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Chapter 1

[image: image]


‘You’ve got this,’ I tell myself as I look at my reflection in the mirror in my bedroom. I look almost exactly like my own 12th grade Chemistry teacher, Ms. Vasudev - prim, starched sari, a tight bun at the base of my head, and a frown on my forehead. 

A veritable nightmare. 

A monster who can balance equations in her sleep. 

I’m one fat mole-on-the-upper-lip away from being her twin.

Is this the impression I want to make on the kids?

Absolutely. 

Kids are the worst. Class 11 kids especially think they’re the bee’s knees. They no longer have the pressure of the 10th board exams, and neither do they have to worry right away about the class 12 boards. They think they’re suspended in some infinite dome of fun and games, and they can worry about the board exams next year. 

I think not. 

I take a deep breath and straighten my spine. Any further, and it might crack. I look perfect. The stuff of their impending nightmares. 

There’s only one thing I’m not sure about, and that is the colour of this sari. It’s light pink with a paisley pattern, and if I smile just a little bit, it makes me look almost forgiving. But it’s too late to change out of it into something more sedate, more Chemistry monster appropriate. The school bus will be here in another twenty minutes, which barely gives me time to wolf down my breakfast. I don’t want to be late for the first day of school when the brats are back from their holidays. 

I’m picking up my things, my phone, my wallet, and my keys - dumping them into the voluminous handbag I carry with me to school when my phone pings. I take it out and look at the message. It’s from Arham. 

Surprised pleasure flows through me as I almost smile and tap it open to read. 

Let’s meet this evening. At 6. Same place.

The smile doesn’t make an appearance on my face. He knows I start school today. Or does he? Maybe he doesn’t. I can’t meet him for coffee at 6 in the UB City Mall, where we always meet. It would have to be later than that. I get back home only by 5.30, and it’s going to be excruciatingly exhausting because of first-day-at-school-shenanigans.

I don’t have time to send a message back to him. I’ll text him on the bus, I tell myself as I ready my things. 

‘Aloo! You’re getting late!’ Aliya calls out. 

‘Thanks, Captain Obvious,’ I mutter as I rush outside to the dining room just as Ammi places a plate of hot gobi parathas on the table. Steam is wafting up in gentle curls, and I don’t have the time to wait till it cools down. Ammi beams at me, and I belatedly realize she is expecting praise. 

When Abbu passed away some years ago (ten years this August), Ammi shifted her attention to us, mostly trying to feed us and keep us happy through food. In return, she asked for very little. Just a lot of praise. 

Well, none of us knew how to praise her efforts effusively, like Abbu used to. I think Ammi’s cooking and Abbu’s praise was their way of showing each other love. And the three of us sisters have no idea how to do this without feeling weird about it. 

‘The parathas look amazing, Ammi,’ Aliya says as she sits down at the table and helps herself to one that’s glistening with the ghee that Ammi spreads liberally on top. Amna, my other sister, sits down as well and scoops out a spoonful of thick homemade yogurt that goes amazingly well with the parathas. It’s just that I don’t have the time to appreciate any of this. 

‘I’m going to have to take this with me,’ I tell her regretfully as I pick up one and try to roll it, all the while shifting it from one hand to the other because it’s hot. I want to eat it on the way to the bus stop. Ammi sighs. 

‘Here, take this,’ she says, handing me an already rolled paratha wrapped in aluminium foil. 

‘Ammi, you’re the best!’ I tell her, hugging her impulsively. She smiles and pats the back of my head. 

‘Have a good first day,’ she says. I nod and then run from there, yelling a quick goodbye to my sisters. Aliya works at a software company as an engineer, and she doesn’t have to keep my absurd hours. Her office isn’t as far as the school is either. Amna is finishing her Masters in Biotechnology, and her university is on the other end of the city, but she doesn’t have to be there before 8.30, so she can leave in a bit. 

I slip my feet into my no-nonsense brown sandals and then turn once to look at my family as they sit at the dining table, eating and talking among themselves quietly. Abbu may have left us suddenly, but we’re still a family, and we barely fight with each other, except when Aliya and Amna use up my perfume and I rage through the house, wanting their heads on a plate. 

Apart from that, life is good. Almost. 

I walk through the leafy lanes of Richmond Town, cursing the BBMP for digging up the roads at their whim and leaving huge potholes wherever they like. The bus stop is not too far, but I reach there, panting a little because I’m trying to finish the paratha before I get on the bus. 

I wipe my hands on a napkin just as the school bus arrives and groans to a halt. I should feel the first twinges of excitement at the beginning of the new school year. Instead, there’s a mild cramping in my stomach and a sort of dread at what lies ahead. 

There’s not much I can do if I love my subject but hate my job. 

*****
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There are other teachers on the bus and a smattering of students. The school bus picks up faculty and students based on their location in the city. I look over the faces among the kids and sigh in relief when I see that they’re all the tiny ones. None I can expect to see in my class. 

I find a place near a window and settle down. It’s going to take at least forty minutes to reach the school. And that’s if there’s no traffic. 

