggled as if she had got me. Like 1 thought
[ believed she could help me with my grades or something.
Girls love laughing at their own jokes but Neha amused is better
than Neha looking around furtively.

I suddenly leaned forward, bringing my face close o hers.
Carwching her breath, stifling that laugh and pink tongue, she
watched me 1.';141:?—13}'&':;}. I removed the wallet [rom my back
pocket and sat down casually again

“What happened?” T asked idly.

"I thought.  never mind." She blinked.

Ha, gotcha.
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THFY‘RE OUTI™ ALOE SARD, SHAKING RYAN'S SHOULDER

on a Samrday morning as if India had won the World Cup or
nude women were rolling on the grass outside. “The majos
results are out!”

“I want to sleep,” Ryan said, burrowing deeper under the
quilt that Alok eventually succeeded in tugging off

We reached the insti where o crowd of students had
gathered 1o see their first et of grades. From these one could
determine their first prade point average, or GPA, on the 10-
point scale. The topper would be dlose to 10.00, while the
average would be arcund 6.50. Wi, however, were closer to
the bottom. Clicking through the scientific calculator, Alok
caloulated our scores.

“Oik, Plari is at 5.46 and, Ryan is at 5.01 and |} __.I'm

at 5.88." Alok said.
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“Sa all of us are five-pointers,” | said, as if making a
particulary msightiul comment,

“Congrats Alok, vou have topped amongst us,” [an said.

lopped amongst us, [ thought. As if we were the high -brain
society or something. These were pathetic grades: we ranked
in the high 200s in a class of 300 stwdents. Alok recalculated his
score, hoping for some nuracle 1o happen on the calculator, But
miracles never hum-n_‘n in 1T, only crap grades do

“Screw that. Bloody hell, T am just a 5.88. This is so below
average.”

“We knew that, righe?" Ryan saidd, “Whatever, Alok, let's
celebrate this over chicken.”

“Celebratel” Alok spluttered. *I have just screwed up any
chance of getting a US scholarship or a good job and you want
1w bloody celebrate?”

“Grow up, Fatsa. What da you want 1o do? Mug more in
mourning/™ Ryan was calm,

“Fuck you,” Alok said.

[t was the first time he had used the *F' word. From him,
It sounded peculiar, I mean he is still a kid.

Ryan's calmness vanished faster than a prof 's smile. *What
tlid you say?” he turned toward me, “What did the Fatso say?"

Why was the bastard dragging me into this? Ryan had damn
well heard what Alok said. In fact, all the twittering students
arownd us had heard it wo

“C'mon guys, let’s take the show to the hostel," | pleaded
| don't care if.'hc_'; kill each ather, but privacy | insist an, They
were in no meod to let 9o and for a moment | thought they
were gong tooagnore me and have a Disticull right there.

Somehow, | knew this wasn't one of the regular Ryan-Alok
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arguments; this had, at its core, their basic characte:
Contrasts.
“Let's go,” I said again and they dragged their feet back 1o

he

the scooter. Ryan rode us back to the hostel as rashly as
possibly could, intentionally going over every bump on the

road. He has his own strange way of sulking I tell you,

Wi sat in Ryan's room after dinner, we had not spoken a word
since the tnsti. | had thought a lirde about my livde GPAL Yes
a live-pointer was pretty crap. From now on, every proi would
know that 1 was a below average student and that would
influence my grade in future courses. [ knew a tew five-pointers
who were panned at campus recruitment last year. This was
crap, how did 1 get into this situation? Was | just not smart
enough? At the dinner table, other students were either plain
maorose or extremely excited, There was the studious Venkat,
who never left his room and was always quiet at meals. Today,
he was .\'miling_ He had a nine point five. He sat next to Alok,
and told his stories of topping in four out of six courses. Alok
was talking only to him and totally ignoring us, There were
athers too. Even the Smiling Surd in our wing had managed
a respectable seven point three. I think the three of us were
the lowest in Kumaon or something. | could have mulled more
aver my luture, or rather the lack of ir, but Ryan and Alok's
swollen faces filled my immediate vision.

We wooped into Rvan's reom and sat quictly for half an
hour or so. Nobody opened a book, looked at cach other or
saicd aword. [wondered i we were going o stay quiet forever

| mean, that couldn’t be such a bad thine. We could attend
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class, study 1tagvtl'|'.'f'r and ear In;-_:n.‘-th:'n quiet as mdee. Mavbe our
grades would tmprove as well It rc.a”_\ isn't that important {or
[:‘"‘T]“‘" to talk

Hut my rosy Lintasy of silence was finally broken by Ryan.

"So, you are not going to apologize?” he asked belligerently,

“Apologize? Me? It is you wha should apologize Ryan,"
Alok said. . \

“You are the one who said ‘fuck vou' in front of the whole
damn insti,” Ryan said, "and [ should apologmze? Hari, can you
belicve this? [ should apologrze.” |

Now this had nothing t0 do with me, so | ignored Ryan
Let the two muis figure it out amongst themselves

“You just don't fucking vet it do you?™ Alok said, going the
‘damn’ way with ‘fuck’ :

Rvan kept silent

YCGet what?" | said. I mean, | really wanted o know what
[ was missing in this moronic conversation.

“Cres this Today | pora GPA ol 5.88. Damn it, 2 5.88. Over
0 students have done better. Do vou know in my twelve years
in school I never even got a second rank.”

In most parts of the world, that would be a pretty loser
statement 1o make. To announce that vou were like this nerd
in school is hardly something to be proud of. Bat that is Alok
tor you.

“S50#” Ryan said, “vour insti grades are bad. And who cares
about how much you mugsed. Why the hell should { apologize?”

“Because damn it. . because it is vour damn fult,” Alok
sid and stond up.

Now that was whacke, Poor Rvan had just managed to

scrape a live, and now he was getting crap from Alok
L { == |
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"My fult?” Ryan said and started laughing. “Hari, listen
te this. Fatse scrows up his g
faude. Hey Alok, have vou gone nuts or something?s”

“Say something,” Alok besecched me.

“Say what?' | looked away trom both of them.

“It is okav. If Hari does not have the puts to say at, | can.
ou and your ideas, Ryan. Study less, draw the line, enjoy the
best years, this system is a machine, ¢ rap, crap and more crap
all the time."

Ryvan stood up from his chair as well, T think it gives you
an edpe in the argument if vou stand up, kind of more serious
and purposetul.

“I know you are upset and everything but there is no need
to overreact. Just some stupid prades ”

*Lam not overreacting,” Alok said and sat back down. “And
it 15 not just stupid grades tor me. [ don’t have my parents
earning dollars like yours, I came to this instituie with 2
purpose. o do well, get a pood job and lock after my parents
And you have fucked it up.”

Another F-word; Alok was still upset 1 guess.

“Stap saying fuck all the time," Ryan said.

“I will say whatever | want. That is the problem. No one
can say .31'1:,'t11ing to vou. You propose smnedﬁng, Hari blindly
agrees and we all end up doing it. You are just a spoilt brat.
someone who wants to do whatever he wants without caring
for his riends.'

“What? What did you just say? That 1 don't care [or
ny friendss” Ryan said. Though his voice was notched at

a menacing pitch, 1 noticed his hands starting to shives

raddes and it 1s Ryan's fault. My

La M,

No. You don't care about anvibung — not studies, not the
Insti, ROT your parents aned not your friends. You just want to
have your burn.”

“You're crossing the line here,” Ryan warned

“] am ljr':l‘.'t'il'lg‘ the line for a change. From now on, | am
not soing to !':an_;_; out with you anymore, 1t 1w efficial.”

Now it was pretty clear that Alok was overreacting. “What
are vou saying, man?" | saidl.

“INo ds(;i]—ahrop it. | have listened to vou UYS tor the entire
first semester and screwed up everything,” Alek said.

“So what are you going 1o do?”

“Like [ said, no more hanging out wath Rvan. From now
on, 1 am going to be with Venkat. He has agreed 10 let me study
with him. He got a nine point five you know?"

I felt disgusted. Nobody in Kumaon talked w Venkat; given
a choice he wouldn't talk to himself. He had a good GPA and
everything, but he was hardly human, Venkat woke up at fous
in the morning to squeeze in four hours of muggins before
classes. Every evening he spent three hours in the library before
dinner, Then after dinner, he studied on his bed for another
couple of hours until he went to sleep. Who on earth would
want to be with him?

“You are sick Alok,” Ryan said, “you are just ene sick
person.”

"My grades are important to me. My futne is Import
o me. Does that make me sick?”

[ went to Alok and put my arm around his shoulder; kind
of felt he needed comiort during insanity, “C'mon Alok, we

hL

con study more
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“Stop c'mon-Aloki ng we, will youi" Alok Pushr.:d my arm
away, voice all wobbly. “Inougl is cn{mgh," he said, his face
centorted exactly like his mother's,

This heredity lactor fascinated me; was there a how-to-cry
gene? Or was this something he had picked up while growing
up? Maybe Alok's family all oried wgether someumes; mother,
sister and himsell bawling away with his father, whe could sl
produce tears from one eye.

“You don't understand that | have responsibilities. [ have
tw do well to support my lamily. Hall my mother's salary goes
fur my father's medicine. She has not bought & new sari for
herself in five years,” Alok said as he choked on his tears. He
needed o blow his nose.

Ryan sat down to watch Alok, intrigued. He could take
fuck yous' ten a mihutes but crying was a different game
altogether: And the whole one-saree-in-five-years was tough to
argue against: | mean, how do you argue with that? How many
sarees @ year §s reasonable? T don't know, and Ryan for surc
had ne damn cue.

“Ardd miy sister needs to be married,” Alok went on,
“eyeryone is counting on me. And you guys don’t understand.
Ryan wants 1o play chess, see TV, enjoy his years. | hate
enjoyment.”

“Will it make it better if 1 sav sorry? I mean, you aren’t
making any sense. And this whole parents deal — vou know |
don't understand that,” Ryan was gentling, | could see,

But this shifted Alok inta higher gear, "Of course, you
don't. How could you? You never had them.”

“I bad them. | mean 1 still have them. But § don't sit and
ary for them,™
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“Because vou don't love them "

“Yes [ don't. But at least | am not crying like a babw.”

“Shut up!™ Alok screamed and continued cryving.

*You are a baby, A sissy-fat baby. Sorry sissy baby, now wipe
your nose,” Ryan said and started laughing. It is something he
always docs when he can’t think of anything else, a kind of
conversatton filler,

“Shut up you...you..." Alok saicl.

“I want my mummeceeee,” Ryan said, imitating Alok's
<choked tones.

*..shut up, vou abandoned orphan!”

Silence. Yes, sometimes people say something so messed
up that all bets go off. Ryan's faughter vanished in &
nanosecontd. 1 sat up straight, confused if I'd beard right. Fven
Alok noticed the change in expressions and froze. Twenty solid,
slow and long seconds of silence followed.

“Orphan. Har, he called me an orphan,” Ryan said.

I stayed silent. Alok stayed silent.

“Just get out. Go to Venkat or whichever prick you want
ta be with, Just get lost,” Ryan said,

“I don't need you 1o tell me. Hari2” Alok said, not crying
anvimore.

“Yes?™ | said.

“You coming with me?”

“Where?™

“Do you want to be with me or Ryan?”

This was so damp unfair. I had nothing to do wath all this.
Yet, 1 had to now chooss. between my friends.

“Yes, on with this loser Hari, go hold his hand *

“l am not going anywhere,” [ said.
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“So vou choose Ryan,” Alok said in deleated ones

"What was the argument about”
“fam not choosing anyone, You are the one who is leaving.

“Ahout grades. Alok said it was Rvan’s fault we did badly >
“Really, hone badly

I told her abous our five-pointer araces,

Do whatever vou want,” [ said, disgusied with both of them

Thete were no more words. Alok got up and left Ryan shut
the door behind him as hard as he could. It was purely
symbalic, as we never shut the door in our rooms,

“Yorur saw what be did. And he expected vou to go with hiny,
ha!™ Ryan said.

“Fuck you,” | said.

“Damm, did vou say five-pointers?™ she said.
“Language!™ T said,
“Oly sorry. 1 mean that is kind of low by insti standards.™

See that is the thing, Once vou get a GPA in ITT, evervone
has an upiion about it, abeut vou, even il it's a {ashion dt.:sign
student.

“Fknow™ 1 said, “bug that is not what | am upset about.
It is this place I hate "

Neha stareed laughing. I tald vou, didn’c [, she can be 3 bit
b!ﬂ:ln_v at mes. “What is there t laugh about?" | asked, irritated.
“Nothing. Just how people would die 10 get in here.”

“I know,” I saidd, “but it sucks. I have tons to study, my
es are crap, and ] don't have friends anymore.” -
“So Alek wants w mug, and he goes to the mugger," she
,_nraphraw:d the recent events after T had 1old her the longhand
for, "but how come you chose Ryan?”

"1 didn't choose, Alok left,” 1 reminded her

“What are you going 1o do?”

I shrugeed,

“You know mv dad was a 10 when he was a stadent”
S was @ studente™ 1 had never thought of Cherian as
Anvthing less in size or VeArs, _

! met Neha soon alter, though | was getting sick of the ice.
cream parlour, and of the sickeningly sweet strawberry flavour.
Neha sall looked beautiful as hell, but [ didn’t fee] like talking
o her. In Dct, I did not feel Tike talking 10 anyone.

"What's wrongi?”

“Whao said anything was wrong:™ | said. [ can be quite a
prii:k if T want.

“It s all over your face. Now are you going to tell me or
what?"

That is the thing with girls. They are like half vour size o
something, but if they know you like them, they bass you
around, Who the hell did she think she was?

“It is nothing.”

She placed her hand over my arm and self-respecting nitwit
that [ am, | melted faster than the ice-cream: like the bad mood
bugs running through me suddenly got Baypon-spraved.

“Neha, those bloody Alok and Ryan."

“Language!”

“Sorry. | mean my friends, my best friends, they had this
massive argument and now our group has split.”

 MYes, a class topper. Guess e wouldn®t be too happy 1o
Knons [ am with a five-pointer,” she said happily

"S0 now you alse want 1o stop talking to me,” | said,
 "No silly. Uam joking” she said and laughed Why does
Shiedo this all the time, tell jokes that are lunny w her slone?
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“Whatever.”

“Core here,” she said, tapping the seat next to her in the
parlour.

“Why™

“Tust came here "

Like a trained pet, I got up from the seat opposite and sat
next to her: pretty gir]s have this power to turn Mary, making
lambs out af people.

She held my hand and wrned her face toward me. “1 like
this fve pointer,” she said, and kissed my check.

"One, two, three, four, five,” she listed, smacking my right
cheek each time. “See, now that isn't oo bad.”

Damn, [ was melting again. “Can | kiss you back?™

“No, | don’t have a GPA," she peinted out,

IHoved peaple who did not have a GPAL I loved anyone who
was not at [TT | did not want to go back. [ wondered il 1 could
work at the ice-cream parlour, illhng cones all d:w and never
have te worry about classes, courses, grades, and Alok-Ryan
arguinents.

“Let's see a movie, how about Samrdn}' next?” she asked

“Sure,” | said, snapping out of my fantasy of working in
the parlour.

*Great. Gotaa go now. ['ll pick you up from this parlou
at two, Matinee show,” she said and left.

I waited for five minutes, read the list of Gve daily specials
and thought about the five Kisses. Somehow, it made up for my
fve-point GPA.

How | wished T had got a higher GPA, if only 10 get more

of those ice-creamy kisses!
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schoolteachers, art and biolopy respectively Loser grew up in
a simple home lilled with notebooks and camases, and learni
haw to draw before learning to tie his shoelaces. Loser was
goad In studies fowing to two teachers looking over him at
home), but what he loved most was to paint. Loser took pait
in every art compenition for his age, and won mast of them
The prizes kept coming in — and dozens of paintfqg $erfs
calligraphy sets and stationery coupons later, it was clear Loses
was above average at the easel. He wanted to be an artist when
he grew up, and of course, this was a silly dream. For in fndia,
there is anly room lor one or mﬂ_rfn* fwvo artists wiio are ninet
vears old (or better stull, dead) to survive. Yer Loser did nor
-i are, he knew he would make it and nothing cauld stop hin
fresm Jus goal.

But that is when Jife screws vou. Right at moments when
vou feel vou have got it all fieured out. Loser's father got this
‘m-w!{;ﬁb:r.w mural paisting job, which for once paid well The
job involved painting the ceiling of the lobby in the education
department building. Murals are hard anyway, and painting a
cedling is excruciating work. They put these bamboos upon
which the artist lies down and works, and :'r.'ﬂ;:lf.“s to creare that
ane masterpiece that will make the world crane their necks and
take notice.

However, the onlv tme people noticed Loser s father was
iwhen he el dovwn from the bamboo strocturs, ten meters

Lrnda it
dovwn, and that was to step out of his way fest they broke hi

o ff
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the rieht hand that Bamied Was S and 5O was Loser s dreai
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Laser’s father came home bed-ridden and neser left it for
twn years. His one good eve shed tears every now and thes,
aud the sorrow of never painting again brought one infection
afrer the other
Soon, the botiles of paint swere swapped with bottles of
medicine. There was no maoney to afford a nurse, and Loser
wis appointed one. He was in class seven then, and for the rest
of his school years he sat next to his fither’s bed sfies school,
For a while he painted, but soon he realized the famils
needed money more than :{'I!.?rf'n:':-!:f}f.‘.\". T the one college in
the country that virtually guaranteed a future, caught his eye.
¥es, to become an engineer was the only way out of poverty

Loser’s mother used to crv every night. But she vould not

aive up, She had 1o kc’{;n an teaching the digestive systen) and

the endocrine system and reproductive system vear alter year
ter Lo on.

“Cne day; they will be out of this,” Loser vowed to himself
as fie helped his father change sides at night and studied pullcys,
magnetism and calculus for the HT entrance exam. For o
vears, Laser did not step out of the house apart from school,

Gatned fifteen kilos and muttered calcutations while WwIiping
I}c 'd-sores.

And one fine day he made it. He was in the IIT. How happy
his mother and halfa-father were, Yes, four more years of
tiscipline and he could emancipate everyone. That is when he
met Ryan and Hari, And then, to remain with them, he screswved
up his grades to the lewest in the institute.

Kyan, the man who lives for the moment, who does nor
Want to be like hinm? Rich parenes, vood looks, smart enousl

t6 get into [T, athletic enoush to be voad in sports and fua
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:nm;m‘} ter afveavs actract fricaeds, Rvan s inl fectious, and Flar
is 2 perfect example of this nfecton. 1 Rvan wani:
somsetlung, Hart gives it 1o him. So, it Rvan does nat wani
ter stucdy, Hari will dlase his bools, If Rvan thinks GPAs ar
aot unpartant, tien Hard stops caring af hout them. Kyan i
Pieel Piper

[ remember when he came home once, he lifted my father
to carey L owt, and kepe holding hun even i the suto.
was he who argued with the hospital stafl (o get us a good bed,
and then staved with us until three a.m. Jes, Ryan is good, he

50N, very .I'ﬁ,?mf For whoe would have broken Coke bottles

for unknovn frestiers? Or who would have scren m!n,’:r fiis new

scooter and overloaded It with three people, two of them in
possession of }Jr;.-;;-." hustts?

Put these s more to Ryan. | :'k-,‘ did you know his parenrs
serd him a fc_'rt‘uf‘ every ether weok? Or that e never r;;r.u' es
to anv of them? Yes, he vl el vou he doesn't Jove then or
whatever crap he dishes out. ;’u" the truth s, be keeps ever
letter neatly in a file. Whea fe i alone in bus room at r.'.r‘-:._;'.-"';:.
he opens the fetters and reads them agan. 1 mean, i fie is so
ceol and everything, why can’t he respond to them
occasionally? And win does he ke P re-reading thase lettcers

amywav? I always Lnen Kvan bad fssues but Hari is Bl

See, even thoupth [ think e figured our Rvan somewdiat,
! canaar for the hell of it understand Hari. [ mean, e reall
o8 like me — ordinary unattractive, o and dull, But he wants
(&) .".-'f' \-:'J'.n".?ll:.‘.l'l.?r['t.!"". r,".".'r.:' — ST :'r}r)‘-’r_ s .mrj’ _'-_“r,l_;';J';J ‘-"s'.*l':
Rvan. Hut deep down, e knows that s is not possible. 1

will always remain the under-conlident kid who turns COIpse
!

e ' ' ]
durine e, The uncool cannot become coal. B anfv hed
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Jdik -;J! f"Hf he would be a able think \“’.11":?1’ et e choesa’ £
and so nwent Jl’rh‘Jl._:" with (.f,ﬂ{‘r.azmn Pendudum

When [ lirst .*-;.:m".r.f up with them, I was realle nor sure P
hail done the right thing. But after Operation B aefulem, Tam
not sure if 1 should have ever come back., Wedi, that is fife. Je

! N i g d " o fap
screws you right nhien vou think vou o freveed 3t Gut.
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L ENEW 365 DAYS HAD PASSED SINCE ALOK LEFT LIS BECALISL
third semester results had just come out that dav. How irrelevant
they seemed now; another hve poiot ml:u’thing. another tattoo
stamiped on your worth as an individual in T society. Ryan and
[ had gone to the insti 1o see the results, bur that was incidental,
the real reason was to chill out an the inst roof.

| don't remember when we first discovered this roof, 1t
must have been soon after we started smoking grass, which was
saon atter we had started vodka, which was soon alter we had
started fistening to Pink Flovd, Flovd, vodka, grass and the st
roat; finally, we were on to what really mattered in life, the stuit
that made T life bearable, especially when you were a five-
point something,

The giant insti building had nine stories; one had 1o take

the clandestine service stairs on the minth Hoor to set 1o the

e Yenr luler »

rool. There was an old lock puarding the entrance 1w th
errace, Int thankfully the bolt was even more ancient. It 1ook
Rvan three minutes with a screwdriver to remove the rusted
boit and then we were on cloud nine, the highest point on
campus. The bare, rough concrete surface made up the {lai
Patch ol terrace, there was no parapet. It was mostly e,
too, apart from the insti-bell tower, and a few dish antennas
that helped the computer and telecom networks. After dark,
onlv the stars above were visible, If one stood up and looked
down, one could see the street lights on campus roads and
distant views of Kumaon and other hostels 2 kilometre away

Ryan laid out the vodka, the joints and his small Walkman
in autopilot, familiar with our twice a week routine

We lay down on the concrete, still warm from the suntlight
in the day. Ryan divided the pair of earphones, such that we
had one earphone each, passed a joint 1o me, and we kept the
vodka bottle in the center. Sip, puil, sips, rewine, stop and play

The lyrics washed over us and we flew up to the sky as it
tlew down at us. \

“You see all those kids scieaming over their GPA,” Ryan
said, releasing a smoke-ring.

I think smoke is beautiful: weightless and shapeless, i
almost appears as deceptively powerless as the person releasing
it, yet, it comes from within and rises above us all Crap, | am
talking all artsy stuff, grass does this o me.

“Yes, I saw them. And | see how they look at us," | said,

"How!"

“Like what the hell are we there tor? How does ow
miscrable GPA matter anywiy? As it we are blocking their view

or summ_imw. .
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Serew them, Ryan said, words of wisdom frem the ma

whe knows everyvthine.
’ =

“It's true though,™ 1 said

here,.

“OF course, we do. Wi are th
i‘g{:;l

o um:[rr-pcrfm'lm'rs."

e -
20w bring the average down, Wi nmkc them look better

i oo Rare

Henee, we bring ]mppm $5oin their lves,
"Point,” | conceded
But it is not the students that bother me, It is (e profs.”
You ar [aikmp about the de sign class -urhtf

\'\
L Eha{ Prot Bhatia. | mean you were there :wf wd | pave
a="

v d 1 g
1 C o '::' ”.1 0l i ['l i e o 1 I AT '- il

.suhl‘nh it, said he woukl give me a special ..ucrns}:ir ;nnf ot

Then | ‘ .
e asked me my name and found out my GPA, Sa then

he calls me and sav : : .
s me and says to torget about the drawing and interushin
o ) L

Can vou believe that scumy " Ryvan said,

E‘kf il-'Hi tii.“\] .i 5 - 3 2
i Sl ol O £ li \ a1 n 2 ;‘
I b L. 1{ an at ‘lt_ Lt I

another o ushiine the orass ;
e, crushing the grass and tobaceo hard, as if e WEIL

Prot Bhatia’s innards.

L o .
erew him, " | [assed the words of wisdom back o Ryan,

W =l 5
refilled aur glasses, as it wrned dark on the root

s ) .
128, screwy all profs,” Rvan said.
“Yeah. Thoush Prof Veers i i y i
o ougn Prof Veera i all right.” Prof Veera was our
thiid mechanics professor,
ke Mo Sl
Yes, nat him Fhough T have heard the WOrst ane is vet

r- -'n' - s ) » = 4 ”
o come,” Rvan said as he it np the second joint

thll. " i
hot™ T debated whether | shauld smioke more. Rvan's
5 ]

tslera '
Herance was much I|l|_|1|' and he could probably make a

Wi really serve nn plrpos:
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wholesome meal out of dope but [ knew [ was getting trippy
lor one thing, 1 felt | was feather-light; up here, 1t felr like |
was boating above the world. Screw .-'|]| prols, all students and
all desion assignments.

“Prof Cherian.”

“Neha's dade™ | osad, somowhat retarning o mv senses

“Yes. They say he's a real terror. Like he is the head of the
department, and is this total control treak with ather itu‘n'_}fs and
students.”

| knew Neha's dad was o contral freak, at least with his
daughter. “Who told you?"

“It is well known, ask any semor. Anyway, tor the record,
Anurag ti ld me,”

“So when does the control freak teach us?”

“Next year, He takes third year courses,” Ryan said

“Next year, too far. Give me another joint.™

There were still more than two years to leave this place.
And the worst prol was yet to come. [ deserved another joint

“Here,” Ryan said, passing me th e crude cigarette, He wa
a gond pal, one who rolls joints for you.

“Anyway, [ don't want to talk about grades or profs. Talk
about something t':‘im’_‘,” I said.

Ryan staved silent; 1 guess he was searching for anather
lopic.

“How s vour girl?” he asked after straining his brain for
twenty seconds

Fhat is how Ryan addresses Neha, He never says her name,
as it her being ‘my girl’ is more ottt than her |'-u,—in;_; MNeha.

“Neha is preat. Gr::ing; tor a movie next week."

*So vou puvs serious?”
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“Nerious about whar?”
*1 don't know like you love her and evervihing?'

1 don't know™ | said.

Fhat is how men wlk about their re.fiatiemshlps. Nabadsy

Kliows an'-'lhi.ng - netther the questioner nor the answerer,

“HMHas she said anything?”

“Well, vou know how she is. S50 damn moody all the time,
Sometimes she is all coddly, halds my hand, and acts cozy at
the movies, But when [ iry something, she stops me and gives
me these lectures on how she isa decent girl and [ should learn
o behave ™

"What do vou do? You are a bastard | know,” Ryvan said
anel started langl':ing. Serew him, That is the thing with peaple
who knew you well, they judge vou belore they hear you out.

“I do nothing, Like [ mean, do vou know we have not even
kissed yer Like | have met her twenty rimes, but every time
I get the push. She has like this under-the-elbow policy.”

“Sounds like a nice girl. You're fucky"

“Scorew nice. T don't want nice.”

That s true, nice people are completely boring They dor't
give you joints, and they don’t let you kiss them.

“Talk o her then. Tell her o be naughty. I am sure she
wants to be bad,” Ryan said.

“Are vou crazy? She is a girl; giris never want to be bad.”

“Thev do. Just that they want it a little less than vs."

[ couldn’t imagine Neha wanting to deo the same things 1
wanted 1o do with her *1 don't believe vou. Did vou ever have
a gitlfriend?™ | said

“Then don't believe, Anvway, enough talk about women.

Ime for another drink and tape,” Ryan said

e Yesr laler o+ B

Ryan never talked mmch about himselt, Someumes, |
wondered if he was gav’ But he wasn't, T mean, [ would have
known. I practically lived with the ouy, and unless he found me
hideously unatractive, 1 think 1 would have known. But he
wasn't gay, for he did notice the heroines in movies, whistled
at pretty girls on the street. Maybe bie just wasn't i the mood
for women most of the time.

He changed the tape and put on anather Pink Floyd [ saw
the levels of the vodka botde drop and Ryan scraping through
his brown bag for the last joint of the day. A hali-moon it up
the sky, and bright litde stars looked smug, winking down at
us like students with higher GPAs

You know the thing about Hovd? Not only are they damn
g‘..)of.f, Hu;'l» sound better with every drink. like the singers
designed them for alcohol. Like x.;mq’)mx-r,'hu{m::-.; idli-sambhar
or rajma-chawal, Floyd and vodka are in 2 combo-class of theit
OWIL.

“You know what today reminds me af?" Ryan said.

“What?”

*The first sem results. You remember?”

“Yes, | do. The first liver,”

“And alter that”

“What?"

“Fatso left us™

Ryan still referred to him as Favso and even though ic s
derogatory, it was always laced with indulgence. I know Ryan
had not _ﬂi'.\ril-?-'-n to Alok [or the entire past year and he wouldn'
et me as well, “Don't £o to him. He left us,” he said, and |

!':i'lf.""-' Hyan 1,&';}1_;]:! f_‘E:_J SOITIC SETIOUS '-\IH!;il'.E_: it 1 H"h—"‘”'".d
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“Haow come vou thought ef Aok today?™ 1 asked, rismyg 1o
see hew much vodka remained. Surely, Rvan had drunk 100
mauch 1o be talking this.

“I just mentioned lim today 1 think of lim morne often.”

Ryan in a profound mood. Grass and vodka have mixed to
optinal levels,

“Serew him,” 1 said av the song reached some ol my
favourite lines.

“What do you think he is doing rizht now?”™ Ryvan said

“Who?" | said, “Alok?™

Ryan nodded.

“Probably mupging away with Venkat. T hear he is a six-
pointer now,” | said.

“You know Hari, Alpk did the right thing.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Na, | ami serious. You should have left me 100 1 am not
good for you™

Now what is puing on here, | thought. Am | going to have
o waste real good dope in making Ryan lee) Al wanted and
better about himsell? 1 have two options: one, o tell him 1o
shut up and enjoy the song, two, do wha he wants me to do.

“What is the deal Ryan? Not teeling pood?”

“Na, 1 am fine, You should have lel e, Bvervone leaves
me. They must be right.”

“What?"

“They do. Dad, Mam, Alok...they all do."

“No need to be semti, Ryan, just enjoy the evening,™

“You think Fatse was right? You think 1 did not care jor

him?™ he demanded,

die Yeur later » B3

I hate it when people want to be assured, vou have no

ice but to play hall

“No Rvan, Alok was wrong, He will realize it someday. Now
just close vour eves and cruise a lirtle,™ 1 advised,
1 closed my eves. The grass and vodka were now in
eomplete control of the policeman in me, making me see what
1 wanted to see. T saw Neha sitting next to me, smiling and
embracing me. Her hair, and especially that ane solt, floppy
lock, brushes me. Her round faces resembles the moon, or is
it that | am actually watching the moon? This is wippy and the
grass is petting the better of me but 1 want to be gotten the
better of. 1 continued drifting until Ryan interrupted me.

“You know the best thing about the insti roof?™ He stood
up, towering over me.

“That no one knows we are here "

“No. The fact that vou always have an option ™

“What option.”

“You can jump over the edge and end it all”

“Shut up, Bvan.™ 1 struggled to sit up.

“I'm serious. They can do whatever, but T can still control
my options.”

“You are too drunk Fyan, I want to go back,” 1 said,
sobering up fast. Semetimes, vou want your commonsenss to
get the better of you,

We never mussed the (Tuld mechanics class in the fourth sem
and the reason was Prof Yeera. That and the fact that the dass
was at noon and we finally woke up by then. Prol Veera was
completely different. For one, he was like twenty years younger
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thau other profs. No more than thirty, e diessed in jeans and
shire, which bore his US aniversity logos. He had like five
degrees trom all the top universitics — MIT, Cornell, Princeton
et and T-shirts from all of ther. He carried this CD-man with
him, and after class, he would plug it into his ears before he
left. Students said Prof Veera had just joined the insti, and was
not supposetd 1o be taking a full course so carly. However, the
prof he was assisting lad a beart artack or samething, and Prot
Veera had ro teach us,

“Hi everyone,” Prof Veera said as he entered class. He
eflered chewing gum to the first row students, The front row
guys were all mugping nine-pointers, and freaked out at his
ofter. They dedined, and he shrugged and popped a piece in
his mouth and turned to the board.

“Tarbulent flows,” he wrote in big letters on the boar:d,

“Guys, in the first five lecrures, we studied simple Nows
called laminar flows. The shape and direction of these Sows
are predictable with the help of formulas and equations. You
know which equation, right?"

He looked around for answers. Unlike other profs, he did
not stick to the first row In fac, he scavenged at the back.
“Ofkay, Iam not going to ask the studious kids ail the questions.
I want o ask the cool dudes at the back ”

Ryan and 1 were chronic backbenchers: out of sight, this
was the most defensive position for the outcaste l?vc-lmihtcr5.
but Prof Veera did not care,

“Ryan, tell me, which is the first principle equation for
laminar lows?™

"Sir, me?” Ryan said, surprised that 2 Prof would know his

nane

|
|
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"Yes you, Rvan. | know you know the answey.”

"The Navier-Stokes equation.”

"Right, You want to write it down for the class?”