I look out of the window and indulge in a bit of daydreaming until I remember that I have to text Arham and tell him I can’t meet him at 6. 

I type out a message to him that’s a lot like his message to me. 

School begins today. Can’t meet at 6. Maybe 7.30?

I can see him typing back. 

Can’t do 7.30. Have an important dinner with sponsors. It’s important. Try for 6.

I push down the feeling of annoyance that’s building inside. And yet, an insidious thought makes itself known. Why does he sound so imperious? I shrug away the thought. He’s not imperious. Just busy probably. 

Maybe I can manage it. I exhale loudly and then type back. 

Okay. I’ll try.

I can imagine the face Aliya would have made if she had seen these messages. She’s been after me to call it off with Arham, and I’ve told her I’m doing no such thing. In fact, he has told me that he will be proposing soon and that we can get married in a few months. 

The proclamation he made about this was very matter-of-fact and was preceded by a discussion on labels. I wanted to know if it was okay to refer to him as my boyfriend, and he frowned and made a moue of distaste. 

‘That sounds juvenile. People in their thirties don’t do boyfriends and girlfriends, Alina,’ he said stiffly. He cleared his throat even as I tried to salvage the situation and look less embarrassed. I didn’t know why I was embarrassed though. I wasn’t thirty yet. His gaze softened and he reached out and held my hand. 

‘We can, however, get engaged and then married in a few months. If you’d like that.’

I stared back at him and blinked. Was this a proposal? But I was wary of asking him that because then he might want to take it back. So, I smiled uncertainly and said ‘Sure’. 

No one at home knows about this yet. But I think it’s time to tell them that in a few months, I’m going to become Mrs. Arham Ahmed. 

I wince. No, I’m going to be Ms. Alina Khan. Mrs. Arham Ahmed makes me sound like I’m a woman in my late thirties, one who wears housecoats and spends all day at home, watching soaps on TV, waiting for her kids to come back from school and then her husband to come back from his office. 

There’s nothing wrong with that. It’s just that it’s not me. That’s never going to be me. 

But the family needs to know about the impending engagement, and I know that no matter what my sisters say, Ammi will be thrilled for me. 

For us, I mean. 

*****
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The bus trundles into Heritage Elementary International School on time, despite the traffic and the many stops we have to make along the way to pick up students. A feeling of existential dread is growing in my stomach. 

As a child, I hated being the centre of attention. I always tried to divert it to my sisters or something else that others were bound to find more interesting. But my qualifications have ensured that teaching is the job that’s perfect for me, and if it weren’t for kids who liked to think they could bully me, I wouldn’t mind it so much. 

I learned early on that being a high school teacher meant that if I wanted to command respect, I would have to forget about being the friendly face that students turned to whenever they needed advice or anything of the sort. I had tried it just once in my early days, and the class took such advantage of my kindness and friendliness that I had decided it was better to be a dragon than a mouse. 

I walk swiftly to the main office building, where we have to swipe our ID cards, and then join in for a staff meeting before classes begin. The staff room looks like the conference room of any corporate office. There’s a long table in the centre, surrounded by chairs, and there are two white boards on either end of the room. 

Our principal, Ms. Thakkar looks like a corporate CEO too. She wears pantsuits all the time, and her hair is cut short and with her rimless glasses, she looks like a no-nonsense person. I admire her for all the wrong reasons. 

Like the fact that she makes a hella lot money and is constantly looking for ways to make more. Or that she is always trying to convert us to her ideology that education is business first. Or that she doesn’t brook any sort of sentimental crap from anyone. If someone is leaving, there are no farewell parties, and people rarely get second chances. 

Yeah, well, I was kidding. I don’t admire her for these reasons. I’m just glad we get paid more than what I would make at a regular school that’s within the city limits. Being cut off from the rest of the world should bring some sort of benefit, at least. 

Today, she walks in dressed in a beige pantsuit while the rest of us are getting a quick cup of coffee or tea before we begin with the timetables and classes, and there’s a little colour on her face, like she’s excited. Bhavana, who teaches Math, and is sort of like my best friend here, looks at me, and I shrug slightly. No idea what could have gotten Ms. Thakkar’s panties in a twist. 

Bhavana and I are sitting together, heads close enough to whisper to each other, when Ms. Thakkar leans forward, her hands on the table. 

‘So, I have some excellent news to begin this academic year,’ she says. 

Unless she plans to give us more paid leaves than we get, I don’t think any news is going to be excellent. But I keep my thoughts to myself. 

Her assistant, Mrs. Kapadia, walks around the table quickly, handing us printed copies of instructions and various notes, and Ms. Thakkar stands upright. She even fiddles with her hair a little as she clears her throat.

‘How many of you have read Butterfly of the Light?’ she asks. 

The name of the book sounds familiar to me, but I don’t think I’ve read it. Not a single hand goes up, and everyone seems to be a little confused. 

‘Is it on the prescribed reading list for any of the classes this year?’ asks Ms. Rehman, one of the English teachers. 

Ms. Thakkar shakes her head almost impatiently and then checks her phone. ‘No. Certainly not. Has a lot of sex in it.’