Ryan ran up re the baard and the mine-puinters in the from
row smirked at a ﬁw-puinwr contributing 1o class. The
eqquation was right though; Rvan doesn’t go up 1o the board
undess e knows he's right.

“Perfect, thanks Ryan. By the way, was it you who wrote
the impact of Jubricant efficiency on scooter fuel consumprion
i your last term paper?”

“Well, ves air”

“Is it true you actually tested the data on your scooter?”

“Yes [ did, sir. Not accurately though.”

"1 like that," Prol Veera said, lonl-:ing at the nine-pointers
who were busy taking frantic notes like trained parrots. 1 reaily
like that.”

Rvan came back to his seat. 1 could tell he loved fuid
mechanics, and most of all, he loved Prof Veera. He never
missed FluMech and he would do anything for Prol Veera
Others however — the testy design prof, the paintully dull solid
mechanics prof and the assignment-maniac thermodynamics
prof —were a different story, Ryan could cut up their guts with
a lathe machine in the machining workshop given a chance.

I met Neha at Priva cinema a week after the FluMech class

I would have said [ mer my girlfriend but the damn problem
was | was still not sure. T had known her for over a year; but
she called me different things depending on her maood. Fiest,
I was just a friend. Then 1 was a good friend, then a friend who
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was speaial, then really-really good and special fricrds or some
such crap. For her, calling someone a boylriend was a big thing,
Her dad had made her promise that she would never have &
boylriend, and she wanted w0 keep it Of cousse, it did not
provent ber from watching movies with me hand in hand every
two weeks for over a vear.

“Late again?” she zaid. 1 must have been late by like two
rrinutes,

"Had MuMech class. Prof Veera overshot time and we did
not even realize ic”

“Prof Veera is that voung puv right?”

“Yes, you know him?"

“Not really. Dad mentions him. [ think my dad hates him.”

“Your dad sounds like a total.,.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“Let's go in. | don’t want to miss the trailers.”

The movie was Jora/ Recall, another sci-hi action crap.
That's the 'lh'mg about English theatees in Delhi. They either
show action or adult movies. I den’t mind the latter except
that you can't really take a girl to them. Especally these really
nice and good-Indian-traditional girls like Neha. So, vou have
the choice of sci-1 action nonsense ar a Hindi maovie, No self-
respecting gitl will watch a Hindi movie on 4 date. Hence,
there T was again, to watch Arnold flex his muscles and blow
up planets.

“You like sci-0." she said as she took her seat.

“I do," 1 said. What choice did | have anyway?

“Typical IIT engineer.” .~

Yeah riahn 'I}_'pim] T engincers, my girl, don't skip design

o

class to warch stupid movies,
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And then just when T thought it couldn't get worse, it dul
Neha and | owok our seats in the halcony {Rs 35/ucket, total
rip-utf) and waited for the tailers wo begin: However, according
W a4 new government regulation, the theatre had o screen o
Family planning documentary' firs

Okay, so India bas this big population, Se mavhe people
should just use some protection and we wauld have less new
prople. Simple enough, right? So vou would think. Apparently,
nobody wants w0 use contraception, so the government has to
shoaw people a more permanent way 1o not have kids.

The rIULumcnmrjy began; adoctor ina government hospital
introduced himsell with a beatific smile. He was .‘xtIPP(_)&L‘(f e
be your friend in family planning. though I think he was the
angel of death, especially when he recommended one sure shor
]i_'l‘.‘“LL"‘_h_ll_L' — '-".j.“-f"l.'t"._-‘!”)'.

The documentary showed this mill worker whe had this
idvilic home where he lived with his simiple wife (who cooked
all the time) and vwo kids, Then one day he sleeps and has a
dream that he has six kids or something (obviously that would
have taken a lot ol serewing his wife, bt they skipped all that)
The kads need more food, education, toys and keep asking dad
tor more. But dad is tired from the mill b (not to ml:r;xm_u‘:
the screwing) and breaks down. That is when our friend in
family planning or angel of death appears,

T'he doctor had this portable flip-chart with a picture of
the muale anatomv. He opened it, and the whole theatre,
especially the front rows, started iumting. {Theatres are the
apposite of class lectures, the front row is where the action is.)

Amvavay, so all this is going on when 1 am on my date. |

had never approached the topic of sex (let slone controlling



sex) with Neha, Bun there he was, th .'Ll.r[“_":_'] ol ceah, .L'.lli’\'.\"ll.'::
the exact location of the cuts <o thar the male argan came under
vontrol, | wasembarrassed like every other man in the balcony
Neha looked at me, noticing | was shilting around in my seat,
“You all right?"
“IJon't vioou thank this is 100 much? Why do they have show
this mndecent awult?”
“What? It is educational.”
“Yezh, rizht | peed that when | come to see a movie.”
“0h come on Harl, | actually think it is pretev fupny”
|

The wile on screen histened carefully to the doctor ansd

similed at the prospect of sex without any CONSCQUENCEs. [ think

the doctor and the wile had a thing going, but that was jus
Y unm:ltn_-!i‘:m

[ the relief af all, the dodure ntary ended in like hall &
hour. The mill worker wakes v and realizes hosy he must contrl
his family and signs his reprodoctive lacilities awav. Happy
ending, smiling faces of wife and kids which turn into cand@ns,
and the inverted !f;-.'l“I{:‘_]L' of the P_upntnr_imn control lZ}LEI'iE:'ll'UL'I'.l,
Stoall Pamily Happy Familv' was the last nugget of wisdom
thrown at us betore trigper-happy Arnald wok over the sorees

Neha held my hand as the movie besan, She had SUOWI)
comlortabic with doing this and 1 could not hope lor anyvihing
more | remembered my last conversation with Bvan. Could
Neha also secretly want 10 do more than hold hands: Couldl
I just ask her? Should 1 just make 2 bold move?

We went 1o Nirula's alter the movie tor a meal. "Sa, what
1s Prol Veera like, tell me," Neha said, cutting the pizz we
ordered into I".'!!!l._i!ﬂ:'a::.{r_"l.} Pi-“'.'l.:ff.. Crirls Tove f.:t;_{.lrli.fi:u oot on

o !.::I;.'

ine Yo Luler # 89
“He is really difterent,” T said. “Like he docsnt discriminawe
between nine-pointers and fve-pomters. And he likes original
thinking, Even his assignments push vou 1 think more
“Like how?s™
“Like he gave 2 term paper asking students 1o think abous
an engineering problem linked 1o Ruid mechanics. Most profs

would  have just saiel, ‘do all the numernicals ai the end ol
Chapter 10" or something, but Prof Veera invites ideas.”
“Sounds cool. Is he good looking?™

“l think so’
“Then 1 should try to see him Mavbe I'll ask dad to invite
him home.” she said and faughed

A surge of jealousy rose within me. Somehow Prof Veera
didn’t seem so nice anymore, “Go o hell"

“Hey, are vou getting jealouss”

*No, why should 1 ger jealous? I'm not your boviriend.”

Neha laughed veally hard, Jokes only she finds funny, Stupid
woman, [ leel like cutting off her cute lock of hair

“Iam just kidding, silly," she said. “In any case my dad will
Lill me for that And he hates him anvway. But it ¢ nice to se¢
vou all worked up.”

“T'm not.™

She held my hand, though she hadn™ stopped laughing.
What is so funny to women all the time? And why do I stiil
find her so beautiful? And why the hell can't I kiss her?

She stopped laughing and got back her composure. “Sorry,
Flart, Don't teel bad, vou are my sweetest little :~i:uﬂ;;iai {riend.”

Now what is that? Another title for the tortnighs?

She bent torsvard to kiss oy cheek. Now is my chance, |

thought, Give her the illusion that vou don't care then as $o0on
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s her mouth comes 1o the cheek, jerk once and move vour
lips there instead. This is the anly way to kiss sood Indian
woen, Rvan told nwe.
Ay % s
What are vou doing?” Neha prlled back.
[ tried o look innocent.
Were you trving to kiss me on the lips?™
:\;{r L
ke 4
Harl, you know | am net inte thae ™
Phien what the hell are vou ntad bunny private jokes? O
vour stuck-up father?
L) - e T .
Because this s wrong. This spoils everythine. Because it
\ g. Because
leelds wrong You are not &, yYau won t undersiand,”
el (1 i as
Yes, T wanted to <ay, and YOU are not @ guy, so vou will
not understand. So, should we Just eal our pizza and go
) L=
home? | didn't say anvtl ? : Chance
anvthing. [ had lost my chance, and right
t :

wn even my desire, Besides, her face had turned sad, | didn’s
WaT i . %8 - e ga Lin e T I A

ant ler to e upset, Because we fixed our next date at the
end of the meal, 1 didn’t want to not fix the next date, “Thie

Paza is goad.”

You want to meet next Thursday:”
“SEUL‘."
I have to b v a gitt tor a friend’s birthday Will VOUu Come
to Connaught Place with me?”
Lagreed., T was sick of Priva and all the overpriced datine
alternatives around it i
o O T n a5 ca e F :
Cool. I'll get the car, and pick you up from the ice-cream
parif.'-ur," she said.
I seraped through the crumbs an the pizza plate without

Lise king up.

e Yo later = 9]

‘Yenkat, [ have certain responsibilines, " Alok said

“But they aren’t my probiem are they? This is the dird
time this month. 1t is about time I stop listening to this son
of stufl,” Venkat said, interrupting him.

[t was a chillv Feliruary night. The noise came from inside
Venkat's rooni. Rvan and T were in the corridor of our wing,
returning from one of our visits to the cnween

“Why are they talking so loudly?” Rvan said,

“1 don't know. Nermally muggu Venkat's room is prere
quit"-.."

Ryan put his ear en Ventkat's door.

“What are you doing?" I said

“Shh... T think they're naving an argument,”

“What do we have to do with 17 Let's go," [ said.

“Shh.. . come here,” Ryan said.

At some level, even | was curious about the argument. Mas
it a big one? What was it abouwt? 1 put my car on the door,
and every waord couid be heard loud and dear.

“Alok, this is too much. 1 mean, I have to study for ten
hours a day to keep my GPA. The least I can expect is to count
on my group partners,” Venkat was saying

“My dad has become unconscious. We are worried he may
have had a stroke! Tivo calls have come from home..." Alok said.

“Listen, your mom always overplays your dad’s illness. He
will recover, how will your making a trip help?”

“I am the only man in the house Venkat. [ want to po.
Can't you take care of it this time?" “Actually, no. [ have to
study class notes for other subjects. 1 don't think you realize
this, I mean how would you being a five-point something,”

Venkat said
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“Realize what?™ Alok said

“That | have o maintain s rande. The second guy in the

department i3 only 0,04 behimd me vou know, Now sheuld 1
frash this grocup assignment or read my notes?” Venkar said,
ur rather shouted
“Blaody |1‘|L11!_1€:|.'r," Rvan '\\.hlertﬂ_'z:'xl oy ean § ai:tfi}.lils'tj
Ryan to keep quiet
Werkat vou study all the tme. Can'tyou just. " alok said,
“I am a nine-pointer, de you understand? | have to
mraintain m !‘N,J"'-fi':'{'.rn.'f "Yenkat 'mut Sph di»ll!" more to reming
himsell than to tel]l Alok
Jut am [ not your [riend? You know [ hiave w take care
Emy dad,” Alok said, this time pleading more than protesting,
"l-::uugh"' Venlkar said, “this assignment Is worth ten percent.
Alok, you can't go,"
Wenkat please,” Alok sald, and voice carted o sound like
his mother’s, which meant he was going 1o ery soon
“This is o much, | am going in," Ryan said, kicking the
dlisat open. | would have wied 1o ston him, bur Ryan acted in
1 panasecond.
Alok was standing next to Vinkst, who sat on the study
chair. They wrned toward s in SUTPrise.
“What the.. " Venkat said, “Ryan, what are vou i.ie}ing hiere?’
It was a valid question. What was a five-pointer dmmg mn
a nine-pointer’s room? Venkat looked at Ryan as if a person
searching for a bar had reached o temple.
“What's the problem?”" Rvan sald, completely ignoring
Venkat : |
I stood there silently, checking out Venkat's room. Apart
from a bed and a few clothes, there were just books, books and

mare hooks,

“Ryan, it has got nothing to do with you,” Alok sail Feould
tell he was shocked 1o see Ryan, yi somewhere deep o,
like he felt his saviour was there.

The pathetic “l-will-cryv-any-moment’ expression facl
varnished.

*1 saidl, what's the pm['.-lc'n:?” R_v.:n sairl.

“I'll tell you what the problem is," Veokat said. “We have
a Therm assignment due tomarrow, and Alok and [ are in the
SAIMe group. It is ten percent, Yet, he wants to g0 hame

“I am pot off en some tour, Dad is really sick,” Alok said.

“Do you want me to go?” Rvan asked

I was left puzzled. One year of silence, and now this sudden
offer of help.

Did Ryan really want to get back with Alok ar was he just
proving what a prick Venkat was?

“Huh? You? Where. home?" Alok said,

“Yes, | know where vou live and [ have taken vour dad w
dlE hospital before. I have a scooter 1o and will get there Baster

1, if vou need o po, then I can help vou finish the assignment,
gxcept | don't want o work with this rugzer bastard friend of
vours,” said Rvan, stressing on the word *friend”.

This was o much. Hyan was acting like a Mother Teresa
for Alok. The person Alok had insuited and left, was wday 4
cure-all fairy from heaven. I looked at Venkat, who looked like
a vounger version of any of the anally retentive profs in the
Institute, He had put encugh oil in his hair to cook an entice
Kamaon dinner, his forehead sported an ash-mark from his
divont prayers. Yet, at that moment, it was Bvan who looked
hike an angel,

"!"\L‘,‘a”_l." " Alok said.
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“So 1 go then,” Rvan said and stood up. Alok nodded and
Focars lett the room.

We renmained silent for & minue. Ryan had solved a
problem that vould save a sick man’s lile and offer a nine-point
mugpes 3 buture. All with o scooter ride 10 Alok’s home.

“Well, that sertles it then Ul leave vou w0 do the therial
assigrment,” T said and stood up to leave the room

“Wait,” Alok said.

"“What?™ | said

Alok walked out of the room with me. Wasting no time,
Venkat wok out the thermodynamics book, giving Alok a glance

.

which meant ‘come back soon’

“Thanks,” Alck sad.

“Thank Byan," | said.

“Yes, I will. is he stll mad ar me?”

*Obviously not, or why would he have gone o yow
house?™

“But vou know Ryan, he could do things for vou and ver
be mad at vou.”
“Yes, he can sulk. But whar ditference does it make. Just
thank him later.™ 1 was getting irritated with Alok. 1 didn't think
he had the naht to sav he knew Rvan anymore, certainly not
as much as me. “Hari?" Alok said. “You think ! can come
Back?” “Come back where?” | was bewildered, “You know, the
three of us again.” “"\"\"h_\_f{' Venkat isn’t a\':‘_yrk'ing out for yous”
“I dicln"t know what T was doing man. I want to move back”’
I couldn’e believe my ears. The dilference one year with an
obnoxious nine-pointer can make! “You sure?”

“Yes, | am sure.™ Alpk's voicr was small

And then, ke sentimental fools, we huseed each other |
think Aok was dving lor 4 crv and he shed a fow tears that
he always has spare. Dwas kind of mellow wo, 'd never thaught

the three of us could be topether again [ knew Ryan would

(=

e,

do some drama, but finally he would agree, If he could spend
hours taking care of Alok’s half-dad, he certainly felt something
tor him. "Good, Welcome back then,” T said. L

"Yes. Right atter this danmn thermal assionment though,”
Alok said and we laughed together for the first time in oves

a vear,
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return but net for too long as it was kind of pointless. Afte
Alok had shed vet more tears, we 3| bear-hugoed and just like
that we were back to bei ARE A group once again. Venkar's hissed
curses we ignored happily hecause he had

had each other

1 his books, but we

Rvan threw a party o mark the historical event. He did the
arrangements himsell and that inchudd led « haning up his room
s Herculean task in ltse,'-lfgix'un he had not disturbed the lavers

of dust with as much as & sneese for several months

“Why is he kﬂ“lﬂ‘-’ it the Mice Farty thuurh ' puzzled Alok.
“Don't know He has this new theory that he 1« Ing to
launch * ﬂhrugged J i
Ryan had banned us from 1 nuring near his room before

d .
the party. | heard him shout “F atsa, lnm: oft™ at least six times

at Alok. The puest list consisted ol me, Alok, Sukhwinde
Anurag and Vaibhav, who lived in the last room on our floor
antl always had vadka in his reom. To Ryan that meant he was
gr.u_ud friend-material. However, I only later lipured out the real
griteria lor ttv- ouest list: all the guests were in the Hve-point
samiething J':mgf_- ol scores, were underdogs and lived in the
same wing. We all anxicusty waited [or ten o'clock tor Mr Ryan
1w open his damn door.

“Come in, guys,” Ryan called out after we had waited
outside his room lor like an hour, on the verge of going bananas

We entered and it was dark, for Rvan had replaced the
normal bulbs in the room with red ones so that a crimson hue
sf}:cm] over the HL:d_j.- table, whith now doubled as 2 bar, Ryan
had laid out vodka and rum bottles, juice from the r..am!.ahau
vendor, coke from the canteen, lemons, ice, sugar and finally,
joints for the guests. When ready-made joints are served, vou
know the host is someone who gives attention o detail.

hat was not all. Nude women adorned the walls, posters
extracted from US porn magazines, wiich made thelr way to
Kumaon through ex-seniors in innocuous US university
admission brochures via mail. Blondes, brunettes, red-heads,
thin, voluptuous and petite, posed on Ryan's wall, uniformly
wanton.

Alok stared at the posters, his mouth apen as if a UFO had
landed in his kitchen-sink. “These women are completely
maked,” he managed to gurgle eventually.

Thanks for the insight, Alok. His guality time with Venkar
had made him miss out on a lot.

We all sat down on the floor in Ryan's reom, where he had

placed cushions for vach guest. The first drinks, the customary
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‘cheers', the challenge to execute ‘bottoms up' followed and
Pink Hoyd sang to us,

We finished the first drink soon and Ryan topped us up
promptly, and then again. I knew the alcohol bad reached iy
head when I reached outlor the ready-to-smoke joints; § ..t[“'.‘.i};"!.
ache for a smoke when three drinks buze inside me.

Surd had his own way of being drunk, by lwcuming overtly
aftectionate, kind of spilling ever on to others' drunken space.,
He sat next o Alok, putting his arm around his shoulder,
vecasionally squeezing, rubbi ng.-

“Great party man. Alok, are you feeling happy-happy?”
Surdy asked solicitously,

Alok nodded, delicately removed Surdy's arm and moved
forward 1o speak. “So Ryan, what is the big theory that you
are going to launch during this party?”

Ryan was sitting scross us with Anurag and Vaibhav, “Let’s
have a.good time first,” he said

“l am feeling very good man. Tell us," Surdy said and re-
placed his arm around Alok's shoulder.

“Yes, yes, tell us)™ Anurag and Vaibhav spoke in unison

“Guys, my theory is called the Mice Th::ctr_}'. But belore |
tell vou that, 1 need you all to answer one question,”

“What question?"” Anurag said.

"I want you to tell me exactly what you want from life.”

“Yeah whatever," 1 said, “Just tell us your damn theory.”
I was familiar with Rvan's showman tactics. Besides, my brain
had too much alcohol to a=. .ver deep ¢uestions. f

“C'mon guys, work s...n me on this," Ryan said, "you will
appreciate this much more if you think abour your own life
first. Just one question — what do vou want in lite? Think about
it for two minutes ”
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We fell sitent. Ryan took a coramercial break from his
theory and refilled everyone's drink 1 was on drink number
four and [ had never felt more clueless sbout life. | watched
everyone else think,

“Okay, enough time,” Ryan said, "“Surdy, what do you
want?”

Surdy held Alok tighter and dragged him closer, Then he
Flnnterl a kiss on Alok's mouth and whispered intimately to
him, *Should [ teil himd#”

Alok determinedly extracted himself from the affectionate
and inebriated grip again and nodded.

“I just want to reach the US. With my GPA, it's impossible,
but just somehow, someplace, somewhere [ don't know, [ just
want to be in the US of A" Surdy habbled.

Anurag muttered something about inventing a new

computer linguage, and Vaibhiav wanted to start his own
Lbausiness.

I could tell Ryan was not too interested in the others’ life
ambitions, yet hg politely nodded to all of them. He wanted
to hear from Alok and me.

Ryan nodded at Alok.

“Well, you know it," Alok said.

“Iell me again.”

"1 want to get a job in Delhi, so | can look after my parents
and take care of our money problems.”

“Really?™ Ryan said, implying ke did not find the response
50 convincing.

“Of course,” Alok said robustly.

“Really?™ Surdy said again, though more out of affection
than anything else,
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*You, Hari?" Ryan said.

“T don'y knew.™ T really did not know what 1 wanted in lile
[ hac thought about the questian. 1 did not want 1o have a five-
peaint GPA, and 1 did not want to be fat and unatrractive. 1 also
did not want o pet jongue-tied in the damn vivas every
semester I miean, | definitely knew what | did not want - as
[ had it all in that department. But knowing what 1T really
wanted was difficult.

“Of course you know: Come an, be a sport,” Ryan urged

Sport, that is Ryan's word. Ryan is always a sport. And Ryan
is always thin and attractive. And Ryan is always confident and
carefree, [ hated Ryan. Yet av that poing | realized what [ really
wanted — I wanted to be Ryan.

“Nothing much," 1 said, as | tried to think of an answer
| surely could nor tell everyone 1 wanted w be Ryan; after all,
Ryan would neser want to be someone else.

“Suill, say something_mm So we can hear the theory,” Alak
saidd.

“Iywant to be able to kiss my girlfriend, and kiss her any
time ! want, And even do maore, like 2o all the way with her”

[ still don’t know why | said what T said. 1 mean, il was
sort of true. Yeah, 1 did want to kiss Neha and everything, but
I had wanted to say something different.

“Wh is your girlfriend?" Surdy turned to me with interest,

“None of your business,” Ryan said briskly.

“Anyway, tell us the theory now, sir,” Alok said. Twe drinks
down, he did not mind Surdy's overtutes that much anymore,
 settling down into the masculine embrace with a resigned look
behind his glasses.

“Gentlemen,” Ryan said, sitting on the bed. He was now
above us all physically. showering aur uptilted heads with his

The M= Thats + |1

apel knowledge. “Thank you for coming tonight. As 1 am sure
vou have figured our, you are the lowest GPA holders in our wing,
Wi are, pentlemen, the underdogs. Cheers o the underdogs.”
Though Ryan was shamelessly working us up, we felt special
ﬁrban the fatlures i the 1T g bmdnw systemy, andd held up oor
bands high to a big ‘cheers’.
“And this 1T system 1s nothing bur a mice race. It 15 not

a rat race, mind you, as rats sound semewhat shrewd and clever.

So it is not about that, It is about mindlessly running a race
for four years, in every class, every assignment and every test,
It is a race where profs judge you every ten steps, with a GI'A
samped on you every semester. Profs who have no idea what
science and learning are about. Yes, that is what [ think of the
rm_fs; I mean, what have 175 given to this country? Name one
vention in the last three decades ™

Silenice ran through the party crowd as Ryan's speech
became serious. | hoped Ryan was really drunk, foor there was
no other excuse for such patranizing crap at a party.

“Anyway,” Ryan continued, “screw the profs, Coming back,
this system is an unfair race. I you are a mouse who thinks
or pauses ta make friends with other runners, or stops to figure
out what vou want to o in life, or drag baggage from the past,”
Byan waid, looking at Alok, “then you will be pushed behind.
As we have been pushed behind by morons like Venkat.™

Surdy blew a flying kiss. 1 guess that meant he approved.

“But we can change all that,” Rvan said,

*How?" Anurag said. At least someone was lisr;enﬂlg o this
trash.

*By Ihving on our inypy term, By being rats, not mice, wirk
together and beat the system | avill not give up my friends for
this svstem. In lact. my friendships wil! beat the system.”
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“How?™ Anurag saul again,

“That is for me and mv close [riends, You only get the
theary, [ did not say you get the practicals ™

"W are not your friends? " Surdy asked, bis wne dipping
emationally,

“Of course you are. But [ can only do tus with my close
friends.™

No one else protested. [If nothing else, Ryan's theory
tormed core entertainment at the party. One vodka bottle, ten
joints and three cassettes of Floyd later, the speech was just part
of the evening. At one am. the others left. Alok and 1 helped
Ryan clear the mess.

“That was a good party,” Alok said.

“I know, Fatso. You missedd out on all this with the bastard
Venkat,™ Rvan said, and staggered to his feet

“So, what is with the implementation of the theorvy How
does that work?™ I spoke iy,

“U210," Ryan said.

“What thie hell is that?” It sounded like a code in those
damin sci-li movies,

“Cooperate,” Rvan said and el on his bed, only hall-
intentionally

“C(mp::rate " ol

“Yes, Cooperate to dominate, C2D. " RByan said and
closed his eves All that work for the party and the vodka had
taken their toll. He had passed out.

“Come. fellow mouse, let's oo to our room,” Aok said

o
Tl party was over.

Th= M Tl N = 100%

I awas i the machining faty with Bvan when I remembered G
date with Neha the nex day. This time, mattam had asked for
a pift. She made this whaole big deal about how T actually never
vive her anvihing, and how other gids got gits from then
rienels. [ mean, it was asinine !t}gh_' it vou ask me, as there were
things she could be ewing are, aml without mach capital
wvestment. To have the nerve wo ask tor a gift on wp of ths
tlci.wn':atia;:l'\ is -H_‘n‘m;thing only a waman ¢an do, as 1]|.t“: are
tacde differentdy alrer alll Anvway, 14 promised ber I swould
not conwe without a Ql't and then had l<:1._'rll‘_y h'rt;_;quH about it

“Tomorrow n.mming?" {{}mn satd “Flow swill vou get a gifl
h} fhepd™

“Ielon't ko, ©just ﬂugn[_ Man, will she sulk! 'l just bu
somie chocolates, bloody expensive they are though.™

“Yeah, but chocolatese That s not onginal at all Ne
wonder she doesn™t give vou any,” 13}':11: sanel,

“Well whatever. You have any bright ideas?” [ was irritated
at his conclusions, which were probably right.

“1hink man, think.”

We thought for several minutes and threw out most ideas;
clathes oo expensive, perfumes too frivalous, books
il-l'l!'\l."lhﬂ‘“:l': :]n(i 501 O, ] !Tl.'ld 11{'“11['1— me nor aste 1o
tnprovise

“Make smm*lhin;; for her” Ryan '.&I'till‘lpll‘ll his T'inj,_:e:u;.

*“Whar?"

“Like, make an ubject right here, in the lab, A handinade
m":_c_;ln:f, from an enginecr, how neat is that?

It seemed like an interesting idea, even though Lml]l,:]irlu[ y
tinpractical. And what i she was expecting me 1o spend some

(G31%] hikas
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"Make whar”

“] don't know: Think ol same Sirﬂ[ﬂu device stie could use ™

I trned wo think of Neha's lite. She had this big purse full of

things. “How abouwt a fitde box 1o keep ber [ipsti(:ka? They kirg
o1 keep rolling out of her purse when she takes things our™

"Now you are thinking customer needs. Ok, lipstick box,
How pany lipsticks max?”

“Three.. .lour”

And size of a lipstick?™

"Ne idea. Say three inches by one inch by one inch.”,

“Cool. So, say we stack them two by two. . and then we
design with sheet metal of thickness. ¥

I saw Ryan transform from the irreverent 17T underdog he
purported to be into this passionate scientist over my stupid
lipstick box. For the first time ever, he pored over an
engineering drawing like he really wanted o make one. He
thought of other dlever things, a snap-up lid, a little mirror,
andd her name etched on top.

Alter the designing, he broke up the task into various parts;
cutting, bending, ]'au['ﬁng — alt concepts we tound imriug as hell
in clags were now suddenly mteresting. We lorgot about the
actial assignment for the day, as we gave a damn about our
grades anvway,

Three hours later, | etched out the last few letters of ‘Neha
Cherian' on her made-in-I1T JipsticL b,

“This is pretty neat,” [ saud, impressed at the STRAP-open
mechanism, “she will love this. Thanks, Ryan.”

“Any time man,” he raised his thumb. Yes, | .rr.-nIFIy wanted
to be like Ryan, who | loved most of the time. At least T hated
him less than myself,

[ ittt Lalia? o . . 3
bopresented Neha's gift to her at our ice-cream parlour
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“What? Whar did you say this is/” She twisted die metallic
glgarctte box-sized case round and round in her hands.

“It isa hpstick holder," T said.

“Really? Never heard of them.”

I asked her for her lipsticks. She had five, which meant our
desion was below capacity. Anyway, | ook four — red, copper,
brown and pink (why girls put coloured wax an their bodies
continues 10 be a mystery to me) and placed then inside, Snug
fit, snap cover — the design worked perfectly. One surface had
a mirrer, sa the user could apply the coloured wax accurately
aned not paint their nostmls in the bargam

*Why lipstick case?”

“I don't know 1 like your lips T guess,” T said.

Nery funny. Anidl you made this?™ she said.

“Yes, with Rvan. See, it is personalized.” | turned the box
1w its lower surface. ‘Neha Cherian’, the most beautiful name
in the world was written in the most heautitul leters.

“Wow," Neha said softly, and then fondled the lipstick
holder from the T Delhi machining lab like it was a newborn
baby, “Wow" she said again.

“What?" T said. {Okay, so I was fishing for a little more
appreciation here than the monosyllabie ‘wow”)

“No one has done anything like this for me,” Neha said.

And it was at this moment that by pure chance 1 came out
with the right line. T don’t know how it came to me, but it
just did. “Well, no one has meant more te me in life.”

Mavbe it was not compietely true. But it wasa't all lies
either (and in any case, it is about saying the right thing to
girls, who gives a damn it it is true or not. [ am Han, not
Harishchandra).

“Reallvi™ Neha asked
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"Yes."

*Thanks, Hari. See [ am going to use it right now,” she said

I watched Neha's face as she applied her lipstick with the
same concentration as Alok had when doing quanti preblenss.
Crivle are heantiful, fet's face i, and lile 15 quite, quite worl Mless
without them.

“What time you got to go home?” [ said,

“Say by nine," Neba said. "I told them U'm meeting
girlfriends lor dinner.”

“Wow, pretty liberal of them,” 1 said sarcastically.

*They know | was feeling down. Thinking of Samir again.”

*Hey, vou want me to take vou to a secret place?” | said.

“Where?™

“The insti roaf.”

“What? Are you crazy. Right on top of the insti, as if there

vould be a worse place for going public!”

“There is no one there. Ryan and 1 have pgone: dozens of

times. And the view from the bell tower is beautiful.”

I could see Neha was excited about the roof. 1t ook me
a feww minutes ol persuasion, convincing her that no one would
lind out, as we could follow her standard ‘five minutes apart'
policy to walk up there.

“I'1 go. But not today. 1t's close 1o nine. How about next
time, and I'll ery for Samir the whole day so they let me go
out until eleven.®

[ didn’t really dig her idea of using her brother as a weapon
to stay out late but her parents were certified weirdos and
probably deserved such tactios.

“Next time meet me on the rool directly, at eight-thirty.”

“Sure,” she said, “you said it is safe, right?”

“Yes, trust me." | winked
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Ryvan looked at as as o e was expecting us 1o lireak 1nsto
- I
n't-.;':lram where te

Wi kept glent, hopiag he wtid

was voing with this

_;

“S0, what do vou guys think?" he asked

“WWhat 1s this? Some kind af wenage cluby thing
sign 1t. Sign it with your bl r-rl‘
I said, “How old are we. like twe he?'

" Ryan cated and then belore we could

“1f you agree,
“Yeah right,”

1A serious mnarn,

say anvihing, he Hlicked out a ravor Blade Trom his pud\r_t [

one nick, his thumb s}lrurb'd 1 dat of red

yOou Crazy i Alok squeaked, alpost losiny his

“H’fan, are

breakfast at this gross act,
“No. Just want to drive the point home You decide what

Ryait said, signing the document with a

you want o do,”
wothpick r_l'nppmi in his hload

w(an we discuss this first?™ 1 saut
“\What is there to disouss? [ am not torong anyone.”
“like this whole sharing assignments and observations.
Jsn’t that cheating?” Alok said.

| agreed with Alok, though L was more conce
k us every single ume.
l'ht’\" have divided us

her to fight back.”

ned about the
vadka costs, given that Ryan out- dran
“Ir is not cheating, it is cooperation.

with their GPAs, we are just pulling toget

“] don't see it that way,” [ insisted.

“Are you signing or not?” Ryan put his hands on his hips

| trmuaht about the C21) one last time. “Well. | can sign
1 am not cutting wndl or anything.”
Ryan caid and flicked the hlade

1 (| -Uir

i, though
"It just takes 2 second,”

on my forefinger anel Blood spouted out ol me belore

iui‘LI- ey clumal
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*"Fuck vou.”

Ryan laughed and said, “Sorry man, look at your fac
C rnon man, pet into the spivit, Just sign "

I inoked at Ryan in dispust and signed the sheet.

Alok sat there, petrified like a clucken in a butcher shop.
he old Alok would have vociferously stood ap to Ryan, bu
the new, improved version, just back with us, did not want w
fight again. “P'll make the cut myself,” he said Linally.

And soon he did get some blood from his hittle finger and
wir signed the C2D document like primitive tribesmen. | have
tor say, the whole blood thing made this fee] important. [ was
not sure of what 1 had done, but somchow it sounded
exciting. We converted our three single rooms into one
apartment the same day. Ryan's room became the party room,
Alok's svas the study room with three tables and my room had

the three beds.