We are all shocked. We’ve never heard Ms. Thakkar talk about sex so openly, and we don’t really know how to react. Bhavana nudges my knee with hers. 

‘I think I’m really excited for this news. It has to be good, no?’ she whispers. ‘I mean, it got her to say the S word. First thing on a Monday morning.’

The S word is what Ms. Thakkar liked to refer to sex, especially during the sex education classes we have to hold compulsorily, every year. 

I hide my grin. ‘Whatever. I’m feeling angsty. I want to go and face my class and see what sort of brats I’ve got this semester.’

‘I’d rather delay the inevitable,’ Bhavana says, rolling her eyes. 

‘Butterfly of the Light is a debut novel published in 2016 by Indian American author Rohaan Ali,’ Mrs. Kapadia squints as she reads out from her phone. 

My heart constricts. 

Rohaan Ali. Surely, it couldn’t be the same...

‘Nominated for several awards including the Crossword Book Award, The Hindu Literary Prize and The DSC Prize for South Asian Literature, Butterfly of the Light was a critical success. Readers loved the sensitive portrayal of the lonely Nawab in his last days, reliving the glories of the past.’

My heart beats a tad faster. It can’t be him. There’s a buzzing in my ears, and I try to focus on Mrs. Kapadia’s sedate narration. Why is she reading out this bio of some random Indian American writer?

Ms. Thakkar seems to lose patience with Mrs. Kapadia, who takes her phone away and puts it on the table. 

‘Enough. They can google him later.’

Bhavana takes out her phone surreptitiously and is googling away. I try not to look at the results that her search throws up and focus on Ms. Thakkar’s speech. 

‘..you all know how much importance parents give to the holistic education we provide at our school. And can you imagine what they will say when they learn that we have managed to get an acclaimed writer such as Mr. Rohaan Ali to join the faculty in our school.’

‘Oh,’ Bhavana whispers, even as my mind is scrambling for thoughts, trying to figure out what’s happening.

‘Hmm?’

‘He’s a hottie,’ she whispers. ‘Look.’

I glance down at the phone on her lap and my heart constricts. This can’t be happening. Is it him? I can’t tell because my stomach is doing flips like an acrobat on steroids. 

Just then, he walks into the staff room. Slowly, steadily, as though he owns it.

It’s him, all right. 

He’s taller, broader, bigger, and irritatingly enough, better looking than he was when I knew him a decade ago. 

My nemesis from Class 12. The one guy who got under my skin and made me scream in frustration, literally. 

Why isn’t he bald and sprouting ear hair like the troll he is?

‘Let’s welcome our newest faculty member, who will be teaching English Literature to Classes 11 and 12. Literary sensation and writer extraordinaire, Mr. Rohaan Ali’ Ms. Thakkar says expansively as she brings her hands together for applause. I can see him wince at the praise, but he just shakes his head and smiles in a self-deprecating manner even as everyone else remembers to clap their hands. 

Really? Literary sensation? How come I’d never read this Butterflies book then? He waves a little awkwardly at everyone and then his gaze stops at me when he realizes I’m not clapping.
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There’s a little Urdu phrase that my mother likes to throw about when she’s annoyed, usually behind Samira Phuppu’s back, because she doesn’t have the courage to say it before her. 

Meri jooti bhi na karey, she says, usually with a sniff and a slightly upward tilt of her chin. 

Right now, I feel the same and I almost have to bite my tongue to stop myself from muttering it out aloud. Forget clapping for him, I want to get up and walk away indignantly because the asshole hasn’t even recognized me. His gaze goes over me smoothly, like he’s never met me before. Like I don’t deserve a second glance. 

Like he never got me into trouble with our Math teacher when the entire thing was his fault. Like he never hooted out aloud when I mistakenly read out a sentence in our English class, that had been written on the blackboard - ‘the pen is on the table’ as ‘the penis on the table’. Like he...

I don’t have time to go over all his transgressions right now. And I certainly don’t want to think about the end of the year Social. Not now. Not ever. 

Thank goodness these schools don’t have any of those events, I shudder. Imagine having to chaperone all these hormonal kids, dressed to the nines, looking uncomfortable and desperately trying to look attractive to the opposite sex?

My back straightens further. I want to leave but I don’t want to be singled out which will happen if I stand up to go.

‘Do you have a fever?’ Bhavana asks me. 

‘No, why?’

‘You’re looking a bit flushed.’

‘It’s nothing. It must be the heat,’ I tell her absently as I collect my things. Once Ms. Thakkar finishes talking, we will all have to file out to our classes where we will be introduced to our monsters of the year. 

‘...we will implement a creative writing program that will be spearheaded by Mr. Rohaan Ali, and he will mentor the selected children whose work will be published in an end of the year feature, a novelette which will be published alongside our reputed school magazine.’

My gaze goes over to Rohaan who looks a little discomfited but nods along. A sharp burst of sound, the school bells, remind us that it’s time we were headed to class. I’m awash with curiosity all of a sudden. What is he doing here, teaching in this school if he’s such a big deal?

But anyway, it’s none of my business. I gather my things and avoid the group that’s surrounded him, introducing themselves to him and talking although Bhavana tries to pull me along in that direction. 