“50 you friends moved in together,” Neha said.

We were en route to the insti roof as per pl-am. She met
me at eight p.m., her parents blissiully ignarant about her real
whereabouts, picturing her by a cake at a non-existent friend's
birthday party.

“Yes, sort of We combined our rooms te one living unit,”
I <aid, panting as we climbed the back stirs to the building.

“Sounds exciting,” she said, blowing the fringe out of her

It was already dark when we reached the roof. As always,
there was no one lh'..‘r(*.

“Wow. look at all the stars," Neha said.

sand it's all ours. Check out U

“ i~
where you live,” | pointed.

c + 11}

Uooperle 1o Losnnads

i S |
if or-painted the sky mysell

wys ™ | said, pmud as if 1 had finger-pantecs i B
& ’cami':us view, see — that s

i Hahts in the living
< : g s iants i ﬂm Y
We conldn't see much, apart from the i

rﬂi.‘n\
WA ow, We are 50 neat

- " T ..
et - Neha sawd
to them, yet so lan Neh :

Yy "
concrete Hoor So?

N - -

dreamily, flopping on Ui
“So what?” | saicl.
s\Where is the vod

wyes Dut vou don't drink, do
5 | 1M

e il you have some.

| Let me look,” | said,

ka? Don’t you guys drink here

"
vou?

“Gavs who? '} have o1
. e
{ tle e er the be
wwe do hide & bottle und e
d at Neha's request She was a nice girl, 1 thought. SRtk

surprised : A
l s drink, But 1 kind of could do with a drink mysell,

d Ly h 1'\{1.‘“[1’\
l\]:(r bdt . JC'JH'LSt ‘i]( Lh._; a iy

heautiful. T wish [ were 2 bird.

eirle do
a1 came back wit
“Nice,” she said, as she

| -5 ahove, Just 50

“lgok at the stars above, ] s
birds, they are normally getting

Vhen neople want 1o be y getang
s, a of drinking

i IRDY v the ide
drunk. But she was geting trippy just from tl
on the insti rool.

i 1 another drink,” she
w3 1 could lie here forever. Live me another drink,
(h, !

said.
“Non’t have too much, \ e 8
dad will kill me it he smells it

» 1 had to caution.

“p won't. My
sy course you'll smell of it.
“Not much, check this out.

i e Ten items later
She opened her purse. Ten 1tems A

she took out a pnr.\-.

of cardamom Pmlx_

» (1]
hese and 1 go home minty fresh.

“Gee, one ol t
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“"Really? Then have one now, he minty for me.”
“What? Da | have bad breaths™ she sar up straighter
“T didd not sav that *
She beld my arm and pulled me toward her “Look me in
the eve and tell me il | have bad breath.® )
“Idon't know: T have aever been that close 1o vour maeuth,™
I said hrmr_*:tti}: even as the millimeters beuw:r::r; our !nUth}:-ﬁ
lessened, '.
"G to hell,” she laughed and pushed me away,
“See, voun are chicken. Just sa chicken,” | sid
"No, L am not. Look at Me, a protessor’s daual Her, getting
drunk on the insti roof with 2 five point something loafer
If she had not been Lil.l"llll‘lu I would have resented that
but I decided ta milk the apportunity anvway -
“"Loafer? So f am a loafer,” | said b
“Yes, but. .

dut whar?”

]

But 1 low my ioafer,” she said and pulled me toward her
again. Again, our mouths were millimeters away, She tilted her
head md;rua}'.\. Was she going to kiss me? (O rather, was she-
plus-mrc:~g].1s.su:-_—af'-\'t'uil:a going to kiss me?

Wy o . T

We don’t need no ejju-kav-shion...” a hoarse singing
ey 10 ' o -
‘ . - a e ) . .
owce started us from our embrace. someone had just come
to the insti roof.

ik ‘k'.' L n la . i 'Y

What the.. " Nehs said, “] thought you said no one was

h(—'t'r.n
Wy S | P x B

I don't know Shh. quiet,” | said as we tried to hide
behind the antenna,

I ﬁn;:;ih' recognized Ryvan's voice thre ugh all that bad singing
SHg

and saw hin !LqullH”‘ for our vodka huhn‘@r place
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*1t’s Rvan!™ | said in a voice mixed with relief and irmtation
al losing my moment

“*Ryan," 1 shouted.

“Hari," he shouted back, walking over. “Bastard, vou are
here and 1 was looking all over for you. Is there sumeone with
v s

“R_\,’&l‘:, [ want vou to meet, ..

“It’s a girll” Ryan exclaimed as it he had spotted me with
a dead rabbit. Neha continued to cower behind me, attempting
anorymity,

“It's Neha,” | said. “Neha, meet Ryan. Ryan, be nice and
say hello to Neha”

Ryan's vaice mellowed down instantly, What is it with men;,

<

they become another person in female company. 59

predictable!
"Hi Neha," Ryan said, tryimng o avuid staring too much at
someone he had heard so much abour

¥ < g '\Tﬂhs said, still unsure if Ryan could be trusted.

1
“1 was just lchmml' tor Han to do an naalpmmf " Rvan

said.

l}min 1t L'mu We're l:.ning a drink,” 1 said

“Really?” Ryan said as il he expected Neba to be wingel
and haloed or something. “Hut T thought Neha was not like
that.”

Like what?” she asked immediately

“Uh, nothing,” Ryan said and sat down on the warm

caoncrete.

“Sarwhat have you heard about me?™ Meha sald
*Lots," Ryan saied amel started telling her sacred details
iil.ﬁ.\!ll Il“ CUr ]i:.‘::-' iiih."h. Hq- Y ;U.‘E‘Jf I.‘u]k:m:_ i'm ..i.;'. ten houn
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or something and T just kept getting more drunk. Ryan has a
computer memory or samething, and he told her about the
times even | had forgotten about.

“He told you about the lamily planning documentary?™
Neha tittered.

“Of course, he tells me everything," he said with
considerable pride.

I wondered if Neha and 1 would have kissed and managed
mare il bloody Ryan had not dragoed himself up here. |
congidered pushing him off the insti roof, but thought it would
kind af spoil the mood anyway.

“So why did you say | wasn't that type of girl?” Neha said.

"You know, the whole vodka thing. You are supposed to be
well, . .forget it," Ryan said.

“What? Tell me," Neha said with a firmness only good-
looking women possess.

“You are like this pood girl. Like why else won't you let
him do anytling? Dating for a year, still no kiss even. Just this
goody-goody prof’s daughter.”

“He told you that?" Neha squeaked.

“OI course. You think vou are dating a guy or someone
asexual? You don't think he has needs?™

“Shut up, Ryan.” This from me.

“Clmen man. Show some guts sometimes. This is for your
own good.”

“Needs?” Neha repeated, dazed.

“Yes, every man has needs, And pretry pirls like you are
either not aware of them or deny them for power games.”

“Power?” Neha rt:{peatml
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[ wanted to tell Ryan [ had just been gerting somuewhere
picely, thank you, when he whistled by

“Yes, power, What else?” Ryan said, calming down finally

*l crave power? New that is a joke. You guvs just dont
understand women do vou?” Neha said, with a vodka-infused
conhidence that could take on even Ryan

“Tuh?™ Ryan said, proviag that we really did nen
understand women,

Neha had to go home saon alter that, <o we left the wopic
there. I wanted o seream at Ryan later, but he rolled vwo joints
for me and gave me a scooter ride back to Kumaon, so [ left
it. Besides, Neha really did not seem mad or anything

I had a hunch he mi;-t.:ht fhave |H_'liH.'L{ my case!
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The Gift

]. AM A MORRIBLE PERSON OON THE INSIDE AND THIS |
demonstrated while fitting in Alok for the morning dasses,
ciing his practice of waking early during those Venkat days,
laying on thickly the unrelishility of Ryan and me for any
sunrise jots

C2D) was great, | found our, as | was responsible for only
two courses in a semiester. For the rest, Alok and Ryan gave
me all the assignments (which | copied) and their notes (which
I photocopied). | returned the favour in my courses. We now
needed tospend enly-an hour or two a day in studies, leaving
us with plenity of time for movies, scooter drives, restaurants,
chiess, serabble, indoor cricket, slecp. squash (yos, Ryan was
wrying again) and of course, booze and grass. The first minors
that semester were 3 breeze. We didn't like ‘see the class or
anything, but our expectations were low — just maintaining our

The Gl = 117

~ five-point GPAS. 1t is amazing how happy ane can be with low

expectations of one's self.

I was in the design class one day, 3 course for which 1 was
responsible. Ryan chose w attend the class with me. T think
he believes he is like this great designer or something, Prof
Vohra was teaching us.

“Class, note down this problem that | want you to do in
the next fifteen minutes, Design a car jack o lift the chassis
in case of flat tires ete, Do a simple skewch ™

Prof Vohra was a portly man in his fifties, who had an
unusually kind face for a Prof. Of course, nothing in his nature
supported this. With six term papers a semester and a lethal
red pen that crossed out one design submission after another,
kind was hardly how vou'd describe Prof Vohra,

It was my course, therefore my hand that had to sketch the
car jack with Ryan merely having to copy it. Prof Vohra had
taught us enough for us to execute at least a basic screw-type
design. I had just begun to draw when Ryan said, “What? You
are going to make the same damn thing like the rest?”

“Yes sir, T am not Thomas Edison,” 1 said, “and this is my
course so just shut up and copy it.”

“1 have another idea,” Ryan said.

I wanted 1o tell Ryan to screw his other idea and copy my
screw-jack, But I never say anything to Ryan, and he never
listens to anyone anyway:

So Ryan drew this ‘modified screw-jack’, in which one did
not rmnuaﬂy have to open and raise the jack, A flat tire did

‘not mean the engine had failed, he said, hence one could attach

a motor on the traditional jack and hook it up to the car battery



118 * Fre Moinl Soueone

Il one switched on the car ignition, the mator could derive
Pﬂ“'{:'l'_

“What are vou domng?” | said, woerried about Ryan's
sketches of the car battery, obwviously rrelévant to the Gurrent
task.

“You wait and see, the prof will Tove it,” Rvan said,

I stuck to my traditional screw-jack like the rest of the class.
The course was cafled Design, nat Original Design after all,

Prol Vaobra walked along the class rows, loeking at the
tamiliar designs that all his students dresw year after vear — the
stmple screw-jack. His stroll ended at our desk,

“What is this?" Prol Vohra said, twisting his head around
to make sense ol Ryan's unfamiliar drawing,

“Sir, this is a modified screw-jack,” Rvan said, It can be
attached to the car’s battery.. ."

“Is this an electrical engineering class?™

“No sir but the end need s the same "

“1s this an internal combustion engines class?”

“Sir but, "

“If you don’t want ta be in my class or follow my course,
vou may leave.”

Pral Vohra's face no longer looked kind, 1f only Ryan had
kept quier, he would have moved on,

“Sir, this is a new design,™ Ryan said, as if it was not
painfully abvious.

“Really? And who told yvou 1o o that?”

Ryan did not answer, just lifted his assignment sheet, Then
in one stroke, he ripped it apart in two pieces,

“There, it is useless now,” Ryan said.

Prof Vohra's face contorted and turned red, “Don’t act
smart inmy class”
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“Sarry sin” 1 said, though it was not lor me 19 say it
But it broke the tension. The prol and Ryan looked at me
a the corners of their respective eyes. Prol Vol exhaled and
_ghb'j&{! on; Ryan sat down.
“That wasn't very smart. You know he can flunk you,” |
said o Ryan after class.
“Idon't care, 1 can't wait to get out of this stupid place man,”
e said, kicking the soooter stand as if it was Prof Vohra's face.
It wasn't Ryan's course anyway and he did not attend any
Jurther classes in design. He directly copied answers of my
assignments mindlessly, and never as much as looked 4t the
guestion-sheet. Yes, our greatest designer gave up.
The three of vs were in our common study room one day,
wopying Alok's thermal science assignment.
“So, Prof ¥ohra is mad at you now,™ Alok saxd.
Ryan kept silent.
“OFf course he would be. You should have seen his face,”
I contributed.
Alok laughed, shaking his head.
"He can flunk me for all 1 care,” Ryan stated.
*That is not the point," Alok began.
"Fatso, you won't get the point, so give up. By the way, Prof
ra called me te ralk abour my lubricant assipnment.”
“Really?” Alok and 1 said in unison, wondering if Prol Veera
had caught us cheating.
“Nothing to worry guys. [ gave him a separate paper. It
vasn't a class assignment.”
“You have time to do separate papers?” | said,
“1 have time to do what [ want. | had theughty on doing
some experiments with various substauce mistures to check
lubvicamt efficiency in a scooter engine.”
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“"Where#" 1 said.

“Well, ideally in the fluid mechanics lzb. But then we need
@ scooter engine, and a small budget to buy matenals, Uil
then, ! tried a few tests on my scooter.”

“Wow, vou're screwing your scooter up. How will we
travel?™ | said

‘It is for science. I might be on to something, Anyway, |
combined different types of oils to check mileape. I think I can
beat normal lubes by ten percent.” -

I have to say, I was impressed with Ryan. Against all odds,
this man was working to reduce our petrol bill. T thought of
all the extra paranthas we could buy with a wen percent imw:r
fuel cost.

"“Sa, what did Prof Veera call you for?™ Alok said.

“He said he'd belp me get the institute's permission to use
the fab and get some research grant.”

“Waw! You will be a scholar man.” Alok said.

“Yeah whatever,” Ryan .-:hrug;:_;l."d, “Tt is not that easy. One
has to submit a propoesal to Prof Cherian, detailing budgets,
benefits, timing and all dsat crap, then a committee decides.
It takes months.”

“Butil you do petit...” Alok blinked rapidly, “so neat man."

“I have o work hard on the proposal over the next few
weeks. Don’t worry, 'l do my courses, but no partying or
movies," Ryan said. ;

Now; it Alok had said the gme thing, Ryan would have blown
3 fase, [Rut thiss was Ilj.-,m, and we never said all}'thin;; ey him.
Besides, | was kind of glad he was inw f.r_anwthintt; sensible

“Sure, we'll tell you whar you missed,” I said and winked

i -"'h] ok
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“Yeah, though that makes vou the mugger now,” Alok sawl.
“l am not a mugger. You are the mugger, Venkat-boy,” Ryan

retorted.,

I have to say, it was never my thing to visit Alok's house. Just
the thought assailed me with medicine smells, crumbling
concrete and cooking smells, opped by a middle-aged woman
wailing at the drop of a hat. Yet, there | was one Saturday with
Alok, if only because Ryan was busy with his do-not-disturb-
me lube research proposal. It was depressing 10 see Ryan work
so hard and he did like three night-outs one week in the
computer centre and the library. On top of that, he spent his
days in the fluid mechanics lab mixing lubes and then testing
them on the scooter. [ told hiny about this movie at Priva in which
there were as many as six topless scenes and he only looked
blankly at me. | tried luring him wath new cocktail recipes, but
Ryan stuck to six straight cups of coffee a night. Objectives,
scoping, budgeting, applimnr}m, past research — each section
in his proposal was like a million pages. He submitted drafts
to Prof Veera, whe almost always wanted Ryan to do more.
So when Alok asked me to his house for lunch 1 found
mysell agrecing if only for the food. | had learnt to ride now
and Ryan's scooter was free that day (though Ryan did give us
the task of noting down the kilometres back and forth).
Delhi roads are a nightmare and 1 couldn’t dream of driving
as fast as Ryan. Alok and | couldn’t go beyond fifty, and Alok
kept talking as [ navigated the cows and the cops to the suburbs.
“You think Rvan will gret the prroject?” Alok said, sitting

pillion.
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reception until they could save some money. On Friday, Alok's
Eather fell off the bed, which required a doctor o come home,
another hundred bucks. There were other stories wo — the
ration shop had started charging doubile for sugar, and the maid
had ditched owice thar week.

“Ma, van vou stop boring my Iriend,” Alok saidd

“No, it's fine,” 1 said, reaching tor more daal. Actually, the
iile Alok’s mather led at home intrigued me. Somchow, her
clutching her sari to wipe her tears had been the only image
I had been stuck with for the past year but now 1 realized she
had a lite oo, The challenges she faced were not quite lube
research proposals, but pricey tomatoes nonetheless,

“And vou know the sofa springs are coming out. " she was
saving when Alok interrupted her.

“Morn, can you pin ase keep quict, | have come home alter

T

a month and that is all you have to tell me.

She locked surprised, “Who else will T tell my problems
o7 1 have only one son.”

“Enough mom,” Alok said, his face wrning red like an
SNPERNSNVE omao

“I will keep quiet,” Alok's mom agreed and started
mumbling to hersell as she ate her tood, “earn for them, then
work like a servant for them and then they don't even want
ter listen to you. Physics teacher Mrs Sharma tells me, these
davs sons ferget their parents.”

Clang, Alok threw his plate on the lloor. Bits of lunch
splattered all acrass the living room and he got up and lefe the
TR,

What was | supposed 10 do? Follow my friend, who had

brought me here? Or sit and watch Alok's mother wipe her
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“Hmmni. That is true” 1 said, wondering il Alok was now

welling me a problem I couldn’t do anything about.

Vivas — the most hated, dreaded moments of my student life.
I avoided them like T did cows on the road with their tails
twitched up. But like the cattle in Delhi traffic, sometimes you
just couldn’t avoid running into them. And this one Wednesday
was the design viva. It was my course under the C213, and |
was supposed to take the lead on all questions. 1 tried to
convince Ryan and Alok to help me, bur the bastards didn't
care and had gone 1o sleep at ten the previous night, leaving
me to mug through the night and prepare for all expected
qm-stim:a It wasn't much use, for in My case it wasn't about
knowing the answers,

“Hari, what makes C30 steel better than C20 steel for
making rigid structures?"”

Morve carbon in C40, hence harder steel, T thought. Also,
probably cheaper in terms of costs. C20) was soft and could
buckle. I knew the answer... it only Prof Vohra would stop
lfmking me in the eye,

“Sir, C40 steel is..." | said as I looked back at Ryan and
Alok to evoke some pity.

“Look at me Hari,” Prol Vohra said, "I am asking you.”

I didn't want to look at him, and I really wanted to get the
answer out. But all [ got out was fat drops of sweat, on my
face, arms and hands.

Four tries and three different questions later, Prof Vohra

gave up. Ryan shook his head and smiled, as if he'd known all
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along that this would happen. Alok kept quict, as he mentally
calculated how many marks we hadd lost

“Sorry guvs,” [ said at dinner, “T let you down again. | hay
vivas man’

Fhe mess warkers rossed rotis that you coukd make jean
out of; T tore one hard, hoping to relieve my tension,

*What happens o vou?” Alok said.

“I don't know Whenever someone asks me a question in
a stressful situation, | can't say anything "

“Since when?" Alok said

“Since high school,” 1 sad

“Something happened?” Ryan said.

“No...I mean yeal, nothing,” 1 said.

"“What?" Alok said.

“Forget it. Pass the rice, I can't riigyst these rotis. They are

like chewing gum,” 1 said,

Neha's birthday was on December | and as usuaal  was clueles:s
about what to get her.

“You have to make it special,” Ryan said. We were skipping
class and having lunch in the canteen.

“Special how? [ have no cash. | can't even afford toothpaste
right Ih’:\\'," I said.

“You are not brushing vour teeth?” Alok said, laoking up

“No man 'm using Byan's,” 1 said. “nyway, come to the
point Fatso, whan should | do?”

“Think,” Rvan said, knocking his head like he was solving
a nuclear ph_‘_.-":xiu problent, He is a patronizing bastard, | tell
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“Bvan, YOu sure we can hagdje this?™ | asked one last tim,
1S We nedred] gl lawns of Prof Cherian’s house,

“Shhh.  or course, we can, but i only vou kcrp uret, ™
Rvan said a5 he Lfted the latch off Cherian’s gate,

Silence, apart from 3 gentle crcaking of the gate as we
entered the dey of the beauty and e beast,

I looke] up at Nehg's witiow Emnginin_ﬂ her dc-cpin,_g
Peacelully, her beautiful fyce gfcm'iﬂ; wn the dark My heart
quickened

‘Alok, come on you go first (i the PIPC now.” Ryan
whispered.

“This is imp.::wibfv_,” Alok said

“I'It Ve you a push,” Rvan said

As he climbed up the Himx}' steel pipe, he looked [ike 4
the pipe .':u'ealcn'zg, given his magss and the strength of palvanized
steel (see. our Engineering l-:nr_ler_*che did amoup: te
.':.mnezhtng_;, 30 we decided 1o Wait until he teached the roaf

After Alok i Was my wrn, followe| by Ryan, who shimmied
up the Pipe in seconds, Ten minutes to midnight, W were on
Prof Cherian’s roof

It was pitch darke Ryan finally Switched on 3 fhshlighl ary]
We tried 1q navigate tflrm.agh thie water tanks any clothes |eft
o dry on the resof.

“Where i« her roomim Ryan whispertd,

I pointed mutely and e moved towarg the ledge.

"Here are the floweyg " Ryan said 44 pe pulled oue 5 bunch
of sunflovwers from unde his shiry

"Where cirl You get thegesn I said

“Just tow. from Cherian's garden »

o0rilla hur?ging anto a bambag g ick. There S serious rick or
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illdbthing. And I'm sorry 1 startled vou like tha”
“Jt’s okay, 1 like it,” Neha said, *1 guess it is kind of special

ﬂhc made me to sit on her bed. 1 sat down as close o her
Fbssih{c-. my eves drifting down 1o her chest. Girls don’twear
at might 1 guess, which quite olwiowsly suits them better.
‘ﬂ;c same time, | thought of the possibility of Prof Cherian
-_._"'ng i through the door.

“What are you thinking? Look inta my eyes,” Neha said
“Huh...nothing. Happy birthday,” [ said.

“Aren't you going to kiss me?”

My eves jvent wide as UFO saucers,

She drew back. “Wait a minute. You want o, right?”
“Yes, ol course.”

“So now?" she said.

“Now what?" | said,

“Are you going to kiss me or what?”
Maybe it was the Howers, or just the whole excitement of

breaking in, or maybe even that she had hinally grown up |
moved forward, and even though | had seen 3 million kisses
in movies, | can't tel] vou how hard it is to deliver a good one
the first time.
“Oops. ..not so hard,” she said, “gentle, baby kisses first.”
She led the patls from there, and frankly, | was too excled
and scared  do better. But | had my first kiss, right there in

rofl Cherian's house.
“Shh...Daddy's ot up for water,” she said, pushing me

. »
*Now what?™
*Nothing, he won't come up. But you should go now™



“I want 1o stay”

“Just go now,” she said as she pushed me off the bed, in
contrast to her loving looks moments ago.

It was pointless to insist. Besides, a part of me wanted 1o
get the hell out of there before the gig was up.

*So, how was it?” Ryan said as [ was pulled back on the
roof.

“Nice. Very nice,” T said with a big grin sphitting my face
which said it all.

Getting down was as much an art as climbing up, but the
real problem was ay we reached the lwns. Someone had
switched on the living room light.

“How did the light go on?™ Alok said.

“Dyon't know. [ think Cherian woke up fior water,” | said

“Let's crawl out,” Ryan said as we bent under the window
to be out of sight.

A bucket fell noisily as Alok erawled through the grass, loud
enough to make all our whispers polatess.

“Who is i7" & male voice come from inside us we heard
footsteps.

“Fuck, it's Cherian. Run, get the hell out of here,” Ryan
saicl. .

We stopped with the slithery crawl and ran for our lives,
If Cherian had seen us, he w_ms Tave kicked our butts out
of the college right then.

We svere just outsidle the gates whien the door apened and
Cherian came out (i what looked Tke his wife's nightgown,

“Who is 12" he shouted, adjusting his spectacles,

“Your father," Rvan yelled 45 we ran avay from the house

A I'fﬁu stup

. i e {riends.
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1
there was, this sillv bumbler. As you can puess, Dad and

1 ¥ = e
Maoen have no clue, something that e fearnt to live with since

Kt
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it feft but vou can well imagine what will happen i ad hinds
aut. Remember how he uﬂ'.ru; cops (o arrest 4 man who
whistled at me at the campus bus stap? And the tme e
changs ~f the home phone number because a male classimate
called for notes? He wants to hiing up his daugiiter rghe. [ am
his mission in life. He doesn’t want to make the same nustake
astce, Did vou have to do that to me, Bhaina?

[ just want to tell you, don’t worry about me for [ knaw
mrfw, should be ¢ cood. Sometimes [ feel this guy is only intereste of
i m"mnflpm s;mf’ Other girls whao have !Nhfnc'nd» red! me af!
hovs are the same, want the same thing. But can [ tefl vou
something? bven ! want the same. No, no [ haven' fone
anvthing vet. But then, every naw and
imagining what Hari would do i [ let him. Is thinking that 2
bad thing?

O no, here [ go, throwing guestions af you agaia. Letme

then I get curious, start

telf you more shout Flari, He has two friends - Rvan and Alok,
Thew are puts. Now don't think [ have started liking 1T
studdents or amvthing — just that these puys are ditferent. Fai
sue. they can barely remain studfents with their five-point
something GFAs.

[ know what vou are thinking, thev are the kind of students
Dacl would hate, and vou are !)"Iunnjﬁ' s she is hobaobbing with
iy .’F:r;-:ruw W that reascn. You arc wrong, Blraiyva. Yo
kvt on my fast birthda, the broke into our house, these
loalers 1 am talking about Hari came into gy room andd gave
e flosvers ol Lod fron oui :H;}.r.f.--:.- '] hape Dad never finds
g .;;'[J‘-:Nf ..f':jsil_l,' [‘f“' vrong "y .‘i.’JrfJ { .frJ‘fJI.”f.' {can -l‘Cf"._f' e LIE
hitn forever Thouoh there is so muoch mon I don 't vet Khaon

abour Hari
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My plan is the day Hae s g goby I owill introduce him
to Dad. § mean, Dad will suill Hip fus fid, bBue at least there
would be something powme for Hard. Right now, he is a litde
bit of a loser if you ask pe. Sorey, of 1 am }‘fwr v mean, But
in soune wavs, he is. For one thing, he is l{‘\‘.'S'(fJf;'C{f with Kyan,
“Hyan this, Ryan thar,” buos mie no end sometimes. I don't
thunk this Ryan 2y s all that coof Wears brande o clothes, but
that is m,i’i hecause his prarents are loaded. [ Pc’wt'T v think
behind aff this guy's ALETCSSION there s a vacum.,

See, that is the thing with these 17 LS aned thewr coll e,
they all are too wrapped up ia the bricks and walls to know
who they really are and what they really wane, § want w0 tell
thenr — f}t?."rm"“l'ou get all £ -'u.'.lg—fu:a about u'c;rﬁ'jmr tor the future,
work out vour past and preseme but that will just sound so

grandmia-ish and {1 am, well, so raung.

Wedl thar is aff 1 shall wriee for now [ promise to write
agun, and 1 pronise te be g wd. But do not tell Dad and AMam
what [ve been babbling about. See, I kept your last promise
and have not told anvone about vour letter to mie how much
ever that broke mwe, so kﬁf‘;.ﬁ mine. Yes, I kaow Mom vwould
not have been able to take it She hardly speaks these days
amvvvar: Wine did vou feave us filaivyars It isa't fair, you know

that, rieht?

1{}'\5"};;! ‘”“

Ve €"‘a‘ 47

13

One More Year Later

INSTI ROOE THIRD YEAR

i WERE L‘ll:.\.“é[\.l_\'{': ON THE
- could

Mger povelty This meant we

ents . aleohal no ke
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e W were drowning MGy
it of working the files, the mechamcal

AR SRS
sur sorrows today lor bwo reasans
Firstly, after a yc
artment had coolly rejecte

| had messed up yet ant sther viva.

' (| Ryan's lube project
chgineseTing dep 53
ﬁmp{}.‘-ai. .\*,\ELZEJW.HI‘,
ing vivas, 1 am the '
[ have wasted oo much time e
| af vou. Why

‘ g man you want!
i came to SsCrenw \

wiereay the lube pm,rd
flari 1t is so bloo sy L\lm

R\.‘an said, In whose veins

it But look at vou,

elo Yo ['c'ﬁ 50 lm'mu-,--lie_w;l_r
- lan red.
i Hﬂilfl{'-lhl, (-:ri”_nq ”_3 ﬂ,,x\t :l L-}_’\l t '
rrat rl
S wish 1 knew” Jgin.nh ¢, frastrate
b jue ctions. You know the

Yo know the answer to the siva o

TRt was Aok

ANULS, T IlL’_ll'; t
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[ lh‘ldﬁit' i ]
sdded my head

. l\i‘ it r l." i!l JdCE. h_ WS ‘:H -‘i“lll'\-_ﬁ. _rhl{""‘ vEat -

1 vivas i T T : © VEARS 0F Pract

: R* 1l not |L&\l‘ e akls [{H.ﬂ. P*“ili}ia" [ 1 g
Ryan, vou koo Ly ' -y

T b D hate vivas. Bat ¢'mon om g

| Lt ke l'di‘ll" I k'.'“ti ar. ‘!'?U rritist
“What ¢

: rapf e i ’
e I .rHii". l,ilu__i Lerl nlEI{'iL ntite o the |
evised proposal and spent like IH j FLRORR e
in the end, Cherian shot i e a hundred hours in the lab. But

l _ . i [ LAVETHAN SITOR 1 {"J.i:-'.“-'f‘l. r[i_,lﬁ 0 nt” 1]\ t .

Lagh R . l“”_.'{l‘( ot = L x e JI\I‘ -”'l“'l‘l\l:
i 1 E Wl ir\"‘-_-'l nis 1.‘!(_'.”'_'“:['., n.\:-‘:k i\"..\_ } :
‘Tt vou know vour | . Ryan announced.

you know your idea is gowd.” Alok said {latl
U course | T - il y AUMOK 3ald jialy
ol ) A Cyige oy 4
¢l . : 15. Even Prof Veera thinks sa. But O
OCLN L, - 550, but L4
't and he Is the head: n\r\q_ ay, s eI
N ST ”_I\-.
Is it completely over?™ [ ~;--|='E
“Irom mv side. Prol o
sm my side. Frol Ve .

AN 1] i I IQl Yieera [I'li.‘f!'l.’ U",' i]ri\--ﬂ_l-. I_ i
wnethinge., Py Tivate sponsorsiiy
i ng. Pretty much over though | should say™ R 1|
AJOR sal 1_=tm-';[1. ~ van sar)

- A B Lmﬂ lyis
H L G -.{ A_]"lr_J o
was i isgustir g 1?['”'" ['HH adk
t'f Vi a if

! but 1t didn't bother me anymore. |
. K ore. 11 is

1w habit immunizes vou tis anmzing

I looked f—ull}' at Alak
Hal e ™ Alok L'i"lﬂtf‘d, “E:'_:m] iok(- =

L!."!II =
At least you ;
feast you are Imp[;a:"

“Now wh
what | nased ? !
“Notl at happened?™ T said.
Nothine. Naothine b
ll ‘. : = P"-Li‘lllzrl.‘:-’_ !.’ll‘l.)‘.,l(_i:" ltnpl:"ﬁ_-rlﬁ .'l] . i.-
141 s “.h,.. [0 fieer ! i / LE1Y ite situatiomn
"y - 1 never happy Sister needs to e :
is the Eat:-:s( I E—Ul"‘\l'\ » 2 s L En"t [1ai h_.;]‘ that
Alok had -
< 10 b - e : T
i1 a }] nt. _\,‘ n”};f-rahh. h‘.:”n_“ u“ 'l
o PONTIESS gratles and
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1t is the only li.m“ that L:‘e'p\ me 1 1]
e e 1 f
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: git.i
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you gotten any further though?” Ryan

“Yeak |'ight, tave

| have Lissed her now you know™ 1 said.

5 ago. Apd there - than

up tke what!

“Yes, but like ten yoat
i rmhl“ Oy do you pet 10

i€ much mors

Yo _ted 1o front

that. You kpow tha

al her as awell”
Alok terad.

“qcTew You Ry an,
. that [\i"}t_ of L oY

v 1 said, “Neha is not that type of e_ir\."
“But you are S make her chat \m\ " he

said.

“How?!"
1l vou qu\rttuuL
ed to retarn 10 Ku

13l Meant we nn\\ h:

maon, Lime

_1(]

w] can't te
it was dark we
gﬂ{l h)l that [or 1.1

his place

Cnce decid

did go on, and thank
o clays left In t
" 1 said.

ollege 15 over,
Alok said.

n was the last

s Mmany Lewer

“1'll be happy when ¢

“AL Jeast we have per e

Fyan said an

ected the Wit

d smirked, ‘whe

wOf course,

ch of us did his own axﬁi:_;nmenl?"
¢ e sometimes though,”
ver read the crap they give us ¢
pissed, cocky as evel
Alok said.

o for Cherian o start

{me €2
wip suill scare 1 said

“Why! The Emfl'- ne

-arefully.