‘Come, na! We’ll go say hi,’ she says. 

‘Oh god, no. You carry on,’ I tell her.

‘But why not? He’s cute,’ she whispers. 

He is. But it’s all a front for the devil right inside. I don’t want to tell Bhavana about what it was like to be in school with him. I don’t want to tell her the things he did or said to me, or what I did or said to him for that matter. 

I don’t want anyone to know that we knew each other back then. 

‘Yeah, but he looks embarrassed at all the attention.’

It’s true. Rohaan’s cheeks seem slightly pink, and he seems to be making excuses to leave. 

‘Alina!’

I stop at Ms. Thakkar’s voice and turn. 

‘Yes, Ms. Thakkar?’ I ask her, hoping my voice sounds icy enough because she’s delaying me. She doesn’t notice it at all as she nods in my direction. 

‘Take Mr Ali with you, will you? His first class is in your building.’

Fuck. No. 

‘Doesn’t he need to look up the syllabus and...’ I address her without looking at him, but I can sense him cocking his head slightly. 

‘Already done, Ms. Alina,’ he says softly. 

My tummy curls within itself. It’s not fair that he’s grown up to have a sex-operator kind of voice, although I’ve no idea what sex-operators sound like. I just assume they’d sound like him. Deep. Low. Somehow hot enough to set off sparks with just a hello. 

‘Sure,’ I shrug. Already done? He has come prepared? From what I remember, he used to flash his dimples and charm his way out of projects and assignments that he had never completed on time. I’d been horrified when he and I were part of the same team for that English assignment, and he didn’t do anything. Every time we suggested he help in the research or the set up of the presentation, he would come up with excuses. Until the very last moment, when he realized he might not get marks because he had done nothing and so he offered to do the final presentation based off the research that the rest of us had done. I’d hoped he would stutter but I was afraid that if he messed up, we would all lose marks. He hadn’t messed up. He’d knocked it out of the park and that had again annoyed me. 

I bring my thoughts back to the present. 

‘It’s this way,’ I tell him crisply as I walk out of the staff room. I’m aware of Bhavana making eyes at me but I ignore her because now I’m entirely too aware of him, shortening his longer strides to match mine. 

Do we continue to pretend that we don’t know each other? Works for me. 

We walk in silence, crossing the paved pathway towards the new building that has been separated from the other high school building because it’s specifically meant to house Class 11 and Class 12. I am strangely aware of the way his legs move as he walks, no strides, and I force myself to keep my gaze fixed to the ground. My handbag feels heavy on my shoulder. 

I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that he hasn’t recognized me. I don’t look like the girl with the bushy ponytail that he knew back then. Good hair serum is my lifesaver, honestly. But I’m not thinking about serum when his arm casually brushes mine. 

FIRE ANTS! 

I want to scream but I stop myself. Of course, it’s not fire ants. I tell my thundering heart to slow down but does it listen to me?

‘Um, do you have your timetable?’ I ask, finally turning to look at him. 

‘As a matter of fact, I do,’ he says, waving one of the sheets that Mrs. Kapadia had handed over to us, an apologetic sort of smile on his face. 

‘Great. You can take it from here,’ I tell him as we enter the building. I don’t want to note how nice he looks up close. Nicer, actually. 

‘Thanks, Alina.’

Alina? So, does he remember me from school? But his face looks almost blank, as though he’s just being polite. If he’s not going to acknowledge that he knew me, neither am I. 

‘It’s Ms. Khan,’ I tell him tartly as I walk away from there. I hope he gets the worst of the worst. I hope the students make him regret his decision of taking up as a teacher. I hope he...

Oh, who am I fooling? I know Rohaan. He’s going to have everyone eating out of the palms of his hands in no time at all.
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A good number of students in my class are new to the school, meaning they have come here to do their 11 and 12 from other schools. This is good. It means that they don’t carry with them the innate haughtiness that comes from being an alumni of this school. But at the same time, I sigh inwardly when I look at the troublesome five who have returned here after their tenth. 

I’ve heard of them from everyone, including Bhavana who is convinced that they are the devil’s spawn. Even Aseel who is normally a polite and shy boy becomes slightly more wicked in their presence. Bhavana and I have been praying that the terrible five have moved on to other greener pastures but no such luck. 

Here they are, scattered around my class of twenty five. There’s Shreya, the requisite It girl of every class, the bitch diva who thinks she knows everything and can pass judgment on everyone, including the teachers. She’s famed for making two teachers cry and she was only in class 9 then. I can see her sitting in the last row, and I’m quite sure she’s managed to stitch the hem of her pinafore higher than what it’s meant to be. How else will she show off her legs?

If you think I’m being bitchy, wait till you hear what she has to say about me, when I walk past her. 

Then there’s Aseel, who as I mentioned before is a quiet and even shy boy and if it weren’t for the easily detectable massive crush he has on Shreya, he would easily be teacher’s pet, if that were still a thing. Aseel is the class genius, the nerd, and he comes up with unique ways to torture teachers. Don’t get me started on how Bhavana’s favourite chudidar was ruined one day, all thanks to him. 