" Ryan dist

They' il never find out,
al ‘(‘1[.\1'.011,"

vd Chenan jg an
o was finally tm
andd manageme
| atn not atte qeding

“1 hea
W'l find out 5608,
wtrial © u“mt_ ering
1 weach us {inally.

ut or indem.

teaching it
“Yew, the Lastard wil

ges,” Hyan said.
I's Hari's coUrse ander €2D,” Alok

¢ O IMpress the dad.”

any of his clas

Sy don't have O,

said and winked, "our g4} SRS
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“Well, at some ~
) j, 4t some point | do want Neha to tell her dad aboy,
w, Wo 't be a gor if . Y
uldn't be 3 good star if | skip all his classes." i)
5 classes,” | saidl

[ hate him, Rvan said sitnply

No one ski  Cheri

ane skipped Cherian's £ i T

r ipped Cherian's first class, Thar s NG one apart f)

i | ' M1, 1 e apart fron
wWatl, | was curione oo | * I
yan g CUTIOUS 10 see in persen the devil who lormented

iy mirliniend - ' ' : .
¥ gwliriend and my best friend. Others v ‘

iy L 815 went to see the head

ol the mmechanical o . :

ecnanical engincering depar ol

- ' & B “cpartment of the beor

chgimneering college in the 1 | L
i o "t 1 the country. They said Cherian 4

!R.rh}‘” “1 Sy “ - / ] A1ET Vas 3

_] n his HT student days. 1 didn’t know much abouyr

the IMar, an: wh T o LY g 511

v apart trom the fact that his daughter was :
10 o me. & ET Was 3 perfect

I }'Hd Al ]
! nad reached five ingee |
} ed five minutes early, and for the first time j
Evree yveuar 1 take : [ ; .
years, had taken a seat in the first rowe [ dop®
it‘l]' [ i-f-]“"' 140 . i =T 1 L-”{}“- ‘\."hh
ally wanted to do well in his course }‘rr[*.]p A '
Indem tniof T Ligmi
; UENT pve o eoet] Bece. '
Nl Ent e o sood firsy Impression, fc".ifill'u;’ the way |
INeha to | by i F 3 o
: " o mntroduce e, I just sounded better — “Dad
AT e lh{_- i s v N Tt
“IYadl guy who PPed your Indem coyrse ™ rather the
Datl. rrieet Al Tha i oy : - pEls
eet Hari, The loser who seraped 2 Cin vour cc !
Prof Cheri ® A 10 your course. ™
ot Ches alk :
. | ian walked in precisely at nine, and brought wit]
i a bl e : - ' 3 ==
ige piie of books as if k had just robbed lil
il a ed a library
ay atte every ‘l
I ;i €nuon everyone. Let us starr with the lectyre ® |
YEEan m 2 tirm woice. il
There js s i
s something about seeino Tirl(vi
R I seeing your girlfriend's parent for
. I couldn’s h:‘lp but notice how Cheri
extremely bad replica of M : CTIAn was an
: ly b ‘Phica of Neha [ike her wax statue Ladd putted
g . wstatue had puffe
u o then begun te mely haphazardly He 1
Jaw and round fa o Jike | | ' Sy
L ] e v £ Ny HIWeYer ] 5 f;
- T, Nis !.‘n_'i.‘ Was ol
) oLy WIS ax

big, with ¢
g with chunks of loose flos
se flesh f}.mglng where Neha had these
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supr;-r—smiznoth_, taut cheeks., Instead ol Neha's long and
beawtiful hair, Cherian had a bald spot bigger than 2 Nirula's
hamburger. If she dressed to act in & harror movie, Neha would
loak like her father.

“Time and motion studies are the essence of Indem. As
engineers you should be able to reduce human actions to
measurable tasks and stop talking there in the third row”
Cherian said as he threw a piece of chalk at two students who
had found a private joke too pood to resist sharing it in class,

“Meet your lather-in-law," Alok whispered.

“Looks like he can eat me alive,” | said.

Cherian heard the whispers and stopped writing on the
board. {le turned around and banged a duster on the table
“Ne one talks for the next sixty minutes,” he pronounced in
a no-nonsense tone that would make Saddam Hussein shudder,
“is that clear?”

Chalk dust formed a cloud as if Cherian had burst a
grenade in the classroom. Behind this, one couid barely see
his contorted face. | wondered how Neha had spent an entire
life living with him, wanting to rescue her that very instant,
I thought of eloping with her, making the escape through the
roaf while Cherian slept. But where would | take her? The
hastel was hardly handy, what with all of us sleeping in one
room.

Cherian's first example of time and motion study was of
a shirt factory. Let us say there were five workers, now they
could either make individual shirts each, or one could divide
the shirt making tasks. For instance, the first worker could cut
the doth, the second warker put in the first stitch, the third

sews buttons and so on and so forth,
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“This breakdown of tasks is called an assembly line, By
You have to ensure that each task is of cqual time ta avoid
bottlenecks ™

'I'hc-n:fwrr:, il cutting cloth ek SIX minutes and the firse
stitch taok three, e workers could de the first job. “This way,
Nou can have 3 fas assembly line, Workers focus and get more
skilled at thejr tasks. And what i more, vou don't need extra
Cquipment ~ Jike instead of five scissors, vou need only ope
Cherian said.

It all sounded Very reasonable, After all, that s whiat
engineers shoyld do right? Tel| workers how 1o wark more
em-:'i;:ntf}r; thinking up clever Ways 10 save resources

“He makesg sense,” | said.

“Tust take notes, Anything can come iy the quiz," Alok said

The Fatso will remain a loser, 1 1Imught, eXCept at nose,
where his pir:icings were rich, | mean, | am nn great thinker
or anvthi ng, but Sometimes one does | isten in ¢lass. All this auy
wanted to do was mug in class and puke in tests. tho‘ught of
discus.sing Indem with Ryan.

Sixty minutes later, Cherian put his chalk down, pe
modified the ship example ten times, to show VANIGUS time a3
resource allocation combinations. [g typical [IT fashion, the
simple example semehow converted into compiex equations,
The prol gave an assignment for the next class using these
“quations, which meap two hours at jeast in the ]ibrm'_v_.' that
night.

“Are you stupid. You found this Indem crap inferesting,
Ryan said a¢ | told him aboug the class,

“Why? Think about i, instead of eacl, pPerson cutting and
then sewing, "
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“So, tell me. What did you think of my Dad?" Neha saie]
as it she expected me to jump In excitement

“Don"t really know hini, but pretty strict [ think. How do
vou live with him?"

“You know he is really impressed by good studenis. [ hope
¥ou are going to do well in his course.”

“lam trying, But I have never got an A. And he gives like

a dozen assignments a week. Plus there s a viva component

that T hate.™
“If youdo getan A, 1M probably tell him that we are friends "
“Well, T am trying. Anyway, where are we walking to?™
“Just keep walking, I have g place in mind."

I kept silent, hoping she had thought of a seclided place,

Fhat is all one wants when one is dating, an empty place witly

nathing to do, no one around. Yet, you see dozens of fast-food
places, cinemas, and ice-cream parlours, all targeting the dati ng

crowd. Why don't they just make rows

and rows of empty
rooms nstead?

Neha ook me through a mud-path that Jed tq Katwaria
village, A few semi-naked kids [ooked at us curiously as if we
were a different species. Two buffaloes loose fram their sheds
were also taki ng an evening walk, and one seemed o follow us.

“Are you sure you know where we are going?” | asked
doubtfully

“Of course, | am, See that temiple at the end of this path,
over there ™
I squinted my eves, There was 3 temple flag, around a

kilometre away. After a while, the buffale followi ng us gave up

on the idea, and e two of us were alone.

Une More Year leler = 145

we reached the temple and sat down at the parapet of the
s mng ‘ned an eyve to look
neelected steps. A stray snoozing dog (:Pf_n I l. o
fix ol ilway line. niessed 1
ot us. In front of the temple was a railway g
- 1 al City 1 Al no ane
for the Delbi ring railway, the local city train that
was tor ] |
ally used and ran only once every couple of hours. |
i d . I & i
“What 1s this tt‘-mp|e daing in the middle of nowhere?" |
icki A he dog didn’t care, and
widd, casually picking up her hand. The dog
an one else was really around. l
“I think only some villagers use it on special days, Bun
like it here,™ Neha said, leaning against me. |
We kissed. T don't really know who started it. Thar is the
b 1 d
- - - ! 1} ; ‘r-‘
coul thing about having & steady girdfriend. You don't have
: a . v » l
struggle every time you want to Kiss. But that was the farthes
vou could eo with Neha, | put my hand on her shoulder for
.n'~1|-rpm-l 'I-'hcn in a cumplu:ci}' p!anncd but seemingly
Jal]l ~ L . L] - - =\ o v ‘_1 'I'I'[“
unintentional manner [ let it slip down toward her chest. May
this time her rellexes wouldn't be as strong., !
“Nol" Neha said the moment it got interesting, She pmhm
Ime .1!.1.'.1} and S31 up. y
"You are so beautiful,” I said, trying to be as mellow as
I.h{lssihk-,. : 2
i i Sy f aren
“Shut up,” she said and giggled, “your corny lines
: e Are Near a
omg to pet you anywhere, Have some shame, we are n
591G 10 get
temple, ™ l L
if kissi »was oka
Teah right, I thought. As it kissing next to a temple was oka
. ssic *ali sly down' was
but somehow the classic ‘slide the hand careles ¥ ;
not. Neha, T tell you, is the queen of contradictions,
. : kny, 10w Lo arpue,
I tied to get close to her again, it was useless g

“Just kisses. You know this is wrong,” she warned.
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We did our making out, ar rather me-trying-to-make-out
routine for half an hour, after which she had to go home or
something, We stood up, threw the dog a last glance and started
walking back.

“Do you know my brother died on those tracks?” she said.

[ hadn't really heard much about how her brother died
Gory stories kind of just put me oft but 1 guess guys have to
histens ta their girliriends. "Really? No, [ didn’t know. How did
it happen?”

“I still remember the date, May 11. Bhaiyya had gone for
a jog. We got the call mid-morning. | mean, Dad pot the call
He told us only in the evening and 1 .. .wasn't even allowed
to go see the body™ Her voice began to quiver.

We were nearing the village, so 1 wasn't sure il I should
let her cry on my shoulder. But she herself chose 1o, and 1
couldn™ da much.

“Neha, it’s okay,” 1 said, conscious of two urchins staring
at us. The only time they had probably secn a guy and a girl
embrace was on screen.

She only moved away from me when the number of kids
watching us had gene up to eight.

“Wow, now where did they come from?" She wiped her
eves. The eight kids, mostly naked, looked at us intently as if
they were watching a film.

“See, she is a heroine,” 1 said to the kids,

“Raveena Tandan,” said a three-vear old in the crowd.

Neha started o faugh, much 10 my relief, given her moods
tended to be long.

We walked further, until we came close enough o campus
where we adopted separate paths.

sOMC d-’i}'.

Cine Mo Yoo Lt * 14%

i ooy ; his © « opper to him
“Perhaps [ can introduce you as his course 1Oppe

= Che winked, walking ahead. —

| waited the presc:ri!nud five minates and then iwa:lcd_ fo

mpus Was | in love with here 1 kicked a pcbblu out ol mv
ca :

it only she wouldn't be so good all the time!

WY,
i’
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Vodka

ROM HOoME
and mom?" | asked, alerted by his

£ what the daily specials

)
Z\I,UL’ RETURNED HYPER-HARIIED ¢

“How are your dad

“Miscrable as ysual. There was
weekend, There's vet another s

hut we can't cough up the suitable money. Hence, either we

5ay no or sign [OUs, meaning give it later when I pass out of
the insti, get 4 job and then pay for jy.®
“That's tough,”

another big drama at home

last ultable march for my sister

Yan noted, who had just joined us
waking up from his royal siesta,

"But 1t s my duty man and | love them. | d
trouble,” Alok said dully.
“So what job are you
“Whichever pays the

| ft'&r

Ol see it as

£oing 1o take up?™ 1 said.
most, Tdon't care,™ Alok said.
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That is crap. Don’t you want to do something you really
i 1 -
I?lllml?l like money,™ Alok said as he finished his food. Unuil hie
=1 like v
- thas Wﬁuld do.
ad the money, paran . | "
. We were mid-way through the semester now, and E\t(;‘}
and then 1 would start thinking about my goal — te do
L - '
nﬂII in Indem. By third year, every 1 Tian knows his place. We
wel 1 : : r E
ere now [ive-pointers frozen in our place; we had modes
L) - ; g I ,
xpectations and our grades never disappointed us. However,
’ ' 1 f €1 Gl
in Indem | wanted an A, sumf:thmg that had Hf."ltl' bﬂ;n
my prade sheet. Alok warned me about mw lofty am ;;Tn
"L"'H:::n.m will chew you alive man. You hardly sleep these days.
You know he gives only two or three As, right? ' !
"1 do. But I have o give it my best. It is not just 2 stupi
L]
ade, but Neha at stake. | a
¥ “How much have you scored so far in the asslgmnems?f
“Thirty-three out of forty Worked like a dog on all o
them. " | .5
"Yes right. You need eighty total 10 get an - e
| kﬂm_w. out of that the viva is ten, and the major is fifty,
"So unless you get almost a full score in the majors, you
have 10 do decendy in the vivas.” . . |
“I know. So this time, 1 have to pull it through,” 1 said,
abjectly nervous at the thought. .
“Just relax man, 2 B won't be that bad.
"An A Alok, I want an A" |
“Fine then. All the best,” Alok said as Sasi delivered more

Paranthas,

"How is your girl?" Ryan said.
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“Neha is fine. Just wok me to the place where her brothy
met with the accident. Isn't that weird?" | said.

*Maybe because you are special. And the place holds sp
meaning for her,™ Alok shrugged,

“Fatso is right. She likes you man," Ryan said. “When di
her brother die anyway?™

“Arcund three years ago. May | 1 1o be precise He had go
jogging when they got a call mid-morning; hit by a ring railwg
train.”

“Wow, that is incredible,” Alok said, “and I thought no
ured the ring railway”

“He wasn't using it Fatsa. e just got hit h}' s
clarihied.

“Yes, pretty gory” I rolled my eyes,

“Though who goes jogeing on a bloody hat May morning
Ryan wanted o know

“Shut up man. The guy is dead, and you are making &
of him," 1 protested.

“No. That is not what I mean. | mean, he;.- Fatso, what zig
does the first ring railway train run?”

“I don't know," Alok said, busy eating his paranthas an
somewhat pissed at the frequent reference to him as Fata

“1 know, ten 1 think, Why?" 1 said.

“Well, think about it, ten in the morning in May. |
it is close to forty degrees and arap hot. Who goes jogging ¢
a May morning?”

“Well, he did. Otherwise he wouldn't have died, righ
Alok said, obviously irritated. He never went jogging, so | gug
he didn't know better,

“I know he died. But my point is...™ Ryan said, *amyné

| L1

ﬁ:}rgc'L "
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ewWhat? | want to know,” | said.

“My point is, was it an accident ar all.”

| woke up with a headache on the day of Cherian’s viva. There
were a couple of weeks left until the majors, but today would
seal my Indem fate. “Tiy 10 sleep, try o sleep,” 1 had rold
mvsell about a million times the night belore, all to no use,

“God, you look a mess,” Ryan greeted in the toilet as we
were shaving together.

“Couldn't sleep much, Hell, I know 1 am going to screw
this one up,” 1 said and slapped water on my face.

Ryan pressed the nozle of his Gillette shaving gel and
pripared his twin-hlade sensor razor. His parents had sent him
all these contraptions to look even better as if the guy nceded
o improve his looks. Why couldn't he get a few pimples now
and again like say Alok?

“Listen Hari,” Ryan said making clean strokes across his
cheek, “vou have busted your ass for this course already. You
mess this up, and there is no hape for you man. You prabably
know the answers better than anyone else.”

“Since when has knowing the answers been a problem?
And this iy Cherian, even normal guys get scared,” | said.

"See, 1 am nat even going for his viva. But if you are so
scared, | have an idea™

You aren't coming? Ryan, it is ten percent. And Cherian
will go ape-shit il a student doesn't even come w the viva.”

"I have vowed not to vicw that bastard’s face as much as

Fean, Andd who cares about en percent, | don't have wo Hnpress
the dacl ™
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“Up to you. I still think vou should come. Anyway, wht
is your idea?”

"I dom’t know if it will work ™

“Just tell me man. [ am desperate,” 1 said.

Byan wiped his face with a towel. He opened a botle
some fancy overpriced American aftershave and splashed §
liberally on his cheeks

“Vodka: the solution to all problems.”

“Whar? Vodka? | am talking about a viva Ryan, I am ng
organizing a party."

“I know. But you know how vodka makes one less inkibit
andd makes you 1alk more? Who knows, 3 couple of swips any
it may work for you "

“You are crazy. The viva is at eleven in the morning, It
hardly the time to drink...”

“Il you get a zero in his viva, you think Neba will ¢
mtroauce you o daddy?™

The image of a zero and a B or C in Indem Rashed ac
my mind. “How much?"

“Just a couple of shots. Come, | have some in my clo

I'went to Ryan's room where amidst branded clothes |
hid his stash of aleohal. Alongside the bottle were envelo
all with LIS stamps.

Ryvan poured vodka in a steel glass, making it a third-ful

“What are those envelopes?™ [ saud,

“Nothing, Here, one shot...one, two, three,” Ryan

I couldn't believe the envelopes were unimportant, | mea
there were like 4 lindred of them literally,

“lLetters from vour parents, aren’t they?" [ hazarded

gucss,

“Yealy. Here have another one,” Rvan said.

“You sure this won't be toe much?" | said,

“No. In fact have a third one just to be sure. Here, I'll
aocompany you.”

With that, Ryan joined me mn my third shot. The vodka
went down like a fireball, hitt‘ing my emply stomach, spearing
my intestings.

Al right then, ofl I go to meet the daddy,” I said cheerfully.

“All the best, Hari. And listen, just don't tell Alok about
the envelopes.”

“Tell what?” | said. [ hardly knew anything about them and
1 wouldi't have if Ryan hadn't mentioned it.

“Nothing, just don’t mention it. They write every week,
and send a cheque once a menth. 1 never reply, that is all”

“Why don't you reply?” 1 asked, basking in the spirit inade
af me

“Cause | hate them. Actually, [ don't care about them. |
mean, neither do they about me. So why pretend?” Ryan said.

“Ryan, you know this whale big deal you make about not
caring about your parents?” the vodka spoke for me.

"Yeah, what about that?”

Y1 don't think it is true. 1 mean, how can it be wue?” |
said, ignoring his hostile stance. [ kind of meant it. With all
the Gillette and aftershaves they sent, how could he not love
them?

“IE true, You are a kid in life man, just go give your viva,"
Ryan saicl and it up a cigaretie. Sraoke made the man mare
prafound,

T am going. But if it were true, why would you keep all
the lerers7” I asked, heatit&g a retreat.
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Cherian was already i class. My turn came in ten minutes as
I sar next w Alok.

“Where is Ryan?" he whispered, Hipping through his notes
Alok always revises until the last minute.

“He is skipping it," 1 saicl.

“What? He is crazy man,” he shook his head.

“Savs he doesn’t care. Just as he doesn’t for his parentsy
I said, obviously the second phrase camie because of the vad

“Are you okay, Hari? You sound kind of garbled. And wh
is that smell.. .wait have you been drinking?™

“Skh. . keep quiet. Just a littde bit. Ryan said it helps relax.

“Ryan, Ryan, Ryan. Do vou ever think for yourseli?” Al
said.

“Hary," Prof Cherian called my name even before | could
answer Alok. My moment was here. My first A was to be
decided in the next five minutes.

“So, what s the Japanese system for manufacturing that
lowers inventories?” Prof Cherfan started as usual without any
greetings or pleasantries. Just a straight firm voice like from a
rachine.

“(Good morning, sir,” [ said.

*Good morning, Hari. Now answer my question.™ His eyes
looked like big, bulging versions of Neha's eyes.

“Good morning, sir,” 1 said again, te kick-start my brain,

“That is fine, Hari. Now answer please, if you don't mind.™

“Sir, the Japanese inventory lowering system...” | began.

“Yes, that ane. You know the answer or not?™ Prof Cherian
said, his voice getting louder

“] sir....0sir..." 1 said

“Ie is JiT or Just in Time. Cannot believe students today

1 T Ta e “xt one, what is the
such simple questions. Next

W assvmiwh line and batc
Thie.™ 1 said.

Lo ansver
i

. =

] h manufacturing?
ence bet

ditter e \ )

( wiir, very simple question sir. oo
. I i - ' i 1?7 Are

wWhy are vt talking like that? And what is this sme
; - Jrunk in my class?

. 17 Are vou ¢
unk Mr Hari 3 4
you drun s, 1 reiterated

i i colpony RREWLE,
ano sin s | actually know at

| ll..""' P‘L' I ﬂll’l}'.
WY are actun“}‘
prof Cherian aaicl anel threw a pl

e chest and hurt a little, bae
] was actually speaking at

" . of these ts todav!”
drunk. The guts of these stu-dﬁ,n \
ece ol chalk rlght at me. It
1 though 1 was drunk,

it me on
| kpew something was going Wrong.
this viva, but not making any seuse.

ugir," | said. “ o
sss pow. Get out noww Prat Cherlan’s
iles on the desk.

“Get out of my ¢l
el and he Jdammed his |
notebook to leave when Cherian came

2l marked a circle on my

[ace turned ¢
i P'lt‘L'.C!I up my
vesward me. He took out a red penoal
sheet. Then he made another crcle over it |
wZoro. that is what you deserve. I wish [ could pive you
wand you better do well in your majors for
Lo wet away from this that easy”
s !‘t'n::-.\ sero, which [ could have
it vodka.

his palm when he

negative,” he said,
[ am not going to let you ge
[ kept quict All those sho
sarned mvsell anyway with or withot
“Frck” Ryar slammed a fist against
heard the story back in Kumaon.
“What fuck? Who told you to suggest suc
Alak said il
“I thought it would work but the shots wert 100 big," Ryan

said. He was playing with a baskethall, b

b a weird idea?”

meing it back and

lorth on the swall.
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"Will vou cut out that noise?™ Alok said, “So what are )
going to do now Hari?"

“Da what? | lose the A for sure. And Cherian thinks 10
a drunkard. Way to go for his dlaughter's boyfriend," | s
covering mw face with my hands,

'i'hump. thump, lhump. Ryan kcpt silent as the only ngj
he made was with the ball,

"Stop it," Alok said, gl'.lhbi!'l:‘: the ball from Ryan,

f-mmf!hing solid now!”

"Alok!” someone shouted from ocutside. It was the securi
guard downstairs,

“Phone cali for Alok.™ the guard shouted.

“Must be from home,* Algk said, “Come Hari, no poi
distu.&sing Indem now.” |

! ame down with Alok if for nothing else byt 1o
distracted [rom the Indem fiasco.

“Hello, Mummy. How are you? Yes, I know [ have not 0
home for 2 long time,” Alok caid on the phone.

“What? Didj go1 engaged? O, you mean the boy's ¢
have agreed,” Alok said, his voice excited

“Yes, | am really happ}; how is Dad .1 know. . of con
I'll pay for everything once | get a job Mem.. yes, you
taking a Joan for gifts, .. "

I could hear only half the conversation, but could prete
much figure out what was going on, Alok's parents had finalk
managed to palm off their daughter to someone. As
explained later, the groomy’s family wanted 2 Maruti car
dowr_y. but had agreed to defer it until Alok passed out an
started warking. That's when the marfiage would take plac
but at leag Tht}' had a deal

Vodin & 157

*“Coneratulations, vour sister is petting marricd. ls }-uu:
b ? : B e
family excited? Or like sad or something since she'll go away
ALY &
| said 1o Alok atter the call. o
“They are relieved more than anything I think. I just hope
! i Tai : the car,
i : this damn affair. Apart from
I get a job that pays for ‘i
' > a function as well,
there will be a . ] |
“Why don't you guys marry her off later? What is the big
hurry?” ‘
. ' - nad.
“The older she gets, the more dowry people will dema
: Lol e later 'm happy the deal is
Waiting will mean more expense later I'm happy
(
t'ul_’! | o
RS : it
[t sounded like credit card debt. If vou don’t get rid of

e S s
now, it will cost vou a lot more later. The reliet wa

lll'lh'li‘i'imlldﬂh{(’. 1
“What does the proom do?™ | said.
“Oh, 1 don't know: I forgot to ask,” Alok said.

Several weeks later, we were in the Kumaon mess a.-r:n.ting um;w;
It was "i'hursd;l}' [ guess, for that is when l'\un‘l‘acm h.l
‘continental” dinner. In reality, it was just an excuse for rlm:s.x—
workers 10 not give us real food. The menu sr,:-a.mdvc_d mcvk;
noodles, French fries, toast and soup. It tasted awful. The coo
made the noodles in superglue or something — t!xey srucl_\'.(o
cach other as one compesite mass in the huge serving pan. .I he
French fries were cold and either extremely undercooked or
burnt to taste like coal. The cream of mushroom soup could hfn-e
been mistaken for n‘lur.ld-r; water, only it was warmer am1! sultier.
“This is bad man,” Alok said as his noodles refused 10

¥ o - n
vacate his fork, *1 told vou let’s g oult.
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Operation Dendulug

T.

"No way, you can't do th
.Ml.’rl-; said.
“He has a point,

tlmugh.

u.Can = X £
You guys just listen to e

have 1o dy anything,” Rvan
“Sure,” | said
“We have lived in this place
have we ot Rvan said

‘Oh, dont spart about the system

come o the point,” Alok said
“Eaill) 1 owil]

8 patient audience ip hand, He

Ik NEXT pay AT KuMaonN LAWNS
best, “Guys, just listen to me "

1s. Please,

" L eanceded, no tully sure of w

" he said, reaHziug

KYAN Was s LORIDLY
stop this nonsense

hat it was

lor a mioes You don't

saie, saundu‘:g Almaost reasonable.

tor three years, right? And what

being Crappy, Ryan. just

that he didn' exactly have

took owt a4 sheet from his
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pocket — two A4 sized sheets stuck together — and laid it ow
on the grass. Employing rwo pebbles as paperweight, he began
with a flourish, “This, gentlemen is & map ol the thst building,
All profs get the major papers ready and printed a week prier
1o tests but our Cherian’s a paragon, so his must be ready sven
carlier. Here, Cherian’s office is on the sixth floor The roof
is on the ninth floor...™

Ryan's tace was intense like Alok’s while writing his exam
paper, This was not a casual conversation; hie had pondered
over this for a while.

“I told you the whale 1dea was erap. How can you force
these details on us as i we've said yes" Alok said.

But that is how Ryan is, e decides, and then he proposes,
and then he does whatever he wants 10 anyway.

“Ryan, what is all this man?" [ said

“Jusi listen to me, Hari, 1 could get you the A grade vou
want here. Imagine, your girl will finally not be ashamexd to
acknowledge you. And you toa Fatso, an A won't look:so bad
on your grade sheet when you apply for jobs either.”

“But it is so warped, so...so wrong," Alok protested,
looking at me for support against Ryan's Jatest madness. But
| was already thinking of walking hand in hand with Neha in
the insti gardens when the moon was out. Could [ really get
an A?

“It is wrong only if you get caught right?”

It was kind of hard to argue with Ryan's logic, especially
it vou were dreaming about your beautiful piliriend at that
timie. Yes, it is a erime only il someone catches you. Otherwise,
It is just a neat plan.

“But. " Alok ‘ried again,
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“Anyway, let me finish,” Ryan said, withowt letting Alok
finish now that 1 looked hall way there

“Thie rool is on the ninth Qeor. So, 1 1 suspend myself with

rapes and then sail down to Chertan’s windaw, I can get to his
room. You guys can he]p me, just like we got Hari into Neha's

room.”

“Are you crazy? Neba's room was easy, no ropes o

anything. And the insti building 15 nine floors high," I said,
“I am not scared. 1 have done rock climbing in school.®
Ryan said.
“What if the window is not open?™ Alok said,
| could see Ryan liked Alok’s question. Not only because

Ryan had thought about it before, but because it meant Alok

was buving into this, But wait a minute, was ['on board swith
this just because it was Rvan? An A would be nice though.

"Yes, what about the window?™ | said

“The insti windows have latches that are weaker than
rubber bands. They are the same windows as in Kumaaon hostel.
One bang on the back and it opens.”

“Still, veu will suspend yourself from the roaf?” 1 said.

“ said I wasn't scared.™

“What if someone sees us?™ 1 said,

That is the thing about Ryan. He is brilliant, but also
tearless. This machismo might lead to an over-confidence that
could kI the plan.

“No one will see us,” Rvan said

“Yeah right. Just three guys hanging on 1o the insti roof as
ustal. Institute sepurity wouldn't care, eh?™ Alok smirked.

“Fatsa. it will be super dark,” Rvan sai

L)}“!‘,mljcn PR~ 1S

wpyur we could make a noise, OF the mow:f-ﬂi iu:tl nl;
copny bv the secsirity Jeeps o the roads. Rr:fﬁem ‘ T, e
; th roof, but hanging by the sides. We just n‘ugh s
> »(‘mon guys. 7 Ryan said, lookmg bored. r
wlpa risky. -T‘(Jrgut i,” Alok saidd, tearing blatées nfiir:ﬁ !
had to nod, o0, Besides, just the thought of Ryan bunge

vat
‘e upward imade me swe . el |
lump:ﬁa' P\nu got any better ideas Ryan said, irritated
1] & la .' ! - 0 P ‘mr}hi‘\
wihat were you planting o do next anyway?™ My y
1+ the better of me. . | -4
= here are the next sOps; Ryan p-omh:d tuﬂ }1. ;
1 -all.
“Ope, switch on light on the opposite Tigt u.li ‘
d hrown bag Three, opetn e

of major paper. Fout,
Five, get the

side

“Okay,
of the paper. i
Two, scan the rotm for a seale |
{ 1ake out one Copy

sh seal, fasten the bag back.

<eal with a knife, ant
asing a candle and fre
Kell out of there.” _ e

wSoutids simple enough alter that, 5
n't get in. Let's go now, I'm hungry.
] said.

Alok said, "but | guess

wi* Cll :
“There could be a way,
“Whatt™ T
ce door,” 1 snt.

gular offi i

) - - re
“Through the deor. His marml ; .
"ltn-.x-?gﬂmak the Jocki OF course, you know that 1s

i ' the
impossible, with the noise and everything. And hell kriow
it day,” Ryan said, 4 1 Sty
o “Nit}: lnclzhmaking. Just getin elegantly with 'I.h: L‘:},kl "va:lt
wKey? Where the hell will you get the key?™ Alo ‘smd;u
“!"rtxmm sehats car kevs, Her dad's office keys are 1o

bunch,” 1 saitk
[vervane fell silent 1)
adnyiration for sheer breillianee

five seconds. 1t was the silence of
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“Wow: [ puess vou just have to steal the keys then,” Alok
saidl.

“Why not just sneak them out for hall an hour and make
a duplicate?™ Ryan said.

“I guess. Not the easfest thing to de, but can be done,™
[ said, and smiled smugly at my own genius. Cherian's office
was an open door.

“Hari, you are a killer man. That is awesome,” Ryan said,

He finalized the revised plan again. It seemed simple
enough now, and we had invested too much time in it to walk
away from it

“So we go up at night, just as we po to the roof for the
vodka. But we stop at the sixth floor and raid Cherian's office,”
Ryan said.

“Not raid, just turn the key and slide in,™ | said,
impersonating 3 moack key with my fingers,

“Yes, up yours Cherian,” Ryan poked air with his middle
finger, We all laughed and shook hands.

“Let us give this operation a name. Something SEXY,
something unsuspicious and simple.”

“Something that will swing our miserable fortunes in this
place,” 1 said,

“Yes, this swinging operation can be called Operation
Pendulum,” Ryan said.

And on that bright lawn with our sun-lit eyes, we blithely
cheered in unison, "Operation Pendulum!”

16

e ——

The Longest Day of
My Life 1

THL”\' 5AY NO ONE DAY CAN BE TOO SIGNIFICANT IN YOLIR

i ¢ st
fife, but 1 tell you the day of Operation Ifcntiu'lum “;s d': ::1 L
memorable and longcst_ul' all myv 111 days. E-fc hr: “ﬁi
each event is vivid and fresh in my mind as il it happe

ives, or at least
vester lay, 1t was the day that changed our lives, of

changed us,
Tg‘licrc was no formal date set for Operation Pendulum. It

ing done.

was kind of like, we'd do it the day [ got the kev thing e

' Were .

The majors were less than a week away, Zn r'e =
: . Y 4 COUrse, W

Cherian would have the papers by now. And o E;ﬁﬂns

need some time to figure put the answers ta thase qu :

S50 the woner the better.
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April 11, the dav of Operation Pendulum, a day thas startey
with my date with Neba, | should have seen the signs thy
moment Neha wld me she'd sprained her ankle

*What?" | said over the phone, *I am dying 10 meet y
Don't cancel today, The majors will begin after that"

“But Hari, I can’t even walk ten steps. Please, can't we lis
it some other thime?”

“Can | just see vou for hall an hour. How about | comg

o

home?

the eleventh, the day she went to that temple by the tracks a
sobbed for her son. That is why Neha had agreed w the da
in the firse place,

“Home? Are you mad? What if someane sees you?”

“Third year is ending, can vou stop being so scared?”

“But.."

“And what if [ get an A, you'll mntroduce me then anywa
nghi?”

“Okay, but only for half an hour. And come exactly
11.30, sa )] leave the doors open,” she said.

“Great. I'll see vou then," | said, keeping the phone dos
with a sigh of relief. I just had to see her that day, or rathe
see her car

“Lverything okay?™ Rvan quizeed as 1 left Kumaon.

“OF course. See you in two hours,” I said

“Shh, quiet, just come in quickly," Neha said, whispering quit
unnecessarily

“No one is here,” T said.

The tonecst D of By Lile | » 16T

wYou're crazy. S0, why the big urge to see me today?”™ Neha
gid. leading me 1o her roum,

wiwidl, vou know third vear is ending am_l majors and
evcpvihing,” 1 said, my cyes roving arous the rotm to spot
any .kt'}'-r.:-::ks.

wSoi" Neha said,

“So 1 thought meeting you would be good luck for the
pxams,” 1 said sitting down on the bed by her side.