Minakshi is the dodgiest of them I feel. On the outside, she’s always, Yes ma’am, no ma’am but I’m wary about her because she’s Shreya’s bestie. And yet, I’ve seen her eyeing Aman, Shreya’s boyfriend rather hungrily. Frenemy alert! 

Aman, rich, lackadaisical and laidback, he likes to think he’s a prize that Shreya somehow won because of her popularity and her prettiness. But he wouldn’t mind some side action, I’m sure. 

I actually do a face-palm when I see Kaushal sitting in the front row of the class. He’s the general trouble-maker, the one who likes to queue up NSFW clips on the class projector. Like once Ms. Rehman had apparently started a presentation on Milton, and the projector started streaming a hot and heavy make out scene from a movie, with requisite groans and moans instead of her notes.

Yeah, back in my time, boys threw ink at teachers or placed rubber lizards on desks. Give me back those days, any day. 

I glare down at the class before me. Class 11 and 12 don’t have any sections. We just have the one class each. Which should make it easier for me because I have just two or three classes a day, and of course, the days when we have laboratory practicals. Ms. Kapadia has been asking me to take over Class 10 also but I’ve evaded her somehow but I don’t think I will be able to, for long. Poor Bhavana was unable to escape and so she’s stuck teaching Math to class 9, 10, 11 and 12. No wonder she’s exhausted every day. 

This is going to be me, too. I hate this job so much sometimes but once I start teaching, once I’ve ignored the troublemakers, once I’m in the flow, I do find myself enjoying it. 

The thing is, I’m fascinated by Chemistry. Everything happens for a reason. Salts react in certain ways with acids, boiling points and melting points don’t change at their own whim and the result of a chemical reaction between two reagents is always the same. 

People on the other hand...

The bell rings and I tidy up my things. 

‘Who’s that?’ I hear the whisper going up around me as the class notices Rohaan who’s walked inside. 

I have a free hour and then an hour with Class 12. I’m happy to escape but Rohaan catches me just before I leave with an expectant smile on his face. 

The whispered buzz around us increases. 

‘Class, welcome your new English teacher. Professor Douchebag.’

Of course, I don’t say that out aloud. But the smile on Rohaan’s face is though he expects an introduction. I don’t know if it means that he recognizes me or not and I don’t care. Really. 

‘This is your new English teacher,’ I tell the class almost sullenly before walking away from there. 

As I turn the corner, I can see the class come alive like it’s a living being. Resentment for Rohaan just grows as I head into the smaller staff room we have in this building. I make myself a cup of green tea and sip it in silence, quietly aware of Ms. Flora, the Biology teacher who is sitting at her desk, reading something. 

‘How was your first day?’ she asks, putting her book down. 

‘What do you expect?’ I sigh. 

‘I’ve heard the Troublesome Five are back in school,’ she says with a grimace. 

I grimace too, but it’s because of the yucky green tea I’m forcing myself to drink. ‘Yeah, I had them just now.’

‘And? They’re bad as ever or have they mellowed?’

‘Well, Shreya called me Ms. Alien a few times and Kaushal referred to me as Khaleesi a few times.’

‘But Khaleesi is good, it’s after all...’ she tapers off as she remembers that Khaleesi is the Mother of Dragons. ‘These kids...’

‘Yeah. Our lot is thrown with them, whether we like it or not,’ I tell her as I sip the tea faster, hoping to finish it off. ‘Although Khaleesi is a nickname I really don’t mind.’

‘I dread what they’re going to do to me,’ she says, covering her face with her hands. ‘And I’m not even as young as you are.’

‘Please. You’re just in your early thirties,’ I tell her with a frown. ‘I’m twenty-seven. We’re practically the same age.’

‘To these kids, anyone in their thirties is ancient,’ she sighs. 

True. ‘One word of advice,’ I tell her, and she leans forward. 

‘What?’

‘Don’t ever try to ape their lingo or slang. Fastest way to get discredited,’ I tell her. I learned it the hard way. 

‘Oh. So, I shouldn’t say things like swag and kewl?’ she asks me. I look at her in horror. 

‘Never!’ I whisper and we both burst out laughing when I realize she’s pulling my leg. 

I’m just about to wash out my mug at the sink when she starts speaking again. 

‘What did you think about this Rohaan Ali chap?’ she asks me.

I stiffen the slightest bit. ‘I just left him in my class,’ I tell her. I hope they destroy his confidence. Smash it to smithereens. But unlikely. I know. 

‘And?’

‘I’ve a feeling he’ll manage just fine,’ I tell her. 

Ms. Flora nods. ‘I was asking about what you think of him?’

I turn to her. 

‘As in?’

She opens her mouth and then shuts it and then shrugs. ‘Is he cute or what?’

I know she’ll think it’s odd if I say he’s a troll and certainly not ‘cute’, so I smile and shrug. 

‘I don’t really notice all that these days,’ I tell her as I put my mug away to dry. 

‘Really?’ she sounds disbelieving. 

‘I’m a one-man sort of woman. And I have a...’ I falter at the word, boyfriend. But what is Arham? He’s not my fiancé yet. 

‘Boyfriend?’ Ms. Flora asks, eyes wide. 

‘Sort of?’ I tell her with a grin. 

Thankfully, this excites her enough to move away from the topic of Rohaan and I couldn’t be more relieved. I just have to make through the rest of this day and hopefully if I manage, I can keep dodging him. Because I really don’t want to think about the last few days of Class 12 and what I’d done. 

But you think my brain will leave me alone? 
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Then

‘If you’d just let me straighten your hair, this one time...’

‘No. I won’t’, I said stubbornly to Aliya. ‘I’ve seen what your miracle hair straightener does to hair, and I don’t want to shed bucket loads of it in the shower.’

‘But believe me, it will change your life, Aloo,’ she told me. 

I stared at her in the bathroom mirror. So much like me, and yet, so different. She was blessed with all of Ammi and Abbu’s good genes. For a middle child, which was totally unfair. 

We were both dressed in the red and black checked skirt of our school uniform paired with a white shirt, but she looked like her namesake Aliya Bhatt while I...I looked like aliens had kidnapped me, changed their mind and sent me back immediately. 

‘Look at this. Your hair looks like it’s been chewed by anaemic rats,’ she said, picking up my hair from my ponytail and dropping it. 

‘It’s okay,’ I told her, pulling my hair away from her protectively. ‘I like it like this.’

‘Bet the boys in class have something to say about that,’ she said. She always knew when to hit the nail on the head. I didn’t have to respond for her to know who I was thinking of. 

‘How is Roohani Atma with you these days?’ she asked me as she brushed her own straight hair before tying it back into a neat ponytail.

I rolled my eyes. ‘He’s the same. Why would he be any different?’

‘You know, school’s ending. You both will soon go your own ways. He may be thinking of mending fences.’

I whirled. ‘Why on earth would he want to mend fences with me?’ I asked. 

She shrugged. ‘You know. Let bygones be bygones and all that. And after all, in the overall scheme of things, Class 12 is going to be a blip in your life, right?’

‘A blip that says mean things to me the moment I walk inside the classroom?’ 

She shrugged once more. 

‘Your loss. He’s cute. You should ask him out for the Social, you know,’ she said casually. 

I looked around her head, this way and that, patting it, irritating her because I was messing up her perfect hair. 

‘What are you doing, Aloo!’ she muttered, batting away my hands. 

‘Checking for horns. You know, the Devil’s horns,’ I told her, making a face. 

‘Well, what’s wrong with what I said?’

I crossed my arms. ‘This isn’t some movie or a book, okay? My biggest enemy in school is my enemy because he’s a jerk. Not because he’s secretly in love with me,’ I told her. 

‘But imagine how cool that would be no?’ she said. 

‘No. Not cool. I can’t bear to see his face so if he does an about turn and tells me that he told everyone I smell like day-old cabbage because he likes me, I’m going to slap him.’

Aliya leaned forward and sniffed and made a face. ‘Um, you do smell off.’

‘I don’t! You know I shower every day!’ I lifted my arms and smelled my underarms and frowned. Aliya made a noise of commiseration. 

‘I know right?’

‘But...’

‘It’s that soap Ammi’s given you. Honestly, I don’t think we should wash the pots in it, let alone underarms.’

I was distressed. ‘I’m going to buy new soap,’ I promised. I was aghast that I hadn’t realized it all this while. Aliya went inside the bedroom, and I followed her there. 

‘Why didn’t you tell me anything all these days?’ I groaned.

‘I didn’t know? And I had to stand really close to you to get a whiff of that smell. Which makes me wonder...’

I turned away from there. I didn’t want to think about that time there was a fire drill in school, and I tripped over my laces and ended up falling, and Rohaan had been right behind me, which meant that he tripped and fell over me too. I shoved him off angrily. It had to have been then. Trust him to poke his nose even during something as scarily exciting as a fire drill.

‘Has someone seen my hairbrush?’ Amna asked as she walked inside the bedroom. 

‘No,’ I said quickly, although I had been the one to try and tame my hair with her brush because it had better bristles. 

‘Here, use this,’ Aliya suggested, handing me a bottle of perfume. My eyes widened. 

‘Where did you get this from?’ I asked her. 

‘The last time Samira Phuppu was here, she left it behind and I...’ 

I had been about to spritz some on the inside of my wrist, but I stopped myself. ‘This belongs to her?’

‘No, you fool. I liked how it smelled so I asked Abbu to get it for me,’ she said simply. I stared at her. I just asked Abbu to get me books. It had never occurred to me that if I asked him to bring me things like perfume or makeup, he wouldn’t say no. 

‘Here, don’t finish all of it okay? I use it very sparingly,’ Aliya said. I spritzed some on my wrist like I’d seen Ammi do, and then some behind my ears. 

In school that day, we had assembly, and I was distracted, by Rohaan of course. He was standing right behind me, and he whispered in my ear - ‘Smelling nice today, Aloo Patty.’ 