“Wow, how romantic!” she said, “and 1 timught my loafey
was pining for me and dying tor me and whatever. "

sy, Tavas,™ 1 said and leaned lorward to hug her 1t was
frue. | was always pining for her. She looked beautiful, Even
swigh her sore ankle; all pink and “ﬂppf:d in a crepe bandage,

she managed to look beautiful.

wOuch, careful,” she said, pushing me back on the bed, “1
know what vou pine for.”

“Whar?"

“My body, not me,” she said, nose up in air

What is the difference? 1 thought. You just cannot
tnderstand girls sometimes,

“That is nov true,” 1 said, just guessing that It swould be
the RAght response.

“Come here,” she called me and kissed me.

*“When does Mom get back?"

"In two hours, You know, Samir Bhaivya's ddate”

“I knows it's the eleventh. You know Neha, [ wanted to ask
you abour that.”

“What about it?”

"I was talking about it to Ryan..”

“You lked sbour Samir ta Rvan??
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“MNo, just discussing how he well, died. You know
jogging an everything.®
wEo7"
“So Ryan made a point. A good pomt”
“What was that?”
“That who goes jogging on a hot May morning?”
She fell silent, released me from her hug and sat away
“Neha?™ 1 prompted.
“Tlari,” she said and sobbed, “Hari, | didn'’t want o tg
vou this, but T have to.”
“What?"
“Wait," she said and went to open her cupboard. A brigh
mélange of dothes appeared, quite unlike an sverage K
. guv'scloset, Neha took out a folded piece of paper. *Read
she <id.
| wpened the page and mv eyebrows jumped up in shogk
it was $igned Samir,

Lear Nefia,

I love you my little sister, as much as the day [ first :
you i my arms when you were bors. { was se provd that d)
ardd will remain so forever,

Neha, can you keep a secree? By the time you get this,
may pot be in this world. But you must upderstand that no o
in the world must konovw of this lettes

{ have tried three times to get into (T, and cach tiny
have disappointed Dad. He cannat get over the fict that i
sont cannot handle physics, chemisiry and maths. 1 capaor &

it Neha, no matter how hard [ try; no matter how many ve

The longeal Duy of My Lie | = b

§ seudv ar how many poots [ read. [ cannat get :'n‘m i And
l.ﬁ”;;m bear to see¢ Dad’s e e el
He has seen thousands of HT students o his hiie, an
cannat see why his own son cannot make it. Well Neha, he -.m,} .
the scudents whe make i, but he doesn't se¢ the hm{dmdj;)
thousands who don't inake it. He has not spoken to me for
o months. He doesn’t even tafk to nmm.pmpc/ﬁr bc‘f-‘:;r
of me. What can I do? Keep trying unil I efie? .IUr simply die?
I anyone Bnds aut thit I took my own St Mo would
h.?fy";' not be able to survive. Bt ! had o tell someone —
and u-h.u efse but you. I love you Neha. And you el them |

went josing

Yours i eteraity

Samir

WWhat the heck is this,™ 1 said, feeling creepy. It 1 not every
dag that you hold 2 icide note in your hand,

“It's true. | should have never told you. But I'm s¢ ::I-fis.e
16 you and you start all this investigation thing and..." She
burst into tears.

“isten. now calm down,” 1 said, speaking more to myselt
than 1o her, She stopped crying after five minutes and 1 gave
her 4 ﬂlaﬁ al water, ‘

You want to know what happened in my viva?"” Mayix: i
would make her laugh. “Ryan made me have vodka shots,™ 1
Saiul.

Neha lifted her heatl up and squeaked, “That was you? .Dntl
Mentioned it. That was you?” She started hitting me with 2

Pillow. She was langhing again. She looked beautiful, and 1
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could have sat there admiring her beauty forever but 1 was.q
a mission today, to get the keys lor Operation Pendulum,

“Stop, that hurts,” | said, moving wward her on the bed

“Don't come near me, vou drunk loaler. You know
hroaded for two hours that day.™ She was laughing so hard, sh
lad to press her stomach with a hand.

I curled up next to her and held her She turned her g
towards me, almost in reflex. We kissed, and then we
again. Then she held my hand and did something that she hal
never done before; she put it on her breast,

Wi, my head went into a tizzey, What kappened to this gi
Had she lost her mind? I certainly lost mine and forgot aboli
Operation Pendulum,

My hand slid under her Tshirt and then clumsily under
Bra. Life would be so much better without hooks.

Tiger,
She sat up to remove her Tshire. And then the rest. 1 <8
there transfixed, trying hard not to et my tongue hang |
and pant like a dog.
“Well Tiger, are you going to remove anything or not?™
satd.

“1.1..." 1 said as she Imllfnl B olose.

content. | looked up at the old ceiling fan in Neha's room,
around in awkward circles and felt dizzy with happiness.
“5a7" Neha saled,
“So whar," | said, regaining mw uquili’hrium.

“Sav somethimg,”

The Longest Duy of My bl = 1T
| was bloody beyond happy: if 1 did not have that key to

[ would have 513}'1'.'& put forever.

steeal. ' - |
l azing,“ 1 smid in an understatement.

“That was quitu LAl : -
“Thanks. 1 liked it too. 1 guess [am ahbad gjrl now, Sht—‘ said.
“No, vou are not," | said, scared she might regret thiis and
pever da 1t again. |
“Yeah, right, Here | am, lying naked with a rman who was
drunk in his viva, while my Dad is less than a lfllﬂmr..‘tw‘.laway
i1 his office,” she said and laughed, “It's 50 liberating.
HReally?”
"Yes, ;n liberating, yet so sad.” she said.
“felase, Neha,® 1said, feaning an inexplicalble round of
pears. “Do vou want to go out?”
“No, Why, don™t you like it here?”
“1 do. Just wanted a Cigal'ﬂtt," 1 said.
“Oh ves, T have heard cigareties are great after sex. Please
get me one e, she said.
“You don't smoke!” -
“I don’t sleep with guys cither, Hurry, get mea fag please.
| saw the opportunity, and jumped at it “Can | take your
car?”
“Why? You didn’t get Ryan's scooter?”
“No. he wanted it for squash. Can 177 )
“Okay, the keys are on top ol the fridge. Be quick though,
she said as she got up and picked up my shirt.
“Hey, that's my shirt vou're wearing,” | pointe;l out.
"1 k'r.‘it)“‘_ 1 like it, 1t is so loose and perfect for a litde nap,”
she said and pretended 1o fall asteep.
“Neha, Dan't be ticiculous, how am Esupposed to go out?”

“Wear my top," she said lazily.
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“It's pink, and all tight. Are vou nuts?”
“Just take one of Dad’s shirts in the closet downstairs,®
“Neha, don't be sifly..."
“Get lost and get the fags Hard, vou have tired me o,
she said and threw a pillow at me.
Thinking il I could ke Prof Cherian's car and daughter,
[ could totally take his shirt, I took out a white shirt from his
closet, plain apart from the DC monogrammed on the sleeve
I picked up the bunch of kevs from the Iridge. Six of the
one surely for Cherian's office.
“Yes!™ T said to mwselfl as T left the house.
[ drove out on the empty road, as the mid-day sun hae
forced most people indoors, drove to Jia Sarai and went straigh
to the duplicate key shop.
“Which one?" the shopkeeper said.
“All six," | said.
As the shapkeeper carved the new kevs, 1 bought a pack
ol dgarettes. This was simpler than [ thought. T lit one and
drifted into thoughts of hugging Neha again. This had to be
the most wanderful day of my life.
The kevs were ready soon. 1 put the new bunch in my
pocket and drove back into campus through the insti gates.
Just as [ turned toward faculty housing, I saw a bicyele
ahead of me. 1 am mad, [ am stupid, a freaking jerk 1 thought

as | honked — and turning around to look at me was Cherian.

17

The Longest Day of
My Life 11

T‘ {ERE ARE TIMES IN YOUR LIFE WHEN YOU ARE SO SCARED
yOU scream, and there are times you are s0 beyond scared you
just freeze, | mean you kind of get (assilized in an icebox and
.nm-e: come back u; life ever again. W hen Cherian got ell his
bicvele and walked toward me, or rather his car, 1 went into
ﬂif‘«‘-“‘ lreeze.
He came and stood next to me. | should have probably got
, but | was crap scared to move an inch. I heard my heart,
'-'Jnri was louder than Cherian’s words. ° “I'his is my car,” he said
True, | thought, ten out of ten. 1 can contral this, [ said
o mysell and tried to breathe. “Yes, sir,” 1 said.
“Who are you? And what are you doing in my car?” he

asked pext,
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S e, ]

in

Sir, just driving back e »

Si™ | said, probabiyv Je.
stupid as I sounded

king ag

Cherian partked his hit'}-uh‘ ot

¢ side of the road ang
dlmnduning my role

I, I got out of the car Oy

vou needed thems?
vou driviag 1 my hame
front doar, Yes. e

1% 3 wax maode
where were the dinosaurs when
“Were 2™ Cherian said. Opening the

Was gomg to drive now, Could | 20 homes
“Yes, sir”

S:rc.ldcnf_v his rmghty brow furrowed
a student, right? Whae i y
“"Hari, Sir,"

sure ‘.ll"(}Ht.

T Enow you. You are
ORC pames”

I said, gfad he had asked the

on!}-‘ lhirlg I was

You are the one who was plaving tricks in Iy
VIng i
[ nodded, guilty as char

gl." L‘f

vivas "

“Get in," Cherian said.
[ quictly opened

the other front daor and sat next to bim,
He started the car

“Who gave vou the kevs?"

I jumped at the last word. My
pocket from the outside.
there. | had to think of so
be drivin_g his car

hand caressed my trouser

t of du[.:licate keys was stifl
mething now; Any re

Yes, the so

ason why I could

apart from bu:,-'ing PoOst-coitus cigarettes for
his daughter.

“Neha, sir,” | s3id alter a deliberate

pause,
“You know Nehgi®

the professor’s ¢
"“Sir, I met her on the road. The
“50?" Cherian said,

“Sir, 1 wasg passing by and offered

mechanic, She had o go back and [ o
home. ™

vebrows shot up.

car had a flat tire ™

to push the car 1o the

fered 1o bring the car

The longest Day of My Lile 1 » 175
ar it? sgsodd b
| from Chenan, Had he fallen for 17 1 gaessed
Silence ] . 1 e
= e - car and started driving it slowly,
] il For he starte o the ¢m
L' ; : +q4" "
“Why did vou offer that? ot
: . Ap " 1 shrusoed mmiest!y like 8
“Just wanted to help,” T shrugg
scouting lor good deeds all day i
; 2 Lyl
“And vou don't have classes to artend:
. = . |
A lree ]:enud. 51T Sedeanilrte,
“Silly girl,” Cherian spoke aloud to himself, "Gy e.s_.
s - talk to her about this
s stupid stranger. I have 1o talk to - .
e thouaht had crossed my mind: if Neha
e %] I s i 'IU 2 5 )
| kept silent; a new g : e
I 1 NOW Was ;
il be dressed. The last thing 1 wanted right A
e p -] g {. I. an }
wprise hug from her when she npu'.ed the doo fopn s
51 g Miastan: Coil sk
LT;J get ten seconds before she spoke to Cherian _
COLLA C 2 é
I could disappear. e B
Chertan parked the car at his house.
- m
“Sir, can 1 o nows? e
No gﬂ Thi id oirl should at least thank you.
“No, come in. This stupid girl she ' i
' i g - o 1y hiouse.
Not that I'd ever let boys like you come near mn
> .
“Right, sir” [ rotally understood hin i
('I'v:rhlm pressed the doorbell. Neha opene
earine jus wed sheet. : |
oS her father, “Dad.” Neha said,
“Have vou..." Then she saw her father, L e
’ st ot th cover
inki ves and adjusting her bed sheet
hlmng g = of a kick compared 0
maximum. Surely, this was one hell of a kic
iy juickly, “Don’t worry, 1 got
“Your keys, ma'am,” I spoke quickly, : { s
: Iy fixed and brousht your car back.
the puncture completely fix ght
“Tuh?” she kooked at me. | i
“Neha, are vou out of vour mind? W 3 :
] 5 r ‘ h - | :
i - i " nn .
fan sai i - volume of his voi :
dressed?” Cherian said, controlling the

because | was there.
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Neha blinked again betore disappearing into her bedroom,
presumably to change.

“This daughter of mine is mad. Sit down,” Cherian said,

“Sir, we pushed the car for twenty minutes. She must be
tired " | said. Well, sex was like pushing a car sometimes, cmf}'
a lot more pleasant.

Neha came back wearing a very daddy’s-good-girl salwar-
kanieer and holding a tray with two glasses of water.

As Cherian drank his glass, I repeated, “I was just telling
your dad how your car got a Hat tire and | helped you take it
te the mechanic and then brought it back. 1 met Sir on the
way here you see.”

“Oh?" Neha said, striving for an intelligent facial
expression,

“How can you dump the car on a stranger?” Cherian asked
her.

“Sorry Dad,” Neha said and collapsed on the sofa.

“Sir, can 1 go now?" | said,

Cherian gave half a nod and I was out of the house. [ walked
as fast as | could without running.

“Hari,” Cherian shouted when [ was at the gate.

| froze and turned. “Yes, sir.”

“You are not that smart, you know,” he said.

1'd always known of Cherian's disdain for students with low
grades. 1 didn't know he'd be so direct about it.

“Sir, 1 know sir. I will study harder.”

“That is not what | meant.”

“Sir?"

“I was a student once too you know And the best one, a
straight 10 all four years.”

The Loagesl Lay of by L= 0 ¢ 121

o] know Sir.”
1 3 . = s s » d et
sAnd if you think you can mess with my daughter and g
"
sway with it, you are wWrong,

1 stood silent. |
wYou drink i my viva, and now 1 find you fooling with my
Cherian said and

daug hlnr, in my car and wearing my shirt,”
muuu_l at my collar. “You watch it Hari, you watc ot This is
| then
' nmonal collepz. First the wiva, and
(11, not some bloody
v daughter. My daughter!”
“Sir, it is not what you think.”
spon't tell me what o think 1 knew my daughter was
. |
distracted these days. God, and because of scurm like you! You
i} \ T stoaway,
stay away from my home and my daughter Ju: ¥
unde rstand "
“Yes. Sir,” | said, wishing Cherian woul Id fet go of my collar.

| was beginning t© g0 limp. [ mean being caught by him on

top of losing my virginity was hardly conducive to str engthening
n-\‘F - 3

"Good, 1 don't want p&uph: alking, so | won't bring this
up again, Dyt you stay away from her and focus on wm. COUTSeS.
For, Hari, one slip in the irsth aned Twill coin you. | will bloody
ruln you,” Cherian saidd, his face an unpieasam redl.

“Hn‘ P owill stay away. Just let me 2o, " 1 pleaded.

He released my collar, his fingers still trembling. I ran out
of his pate and toward Kumaon. It was the fastest jog of life.

'iterpcd only once, when | pasqtd Cherian's bicycle. 1 don't

know what struck me. 1 wrned to make sure no one was
around, and then released the air from: both the tires. Dama,
that monster deserved some revenge, And that just might make
the bastard believe there are flat tires in this world.
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“No way jnan,” 1 said, pantng as [ reached Ryan's room,
“No way what/ Did you get the keys?™ Ryan said,
I iried to carch my breath,
“What happened?” Alok asked as he came to Iyan's reom,

“Hull. Hell happened.™ 1 regained my pulse and related the
whole story,

Ryan started laughing. Even though he is bold and

everything, that is not what | expected from him. Cherian was
there, holding myv blaody collar and threatening to ruin me,
“Fuck Ryau, this is not funny,” [ said,

*Oh really,” he said, laughing cven harder, “then what is it?

Cherian's shirt, Neha in a bedsheet. The prol must have gone

psycho,” Rvan paused to laugh some more. "1 wish | was there.®

“Shut up. This is added tension man,” Alok said.

“What tension? You got the keys right?” Ryan said.

| nodded as | wok out the bunels,

“So we're still doiug this?™ 1 said.

“Why not? How does Cherian know about this?™ Ryan said
and dangled the keys in front of him like a tempting bunch of
ripe grapes.

“1 don’t know. I'm scared Ryan. [ really am.”

“Just relax dude. You are in shock, sex and hortor on the
same day,” Ryan said, laughing again,

“Hari is right. We should re-evaluate Operation
Pendulum.”

“Nonsense,” Ryan said and became sericus again, “if at all,
it makes the case stronger. Hari's only hope is if he cracks the
majors. He can then still make Cherian feel that he is not such
a loser after all.”

“Thanks Rvan" I said.
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»Oh come on Hari. You had a few hitches today, bug sl
ianaged fine. Let Cherian think what he wants™

"{R-’nmdur what he will do to Neha," 1 said,

“You can't do anything sbout that, can you? And not reckay
at least. Let's get the major paper andd then worry about other
stuff”

wyiou should talk to Neha alter a few days only. Don'tworry,
Clierian will try and bury it He wouldn’t want the world ©
know And he doesn't look like the dad who can talk to his
daughiter about this sort of stuff,” Alok said and put his arm
on ;-m' shoulder.

"W sre friends man. Just have to wait for the evening now
Remember co-operate to dominate,” Ryan galel and hi-fived
both of us,

Twe hours later, at exactly five p.nv. Alok got a ¢all from
flome, We were sitting in Ryan's room and playing cards.

“Alok! Urgent phone calll™ the guard below shouted at the
top of his voice. Alok threw back his set ol three cards

“What is i#t?" [ said.

“I don't know Maybe my sister's engagement date got
fixed," he yelled as he ran down the stairs.

“let's go down If that is true, we can get Fatso to treat
us," Ryan said as we followed Alok down to the booth.

*Yes Mom, yes, T am fine, What happened, you dan't sound
s pood " Alok said.

Ryan and 1 looked at each other and shrugged ou
shoulders.

“Really? What? 1 mean how could they?” Alok said as his

own face dropped. Ryan and T hacked away from the booth.
No treat this time.
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“What happened to Dad? Mom. speak louder this line
not clear. What happencd? Not cating anything? For how
fong?™ Alok said as the line got disconnected, The phone had
gone dead.

He sat down on the floor of the telephone booth. The flinsy
wooden box shaok with the weight, “Can you believe thisi’ :

"“What? The phone has been giving wrouble all week,”
saidk.

“The boy's side cancelled the proposal,™ Alak said.

“Why?" 1 said.

“They wanted a portion of the dowry right now. To lod
in the boy. Mom said she will apply for a loan but it will ki
a few months. Meanwhile, they pet another deal and it is al
over. Bloody idiots,” Alok said,

“That sounds sick. Why would you want to marry
sister off to such 2 family anyway?"” 1 said.

I don't know. All boys-side families are the same, And Dag
is upset and has not zaten anything since [ don't know whes
There is mayhem at home, and the bloody phone is d

“It is prabably good the phone is dead. What could y
have done? Get up now, let’s go up and talk," Ryan sid, giving
Alok 2 hand.

We went upstairs and stayed guiet for a while. Ryan fi
broke the silence.
“Six o dock,” he said like a don to fellow-gangsters, *
hours more. We leave Kumaon at ten for the operation.”
I nedded my head, barely listening to him. [ was wonderin
what Neha was doing right now,
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wryan,” Alok said, “Lam really not comfertalile dghitnne:.”
'i,l‘uull what?™ Rvan saiel.

Gl am getting nervous abwoun ths i ration. Fist Vlan runs

Cherian, Then Didi’s proposal flops And Dad might just

gain if he doesn't cat properly. 1 mean, we don't have

jnte
[l sick ag
1 (lfll s, cla wied

“Hey wait a mintte o, Hyan said as he stood up, “w Fre

fyas vour sister’s propesal got 10 der with this? And your dad
will D fine.”

Aok pematned silent with an unconvineed expression.

Rean look at me and theis back o Alok a coupit of times.
He paced sround the room and started speaking again, "But
tell mie. is this the time o discuss all this? 1 thought we fiadd
made the decision. Look, we even lrave the keys™

He jingled the bunch in his hane.
" Alok said.

“There i no fisk. Just four hours, and we will have the

“Dut Ryan, we don't peed the risk now,’

paper. End of story”

“Ian, what do you think?" Alok said.

“Wiait & minute,” Ryan said, his vaice louder, "Are you going
o make him take sides againg Hari, does this Fatse want o
do what he did after the hrst sem?”

“Relax Ryan,” 1 said, interrupting my re-playing of the last
maments with Neha, “v.-.fh}r are you shouting?”

“Then tell Fatso to make up his mind," Ryan said and sat
down, e it up a cigarette aned took @ hurried puoll,

"Of course | don't want 16 \plﬂ. gu_b'b,"' Mok said

"Or does e want ta sLay here and make us do the we rk?

3 ho can pet the paper lor free?™ Ryan said,
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“See, that s what he thinks, e doesa™ rust me,™
satel.

“Relax guys, I said, *1 think all of us are petting tense b
Wi have tour hours until the insti gets empty. We have the key
Wi want the paper. If we do it, we do it together, right? 1

“Right!™ Ryvan said,

W looked at Alok,

“Haght™ Alok said in a velume one-wenth that of Ryan

“And we have thought through the nisks right?” 1 said
laaking at Ryan “Of course,” bhe responded.

“Then let us just go tor it And Alok, your didi will
another match. 11 not now, ma:.'hu when you get a job and ca
pay tor the wedding. What is the big hurry? Right?” 1 ‘
looking at Alok.

“Right,” Alok said, his voice sounding more cenfident
relaxed

"Iriends?” I said, looking at both of them.

“Of course,” Ryan and Alok said in unison, “I'm in,"® A
sail.

"Good. Let's stay quiet for the next few hours,™ |
wanting to dream about Neha,

We kept quiet for the next three hours. Alok said sone

as his mom lutl |uml ed such situations before. We did nor
dosen to the mess to eat dinner. Somehow, we felt the crowt
in the mess would read our minds,

“Ten o' dock.” Byan said and we jumped up as the ag
struck the hour

18

The Longest Day of
My Life III

W: WANTED TO LEAVE NO TRALL OF OUR PRESENCE. FOR
the first time in vears, we walked to the insti insead of using
Byan's scooter. We walked quictly past the hostels, with books
i hand a< jf going to the library for some miduight reading.
“So u'hj.' id your parents-start ]mking lor yours sister so
early, how old i she?” 1 whispered, nervous as hell.
“list swenty-three. 1 think they should look for 2 boy only

when I st working. It would be much easier for me 1o gt
A loan, ™ Alok saic.
[ apreed,

¢ Wlgera job that is. Nat much out there for 2 miserable
We=pointer,™ e <aid

W, mayhe this A will lift vou ap & bit,” 1 «aid
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"Shh," Ryan said as we reached the insti building.

We v lu:-}n; oVercautious, as we seanned EVETY COrney
for insti’ securi ty guar‘d.s, l'i’u.'lk' never hung around the lc&hby.
this time, and we'd sneabed up the stairs dozens of times tog)
our vodka sessions. But we still split up and looked around &
sides of the building — there was 1o one.

Cherian’s aflice was on the sixth foor. There was minima
lighting on the stairs, and we counted alond as we Tnished each
Hight of stairs.

*_and six. That s it puys. We get out, and Cherian's ofl)
is seventh door an the right,” Rvan said

Wi lePpi."fJ an to the sixth loor, There was -:ml:r OnRe §
bulb lighting the entire corridor.

“I> C Cherian, Head of the Department. Bloody pig,” R
said as he read the nameplate outside Cherdan's office Af.
crouched behind me as Rvan examined the lock.

“Keys,” Ryan extended his left hand

He was freaking me out. “Byan, find the right key man,” [ saidd
“I'm trying. There are like & million of them in this bur
Wait this one, no this one, no this. .. ah | think this is i

“It 157" Aok looked dazed.

There it was, the lair of the head of the de partment of [T 1
Mechanical Engineering was ours. Rvan searched the wall anl
licked the light open.

“What are you dnmg?" Alok asked.
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“Tlow else will we search, Tatso? Just relax, no one can sec
ue, Take vour time and scarch. And | want to search far
wmething else 100"

“What?"

“My lube project proposal. Cherian bloady stuck it in his
office and it got nowhere. Prof \ecra wld me there isa copy
here somewhere with his comments.”

“Whatever Rvan. Can we search for the paper fiests”

“Where do we start?” Alok said as he scanned the piles of
paper kept on Cherian's shelves. This could take all night,

“Look lor brown bags with 2 red wax seal. They always
open the seal at the rime of the papers,” Ryan saidd.

Wi divided the shelves to save time, and started a quick
scan. Iran through journals, adniinistrative documents, course
suthines and timetables, Nothing for twenty minutes.

“Anything?" 1 asked.

Ryan and Alok shook their heads

Ten minutes later, Ryan stepped back and sat on Cheylan’s
chair

“What?” | said.

“T have checked my shelves. There is nothing in mine. Got
my lube project though, He just savs ‘no commercial viahility
or academic value’. What a prick "

“Well, T can't find anything either. Do you want to help?”
! said,

“Red seal and brown bag, Indem Majors - Conhidential. Is
this what vou are looking for gentlemen?” Alok saud and waved
the bag in front of us,

We jumped up,

“Fatso, this 1¢ w0 man!™ Rvan said



(86 * lve Pomt domsons

“Yes," 1 said as we hi-fived vach other
" Alak: said

“That is Irecause vou don't (rust me

“I cannot lelieve it
Though we still have
studf to de. So, wait while T deal with this seal,” Ryan said as
he empticd his pockets. A blade, candle, lighter and some wax
10 re-seal the bag.

“Man, you come pre pared Alok said, not able o resist
a smile ol reliet

"Well, what do you expect? Give me a few minutes now"
Roan held the blade berween his thumb and the forefinger and
got ta work. e slowly sliced the seal open as neatly as possible.

“Where did you learn all this?” I was impressed.

“I am training to he an engine#:r. This is not that hard to

figare aur. Now keep quiet,” Ryvan said,

*How long?™ Alok said
to Cheran's, "Ten minutes, Quiet now else Pl rip oft some
ol the paper,” Ryan saidd, Fwvo minutes passed. [ looked at Alok,
whao sat with his hands in his face. 1 could tell he was thinking
about home again,

1 hope Dad feels better soon. He can really fall sick if he
doesn’t eat properly. 1 wish | could do something.”

Given Alok's family's love for food, | was pretty sure either

them would fall sick if deprived of it.

“Don’tworry, it is nobody’s fault. The guy’s side seems wo
greedy if vou ask me," T consoled.
“They are all the same. 1 just want to check on Dad. If only

" Alok said.

“Yes!"™ Ryan said as he apened the seal with minimal

the bloody phone in Kumaon was working,

damage. There were a hundred crisp sheets inside. The fresh
copies of the major paper!

as sat down on the chair opposite
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ooy, it's the paper. Let e see it,” 1 said

a1 know you guys, You'll just start discussing 1t right

s | am keeping this with me until we wrap up and get out
i '

ol here.”
wWhat else needs to be done,” Alok said.
“] have to put a iresh seal. Why do you think [ hrnught

Rfmn said.

the candle?™ Rvan saiel.
wApvway, § think he'll take another million hours 1o finish,™

Alok saud.
“Hurty up Ryan,” 1 said
“Shut up,"” he caid as he heated a fresh blob of wax on the

canelle. He looked like a crafteman intenty at work.
“Hey art, Cherian's office has a phone” Alok said.
"Yes, it's right there” I said, pointing to the bookshelves
where the instrument was kept.
“Mavbe [ can just make a quick call from here,” Alok said.
“Really? Don't you want to wait and call from outside?™
“Ill get really late. Besides, I just need to check how Dad
i, What else do we have to de now?”
“Olay,™ 1 shrugged.
Alok stood up and went near the phone.
"1 think you have to dial nine to get an outside line,™ | saicd,
"Now x-.‘hat the heck are you guys doing? Can't you just
sit still,” Ryan scolded as he spooned molten wax {ram the fresh
weal.
“Just calling home for a minute. It is too much to wait tor
YOU o finish," Alok said.
“Lan't vou call from outside,” Ryan said, “or you are too

fl\i.’i}i_‘v T .-.I-u:*uri a hu(:k."
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“T Just need a minute. You just pay attention to the seaf
Alok said as he dialled the number

[l Lot ilu‘uugh prety sooi, and it was clear that his n Lud'_
liaeh heen waiting for Alok to call back. Alok hardly spoke, &g
his mother vented about her miserable life and the hapless fate
of hiis elidi

Ryan continued dabbing somw lresh wax on the undersi
of the okl seal. 1 tried to pass my time thipping through Ryan

e proposal. This 1s when the wires got ahead of us.

P i not know this then, but this is how the insti phone
swwstem works, Each prof has a phone in the room that is pa
al the T network. One uses it mainly to dial internal campy
numbers. To dial outside, the network connects 1o a fe: "
cxternal lines. When nine is pressed, the internal phone
requests an external line, and the campus telecom exchanges
switches the lines. A control switchboard in the telecom
exchange does this automatically. The switchboard lights up
simall red bulb for every engaged line, Every time one requ
an external line, the iight wirns green. This control room is in
the institute security office on the ground floor of the inst
building. One night operator and a guard sit there a |~.
mostly possiping and snoozing through their shilt, So, a liale
red bulk lit up on one of the sixth floor phones, and ¢
that red hulb turned green. What was Prof Cherian daing
lis room this time of the night? the guard wondered. The
aperatar had the option to listen in o the conversation il I_
wanted, and he did. This wasa’t Prof Cherian. It was a mother
reciting the sad tale of her daughter to someone called Als
The security guard opened his walkie talkie, and requeste

pau‘u"iﬂg muards to check on Cheran's room. The patrul]i L

ﬂmr[! A
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1¢ joined by another guard as he walked up 1o the
b floor,
Mthuiltlhnunattiy, like I said, we did not know all this then

“There are some comments gIven on sone of the pages
thﬂugh!‘I | said. _ \ o

“All crap, Chertan just didn't want to give this project a
shot. | have demanstrated results of elliciency inl}pmvemrnts.
How could he close this because of no viability? {hat bastard,
auch!” A drop of wax feil on his fingers.

“Don't worry. You concentrate on the seal. And hurry up,
Alok,™ 1 said,

The mwo guards came and stood outside our door. They
must have heen standing there for two minutes before they
upum:d the door. A lit candle, melted wax, sof'nmnr_- on the
prof ‘s chair, a few strewn papers. The guards did not need to
b oo educated to Hgure it out. =

Alok dropped the phone from his hand as he. froze. His
poor mother must have felt the phone go dead again. Actually,
we all went dead. 1 froze in my chair o, and | don't know
how, but Ryan figured out what to say first. |

“Oh, guard sahib. Hello, come in let me explain,” he said,
trying to be as calm as possible.

“Who are you?”

“Guard sal;ih.“ Ryan said as he stood up, almost ready to
dash out if needed. Alok and 1 came up behind him as well,
waiting for any sudden instructions.

“Don't come near us,” the guard said, “we are calling the
F‘tr‘Jf now "

"Oh no gnlard sahib, listen to us,” Ryan saicl as he went noat

the door It was clear we had to make a dash now
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The guard picked up our intentions or something,
mavbe he was Just scared and stupid. He backed off, and «
us inside the office. We heard him bolt the door and tel]
fellow guard to call the prot and the chicl security officer.

tried c-alling the guard again, but it was o no avail, There 5
were, three of us locked in Cherian's office on the sixth fla

at midnigiu.

We didn't say a word, we just looked each other's fag

We could do nothing but wait and wait and wait. The lo

dny of my life wouldn™ oot over,

'Cﬂmmluv

19

The Longest Day of
My Lile IV

I KIND OF WENT INSIDE MYSELF IN THAT SHORT SPAN OF
time before Cherian's office door opened again and sealed our
fate, ust sat quietly and ignored what Ryan and Alok said, ‘that
il they did say anything. Future seenes erupted in my mind,
By tomarrow morning, all profs, all students ar Kumaon and
uthier hostels would know about us. Caught stealing the major
Pper from Prof Cherian's office, no less! Probably the insti
director would also come on this special occasion. Cherian
Wiyl et us all shot if he could, but either wav he would
di‘l'mitdy not ga easy on us. What did they call it7 Disciplinary
¢ nru[}ist."{;, for decich ng the fate of the students whao
broke discipline. Suddenly, my five-point GPA seemed

onderfyl 16 me If only T could pass out of this place with
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A xiilllitt' i,c:‘v aned this could all be iver, But even ke AR

GIPA and |\.|3-_~.i|'|g CHIL Was not going o be easy oW VWil

s v just rowind a few aninates and stop Aok from (
that call? Coudd T just ve-live this ane dav?é

These stupid guestions darted about like rabbits i it
head. T reok a deep breath: we just had to.live through ¢

e nts,

“Someone’s come,” Ryvan said and we stood up. The

W upvm-d and around ten pﬁ'nplr: swarmed o T ore

occupied — Cherian. He stood there shocked, wonderi

his office was broken into so deanly It was the Wha's ¥

ol 1T, most of them in their pajamas. People get more piss

ot if they are disturbed in their pajamas.
The guard told everyone to come inside the room,

an ove on us as if we'd try to make a dash again.

“You?" Cherian said, looking straight at me. He must bd
heen wondering: his daughter in the morning and his ofticel

the evening. I'd be pissed if someone serewed all over
in one day.

“What are you doing here?™ Prol Veera said, prot
aware of what we had been up to. The guard had told ever

Me= |imiaaol | 10y ol My life' IV & 1%

i : : 5 .ai 'l'i-li 1-5-“.'
_l 1 A I'JIIIIIIUH. ‘.ill‘".‘_ 'r t‘l}t L-'il'i\"t ¥ ‘l‘“. 6" i
& |at ‘::t"l.‘l " “ o . ! | o)
1 I\"- “'L"‘l‘ I"[(".IE \“i"‘-‘i & Wk }ll‘;l i &) ”11-' ll‘r - ] tha 1

e @ L

A Tie 1w get out of this

“'lut b

'ﬁmtmiir*' a g

ould evaporate s
Wi said! noth

i oo e oy
ing, hoping silenc o
ine major paper. My hovs caug

¢ ihey had broken 3 CIA ring

cet Honw Jdid vou

wheating, 4IT, SLe ;
{ said, prm-.r.i as il -
ling the paper fronms iy ol

ed me directly.

d“,_. oo L L‘!‘I'W

Wy were sted
gl int" Cherian ask T
Ty know himi™ one of the ‘I‘“‘ ! ARGV

wntar really. 1 have just Seeit him in cla | \ |
B k in my viva, you knove Dean Shastrt.
i r i"i'i.l'l‘t lyom, Hari Kumat,

asked Cherian:

45 even Ar

gudent: He w o
anly nme 1 remembe

Wes, that i the
W't it?"
| gue
sy the rest of e mes. =
wand the others? What are your n i
| . el \echanical Inging g,
ok Gupta, it Kumaon hostel, |
Halok Lr " -

Alok said.
vRyany Oberol, SAMe,
"ﬁ;ztl vou think you arc
"No .f:ir That 1s \\rh':a we want .
Slap! The Dean slapped Ryan ! R e
blame him, Ryan could have chosen a beute

L n |L1 ..\_.1
Il i t- !..KI mc tl a7 il I8 H e 1T

' the Dean sarcd

' Rvan saicl, |
o smart?” the Diean said.

ed the paper, sir,” Ryau said
ght across e face. L dontt

wisecTack: : .
Stapt Slap! Betore 1 realized what was happening

deposited a slap on Alok and m:. :-_~ well, -

was humiliating. Prols,
1s while our faces rurned
cretly hoped they would
‘ Heck, they could tras

the Dean

security gu;uds
red on the
all slap
h us

God, 1 otell you, it
and Cherian all staring at
left. But we kept quiet, [ =€
us and et it out of their system.
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setiseless as long as that wus the only punishment, i"l'u‘_ .
do a Disco and SCrEW with
“You ave criminals, Yoy, realize? You are criminals, Zal
Podice ™ Chesian said, his whale being trembling, as if fa
the one being slapped araund
He was walking to ihe Phone when Prof Vieera g
“Cherian sir, one minute before vou eall the police sir,
brcome a big deal ™
“It is a big deal Cherian screamed out loud. fuse
Cherian, [ thought. 1 knay he wanted 1o, especially
“Dean Shastr, You explain o him, Pofjce will mean
ase will hit the papars, | mean, de you really wany 1y n
news for all the wrong reasons," Prof Vier reasoned.
“Hmmm," Dean Shastri saief, rubbing his hands,

"Sir, we have mechanisms in the insti to deal wip

right? The police will nor AFTive wit
Saitl

"Vevra might by right. [ Jdon't want the 1T name in
because of these MISCreants ™

hout feporters,” Prof s

Een in this situation, | foh the

word ‘miscreans’ VA il
cute aned funn}c I almost

smiled,

“Sir I don't wang 1o spoil the ITT pamye cither. But | wan
these boys 1o suffer Wha do they think they are 7™ Chetian sl
as lie stopped cuddling the phone.

"I agree, this iy fuite outragesys. e camnot decide fhes
fate so casily, Wi Jiave a mechanism, not thay we use it often
Take them 1o Disca ™

11 Was time for ys 10 shiver as we

Heard the last word Mayhe

our silence was not <o Eolden after 41l D something sh
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nwt y

thing. In his usual manner, he began to cry
something.

P rry, si " he said

51 - ir. We are so so Y. SIT. ..

=Sy, lease sin i
o mare discussion. Bll}ﬂd}' standard of these stud

(1] f_

Ih.‘-]nnﬂ’ £ [Jean. t
a5 ] lh i ‘g i cC exams, bu
Phean sif, YO Car Test II'“L',"HI ence N entran ) L'I
: | rl]l L] "

security chiel sai babl
rest for integrity?™ the security chief said. He probably
o grin .

H?':‘kss credit for his achievement that night.

o :

conversations,

“This is to inform that there will be 3 1:;:}:‘:”:;:
Committee meeting starting at 10:00 ‘F; i !::Raam- The
Mechanical Engineering Department Conferen £ sction for
sgenda of the meeting is to d‘-’dd“_' .rf:re mw;h;mn)’ Alok
idkgwd disciplinary breaches Ip* H-t‘ﬂ *f?"“'"' e Ap.rff 1"
Gupca (Kumaon) and Ryan Oberoi (Kumaon

notice
The three of us were oo ashamed to come to t:;e S
board We ey through the crowd as quickly as possible,
though we heard some questions. r o
“What happened?” said Anurag, * ﬁklPPi“E too many
0r h..]t'?" - J:
“':—l'l*" loesn't lead to a Disco. Must be something else
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“I think this is big. They are holding the Disco in oy
another Kumaonite said

“Yew, at night toq, Somathing to do with the
Engineering department,”

W et the smart inmates of Kumaon Fgure out wh
going an. We simply looked down and headed ot of
Courtesy Neha, [ knew a few places where no one wold
us. The jve-cream parlour seemed perfect. Alok reached s
lor the counter and came back witly three strawberry ¢

“Byan, you got cash? I don't have any, " Alok said,
LS QUr treats.

“Fatso, YOou can't resist fwod even at this ume,” [ g

“It is ice-cream man, Just trying to distrace myselt,
know 1 didn' deep for two seconds Jast night.”

*Me neither,” 1 said.

"What do you think thev'il do?™ Alok <aid.

“"Maybe an F jn Indem," Ryan hazarded a guess,

"An F T have never got an F. And we'll have to
course,” Alok said.

“I know: But it is not the end of the world,” Ryan &

Are you guys dreaming? They will hold a night-
Disco with all these profs and all 1o give just us a measly
I said.

Byan and Alok looked at me as if | just stolen the che
off their ice-cream,

USin come to reality. The Disco meets tarely And
they do, they have no mercy. "

“Sa what can they do?* Alok said

“They could expel you from college. Cr more comm
suspend you for a vear or a semestor
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“Expel?” Alok sad, shivering as if the ice«cream had given
el
Ihm"i hev won't expel. Thar as never happened, L--.'r;-u i
P"”Fh‘ who have been caught stulfing coke bottles vou know
where," Fyan sacl

“They could suspend you for a semester of a yéah it I:
enough 10 fuck vour kuture. You try getting a job alter that,
l ﬂl':-][:'tlf a whale semester? What will we do then?” Alok said.
Lyoked like our man was just waking up.
| | kept silent, Ryan finished his strawberry cone and tossed
the tissue straight into the bin.

;'H.':x something guys. What will happen then#”

“I_ir,:ﬂ.ur it out Fatse. Your grade sheet will have no grades
Mot & r-cnl'w:.amr ot tweo, [t may actually have 'suspended’ stamped
all over 1. Makes for a freat conversation starter in a job
mterview, chi™ Rean said.

“I think no ane will give you a job, the blacdy US types
take this Cheating stull pretty seriously. No admission to h:r}li!s
colleges either — they will ask the same in an interview:

“In other words, our lives are screwed,”™ | said, noticing 1
had not touched my ice-cream. The cone was a govey mess,
I passed it 1o Ryan to chuck into the bin.

And you goye are calm about it How can you be s calm
Bout {17 What will my parents think? What will happen to
Didi?™ Alok saidd, putting his elbows on the table and [:uliing at
HES Lair. Then he ncked his Free in bis arms, o hide his tears

“Wha the hell says | am calm about i7" Ryan said and

: i eashies at
Mo Up, his voice lotd enough 10 stir the sleepy cashier a
the coypter
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“Be quict and sit down. There might be people from
insti here,™ 1 said. |
“Fuck the people. And fuck the insti. And fuck thie
who feels anly he loses sleep at night and cares about his [
Wake up Mr Alok, this is not the time 1 cry and pull hai,
hiave a bloos lv Disco in ten hours, and mavbe we should
abour how we are going to answer the bloody profs,”
“Oh yes," Alok stood up this time, 1 guess it is casie
shout when you are standing up. “Oh ves, Mr Ryan," Alok saiy
“soitis you with all the brains to think strategy at this maomey
Fsay, fuck vou and vour strategy. What happened to Ope
Pendulum?”
it was pointless for me to iry and keep them quiet.
needed this T guess
“Operation Péndulum? You are telling me that was b
strategy? Which bloody baby had to call Mom?" Hyan sa
“Oh ves. And which U Tian in history breaks into a pro)
oflice? ‘Nothing can hapEen' My bloody ass nothing ¢
happen.”
They argued for five minutes after which I broke inte tes
They were conting o their own, even though I didn’t think t
Disco would get the better of me, Man, I was crying like Alo
It was embarrassing as hell, but at least they noticed me.
“What is wrong with you now?” Ryan said.
“Nothing. Just stop shouting both of you. This won't
We need each other now ™
“He is right. Sit down, Fatso,” Ryvan said.
All of us sat in the jce-cream pariour for the next five hou
Oter two banana toffee cones, one mint chocolate chi
three raspherty delights we ligured out the best arguments b
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e our lives. There was lutle hope, bur we had 1o do what
we could. Qur strategy was hardly creative — it wa.s_ to be hom:sqt \
<tav calm and beg for mercy. We anly reached kumanr! at six
P, where [ had at least six phone messages from Prof Veera.
He wanted to see us belore the Lisco, and we agreed to meet

him at nine.

“You got duplicate what made?™ Prof Veera asked again, more
in shock at the story we had rold him,

“Kevs sir, Tor six rupees at Jia Sarai," T said.

F'ml-' Veera sat back in his chair and burst into laughter.

“This is incredible. | have never heard this in ITT. So Ryan,
vou thought vou could just go inta the head of department’s
office and steal the paper and end up with an A"

“Yes sir,™ Ryvan said ina .suiuhl:-' humble vowce.

“And you H-ari went and sneaked out the keys from Neha,
wha you say is your pirliriend, so that you could steal from her
tid's olfic="

“That j5 correct, sir,” 1 said.

“And you Alok, just went along with this crazy plan of thewrs.”

“They are my friends, sir," Alok said.

l h.n;: to say this statement touched me. For a moment,
| forgot the hell around me and felt good that Alok found that
feason enough.

“ou puvs are idiots. You know, just big idiots, that is what
you anr\"hi‘r-r:l"\’ccra saidl. He seemed pretty harsh, but we liked
him m“lil'!t'h he was l"lght

= (1)
"Sir we almost made it Alok made this phone call..." Rvan
sai)
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"Almost made it?" Prof Veera interrupted, “is that whag
ts all abowr? You think I am calling vou an idiot because gg
got caught?” The tone of Prof Veera'’s voice had hecome fin
This was the closest he got to being real mad

“You, Fyan Cherol, | thought was one of the most bialli
students we had ever had. Your lube project was the best we)

I have seen come out of a student | don't care abow

for a stupid letter on your grade sheet”

Ryan hung his head.

“And the three of you are best [riends. But none of you v
able to stop each other trom this madness. You know Ches
would have thrown you into jail.”

“Sir, we'll sav we are sorry sir. Mavbe they will be
Alok said.

“Kind? This is the Disco, not Mother Teresa's home. Y
saw Cherian's face,” Prof Veera said.

The three of us became silent. We could hear the
ticking in Prof Veera's office. It was nine-thirty

“So what is vour plea to the Discat Guilt}r‘_ or not guﬂ v
Prof Veera said. |

“Guilty, They caught us red-handed sir,” T said.

“Heoun, 1 think the first thing you have o do is get
expulsion stuft’ out of the way” Prof Veera said.

*You mean there is 8 chance?” Alok sad.

“Not too high, unless Cherian is hell-bent on it. What 8¢
you going to say about the lu;-}'r.i‘“ Prof Veera said,

“1 don't want ta bring Neha into this. | thought we'd
sav we collected lots of keys and tried them until one worke
I saud
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aWhy not tell them the truth? You have told me
verviling,” Prof Vieera said,
prel ) =

4 don’t want Neha to know,” | said.

o1 1sten boys, 1 am trying to help you here. | think you are
jin 2 big mess but if vou can twist this a bit, you may save you sell
sonic trouble.”

“1 ike how?"

“(pe, we should try and present same alternatives of
puninhmem_ I will be there, so 1 can suggest an b in t'hr:
course, a public apalog}' and hundred hours of community
gEriice.”

“What is community service?” Rvan said.

“Just helping asround in the campus — painting evcle parks
pr planting trees - that kind el stoff)” Prof Veera sawd.

“1 hate that swil,” Ryan said.

“Shut up Ryan. That is fine. Please continue sir,” 1 said.

T, | want vou to nwist the story a bit. | hate lving, hut
fou won't have I';]'i.ll:h of a chance otherwise. So, instead of
siving vou tried different keys, say that Neha gave the keys to
f.‘nuf' Prot Veera said.

“Whate" all three ol us said in unison,

“Listen, if you say that vou know Neha, and somehow she
was upset with her father and gave you the keys to get everi,
it wall pet personal, The Disco commitice will think you dida't
sctually break in. [ don't know, they may see right through it
but | think vou should take a chance.”

"What \‘L'iu Neha think when she finds out?” 1 sald, "Ne
Way we can da this.”

“An upset girifriend is better than 2 tainted degree and no
jobis after college,” Prof Veera said.
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“Prof Veera is right Hari," Ryan said, “you bring Cherian
farily into this and he may withdraw Last thing he wants |
everyone to know that vou arechis daughter’s boylriend ™

“Bat this will let the whole world know,™ | said.

“You den't have o tell the whole story. Just sav Neha
a recent Iriend of yours. | am sure Cherian will not die‘.p
that,” Alok said.

“Alok, even you think this s the way?™ I saud,

“Yes, we have to save our ass right-? Crmaon, it s just a las
diteh survival strategy, Last-ditch survisal,” Alok said.

[ hated myself for agreeing to that story. What wauld N
think when she heard what 1 said? That she helped me by giv
the kevs? She'd probably hate me forever. The clock struck te
and It was time to go 1o the departmental committee roor

Romance was secondary to survival right now

20

The Tongest Day of
My Life V

Tlﬂ_'_ T IS0 15 ABOUT AS FAR AWAY FROM DANCING AS
it can get. Here the Lighting is dull, the reom dead silent and
aim{xs.lﬁ:.w:-r}-mw elderly. Around ten profs sat around a semi-
circular talle. while the accused students were bang in the
centre, Profs fire questions at students from all directions, the
location placing us at minimum distance to each one of them,
It is essentially a more cfficient design of a courtoom, 1 guess,
Il‘lf!l:1|1-|uspirr.'d,

Dean Shastri asked us to take our places. Dean Shastri,
Director Verma and Prof Cherian formed the co-chairpersons.
Prof Vieera was one of the other seven prots who mattered finle
W the scheme of things. A& lot of them vawned, probably use
b heing in bed at this time. OF course, for their studdents,
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dumped with another set of assimments, the might would
just begun.
"Mav the disciplinary commitiee begin, lellow co-chagy
Dean Shastri ssid in what | felt was 3 complete waste o
L_'Jllﬂl'ﬂfl'. r
"“You iy lu.‘girt," the Director and Prof Cherlan s
ouwss this Fﬂrmaiit}' gave them an extra sonse of power,
What if 1 was speechless tacay, I thought and sweat -
out all ever me. All the profs opened the special Disca file
which contained a deseription af last night's shenanigans,
Rvan noticed my nervousness. It is amazing how p
who know you well can sense
wi lihpt'l'&"d
I looked at him.

everything, “Hari® -

“I know what vou are worried about. Remember, this
aot a viva, If you donnt open your trap here, you will be
deeper crap than a bloody zero. You unde rstand, don't youll

“Uh, ves,™ T said.

"And I want you to know that even though I hate to ad
it, you are a bloody stud,” Ryan said,

“Why?"

“Because, in front ol yau lies a man who controls your lut
right now Yet, whatever he may do, he can't ke away ane fact.

"What”

“That you went and slept with his only daughter in broas
daylight. That my friend is a true stud ™ Ryan said.

“You think s07" | perked up,

“Tdo. I salute vou man, | am proud to have a friemd like
vou,” Rvan said

i beamed,

The Taigewl Dy of My Life ¥V « 205

s talking amongst the students,” Dean Shastri waid and

huiu‘_‘d ap from his fle

siorry sir,” I sald, Bvan and T polnted thumbs at each other.
Panin it ooould answer these old bozos any time .

wpe Han Kamar, the files here state that vou were {ound
i Profl Cherian’s office last night with two friends s that
rjght?" Diean Shastri wnd.

C oyes sin 1 saidl,

“Ryan Oberoi, we learn that security found you with a
ﬂmj]g: wax scal and the packet of major papers in hand. is
'IBI.I right?”

Yes, sir," Ryan agreed.

“Alok Gupta, we learn that it was you who was making a
cail from Prof Cherian’s phone last nighe.”

Alok nodded.

"Do you boys realize the gravity of this incident?” the
directar said.

“Yes sir, we got carried away si,” 1 said. Man, I.wa.&
surprised | was taking the initiative to answer these Quesnom.

Other questions were part-rhetoric, part-moral in nal.uT't-.
Faan't even remember all of them now, it was about integrity
and strength of character and all that stufl. We just apologized,
P—rubat:l:.-; million times, Ultimately they asked the question
We were waiting for.

“How did you get into my office?” Prof Chertan satd,

“We had the keys, sir,” Ryan said.

"How did you get the keys?™ He looked bafiled.
| said and turned sitent. No, | couldn't do

“Sir, we sir.

this

THar's friend Neha gave it to us,” Ryan supplied.
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*"Who is Nehay
“Neha Cherian is
a4 Iriend jor the jrast

Was next in the Hiring
“What? You sype
Shastri said,

I am. She Was upset with Jyer fathe

cven. She offeped the
Thepe WEre nar g

somehow, every prof y

a .simph: Caught-red.-ha,
Cherian whispcrvd
Director Verma's @

ANNoy WEmeny,

"We sre done with inve
Now need 1o deliberate i th

IMportang decision. This may take

Dean Shasqri asked,
Prof Cherian' daughrr_-.
three manths,” | qid
The room fell silent as Dean Shast
mouths went stack, They turne tow

O many GUEStig . after that, Ji
anted to tajk o the
the seven sh:f:p\' profs woke

wed ca

sume:hmg in

< CO

ol hours. But once \we finish, we
ppeals, ne pleas. The students

Dean Shase
Disco room and

"How do yYou think ¢

in the stomach,
“Wha knows? | €«

dawn on the we

“lt could take hours,

ri sitnaled ys to leave

of what VOU are

koys and wie got ¢

up; this was mo

s,

ars. Dean Shaser

wil] hay

may leave poy:»

the roon, We left th
AME out to thy camp

mmittes g4 Come up with

SOME time, evepy a o

L | ko

r and Direcior 1

ard Prof Cherig n, ay
line. Bur that wag 11

mlking abougps

arried away ™ |

it neighbour

Dean Shastri's 4
nodded ap made

stigating the students, | think sy

& a final decisian,

us lawns,

hat went?™ Alok saiel.
[ shruggcd ny shoulders. The

t mix!nigitt prass,

I saie

thr:-u.ghl of Neha kicked me

s wait peay here,

" Ryvan said, sitting

Disca Prot

T and wange o oo

re fntt*rcstmg that
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ip vait near here,
fse do we have to do? But let’s not v
=ls¢ (O 1
wisfhat elis _ e

| y roob,” Alok said,

ol | he one place where

et 27 he idea of the insti roof. Tt was th

Lyl the wlea © y

1 III““

e @
Ll \\. , - to hﬁ mri !Ill
5:4..'.“

felt Wi e us.
) with & million eves on
s

+ done?” Rvan said.
v will we find out Iht-}' e d”'m-- li i‘ll is on. When
"““"1 keep looking down The corridor lig "
*We'll kee = ¢ something.
2 F we should be able w0 see something
{ pome Dut, we 3 : .
‘hf}“l'in-:. let’s go-up,” Ryan S:Ilf]- ilding, each of us five
the roof of the institute building, e e
* 331 On ! ! g : S TNOOnN shone
W t the ends of an imaginary triangle. Th:J T
a 1\‘1-“" 4 . ™ i .' 5 : ‘.,‘-t{ vt o
= l hciously for what is, after all, Just i d o 1¢ Neha
AUCREIOUS g it [ At i
!m' 1 n the roofl that day 1 hated m}sdf for * i ,!?mj o
di"(‘h-nl 0 : J If f(!l" bt?iﬂ'e',’, a ¢cheat.,

: : | hated myse & _ -
imto this. In fact. ’ N ~ kevs, bemne a &
= l lse — agreeing 1o duplicate the key '1‘ ]i‘ el
OUFYULNE e8¢ — o invine my life to this. flon ;

B snedulum and h""hma ) s VN
sration Pendu s fite. That is hou
e 3 : =r in my school afl my life : _
{get here? [was a toppe sy am L oow & lovw-performer,

: 1, right? But then why : FE

! got into IT]] right? But t ing on the insti roof at midnigh,
2 - - Iy F A
-» nt something cheat sitting
five~point something
unsure of my future? ] L up with questions. Damn
3] - YOUr mine COITICSs 1 } :
Itis funny how you : vers, so why
it, it i the mind to come out with the ansy e
I it is up to . T (P
can't it just keep its doubts to itself? | reahz{c_ld’l SR
. : : - ow didn’t weip. 1
el x -‘]IlS in a row {
e, lwo sleepless nig ,
fuestions would not stop. ‘hae the hell is thar
: Iriends. Fiends? What
A hat the fiuck do 1 care that
vy Who is this Alok? And wha r,‘ be married without
~ . & sISter G '
A o & bl Yes, the 5t)=ii:;h, smart an

- . < at Rvan. Yes,
€5h7 Then | turned to look at e f himself, he could

. n who was so sure o '
“onfident Ryan, The ma
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tike on the world He wanted i revenge on Cly

what exactl is the posie of thai Dossn't seem like 4
are quite sosmart altep al] Wi chos I listen 1o bim
Aderle? At Wity is e eryhody so GUict tong s
I bem mv head 10 checl: the Lime on Ryan's Swiss we
It was three in the Mo g ]
“lea? Ryan said, rubbing his hands.
“No, P'myalready wide awake, thank vou," | il
“Yeah. I am [ine too," Alok said

Tea, That is the hes Ryan can come up with rigﬁl .

-

shot of eaffeine as COpens
that mattered 1o 14

“It's cold here ™ Rvan said.

Ponodded my head Yo Ryan, ir is miserably cold

almwst Jike 2 December night in Delhi, | Wanlie
vou know what, |

ation lor thrqw’;ng IWaY EYPre

i to. -'.";:.'
don't feel it There are more in
ntiserahle things h::pprning right new; Like we could be I
SUL Bl I o 3 few hours, an
education or jok again.
be fve dt*grcﬂa." I said.
Hall an hour passed. Rvan stood up and walked 1o
precipice of the rool, Nine stories high, this is the highes
in the institute. Yer, there je O paraper, as the roof is o
out of bounds. Oy step more and Ryan could enjoy b
fesw seconds of free-fll weightlessness He stands on the e
el bends forvward 1o look down. He extends one len i1
“What are you doing?” Alok wid :
Yes, what v:xacti_‘.' are vou duing Ryan, I ﬂmught. Haven't o
lived on the edpe l-;-ug.emughi 150t our life screwed up
already? Can't we waiy for the Disco results in silence
engaging i dtention-seeking behavioyr. please?

may sever find a respecy
I chose another response. “Yes g

The lougest Doy of My Lle ¥ » 209

sl back, Ryan" [ called out . sty
He vwned around. It is veally high Immr Slowly, he
¢ and came back to where he'd been sitting,

'E::"L itis high Yes, wvis cold. Any other insighthul statements,
= :l":;-.:t :; [:lme thing men completely lack, it is the abafin
i communicate during tough moments Mnl-:_ alfd I have ho
words ot ali, while the best Rvan can come up \mh.m comments
on our thermodyvoamic and spatial state. So different .irum
Neha who always has something appropriately verhal for ;;!15,-
pecasion. But there won't be any more Neh'.j. aler thus,
ts;;tx‘hl"’. afier Alok’s so called “last-ditch survival” strategy in
the I,"Llﬂr;;': interview. No more Neha — my Stﬂl:nhi.'h churns as
the fact linally registers: 5o here | &, sitting with my two I:‘s:
friends, one will getme thrown ot of the college that 1 wtfuﬂu-
two years to get into and endured for another lh.rm: years, :;
sther has ended whatever semblance of 5 love life | ever lia

“You think the Disco might be lenient?™ Alok said.

"Itis the disciplinary commitree, not a joke. You know the
Disso never spaves,” [ said. . |

Disca, what a name, 1 find it funny even at this hour, even
when 1 am in the middle of it o

Ryan looked up at both of us. “This was all a bad idea,
he suid |

Thank you, Ryan, It is cold, it is very high and ves,
Qperation Pendulum was a bad idea. Just keep these olsions
Malements coming,

We hieard a noise dewnstairs at four-thirty, A few scooters
Started, as tiped profs wanted to rush back home. That was aut
ueT the results were out.
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“C'mon guys, we need to race down," | said.
“Yes, lev's go. Prof Veera should be there," Rvan said
“Tam gaing to stay here, Just coime back and t,c!‘i me, "
said, 1
"Just come down, Fatse,” Ryan said
“No, | can’t face the prots when they tell me " he
“Whatever then. Let us go, Hari," Ryan said.
We ran down the stairs. Most of the profs had left. B
Shastri, Cherian and Veera remained.
“Prol Veera sir," Ryan said as he approached him In
behind.
“Rean,™ Prof Veera said, “just 2 second.”
Prof Veera spoke to Cherian and Dean Shastri for afi
more minutes. Soon all of them wished each other @
~night. Cherian went to his car, the one that had alluw’e
this v happen.
“Sir?"™ 1 said.
“Ryan and Hari, vou have not been expelled," Prof Vg
said.
“Really? So what was the decision?™ | said.
"We talked for hours, There was divided opinion, |
ultimately the Disco decided that the thiree of you
suspended for one semester.” -
“Sir?" 1 said.
°1 tried guys. But the Disco doesn't go easy, You lose
semester, which means you have only one last semester to |
fourth year courses. Also, you get an F in Indem, and you
to repeat it again. Not to mention the final year project.
now, insti rules do not allow to take that much course-oadh
Prol Veera said )
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“So we have to do courses next vear, And we can't sit for
jub interviews ecither,” 1 said.

“1 am afraid so. 1 tned wlking 10 Prot Chenan about
sllowing some project credit in the suspended semester. Lasked
il you guys could worl with me. But ke just said no. Suspension
aeans full suspension.”

“It's over. Our grade sheets are ruined. We can’t peta job,
And we have to wait an extra year o get a uscless ul-':gt'm:," |
said.

Paan kept silent.

“] am sorry it turned out this way guys,” Prof Veera said,
patting our shoulders. He walked past us 1o his scooter, A few
seconds and some exhaust smoke later, he was gone.

Wi cdlimbed up to the insti rool, where Alok waited with his
hands folded, Maybe he was praying, Or maybe he was just cold

“Kicked out for one sem. F in [ndem. Need to stay until
NEXT year to mmplett' course,” R}'m saicd, summi.ng it up e
Alok.

"What?" Alok said, coming out of his trance

“Prof Veera tried, saved an expulsion. But it is stll pretty
screww | don't know what we'll do,” [ said.

We sat down again. [t was five a.m., just one hour before
daybreak.

Alok stood up without saving anything. [ wished he would,
as his face seemed tense as hell. He walked to the edge of the

tool where Ryan had stood just an hour back.

"You were right Ryan. It is pretty high here” Alok said.

“You okay Alok?™ Ryan said.

“Yes. You think only you can stand on the edge of the roaf?”
Alok askest,
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“No. Just come back and let us po down. |
enotgh,™ Ryan saud.

Alok continued 1o look down as he replied, “For of
Fagree with you. I've had enough too. | think 1'll just go

There was something messed up in the tane of Alok®

I rarned around o look at him He stood straight,

jump up and then straight down. In half 3 second, he
of sight. Gravity had done its job.

21

—_—

The Longest Day of
My Life VI

I. HAD NEVER BEEN INSIDE AN AMBULANCE BEFORE 1T WAS
kind of creepy inside. Like a hospital was suddenly asked 1o
pack up and move. Instruments, catheters, drips and a
medicine box surrounded two beds. There was hardly any
space for me and Ryan to stand even as Alok got to sprawl out.
dguless with thirteen fractures you kind of deserve 2 bed. The
sheets were originally white, which was hard to tell now as
Alok's blood covered every square inch of them. Alok lay there
Uitecognizable, his eyeballs rolled up and his tongue collapsed
Otside Lis mouth like an old man without dentures, Four front
*eth pone, the doctor later told us.

His limbs were motionless, just like his father's right side,
the fight Liee hent in a way that would make vou think Alok
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was boneless. He was still, and i 1 hael ta bet iy mo
have said he was dead.

“If Mok makes it through this, 1 will write a book 4
our erazy days. 1 really will,” I swore, 1t is the kind of aly it
promise vou make 1o voursell when vou are seriously

up in the head and you haven't slept tor fifte houre stra

Faethi. The bload and twao sleepless nights had made me
Fdon’t know who called the ambulince, or whe made
choice of hospital. Mavbe it was the security guard. Fvery o
aroutd me seemed to be actng urgently,

Maore medical professionals at the AIIMS CIErgency win
This was a governmens hospital, so lots of people but lig
service. Rvan sereamed at a few of them, shaking thens in
GO,

"Nine stories?” one ot the stretcher-bearers
probably wondering if it was even worth it o carry this heay
weight to the lntensive care unit.

The doctor told us to leave the [CU and wait outsie

it wouldr't work,
Rvan woke me up at noon. My entire left side had crampe
“He is going to make it! Doctor said it is prety bad, b
he is going to make 1!
“What? How? I mean really?™
“Yes, he fell on his bottom, right into the fountain by
msti building. Can you believe that? Doctor said his fat bottal

and the six inches of water cushioned the impact.”
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Thank pod Alok wasa fatso. And thank god they made that
gedess foumtain by the st building, Pleven fractures in the
Ff;"’ Sl e an the arms lsn't so bad, Given how much Fatso
.,1_;;1, e could prabably build his Tanes back in a day,

“1 thought he'd die, T really thonght he would, " 1 satd and
hug'é'&"i Byvan, And then | started eryving 1 don’t know why 1 dlid
an Aok then. It was embarrassing but kind of okay in a lm:;pila!.

“ls he awake?"”

“Not much. But mostly because he hadn’t slept for two
dovs. Let us go pinch bis butt,” Ryan said,

j We went inside the 1CT and saw Alok asleep,

“Patient needs time to rest,” the nurse sald and signalled us
s keop quiet. Wee left the ICU and took 2 bus back 1o Kumaon,

O our way back in the bus, Rvan turned to me *You kuow
Hart, | owe Faso a fot.”

“Reallyi™ 1 said.

“Hoacweren™t for b, T would have never studied (o even
reach a five-pointer,”. Ryan said.

I guess he was right. It was only he wha brought us 1o ous
books, And now as he fav there, we didn't have any bouks 1o
study from,

“You think he will be okavi™ Ryan said.

“He will Ryan. He will," 1 said and hugged Rvan. For the
firet time, he lelt more heavy than strong, He i11|gg‘¢| me back
Ughter

“1am sorry Hari,™ Ryan said and his voice sounded like
he was fighting back rears, *1 am sorry”

It okay, we can get through this,” I said,

All of us necded time o rest. And we had time — four

Months of it — to take all the rest in the world.
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Ryan &peaks

[BEEH-' T DAMN, FATSO WAS IN THE IS BA TTLUING T
breathe, That really was disaster, eh? This whole Clpera I m
Pendulum was a mistale — hindsight of course. It could all
have been different you know; If Fatso had Just not tried te
2 buck and make that pPhone call, or better yvee, if he
come atall ff }m!f;i.'{g else, at least he should h;m? known b
than to jump. What is it with Alok, or for that matter,
with Hari? When will they grow up?

.'".\r’c'u--*}-'ou will say; [ really don't want to accept that it v
my fault. Rvan will blame anyone — his parents, his friends,
college, even god - anyone but himsell’ He is thae boy
the Lrudge!

I don’t blame you. You are reading Hari’s version. How can
he be the bad guy, right? After afl, Hari is Justa bumb].r'ng [[Tian
who can't get his grades or life in order He is just kind-hearted
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siidd conlused — .r'mpfftw.sfl' in love, physically unappealing,
s to keep his friends mg:,r&’r/wn fumbles in vivas — whatever,
ahaterer, whatever: Can't help but teel sorry for that guy right?

[2id 1t ever accur to vou that gt ane level Mr Socrvboy has
L laver to fim that he doesn't want to unpeel and will nor bring
;Prm his, ves that is the kev word — HIS, book? Like he will
pever really bring up his parents. Or if you think he will reveal
the big bad story about wiv his vivas get screwed up — sorry,
o luck there, Or why does he ahvavs make fun of Alok's family —
I mican it ds funny but it isn't what vou could call sensitive.