I bristled in anger because he sometimes called me Aloo Cutlet, Aloo Bonda, Aloo Paratha and I could think of nothing witty to call him back. I turned around and gave him a piece of my mind. 

‘Will you focus on the prayer that’s being conducted?’ I hissed. 

Unfortunately for me, the school president Rosa Carvalho caught me whispering to him. She gave me the stink eye and mouthed - ‘Who’s your class monitor?’

I was horrified. 

I was the class monitor. I had the badge on my chest that proclaimed it proudly. If she spotted it, I didn’t know what would happen. I could sense Rohaan trying to contain his laughter, but his shoulders were shaking in that silent way he sometimes laughed. 

My bushy hair saved my day, because I flipped it to the front, so it covered the badge and pretended not to catch Rosa’s eye once more. I wasn’t so lucky when the Assembly got over and she caught me as I was trying to leave the hall. 

‘Not so fast. Who’s your class monitor, and which class and section are you in?’ she asked me curtly. God, why was I so scared of her? She was just another girl, like me. In the same class, although different section, nonetheless. She hadn’t noticed me at all, apparently, at any of the meetings I’d attended. 

But I was stuck now. Hot shame flashed over my face as I decided to own up that I was the class monitor and I’d been caught whispering during Assembly. 

‘I’m the class monitor,’ Rohaan said coming up behind us, smiling at Rosa in a way that flustered her. 

‘You? I don’t remember seeing you,’ she said. Of course, if he’d been the class monitor, she would have remembered him from the meetings. 

‘I don’t attend meetings. Waste of time,’ he said with a lazy shrug. I should have docked him then. I attended ALL the bloody meetings and Rosa didn’t even remember me (thank goodness), but I was just appalled at how easily he had discredited our entire class. 

‘Well, make sure you attend next time. And see to it that she doesn’t talk too much during Assembly,’ she said and walked off, her head held high. 

I turned to him angrily. ‘Why did you say you were the class monitor?’ I asked him. 

He shrugged, looking nonplussed. ‘Come on, Aloo Cutlet, I was trying to save your hide. Imagine your embarrassment when she...’

I imagined myself slapping him and I think he could see some of that on my face, so he stepped back a little. 

‘Easy, easy. Don’t get so mad. Wow, you think saving a girl might earn you some brownie points but...’

‘I don’t need any saving,’ I told him, leaning close to bite out the words. I noticed just then that his eyes were a deep, dark brown and there was the beginning of a light stubble on his face. Something in the region of my belly flipped and flopped, like a fish out of water. 

Swallowing, I stepped back. ‘Don’t try and save me again,’ I muttered and stomped off from there. 
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During the lunch hour, Bhavana and I head to the cafeteria, hoping for some peace and quiet before the hordes descend on us. Thankfully, the teachers have a separate lounge, but one can still hear the unholy noise that erupts every now and then when the kids have been let out of their cages.

‘I think my back is broken,’ she moans as she settles into a chair with her tray.

‘You poor thing,’ I commiserate with her as I sit down opposite her. I’m trying hard not to think of how Rohaan has managed so far, but I know he should be fine. He’s the sort of person who assimilates himself easily, wherever he goes. I imagine he’ll be fine with a bunch of literary show-offs just as much as he’d be okay with a group of sniggering auto drivers. 

He’s like a chameleon. 

I still wish the kids were extra mean to him but of course, no such luck. 

My heart does a flip flop sort of thing when he plonks himself next to me. When had he come to the cafeteria? I hadn’t noticed him walk inside at all. 

He sighs out loudly and exhales. Bhavana leans forward and smiles at him sympathetically. 

‘First days are always awful,’ she says while nudging me discreetly with her foot. I tuck my stomach in further, unwilling to acknowledge him sitting next to me. I think she wants me to say something sympathetic to him. I don’t even crack a smile. 

I do crack a boiled egg though and focus all my attention on peeling it, trying not to notice how my entire right side feels like someone slashed it across and left me open and vulnerable. 

‘It wasn’t so bad actually,’ Rohaan acknowledges. ‘Back in school, I was the troublemaker, so I know how to handle the rogues.’

It takes all my effort not to snort or lift an eyebrow or just snap at him, saying ‘Yeah, whatever. And I had to clean up your messes because I was the frigging class monitor.’

I start eating my lunch, really hoping he’ll get up and go and I know I’m coming off as rude, but I don’t care very much at the moment. Bhavana is clueless. 

‘That’s great Rohaan. If you have any, any ideas how to make an unruly class like you, please share it with Alina and me.’

I shoot her a look. ‘I don’t need any help,’ I tell her, frowning. ‘My class is perfectly fine with me.’

‘You mean you don’t have any problem with the troublesome five?’ she asks me.

‘Troublesome five?’ Rohaan intervenes before I can tell her that I don’t want to tell him about my issues. 

Bhavana, still unaware of the dirty looks I’m giving her, explains the situation to him. ‘I’ve taught them since class 8. I can’t decide who is the worst among them,’ she says. 

I try not to look at him sideways although my body does feel like it’s magnetically attracted to him and is trying to move closer with the excuse that he’s talking softly, and I need to hear him better over the sounds from outside. 