No, he won't go into all that. Maybe 1 can touch en it at
least (too much and he'll edit it righe out). Bur before that, |
want fo come back to Alok. Man — vou don't jump nine stories
Because some old hozos do a Disco on vou. Or if vou can't
pay for the car that will buy vour sis a loser for the rest of her
life. Why Is he so stupid? I he was so mad, he should have
pushed me instead.

You know what, dc',spf.:‘c- wiat you J}J.iqf" think, I like Alol
s, e fight, we argue and sometimes [ hate his mugper-whiner
guts. But ar the end of the day, the guy lives a selfless life. He
9ousn 't really want to get that high average in the quiz. Damn,
he doesn't even want to be an [[Tian (but then, who would).
It is something he does for his folks back home, day after day
alter day. Just as he has been serving his dad since he was
Webe, locked in that room full of books, medicines and
{!"—5‘”," That 15 why he never grew up, That is why he thinks
S okay to — ugh — cry at twensy

And thar is why he never had fun. But does that mean he
L want to? Why rJ’a_v‘au think he stuck with usé Or why

thict 1, . - . . .
i he Come back? Beciuse at one level, he knew that he wasn
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Venkat, 2o svas juse a bov whe wanted o be an artise <
condedn't become one. Amd he vwas 3 fen who never bad g
friendds e Ble — et B ovanted therm And when T sqi
i fros chae hadeons ragging, it wasnt mmrh’aing_'
g of o B every dav Se e seack with mes and |
il e, avied coesedd mie aoed hated me = whife all e vax i
was fiohiing, cursing and hating limselt. 1 shook |
convictions — ame didn't fuve to care for pareats at afl ¢
one dicdi't have o aceepr the sestem, oue dida’r ;
saerifice fun. 1 ,;Ju-u"u’r.f hun, e vesistod aned fiked i at the sa
time, Apd I pushed some more, and more, wntil 1 wen

far, Grodd, ‘ﬂft ase fer fim e,

with voune porepss o s there soing o be mo chapl

ceseringe that? ”"f*'-”'i'/"-’l'ff_iHu‘r/).uf_ — thecolond in el

fowred? v o all lor discigline, oght?

Aned vour wother — she terns silent for davs, r{,_ﬂ'i:}' a
wart 3 nunuee, 1 oam pot supposed to alk about that.
about the beft vour Leher hangs in the dloset. Do you

dream of thar sovnetimes, Hard? He told vou not to @

Severefv Is it viva-time? Liocs it still hurt, Hari?

Okay; 1 think I am pushing it. Hari is okay; he just has soit
issues he doesa’t want to talk about. And juse because
nrites 3 book doesn 't mean one fas to bare all. Alter .;HJ.
isa book about 11 — the place where one makes a foture. 1
is the point of digging up the past? _

Sz fet e come back ro 111, Hard (vith more vodka inses

him than fie can handie) once 1ok me bis view on frie
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YAl ' ! acribice so much
| “Ryan, vou are .tmprrf f et e s

' .
avs, i is the same saclness that Aok

Hg' ,‘l'.”.f
wrely, T sonie it
touch wath what vou

fa v OUT frie . .
b -Iﬂr fis by Both of vou Qv dorst
FRD 4

;,.,.,,}{fa.- pant. "
Profound ol
he wanted. And he nodded,
W hat des vou want? " avked,

3 S | asked hins her s i touch with wiae

“To e vou. i

Whae?™ [ hadn't heard right! | :
of want Neha, " he saicl and pd::a'ed aut, the ."Tr:#rr{;' bastard
So what's the deal here — he mav not Jive tar others, hut

" W)
wants to be like others? Confused, 1 tell vent.

e
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Kaju-burfi

TWO MONTHS INTO OUR SUSPENDED SEMESTER, Al

finally returned to Kumaon. The casts were still on, and doctois

said that even when they came off, he would be left with a sliylii
limp in his left leg. Small price to pay for one’s life 1 pucay,
though it meant Alok would never forget that night for the reu
of his life.

We visited him daily in the hospital, as we had nothing vli
to do anyway. We never discussed going home for the sementos
Somehow, we knew we had to stay in Kumaon and be near vacli
other. No one really talked to us much, If they did, they only
wanted to know the inside story — what we did, what was ths
Disco like, why did Alok jump etc. It suited us to stick to o
rooms and limit our outside trips to the hospital.

Alok sware us into keeping his high jump a secret from his
family. His bones healed gradually and after 2 month he coulil
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at least hop-and-walk to the toilet and not embarrass himself
with company there. Though docs had warned us not to mention
the fall, Ryan couldn’t resist asking once, “Stupid or what?”

But Alok kept silent. A couple of times, Prof Veera visited
at the hospital. He kept our spirits high, saying how he would
try to get us to take extra course-work in the last semester to
complete our credits, He even unsuccessfully tried talking to
Cherian on a mercy plea.

Prof Veera even came to Kumaon, to welcome Alok back.
“So Tiger, you are back in your den,” he greeted.

Alok was sitting on my bed, his torso propped up on
pillows. “Sir, you shouldn’t have bothered to come.”

“No big deal,” Prof Veera dismissed and took out a box
from his bag, “Here have some sweets. On Alok’s return home
and for something else.”

Alok looked at the box and almost snatched it out of Prof
Veera’s hand. When it comes to food, Fatso forgets all
formalities. The box contained kaju-busfi, his all-time favourite.

“You shouldn’t have, sir,” he said, the three picces stuffed
in his mouth muffling his voice.

“Just enjoy guys. Thirteen bones broken and home in two
months, that is worth celebrating,” Prof Veera said, stroking
Alok’s head.

We were happy at Alok’s return too, and now at the box
of kaju-burfis. If only Alok would leave the box alone for one
second.

“Sir, what was the other reason for the sweets?” Ryan
eventually enquired,

“Yes, of course. I have some good news for you guys finally,”
Prof Veera said.
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“What? Cherian wants to do another Disco?” Ryan sail
“Easy Ryan,” Prof Veera said, “I know it has not been coul
for you guys. But this time I arranged it through the Dean '

“What?” Alok and I said in unison.

“You remember the lube project? Well, Prof Cherian nevis
approved further research, but I went to the Dean and said ws
would like to revise and re-submit our proposal based on I'vul
Cherian’s feedback.”

“I am not working on any feedback from that bastarl,”
Ryan declared.

“Will you relax, Ryan? Sir, why would we re-submit?” [ sail

“That is where lies my idea. If they allowed us to re-submit,
we will do some more experimentation in the lab to prove that
our lube additives do have potential. In some ways, doing same
of the research at the proposal stage,” Prof Veera said.

“And?” Ryan squinted his eyes.

“And that means you guys can help do those experiments
I asked the Dean if he would allow you guys to work in the
lab to revise the work we had done, since it will be a productivs
use of your time. And the good news is the Dean agreed. 0l
course, on a non-credit basi_s.”

Ryan snatched the box away from Alok’s hands, took tws:
pieces of the sweets, and sat down to light a cigarette. “Will
someone explain what will be the point of this? Working
butts off for no reason,” he said.

“There maybe a benefit,” Prof Veera said, pulling ths
cigarette out of Ryan’s mouth and stubbing it on the floor, “fu
one, you could later explain the absence in your grade sheet
And I don’t know, if they like the proposal this time, you may
be allowed extra credit for this work in the next semester”
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“Really?” Alok said, “You mean we will be able to graduate
like normal students, in four years?”

“Wow! Sounds like you gave it a lot of thought Prof Veera,”
I said. .

“Cherian will never allow it. I am not falling for this,” Ryan
said.

“Maybe he won’t. But if the work is good and the Dean
likes it, who knows? At least you have something to do in your
spare time.”

“We have plenty to do in our spare time,” Ryan said.

“Ryan, will you talk properly to Prof Veera,” I said.
Somehow, the Disco had changed my attitude toward Ryan. It
had become easier for me to tell him things he didn’t want to
hear. He didn’t argue much either.

“It is okay Hari. Ryan is obviously mistrustful of everything
about the insti. But guys, this is the only chance you got. And
if you do more work on the lube proposal, who knows, we
might get an industry sponsor this time?”

“Sir is right, Ryan. And we can’t do this without you. It
is your project.”

“You guys really want to do this?” Ryan said.

“Yes,” Alok and 1 said.

“On one condition then,” Ryan said.

“What?” Prof Veera said.

“I get the rest of the kaju-burfi,” Ryan said.

“Ten o’ clock in my lab then, we start tomorrow,” Prof

Veera said even as we burst into laughter.
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Will we Make It?

NEHA. THE NAME THAT DID NOT ALLOW ME TO SLEEP
nights. ‘

True, my engineering degree was in the dumps. True, we
probably pointlessly slaved in Prof Veera’s lab mixing one type
of grease with another all day. True, I may get expletives in my
grade sheet that would prevent me from getting a decent job.
However, none of these bothered me enough to cause
insomnia. In fact, the four months off were great to catch up
on sleep. But the one person whose voice, smell, image, feelings
crept up next to me at night and made sleep impossible was
Neha.

I tried calling her on an eleventh. She hung up in two
minutes, telling me she never expected me to be like this. I
guess for someone she called a loafer, she had pretty high
expectations.
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I had called right back, trying to explain in vain how the
whole idea was not mine, and it was stupid for me to fall for it.

“You used me Hari. Like all men, you used me,” she said.
Like all men? How many men had she been with anyway, |
thought. What has she been reading these days, some Femina-
Cosmo crap?

I was just trying to sneak out a major paper. Okay, it was
pretty sick of me to duplicate the keys — but I did it only
because it was convenient. Ryan would have found another way
in any case. I tried telling her that, but she was like ‘you men
just don’t get it, do you?’ I thought she wasn’t getting it either,
but I still loved her like mad.

“And you told the Disco I gave you the keys? I Hari? You
know Dad still believes that?”

Wow, I was kind of glad Cherian believed it. How would
Neha understand? If they knew we had duplicated the keys,
we would have resembled those real criminals. We probably
were real criminals. But that was not the point. Man, why is
it so hard to explain stuff to girls. Can’t she just get on with
it? Should I say something dumb that she wants to hear?

“Neha, I know I did all those things. But at one level, it
wasn’t me. It wasn’t your Hari,” I said. Obviously, I made no
sense. But that is the thing with girls. Give them confusing crap
and they fall for it.

“Then why Hari? Why?”

“I don’t know. Can I just meet you once?” I said. -

“No way. We are through.”

She hung up after that and took her phone off the hook
for the rest of the day. It meant I had to wait another month,
or suffer another thirty sleepless nights.
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Then the next eleventh came around, and 1 couldn’t wait
to make that call.

Woke up at ten the next morning. The eleventh finally,
I told myself and left my room immediately. 1 had to make
my call fast and think up really good lines this time. I was
on my way downstairs when I noticed an elderly lady come
up. Probably someone’s parent, I thought even as I couldn’t
help thinking she looked familiar. Then it struck me — Alok’s
mom.
“Hello Aunty. It is me, Hari,” I said.

“Oh hello Hari beta. Where have you all been? I had to
come to the hostel because Alok hasn’t been home for two
months. Is he all right?” she asked, breathing heavily.

“Huh? Alok is fine Aunty. Must have been busy with the
project,” [ said, thinking of a way to prevent her from meeting
Alok.

“Uncle is downstairs in an auto. Call him quickly, we are
all worried for him,” she said.

“Yes Aunty sure,” I said as I ran up. Alok was sitting on
his bed, reading a magazine and cating chips.

Ryan sat next to him, a porno mag in hand, his cigarette
filling Alok’s room with smoke.

“Are you guys nuts? Smoking and porn early morning,” 1
tut-tutted.

“What arc you so worked up about? Why not do the best
things when one is still fresh,” Ryan said.

“Alok, your parents are here,” I said.

“What?” Alok said as the chips in his hands fell.

“Yes, your mom is climbing the stairs. She sounds mad and

werried you didn’t call.”

Will we Make 1t? ¢ 227

“You mean she is coming here?” Alok said, waving his
hands to get rid of the cigarette smoke.

“Yes, and I think she is going to see your broken bones now.”

“Fuck,” Alok said.

“Just stay in bed. We’ll cover your legs with sheets,” Ryan
said, stuffing the porno under Alok’s mattress.

“Can’t. His dad is downstairs waiting to see his only son,”
I said and dug into the chips. It was fun to see these two guys
worked up now.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck,” Alok said, trying to arrange his
pillows.

“And I think you should keep the curses down,” I said.

Alok’s mom knocked about a minute later. It is amazing how
much can get done in a minute. Ryan threw out the ashtrays,
pornos and vodka bottles. He also arranged the course books
and assignments on the study table. All dirty clothes stayed
hidden in an overstuffed cupboard.

“Hello Mom. What a pleasant surprise,” Alok said.

“Alok. I am not talking to you. You have completely
forgotten us,” Alok’s mom said as she put boxes of sweets on
the study table. I wondered if it was okay for us to strike at
them now.

“I was busy,” Alok said.

“Shut up. Two months have passed. You haven’t called since
that day you called about Dad and Didi’s proposal. What
happened? You don’t want to talk about our problems?”

“No Mom. It is just this assignment for Prof Veera. It keeps
us so busy,” Alok said.
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“My son works too hard,” Alok’s mom said looking at me
and Ryan, “You guys should take a break now and then. After
all, your jobs are just a semester away,” she said.

Ryan and I smiled, continuing to stare at the boxes of food.
Please Aunty, offer them once.

“Alok, you must come home next weekend. Look, even Dad
had to come all the way in an auto,” she said.

“You took an auto! It is seventy rupees,” Alok said.

“So what to do with Dad? And after all, my son will be
working soon,” Alok’s mom said, “and Hari, why don’t you
have some laddoos 1 made.”

Ryan and I jumped on the boxes before she finished her
sentence. :

“Mom but still,” Alok said.

“Keep quiet. Look Didi also sent this new pair of jeans for
you. She saved her pocket money you know,” she said, passing
a brown bag.

“Thanks Mom. I'll’keep it for a special occasion,” Alok said.

“But at least try it now. Come get up,” Alok’s mom said.

“No Mom. I’ll do it later,” Alok said.

“What later? We can change size now if it doesn’t fit. Don’t
be lazy get up,” Alok’s mom said, shaking Alok’s leg. I am sure
that hurt.

“No Mom,” Alok said, clenching his teeth.

“Get up,” Alok’s mom insisted, pulling the bed sheet off
him. She shouldn’t have. For Alok still had the signs — plaster
casts covered both thighs and legs. The feet still showed marks
where doctors had done the stitches. It was something even

we didn’t fancy seeing.
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“Oh my god,” Alok’s mom said as her face dropped along
with her hands. “Mom please,” Alok said, pushing her away
and wishing she had never come.

Alok’s mom felt nauseous and Ryan had to help support
her back to a chair. I gave her a glass of water.

“What is going on? Will someone please tell me?” she
said.

Ryan looked at me. It was time for us to leave the room.

“We’ll go downstairs. We’ll say hello to Uncle and say Alok
is in the lab. Okay Aunty?”

She nodded, her eyes filling with tears. Could any male in
her family stand up on his own legs?

“Easy Mom. It was a scooter accident that night...” Alok
said as we shut the door behind them. I was sure she’d know
he was lying. A scooter accident with Ryan and me perfectly
fine was somewhat unbelievable. We saw her leave after half
an hour, wiping her tears. We stood by the auto, trying to make
conversation with Alok’s dad. He was in a happy mood,
probably enjoying his rare day out.

“Alok busy eh?” he said, pursing his lips.

“Yes. They have an important project,” Alok’s mom said,
sitting in the auto.

“Bye Aunty,” Ryan and I waved.

“Back to Rohini madam?” the auto driver said, starting the
scooter.

“No. Take me to the Mechanical Engineering department.”

“Aunty?” we chorused.

“There are things which a mother can sense, even though
her son may not talk about it. I want to meet your Prof Veera
before I go home,” she said as the auto buzzed off.
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“She’ll find out. She’ll find out about the Disco,” I said,
shaking Ryan’s shoulder.

“Let her. She deserves it,” Ryan said as he put his arm
around me.

We went to Sasi’s for breakfast after Alok’s mom left.

“I have to make my call today,” I said.

“Is she real mad at you?” Ryan said.

“She was a month ago. She’s got to miss me right?” I said.

“I don’t know. What is the whole deal about missing people
and not doing anything about it anyway?” Ryan said, and took
out a brown envelope from his jeans pocket.

Sasi served a plate of paranthas. Ryan left the letter on the
table and started tearing up the hot paranthas.

“It is so different when you come and eat here without
Alok. There is no frantic urgency about eating,” Ryan said.

“Is that a letter from home?” I said.

“If you say so. Where are they now — LA or something,”
Ryan said.

“How often do your parents write?” I said.

“Used to be every week, then once in two weeks. Now they
write once a month,” Ryan said, smothering each chunk of
parantha with yellow butter.

“Do you write back?” I said.

“No. Not unless it is a couriered letter. In that case the
delivery guy asks me to write a few lines right there.”

“So what is the deal here Ryan? I mean, they are just abroad
trying to make a buck. What have you got against them?”

“I have nothing against them. I am just indifferent. I need

another parantha.”
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“Shut up. How can that be? I mean, how come you save all
their letters? I saw them, hundreds next to your vodka stash.”

Ryan stopped chewing. “It is too complicated. I don’t want
to talk about it.”

“You won’t talk to me?”

“They are too strange. I kept telling them let us stay
together after my boarding school. But the international
business was really taking off then and they had to leave. I guess
what I wanted was never in the picture. So, okay I get the dollar
cheque, thank you. But spare me the we-miss-you shit. If you
do, what the hell are you going to do about it?”

“Did you tell them about the Disco?” I said.

“Are you crazy?” Ryan said.

“You know, you could join their business after IIT. I mean,
you know what our job scene will be. But you won’t have to
worry.”

“No way in hell,” Ryan said, and clenched his hands.
“Never. 1 will open a parantha shop, become a coolie, wash
cars but I am not going to go to them.”

I hey are your parents...”

He gave me a dirty look. “So thank you very much. I am
going back to Alok. You have a good time with your girl.”

“Ryan, could you give up your lube project right when it
was about to become successful?” 1 said.

“What?”

“Answer me,” I said.

“I'hat is the only good thing I ever did in IIT. It is my
passion, my sweat, and my belief. No, how could I give it up?”

“Maybe this pottery business is your parents’ lube project,”

I said as 1 stood up too.
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He picked up his letter again and walked away.
“Reply to it Ryan,” I shouted across the road.
He put the letter back in his pocket.

“Neha, is that you?” I said, even though I was a hundred
percent sure it was.

“Hari?” she said, her voice unable to hide the fact that she
was expecting this call.

“Before you hang up, can I just say something?” 1 was
suitably humble. )

“I am not hanging up. What do you want to say?” she said.

“I miss you. And I love you. God, I was so close to you
and then I blew it up. I wanted an A in your dad’s course. I
thought I could impress him. Somehow, in our twisted minds
we planned this Operation Pendulum. And they did a Disco
on us, ruined our lives. And now you also don’t want to talk
to me.. .”.My voice dwindled to a whisper.

“Hari?”

“What?”

“I missed you too.” She broke into tears.

I wished I could cry too. But her words made me too happy.
I mentally hi-fived myself and tried to control my elation. Keep
serious tone, keep serious tone, I told myself.

“Oh Neha, don’t cry,” I said, probably to make her cry a
bit more. I can’t tell you how good it feels when a girl cries
because she missed you.

“I can’t Hari. I can’t forget you. Why did you do those
things?” she said.
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Okay, this is progress, I thought. From ‘how could you’ to
‘why did you’ is not bad. Twisted they may be, but I did have
my reasons. And I didn’t have to give them all now.

“I can explain more. Can we meet? Just for ten minutes,”
I said.

“Should we? I mean, Dad made me swear I’d never see
you,” she said.

Now how does one answer that? I tried to think of some
rational premise on which swears to dad could be broken.
Nothing came to mind.

“I miss you, Neha,” I said. When in doubt, be sappy.

“I miss you too. Can you come to the ice-cream parlour
at two,” she said.

“Sure. But on one condition,” I said.

“What?”

“Can we not have strawberry this time? I like chocolate
more,” I said.

“Shut up, Hari,” she said, unable to hide a laugh. There,
I had done it. Tears to titters in one call. Plus, a tiny date thrown
in too. I did a mini jig at the public phone booth, which made
the other customers in the shop think I had won a lottery.

“See you then,” I said and hung up the phone. I heard the
coin go in. What a wonderful way to spend a rupee.

Neha stayed at the ice-cream parlour for two hours, twelve
times more than the ten minutes she had come for. By the end,
I'd told her everything. She couldn’t really remain upset for
too long. I guess it could be because I bought strawberry as
well as chocolate, but maybe it was because she was just happy



234 ¢ Five Doint Someone

to see me. We fixed the next date for a week later, and soon
we were back in the ‘fix the next date on the previous’ cycle.
It helped me pass all the idle time in the dropped semester.
We worked eight hours a day in Prof Veera’s lab, sometimes
ten or twelve. Ryan worked longer, even up to sixteen. He
ripped open his scooter for experimentation, making it a pain
to move around in the insti. Alok used crutches for a month
and then got by with a limp. Prof Veera liked the second
proposal a lot, and he kept informing the Dean of the progress
we were making. He never brought up the issue of a clean grade
sheet or extra credits, but we knew there was little chance until
we finished the proposal. We gave the final draft to Prof Veera
one week before the semester ended. It was two hundred
pages, and from Ryan, Alok and I this time.

“Wow. This is a fat proposal,” Prof Veera said.

“It’s literally the whole sfudy. We have isolated the
optimum mix already,” Ryan said.

“I know. This is way beyond a proposal,” Prof Veera said
as he flipped through the pages, “I cannot believe the four
months are over.”

“Me neither. I guess it will be time to attend classes again,”
I said.

“And loads of them. Maximum credits this time, and I am
not skipping any more,” Alok said.

“Me neither, right Ryan?” I said.

“Yeah. I’ll come along as well,” Ryan said, “So Prof Veera,
what do we do with this tome now?”

“Well,” Prof Veera said, putting the proposal on his desk,

“let me take a final read and unless there are big corrections,
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I'll just submit it. Good job and take your week off before your
loaded semester begins.”

“And the credit and grade sheet, sir,” Alok prompted.

“Later guys. It depends on the reception to the proposal.
Don’t be too optimistic, but we shall see,” Prof Veera said.

We left his office, leaving our work of three months. It
could get us nowhere, but we had given it our best shot. The
final sem began on Jan 5, just a week from now. And six days
later, on the eleventh, was my big date with Neha, when she
would be free for the whole day. If she would let me come to

her home again, I thought.
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THL' FIRST DAY OF OUR FINAL SEMESTER FELI” AS SPECIAL
as the first day of classes in the institute. We got up at six-thirty
for the eight o’ clock class. Ryan took a shower and then
proceeded to carefully comb his hair for the next twenty minutes.

Even then we made it before class began. It was Prof
Saxena’s ‘Refrigeration and Air-conditioning’ or RAC class. He
was a senior prof, and touted to be next in line for head of
the department. That is, if Cherian moved on to something
else, retired or just died. None of that was imminent as of now
so Prof Saxena was content teaching final year students how
to keep things cool. We were the first students to arrive, and
he was already in the class.

“Welcome, welcome,” Prof Saxena said, “now this is a
surprise. Who would have thought fourth year students will
reach early for class.”
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I guess he was right. In the final semester, people were
more interested preparing for job interviews and MBA
admissions. We hadn’t even bothered to see which companies
were recruiting this time, for we didn’t know if we were getting
a degree this year.

“Good morning, sir,” Ryan said as we took front row seats.
We were sitting in a classroom after four months. A blackboard
never looked so great. I wondered when the class would begin.

“What are your names?” Prof Saxena asked.

] have heard those names,” he said after we told him. His
forehead developed creases as he tried to remember.

“We had a Disco last semester, sir. You were part of the
committee,” Ryan said.

“Oh yes,” Prof Saxena said, “Yes, the Cherian case. So, this
must be your first class in months.”

We nodded solemnly.

“That explains it. So, what is your situation? Will you be
graduating on time?” Prof Saxena said. 1 couldn’t say if there
was real concern in his voice or if he was just passing time
before class.

“We are live credits short, sir. Even though we have loaded
up courses for this semester,” Alok said.

“How many courses do you have?”

“Six,” 1 saiel.

“Wow, Most final semester students do just two. And that
too they hardly attend class. You will be in classes all day,” Prof
Saxena saidl

“Yeu sir. No choice.” 1 shrugged.

“Have you talked to Cherian about credits?” Prof Saxena

said,
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“Prof Veera is trying for us,” I said.

“Hmm. Anyway, the system is harsh. Look at you boys,
could have got a job even with your low GPAs. Lots of software
companies this time. But this Disco might spoil your entire
degree,” Prof Saxena said.

A few other students trickled in over the next few minutes.
I think there were ten of us in class, while over thirty had signed
up for the course. I remembered earlier eight a.m. classes, how
we never attended them even in the second and third years.
But right now, I couldn’t wait to learn.

“Third law of thermodynamics,” Prof Saxena said as he got
up to turn to the blackboard.

Ryan, Alok and I took out our pens and jotted down every
word the prof spoke for the next hour.

I met Neha a couple of weeks into the final semester. For the
first time, | had to scramble to make it for a date. I had to
finish five assignments on the weekend, not to mention revise
notes for the coming minor tests. I couldn’t afford to fail in
any course, and somehow I had this big urge to learn a lot in
my final days at IIT. But a date with Neha was a date with Neha,
so stapling my sheets for the ergonomics assignment, I ran out
to the ice-cream parlour.

“Twenty minutes late! Do you realize you are twenty
minutes late?” Neha said.

“Sorry, this assignment...”

“I have to go back early today. Dad’s elder brother and

family are coming for dinner. Dad is going mad preparing for
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them. And since when were you into assignments so much?”
She hadn’t removed hands from hips.

“I don’t know. Just don’t want to take any chances. Can
I buy you an ice-cream?”

“No thanks. I have already had one waiting for you. And
with my relatives home tonight, there will be a big meal. And
I am trying to reduce,” she said.

“Reduce what?” 1 asked.

“My weight,” she said.

“Really? Why? You look great,” I said.

“No way. You should see the girls in my college. Anyway,
what have you been up to?” she said.

“Classes, classes and more classes. Eight to six every day.
Then another three hours in the library. Then another two for
assignments and revisions. I am going mad. But what to do?
Never had this much course-load before.”

“What about Ryan and Alok?” she said.

“They are equally overworked. And we’ll still fall short of
credits,” 1 said.

“What about your C2D, the whole cooperate to
dominate...”

“That was all crap. It doesn’t work that way Neha. I know
it doesn’t. 1 might be busy now, but at least I am learning
something. [ am not just cogging assignments and beating the
system. That is not what it is about.”

“Wow, my loafer has become all serious. What is it about
then?” Her voice went playful, always a good sign.

“It is about knowledge. And making the most of the system,
even if it has flaws. And it is about not listening to bloody Ryan

all the time,” 1 said.
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“You are getting all wise. I miss my loafer,” she said.

I became quiet and looked into her eyes. Then, in one
instant I got up and kissed her on the lips.

“Hari! Are you crazy? People know me here,” she said.

“Just to let you know the loafer is still there,” I said.

“Yeah right. Anyway, look what I got,” she said and took
out a piece of paper from her bag.

“It’s your brother’s letter,” I said. ,

“Yes, his last. I want you to keep it,” she said.

“Why?” I said. It was a weird gift, to say the least.

“I don’t know. Dad doesn’t trust me anymore. And he
comes and searches my room now and then. I don’t want him
to find this.”

“Really? Is he giving you a lot of trouble?” I said.

“Not much. I just don’t speak to him much. I did hear him
talk about you guys the other day though.”

“What? Where?”

“I'll tell you. Will you keep my letter then?”

“You know I will. What did he say?”

“Dean Shastri came home the other day. They were talking
about this proposal.”

“The lube project,” I said.

“Yes, something like that. Prof Veera had given each of them
a copy. Dean Shastri was quite impressed with the findings.”

“What did your dad say?” I said.

“I don’t think you want to hear it,” she said.

“No tell me,” I fairly shouted. Why do girls take so long
to come to the point?

“He said it was an okay-ish effort. But he told Dean Shastri
not to trust these students. He said, ‘who knows? They have
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cheated once, they could have cheated to make the findings.
They just want their credits,” and that was it.”

“Complete crap. That is complete crap. You know Neha,
how much we worked our asses off on it.”

“] know. But that is what he said. And Dean Shastri told
him to think about it some more.”

I put the letter on the table. I spread it out; Samir’s last
words. Someone so sick of his father’s desire to get him into
IIT that he preferred death. I wondered how much a train
passing over you could hurt.

“Two large bricks of strawberry please,” I heard a voice in
the background.

“Hello Cherian sahib. What happened, big guests tonight?”
the counter boy said.

“Yes, my brother is coming from Canada. He loves ice-
cream,” I heard Prof Cherian’s voice.

I froze at my table, like all the flavors of ice-cream in the
fridge. Neha froze too. We were sitting right opposite him, and
couldn’t run out of the parlour. We silently prayed he wouldn’t
see us. But this was Cherian. A reflection on the steel counter
frame was enough.

“Neha!” He turned toward us. I think all the ice-cream in
the parlour melted at that tone.

Neha didn’t say anything. I didn’t move. I recalled last
seeing Cherian when he was head of the Disco. Will he ruin
me again? | hadn’t even ordered my ice-cream.

Cherian came and sat next to me. My heart raced as it
attempted to leave my body and escape the parlour.

“You have guts. You bloody rascal, you do have guts,”
Cherian said as he stared at me. .
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Neha cleared her throat but he signaled her to keep quiet.

“Sir, I just...sir...just had to...sir just ran into her,” I said,
talking and thinking at the same time.

“Are you bluffing me again?” Cherian banged his fist on the
table. It landed on the open letter and almost tore it.

“Dad, be careful,” Neha said as she tried to push his angry
fist away.

“What is this?” Cherian said.

Neha opened her palms and covered the letter.

“Nothing. It is nothing, Dad,” she said.

“What is it, you rascal?” Cherian said looking at me, his
fist still firmly on the letter, “love letters you write to trap my
daughter. I told you to stay away from her. So one Disco wasn’t
enough?”

“It is Samir’s letter,” 1 said.

“Hari, shut up,” Neha said, as a reflex.

I don’t know why I said it. But I wasn’t going to repeat it.

- “What did he say?” Prof Cherian said.

Neha and I kept silent.

“Remove your hands, Neha,” Cherian said and glared at her.
She withdrew her hands, only to bring them to her face to wipe
her tears. Cherian picked the letter up and read it silently.

He tried hard to retain his composure, but his eyes
contracted and his fingers started to shiver. He read the letter
again and again and then again. The two bricks of ice-cream
he had bought were melting and creating a puddle on our table.
but, the puddles in Cherian’s mind were causing us more
concern. He removed his glasses, his eyes then did the
unthinkable. Yes, here he was, the head of our department, the
tormentor of my life and his eyes had just become wet. Two
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fat tears squeezed out of the edges. And there I was, sitting with
the Cherian family as they cried. I could have joined in, but
I wasn’t in the mood. Besides, ice-cream parlours are hardly
the plac’e for group cries.

“Dad, are you all right?” Neha said, wiping her tears.

Her father then cried uncontrollably. It was strange to see
a grown-up man cry. | mean, you expect them to make'you
cry. I wished Ryan were here.

“Let’s go home, Dad,” Neha said as she got up.

Cherian surrendered himself to his daughter. I gave Neha
the bag of ice-cream, mostly a syrupy mass now. Her father
kept kissing the letter.

They left the parlour and 1 hadn’t gotten a chance to fix
my next date with Neha. But I felt damn lucky to survive
meeting Cherian again. Neha drove the car with her dad still
sobbing in the front scat.

“Sir, are you going to pay for that ice-cream?” the counter
boy asked me.

“You mean Cherian was in tears. Like real crying-crying?” Ryan
was disbelieving.
“Howling man, with hands on face and lots of tears right
until he left. Damn it, I had to pay for two bricks of ice-cream.”
“lotally worth it. I would pay for four for a repeat
performance. Yes. Even he suffers. Yes!” Ryan performed a
little jig.
“It isn’t funny Ryan. He must have been in shock,” Alok said.
“So? Not my problem. But I missed it. If only I was there,”

Ryan said.
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“Can we do the assignments for tomorrow then? Do we
have RAC?” I said.

“Yes, we do,” Alok said, “So what is going on about the
proposal?”

“I don’t know. Neha told me Cherian wasn’t so keen. Let
us talk to Prof Veera some time next week.”

“The companies have arrived you know. I saw the
recruitment notice board. Many new ones in the software
sector,” Alok said.

“No point looking at them yet. If the credits don’t work
out, we’ll have another year to think about it,” I said as we
opened fresh sheets to do our assignment.

I slept at four that night. Cherian’s face after he’d read the
letter swam before me. Sure, it was somewhat funny as Ryan said.
But it was also sad. How could a strong man like Cherian get
like that? What are these tough people really made of? And the
way Neha took her father back, she must love him a lot. And
Cherian must have loved his son a lot, even though he drove him
mad enough to kill himself. Do all parents love their kids? What
about Ryan? Did he love his parents? Did they love him?

And then I got up. At four am. I had the urge to write a
letter. Maybe the havoc a letter had wreaked that morning
influenced me. I left Kumaon and went to the computer centre.
The twenty-four hour center had students working away on their

resumes. The job interviews were coming, yes, but not for us.

Dear Dad and Mom,

This is Ryan. I am sorry for typing this. I just had to write
tonight to tell you what has been going on in my life. And not
all of it is good. But if I don’t tell you, who else will I talk to...
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I kept writing for like two hours. I don’t think I made much
sense at all times, but I did write about a lot of things. About
our GPAs, our Disco, our tainted grade sheets, Prof Veera, and
our stuck lube project. I also wrote about how they had never
really loved me enough to keep me with them. I kind of knew
I'was doing wrong, posing as Ryan and typing away his life story,
his deepest secrets. Simply said, Ryan would kill me if he found
out. But I kept writing until daybreak. I thought I’d done a good
job with the text, better than Ryan for sure. When I finally took
the printout, it was ten pages long. It was easy to fake Ryan’s
signature, and his parents would hardly compare for identity.
I'had stolen the address from Ryan’s room. It took thirty rupees
of stamps to mail the damn thing.

“Where are you coming from,” Ryan said as he noticed me
come to my room at dawn.

“Nothing. Just went for a walk,” I said.

Is lying bad?
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Meeting Daddy

DROF SAXENA HAD TO INTERRUPT HIS CLASS THAT DAY.
A peon had delivered a message to him, which he read and then
turned to the class.

“Who are Hari, Ryan and Alok?” he asked, fully aware we
sat in the front row.

We duly raised our hands.

“Go to Prof Cherian’s room. He wants to see you right

now.”

I tried to be calm, but my heart was beating fast like it had
a mind of its own. Could it be the end of the lube project?
Will Cherian hold another Disco? Will he hand me over to the
police for buying Neha an ice-cream? Did he realize 1 paid for
his bricks as well? Irrelevant thoughts darted back and forth
until we reached Cherian’s office, where I noticed there was

a new lock.
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Inside, Prof Shastri and Prof Veera sat next to Prof Cherian.
No one asked us to sit down.

“Sorry to bring you boys out of class. But just thought we’ll
talk to you while we were still together,” Dean Shastri said.

Profs together is always trouble, I thought. We maintained
a deep and meaningful silence.

“We have gone over your work with Prof Veera and your
proposal, and we understand you worked on it in your
suspended semester,” Prof Shastri said.

We looked at Prof Veera.

“Yes sir, they worked for three months in my lab,” Prof
Veera said.

“Now Prof Veera has made an appeal that we show your
absence in the seventh semester for research work instead of
disciplinary reasons. Is that right?”

We had promised ourselves not to say a word in that room.
It was a simple question, but we didn’t want any more trouble.

“Answer Dean- Shastri,” Prof Veera bade us.

“Yes sir,” Alok said.

I never made eye contact with Cherian, but his silence was
unnerving. Why wasn’t the kingpin in all this saying anything?

“Then I guess you will have a clean grade sheet, right?”
Dean Shastri said.

Alok, Ryan and I nodded.

“Well, the final decision in these matters is with your head
of department. And you well know your mistakes are quite
unpardonable. But this time, Prof Cherian has agreed to show
your seventh semester as a research semester.”

“What?” the three of us said in unison. Sometimes, even

good news can be a shock.
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“Yes, Prof Cherian has agreed. Congratulations and good
work,” Prof Veera said.

I looked at Cherian for the first time. His face remained
frozen, as if he was not part of this room. What is up with him?
Has he tripped out on grass, I wondered. Whatever the reason,
I wanted to get the hell out of that room before he changed
his mind.

“Thank you sir. Thank you so much,” Alok said.

“Thank you sir. Can we go sir?” I said.

“Sure. We were leaving as well,” Dean Shastri said as he
and Prof Veera stood up.

“By the way, how is this semester going?” Dean Shastri said.

“It is okay sir. We are still five credits short,” I replied.

“Short for what?” Dean Shastri said.

“We don’t have enough courses to finish the degree in four
years. So we can’t apply for any jobs or admissions,” I said.

“Well, did you take a full course-load?” Dean Shastri said.

“Of course. We have packed classes,” Ryan said.

“Well, again this is a departmental issue. That is why I tell
these boys not to get into disciplinary trouble,” Dean Shastri
said and left the room.

Prof Veera patted my shoulder and left as well.

“Thank you sir,” I said to Cherian. I don’t know why I did
it, kind of just felt like a good exit line.

“Hari, can you stay back for a minute,” Prof Cherian spoke
for the first time.

“Sure,” 1 said as Alok and Ryan gave me curious glances
before vacating the room.

“Sit down,” Cherian said and pointing at a chair before

him, he got up to lock the door.
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Why did he ask me to stay back? Was he going to kill me?

“So five credits short, eh?” Cherian said. So he was
listening to what people had said in his room.

“Yes sir,” I said.

“You know if I sanction you all to work with Prof Veera
this semester to follow through on this project, we could get
you laboratory credits.”

Now what was that supposed to mean — “if I sanction’? Was
Cherian just reminding me of how much he controlled my fate.
Hell, I know that Sir. I am just excited to have a clean grade
sheet for now. Maybe one day after several years I might get
a job. Can I go now?

“What are you thinking?” Cherian said.

“Uh, nothing sir,” I said, returning hastily from my
thoughts.

“I said I could get you lab credits, that is if you are ready
to work on this project this semester. I know you are already
overloaded,” Cherian said.

Had Cherian totally lost his mind? What was he saying? He
was offering to rescue my degree. And if I was ready to do some
lab work. Hell, I'd live in the lab for the next four months for
five extra credits. I'd eat lubricants for lunch to get my degree
on time.

“I think we can manage some extra lab work, sir,” I said
when my Adam’s apple allowed me.

“Good. Let me speak to Prof Veera and see what he can
get you guys to do. If all is fine, we’ll add five credits to this
sem.”

“For all of us sir? I mean, Alok and Ryan too.”

“Yes, of course,” Prof Cherian said.
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“Thank you sir,” I said, wiping sweat off my forehead. This
wasn’t a real moment.

“Thank you, Hari,” Cherian dismissed me.

“For what?” [ said.

“Nothing. I think you should go back to Prof Saxena’s class.
And start preparing for those job interviews,” Cherian said.

“Of course, sir,” I said and stood up.

“And don’t behave in the interviews like you did in my
viva,” Prof Cherian said and started laughing. I tried to sense
if there was malicious intent in his laughter, but he sounded
genuinely amused. I joined in the laughter.

“Right sir,” I said and left his room grinning like an idiot.

We had promised to drink less since the Disco, but Cherian’s
news was huge and worth intoxication.

“Open the second bottle,” Alok said, “today I am telling
you Ryan, open the second bottle.”

“Take it easy, Fatso. We still have assignments and lab work,
not to mention those job interviews,” 1 said.

“How? How did you do it Hari?” Ryan said, by now already
high.

«I didn’t do anything. I really thought he was going mad.
But that is what he said.” I shrugged.

- “You are awesome man,” Ryan said as he came forward and

kissed my cheek. I hate it when he does that.

“Which is the next interview then Alok?” I asked, pushing
Ryan away. :

“Okay guys, here is the deal,” Alok said, taking out a file
full of brochures of companies, “we are five-pointers,
remember? So a ot of these jobs won’t even short-list us.”
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“I don’t care man. Tell me any job that will,” Ryan said.

“Software. That is the hot sector this year. They hire in
droves and don’t have GPA-based short-listing criteria,” Alok
said.

“I love software,” Ryan vouched.

“When is the interview?” I said.

“Well, a good one is in three weeks. What do you say? All
of us apply? Who knows, we can all be together,” Alok said.

“We will be,” I said and raised my glass.

“Cheers, to five credits,” we all said in unison.

The alarm rang at six a.m. The big interview day had arrived.
For the first time that semester, we skipped the first three
classes. The last few weeks had been backbreaking with Prof
Veera’s lab work adding three hours to the already full fourteen
hours a day workload.

But today was the software company’s interview; the best
chance for low-GPA students like us to get employment.

“Wake up, Fatso. We need to dress up for these
interviews,” I hollered.

“Will we get it?” Alok said.

“Not il you stay in bed,” Ryan said, pulling his quilt away.

[[Tians really dress up for interviews. For the first time in
four years, I wore a tie. It was a weird tie, with orange spots
on black or the other way round, I forget. But it had worked
for a senior last year and Kumaonites considered it lucky. Ryan
had got a new Italian silk tie from his parents, bastard. For some
reason, his gifts had increased the last few weeks. I 'wondered
if they had received my letter.
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Ryan’s scooter was now engineless, so we had to take an
auto to the institute. We couldn’t walk and spoil the creases
on our shirts and trousers, as Ryan pointed out.

“Technosoft Software interviews here,” said a sign in the
insti building. There were over fifty of us, all students from my
batch dressed like we were attending our wedding.

“Apparently, half the batch has already got jobs. This is the
best chance for the under-performers like us,” Alok sighed.

I tried to think of the day when I had started relating so
well to the word under-performer. Was it the first quiz we
messed up? Was it our first GPA? Was it the Disco? 1 guess
there were enough things we screwed up to earn our place in
that club.

Amongst the three of us, Ryan had his interview first,
followed by Alok and then me. Before the interview, we took
-an aptitude test. It had simple IQ type questions that any IITian
could answer after a bottle of vodka in him.

“It is the interview. That is where they decide,” Alok said.

We submitted our grade sheets. The seventh semester
column was blank, with ‘Research Absence’, emblazoned across
it. The rest of the semesters were pretty ordinary, lots of Cs
and Ds.

“Best of luck, Ryan,” Alok said as he hugged Ryan.

“Careful, don’t spoil the crease,” Ryan warned.

He came out after twenty minutes.

“How was it?” Alok said.

“Don’t know. Not too great I guess. They only asked about
my low grades, and why I wanted to do this and all that,” Ryan
said.

“So what did you say,” I said.
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“Just whatever. Let us just wait and see,” he said.

Alok went for twenty minutes. It was my turn as soon as
he came out.

A thirty-year-old man welcomed me into the interview
room.

“Hi, I am Kamal Desai. You are Hari, right?” he said.

“Yes sir,” 1 said.

“Sit down, sit down. And don’t sir me, call me Kamal.”

I sat down quietly. Kamal browsed through my files and
then stopped at the grade sheet.

“Hmmm...5.48 overall, what happened?” He looked into
my eyes.

It was right at this moment when I should have had my
panic attack. But I didn’t this time. I don’t know why, but ever
since | saw Ryan’s plan fail, Alok jump and Cherian cry, the
whole wide world didn’t intimidate me anymore.

“I screwed up my first semester, sir...I mean Kamal. And
it is really hard to come back in IIT if you miss the first time.”

“That is very interesting. What happened in the first sem?”
Kamal said

“Don’t know. Felt like enjoying college life a bit. I guess
IIT is not that type of college,” I said.

“Yes, II'Ts are truly different. Tell me, do you like I1IT?”
Kamal said.

It was a loaded question. A question no one had asked me
before. I had thought I'd be quick to say how I hated every
living moment of it, but couldn’t. I remembered my first day —
the day Ryan saved me from Baku and his coke bottles. Four
years, and soon it would be time to leave this place. Did I like
it here?
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“I don’t know. There are things I’d rather forget. But I met
my best friends here, and hopefully this place will get me a job,”
[ said.

Kamal laughed. I could see him as one of the students ten
years ago. I wondered what his GPA had been in his time. That
is the thing about IIT, you see people and you wonder what
their GPA was. You kind of need that to judge them. Sad.

Kamal asked me a few more questions about why I wanted
to join the software sector. Hell, I'd kiss any sector that would
give.me a job. And this was my one chance.

“It was very interesting talking to you. That’s all for now,”
Kamal said as he escorted me out of the room.

“Interesting talking to you” — I répeated the phrase three
times in my head. What was that supposed to mean? Just a
polite way of saying I was weird and stood no chance? Or did
my pathetic resume file really charm him?

We waited another hour for the results. And that is when
I realized that for once my luck might have turned for the better.

“Hari, you and I have made it! You got an offer in Bombay
and I'got Delhi,” Alok said and tugged at my shirt.

I became numb and couldn’t answer him for the next five
minutes. A crowd of students almost crushed me in their rush
to the notice board. I was lost in my thoughts. Just a few days
ago, I was planning to spend an extra year to complete five
credits and collect a tainted grade sheet. Now I had a way out.
And I had a job.

“I didn’t get it,” Ryan said.

“What?”

That had to be a mistake. How could Alok and I get a job
while Ryan not?
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“What happened?” [ said.

“I don’t know. Fuck man, fuck-fuck-fuck,” Ryan said as he
walked away from us.

“Where is he going?” Alok said.

“I don’t know,” I said.

For a couple of moments I forgot my own job. Ryan had
not got a job? He was the creative, confident, smart one. He
was what [ always wanted to be. So he had almost the lowest
grade in the insti, but this is Ryan, hello?

“We got a job, Hari. Six grand a month,” Alok said.

“Huh? Oh, yeah,” I said, suspending my concern for Ryan
for a while. “So, we’re not just five-point somethings anymore,

we are five point somebodies.”

Alok spoke to his parents on the phone for two hours that
night. [ think he read out the whole offer letter to them. His
mother noted down the entire package — basic salary, travel
allowance and of course, the much needed medical benefits.
Alok was thrilled.

I was still kind of numb. When good things happen to you,
you kind of feel there is something odd. Like this could be a
dream. That Kamal Desai of Technosoft will call me and say
it was all a bad joke. And then again, the job was in Bombay.

“What is with you? You don’t seem so excited,” Alok said
as he got out of the phone booth.

“I am. I am. But it is in Bombay. What about Neha?” [ said.

“What about her? You'll still continue after 1IT?” Alok
asked naively, as if she had been part of my curriculum here.

“Why not?” I said, placing my fingers in the booth’s grill.
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Alok shrugged his shoulders. It was pointless talking to
him. He would have rather discussed the dental benefits that
the job gave us.

“Where is Ryan?” I said.

“[ think he went to the lab. He said he wanted to talk to
Prof Veera,” 1 said.

“I hope he finds something. I think that is the other reason

why I can’t be so fully excited,” I said.

“It’s hard for him. He is only 5.01, and the last in class.
It is difficult for him to get placed,” Alok said.

“But he is so smart. I mean, the lube project is basically
all his,” I said.

“GPAs matter,” Alok said and walked away.

Ryan did not get a job for another month. Our semester sped
by really fast, especially since we were so busy trying to meet
our deadlines. Ryan kept applying to companies, but he only
got two more interviews. The last guy in the class always found
it hardest to get a job. For that matter, if Kamal Desai was not
into honesty appreciation that day, I might have been in Ryan’s
situation.

“You guys can’t lose heart. Ryan, you must keep trying,”
Prof Veera exhorted as we stood in the lab.

Ryan’s scooter engine was running at full blast. Today’s mixture
had an unusually bad smell, stinking up the whole lab. I kind of
wished this was not the optimal mix for our final lubricant.

“I can’t Prof Veera. It is not going to work,” Ryan said,
looking at the exhaust fumes coming out of the engine.

“Of course, it will. But I do feel you are made for better
things than a run-of-the mill software job,” Prof Veera said.
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“What do you mean?” Ryan said.

“I mean you should work in research. What is in a software
job? You are contract labour at cheap prices for foreigners.
Ryan, you really think you will be happy there?”

“I would be,” Alok said.

“I am asking Ryan. You guys are friends, but you all could
want different things you know,” Prof Veera said.

“Like what? What else can I do?” Ryan said.

“Would you like to work as my RA?” Prof Veera said.
“Research Assistant. I can get you a two-year contract. Will not
pay a lot, say two thousand a month. But you live on campus,
and you can continue research on lubricants.”

I saw Ryan’s face. The Rs 2000-number was writ large on
his face; a third of what our jobs would pay us. Would Ryan
be able to accept that?

“It is an idea,” he said eventually.

“It is a great idea. And if we find an investor who is willing
to commercialize your product, who knows how successful you
can be,” Prof Veera said.

Ryan looked at me. Somehow, I felt he wanted me to make
a decision for him. I thought about it less than I should have,
but gave my answer.

“I think you will be happy doing this, Ryan. And I am sure
you will find an investor for it one day,” I said.

“I project the market for this product at atleast ten crore.
You'll get a royalty of, I don’t know, say ten percent. Of course,
if we find someone who invests in the factory first,” Prof Veera
said.

“I'll do it,” Ryan smiled, “I am your RA, sir.”

“Yes!” I said and hi-fived him. o
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“I guess all of us are officially employed,” Alok said, “can
we party now?”

“Of course, you should. But go easy on the vodka,” Prof
Veera said but he was grinning. :

27

Five Doint domeone

I'r WAS THE CONVOCATION DAY, OFFICIALLY OUR LAST DAY
at IIT. We'd struggled unto the end, but had finally made it!
We had passed all our final semester courses, finished our lab
work and had all secured some sort of a job. It is the least any
IITian can expect in four years, but to us it was nothing short
of a miracle. I had hardly spoken to Neha in the past few weeks.
I called once after I got the job, and she cried because (a) she
was so happy for me and (b) because it was in Bombay. It is
not easy to figure out how girls cry for two different reasons
at the same time. But I didn’t push her much. She also said
it was best we didn’t meet for a while, lest Cherian find out
and flare up again. Frankly, that was fine with me (even though
I made a big fuss) with all these damn courses. I had not seen
Cherian after that day in his office when he was stoned enough
to pardon me. But today, I would see him again. After all, the
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head of the department makes a speech to the passing-out
batch. We were part of the passing-out batch and that was
celebration in itself.

Alok, Ryan and I wore our graduation robes. As usual, Ryan
looked the best. “I am not sitting in front. You can’t fall asleep
in front,” I protested, as we reached the convocation hall.

“No, it is our last day. I want to see everything,” Alok
insisted.

“Then get your glasses fixed,” Ryan said.

Alok insisted on sitting in the first row and we sat down
facing the podium. We looked back at the guests’ gallery.

“That is my mom and didi in the aisle. See Dad is there,
too,” Alok said as he waved at a wheelchair.

“Your parents are here too, right?” I said to Ryan.

“Yes, they flew in last night. I told them not to come, but
they did. See, there they are in the third row,” Ryan pointed
out with quiet pride.

Yes, there they were, along with the parents of three
hundred students. The huge convocation hall held them all, the
whole insanely proud lot.

I saw Neha. She had come with her father, and sat primly
with other faculty families. I waved to her and ten other profs
waved back.

“Sit down Hari. It is about to begin.” Alok pulled me
down.

Prof Cherian took the stage, all the waving and murmurs
ceased, and the convocation hall became silent as a tomb.

“Good morning. As head of the Mechanical Enginéering
department I welcome everyone to this convocation ceremony.
Today we are proud to give a new batch of the brightest
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mechanical engineers to this country. I give this speech every
year, and I have done so for ten years now,” Prof Cherian said
and paused to have a sip of mineral water.

“Ten years! This guy’s rea]ly been around,” Alok whispered.

“To torment class after class,” Ryan supplied.

“Shh!” I said.

“And every year I make a similar speech, congratulating our
best students and talking about how they should continue to
achieve in the future. In fact, I make the speech by looking at
what 1 said last year. However, this year 1 am going to do
something different. In fact, I don’t even have a written speech.
I just want to tell you a story.”

A murmur threaded through the crowd. No one expected
Cherian 1o tell stories. Announce the topp‘ers,‘ wish everyone
the best and close it. What was going on?

“Once upon a time there was a student in IIT. He was very
bright, and this is true, his GPA was 10.00 after four years.
He didn’t have a lot of friends, as to keep such a high GPA,
you only have so much time for-friends.”

The crowd (lutifully chuckled.

“But he did have classmates. Classmates who this bright
boy thought were less smart than him, classmates who were
selfish and wanted to make the most money or go to the USA
with minimum effort. And the classmates did exactly that. They
went to work for multinationals and some went abroad. Some
of them opened their own companies in the USA ~ mostly in
computers and software. This was twenty years ago mind you,
so computers were a very new thing.”

Prof Cherian paused again for water.

“What is his point?” Alok said.
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“I don’t know. I told you not to sit in the front row. We
can’t even sleep now,” Ryan said.

“But the bright boy stayed behind. Because he had
principles. He did not want to use his education for selfish
personal gain. He wanted to help the country. He wanted to
do research and he stayed back at IIT. Of course, getting a
research project approved in IIT is harder than inventing the

telephone,” Prof Cherian said as the faculty in the audience

smiled.

“So our bright boy was disappointed. He still kept trying
but apart from being a Professor, there isn’t much one could
achieve here. Ten years passed, when his friends from college
visited home. One of them had a GPA of seven point
something, and he had his own software company. The
turnover had reached two hundred million dollars. Another
friend was heading a toothpaste MNC, and came in a BMW,
Of course, this didn’t bother the principled bright boy. Or so
he thought.

“As you guessed, that bright boy was me. And at that time
I thought it didn’t matter if others had achieved more
personally. I was still the one with the better GPA, the smarter
one, the brighter one. Somehow, on that day, I decided my son
must get into IIT. I wanted him to carry on my family’s strong
intellectual tradition. Strong intellectual tradition — that is what
I called it. But it was just my big ego. My son wanted to be
a lawyer, hated maths. I hated him for hating maths. I pushed
him just as I pushed students in my class. He failed to get in
the first time and I made life hell for him. He failed a second
time and I made his life an even bigger hell. Then he failed
to get in the third time. And this time, he killed himself.”
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The crowd gasped. Students and even some of the faculty
members started whispering.

“You all know that I have a daughter. But I also had a son,
who died in a rail track accident five years ago. At that time,
we thought it was an accident. But this...” Cherian said as he
pulled out Samir’s letter, “is my son’s letter I got only a few
weeks ago. He wrote this to my daughter on the day he died.
He killed himself because he did not get into IIT. He killed
himself because of me,” Cherian said and paused for a long
time. He removed his spectacles and wiped his eyes. The
audience was silent enough to hear Cherian’s mild sobs.

“He is crying,” Ryan said.

“I told you. This is nothing compared to...” I stopped as
Cherian began again.

“I am sorry everyone for bringing up this sad story on your
special day. I told myself that if I admit to my mistake publicly,
perhaps my son will forgive me. And I wanted to thank the one
student in this class because of who I found out the truth. It
is my daughter’s boyfriend — Hari. And he is here sitting right
in the front row.”

“Wow!” Alok and Ryan said in unison. All eyes turned to
me. I have never been so embarrassed in my life. This is not
the limelight one wants. I wished he’d just move on from here,
but he didn’t.

“Let me tell you something about this boy Hari and his
friends Alok and Ryan. They are the under-performers. That
is what [ used to call students with low GPAs. And they do have
alow GPA — five point something is low, right?” Cherian asked

in a jestful manner.
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“My daughter found it easier to trust Hari with the letter.
She defied me, lied to me and ignored me just to meet him.
Somewhere down the line, this perfect ten-GPA Professor
standing in front of you had gone wrong. Really wrong.”

I sat back, listening to Cherian carefully. I kind of felt sad
and for the first time felt he just may have a heart.

“And that is when I realized that GPAs make a good student,
but not a good person. We judge people here by their GPA.
If you are a nine, you are the best. If you are a five, you are
useless. | used to despise the low GPAs so much that when Ryan
submitted a research proposal on lubricants, I judged it without
even reading it. But these boys have somethin‘g really
promising. I saw the proposal the second time. I can tell you,
any investor who invests in this will earn a rainbow.”

“Did you hear that Hari?” Ryan said.

" I nodded.

“Anyway, this is my message to all you students as you find
your future. One, believe in yourself, and don’t let a GPA,
performance review or promotion in a job define you. There
is more to life than these things — your family, your friends,
your internal desires and goals. And the grades you get in
dealing with each of these areas will define you as a person.

“Two, don’t judge others too quickly. I thought my son was
useless because he didn’t get into IIT. I tell you what, I was
a useless father. It is glleat to get into IIT, but it is not the end
of the world if you don’t. All of you should be proud to have
the IIT tag, but never ever judge anyone who is not from this
institute — that alone can define the greatness of this institute.”

The crowd responded with wild applause.
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“And lastly, don’t take yourself too seriously. We professors
are to be blamed even more for this. Life is too short, enjoy
yourself to the fullest. One of the best parts of campus life is
the friends you make. And make sure you make them for life.
Yes, I have heard the stories. Sometimes I wish I had had a
friend, even if that meant a lower GPA. It must be good to have
vodka on top of the institute roof at night.”.

Cherian got a standing ovation.

The applause got louder, in fact it was right under my ears,

on my shoulder.

“Wake up you lazy bozo,” Ryan said, clapping my shoulder so
hard my dream paused and faded out like a defective videotape.

“What?” I rubbed my eyes.

“Yes, it is me. So tell me Mr Hari, how does it feel to miss
your convocation after you make all this effort to get into IIT.”
That was Ryan’s cocky voice all right.

“What the...what time is it?” I craned my neck to look at
the alarm clock. It said seven a.m, clearly in contrast to the
sun outside.

“Looks like your clock has also had enough of this place.
It is past eleven. Both of us slept through our convocation,”
Ryan said wryly

I got out of bed and went outside to the balcony; the hostel
was empty.

Damn, I had slept through graduation day. Worse, Cherian
had not really cried.

“Fuck!” I said, borrowing Ryan’s vocabulary. “Fuck. Does
that mean they’ll not give us the degree?”
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“Of course they will. Just means we weren’t there when
the rest of the class shook hands with Cherian and parents
applauded.”

I wondered if it made sense to brush my teeth or eat at
Sasi’s first.

“Sasi’s?” Ryan read my mind.

Man, four years of freaking craziness to get a degree, and
when the time came to collect, Ryan and I sat in our pajamas
circling our paranthas with dabs of butter. I really don’t deserve
this degree!

“Hari, you know Dad said he wants to invest in the
lubricant project. He is in touch with Prof Veera,” Ryan said
as Sasi looked at us slyly. Even he knew we should have been
at the convocation.

“That is great.”

“It’s crap. I told them I don’t want their money,” Ryan said.

“Are you an idiot?”

“And then guess what they said? They said they thought 1
would be okay because of that letter,” Ryan said.

“What letter?” I said, struggling to keep a straight face.

“This letter,” Ryan said and took out a fat envelope, “and
guess what I noticed on the cover?”

Yep, there it was. The thirty bucks of postage that I put on
it was stamped all over.

“So you wrotg to them?” I said, still appearing as casual
as I could.

“Okay Mr Hari, will you give it up. You made all the effort
of typing the damn thing, could you at least have been careful
while writing the address? This scrawny handwriting of yours
is a dead giveaway,” Ryan said.
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“What?” I said. Crap, I should have thought of that.

Ryan got up and mock punched me several times over. “You
ass, when did you become so senti?” he said as I wriggled rhy
way out of his punches. We burst out laughing. I looked into
his eyes. He wasn’t mad, maybe even a bit glad. But that
changed fast into a serious expression. Yes, Ryan will never
admit to wanting this.

“You shouldn’t have,” he said.

“Oh well, I must have been drunk that day. And I do think
your parents are nice. Anyway, it is a good project. Your dad
will probably make money out of it.” The big picture,' that’s
what [ should focus on, not spoil things with paltry confidences
on letter-writing.

“I am sure he will. Prof Veera accepted his funding.”

“Prof Veera knows what he is doing,” I said wisely. “When
the hell will Alok come back? Do you think we missed much?”

“All convos are the same. Cherian gives medals to nine
pointers. Five-pointers collect their degrees in the background
like extras,” Ryan shrugged.

I saw a silhouette limping towards us from a distance.

“Alok!” 1 shouted.

“You fuckers! Chomping paranthas while the couﬂtry got
another batch of engineers,” Alok said.

“Whatever Fatso, you want one or not?” Ryan said, making
the rare gesture of offering his plate.

“Of course I do. After all that Cherlanspeak for an hour,”
Alok said, putting out his tongue to indicate éxtreme exhaustion.

“Where are the parents?” Ryan said. ' .

“Invited to the faculty club for lunch. I came back looking
for you,” Alok said. ' '
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“Did Cherian talk a lot? You know I was dreaming of him,”
I said.

“Really? And I thought you only dreamt of his daughter
wearing nothing,” Ryan teased.

“Shut up.” I turned to Alok. “So what did he say?”

“Nothing. Just the same IITians-are-the-best crap. Though
he did mention one thing,” Alok said.

“What?” Ryan and I cried in unison.

“That we need to look at the system. Sometimes the
pressure is too much. Something about lesser tests and more
projects etc. Didn’t really follow it — I was dozing off a bit you
know,” Alok said “You suck man,” Ryan said, subsiding back
into his seat.

“Yeah right. At least I made it on my last day of IIT,” Alok
said virtuously.

Last day, Alok’s words resonated in my mind. Man, how
we had waited for this to get over. And finally it had. Maybe
not in style, maybe not with standing ovations or medals, but
in our pajamas and eating paranthas at a street-side vendor, we
had made it. Yes, the three of us were IIT graduates. Not the
ones that would make it to the cover of Time magazine, but
at least we could be called survivors. “Yes, it was over!” I tried
telling myself — but at one level, it felt sad.

“It really is over then, eh?” Ryan echoed my thoughts.

“Yes it is. Time to enter the real world — as they said at
the convo,” Alok said, showing off.

I wish I had never met Neha. Separating from her would
hurt.

“Have you talked to Neha?” Ryan asked, uncannily reading
my mind.
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“I will. We are meeting tonight,” I said casually.

“Does Cherian know?” Alok said

“I don’t think so0,” I said. He may have relented here and
there, but me and Neha together was still a no-no.

“And what about us?” Ryan said.

We looked at each other. Hell, this was going to be hard.
Why is it that when the bad things about IIT come to an end,
the good things end as well. It sucks to leave the hostel, to not
be able to see your friends every day.

“We'll be friends. For fucking forever and ever,” I vowed
filmily and got up to give a group hug.

“Enough guys, this is a decent establishment,” Ryan said
and we sat back, laughing an embarrassed laugh.

That was the last time we were together at IIT. After that,
our lives changed. But I don’t really want to get into all that.
This is an IIT book after all.

And I didn’t know what would happen between Neha and
me. | mean 1 could tell you now what happened, but I don’t
really want to go into all that either.

Yes, that night we met and said we loved each other and other
sappy stuff. And we talked about practical things like how to stay
in touch And we promised to keep meeting forever and ever.

But forever is a long time you know, even longer than the
four years at IIT. A lot can happen between now and forever,
and it will — it is just not something we have to talk about in
this book. The convocation was over. Our bags were packed,
and that was the last time the three of us were together in IIT.

Alok started his job in Delhi, and with no Ryan and me
to bother him, totally immersed himself in it. As a result, his
software company sent him to the US for six months. The US
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assignment earned him a dollar stipend that in one stroke
wiped out his family woes. A spanking new car arrived at the
Guptas, and I was tempted to consider marrying his sister.
Alok’s father got a full-time nurse, and his mother is
considering leaving her job to do private tuitions. I think she
needs to keep a job just to keep sane, but who listens to me?

Ryan worked with Prof Veera, and with all that cash from
his dad, is investing in a factory about two hours from Delhi.
Local villagers from nearby have been hired for construction,
including some women. Sick bastard that he is, he often goes
there to check them out. I think he fancies someone called
Roopkunwar more than the others — and I think there is a
disaster waiting to happen.

I went off to Bombay and, like most responsibilities in my
life, hated it. I can’t live in cramped cities, and I can’t stay away
from Neha. In the first three months, half of my salary went
in rent for a pigeonhole in the Siberian end of town. The other
half went mostly in phone calls to Neha.

God, I missed her — her hair, her ]augh,'her eyes, her
holding my hand and everything else. Sure, I missed Ryan and
Alok as well, but it was not the same. I pined for Neha.

She finished her fashion design course and had an offer to
work for a local designer. I think she is trying to find something
here in Bombay. It should work out, given this city is so
fashion crazy.

Meanwhile, next month I am going to Delhi for Alok’s
didi’s wedding. All of us will be there — Alok, Ryan, Neha and
me. And that is what is keeping me going for now. You know,
it is strange, I might have passed out of IIT, but in some ways,
my soul is still there. Maybe in the hostel corridors, or at Sasi’s,
or at the insti roof...
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succeed despite a few mistakes?

Based on real eVents, from the bestselling author of
Five Point Someone and one night -@ the call center,
comes another dark, witty tale about modern India, where
Chetan Bhagat brings out the ethos and isolation of an
entire generation to the fore.
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*...charming...the book has struck a chord...’
— 7ime
*...Five Point Someone could achieve cult status’

— Outlook
*...great characters and a captivating plot... (Bhagat is) in a class of his own’
— India Today

‘Bhagat does an £nglish, August on the IIT and comes up with a dark and funny
novel’

— Hindustan Times
‘Must read’

— Hindustantimes.corn

*...funny yet touching...pacey, informal style of story-telling... FPSis a book version
of Dif Chahta Hai’

— Financial Express
'..a must read for both IITians and non-IITians!

— Times of Indliz
Five reasons why Hari, Ryan
and Alok’s lives are in a
complete mess:

1. They’ve messed up their
grades big time.

2. Alok and Ryan can’t stop
bickering with each other.

3. Hari is smitten with Neha
who happens to be Prof
Cherian's daughter.

4. As IlTians, they’re expected
to conquer the world, some-
thing they know isn't likely

to happen.

. They’re with each other.

elcome to Five Point
omeone. This is not a book to
each you how to get into IIT
r even survive it. In fact, it
escribes how bad things can
et if you don’t think straight.
unny, dark and non-stop, Five
oint Someone is the story of
three friends whose measly
ve-point something GPAs
ome in the way of everything
|— their friendship, their love
ife, their future. Will they make it?
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