I am horrified at my stupid, traitorous body. I stare down at my lap angrily. 

‘Did you spill something?’ Rohaan addresses me. I shake my head without looking at him again. 

‘So, tell me all about this troublesome five,’ he says, arms crossed casually. 

Why did he have to come and sit here? I can’t even bring myself to eat anything properly. I have the insane urge to take that boiled egg and smash it on his forehead because the other urge is even more wild. To look at him, properly and hold his face and kiss him till it hurts. 

No. 

No way. 

This is probably low blood sugar talking. That’s all. 

I lick my lips and then take a sip of water as Bhavana tells him about the five troublemakers of Class 11. 

‘We had been hoping they’d go away to different schools or even junior colleges but no, that certainly didn’t happen. They all landed up right back here in Heritage.’

‘Surely they’re not that bad?’ he says, leaning back in his chair. 

I want to remind him of how he was back in school and then multiply that ten times over. But I keep quiet and let Bhavana do the talking. 

‘They’re the worst. Each and everyone of them. Although Aseel isn’t that bad, but he’s just mixed up with them because of’

‘Shreya. He has a crush on her, but she just keeps him hanging around,’ I complete, unable to resist joining in. I look at him and see that his eyebrows have gone up. 

‘And everyone knows about this crush?’ he asks. 

I shake my head, feeling like I need to explain. ‘We both figured it out,’ I tell him, indicating Bhavana and myself with my thumb. I lean forward to spoon some rice into my mouth when he clears his throat. 

‘High school is full of drama,’ he says. I sneak a look at him, disbelievingly. Is this a hint that he remembers who I am? Wait. Do I even care that he remembers me? Of course, I do.

‘Oh god, yes. I studied in an all girl’s school so we didn’t have this sort of drama but there was enough, nonetheless,’ Bhavana says. She blows out a breath as she settles down to eat her food.

‘I studied here in Bangalore, you know,’ Rohaan says casually. I stiffen. Maybe now he’s going to tell Bhavana that he and I were classmates. I’ll tell her it’s no big deal that I didn’t mention anything to her all this while. 

‘Oh, that’s nice,’ Bhavana says thankfully not asking him which school he went to. I’m surprised she hasn’t pushed him to divulge more details. ‘Do you have any more classes after lunch?’

He nods. ‘I do. It’s for the creative writing sessions that Ms. Thakkar wants me to do,’ he says. ‘Your troublesome five have all signed up for it.’

Fantastic. I hope they run him ragged. I hope he runs back to the US crying. I hope he regrets coming back to India. 

‘How does it feel to teach kids after being a world-famous writer?’ Bhavana asks him with a smile. I’m sure I’d have gagged if it were possible. But I also know that Bhavana is probably wondering why I’m being so distant and aloof.

‘It’s still too soon and I’m not a world-famous writer,’ Rohaan says easily. 

‘Come on! You’ve won awards and everything!’ Bhavana insists, with an almost flirtatious tone in her voice. 

‘Nominated, never won anything,’ Rohaan replies. Is it just me or is there a bit of defensiveness to his tone?

‘And? Are you working on another book?’ she persists. 

‘Oh god, what’s with the inquisition, Bhavana?’ Ms. Thakkar says. We all sit up straighter, not aware when the principal deigned to come to the cafeteria. But she’s clearly come here looking for Rohaan.

‘Um, it’s okay,’ Rohaan says, a little flustered. 

‘Why are you sitting here and eating lunch? You should join me in my office,’ Ms. Thakkar says officiously. 

I know Bhavana and I are both stunned but I really hope it’s not visible on our faces. 

She has never issued an invitation for lunch to anyone before. I look at Rohaan and enjoy the look of consternation on his face far too much. It’s like Christmas and Diwali have come together for me. He looks slightly stricken. If we were friends, I’d nudge him to break him out of this stupor and say something charming to her. Thankfully, he comes around on his own.

‘I’m good here, Ms. Thakkar,’ he says with a smile.

‘Tomorrow, come and have lunch with me. I’ll order biryani from Empire for us,’ she says.

What the actual fuck? Why is he getting all this special treatment? Because he’s a writer, of course. He’s not even that famous a writer, I fume inwardly. Outwardly however, there’s a placid smile on my face. I’m glad I’m not famous or anything. Imagine having lunch with Thakkar and have her staring at you with her tiny eyes, while you wonder if you’ve dropped something on your clothes accidentally.

She pats his back and leaves and the three of us stare at each other in silence until Bhavana lets out a low whistle. 

‘I don’t know what to say,’ she says, shaking her head. 

‘Don’t say anything. This is embarrassing. Why does she want to have lunch with me?’ he asks, looking quite horrified, now that she’s left. 

‘She probably wants to pick your brain on how to get published,’ I tell him. 

‘What?’ he looks shocked. ‘She writes too?’

‘Listen, this is Bangalore. If you throw a rock somewhere, you’ll either hit an engineer or a writer. Everyone is a wannabe writer here,’ I tell him. My face feels flushed because I’ve managed to say a complete sentence while looking at his face. 

His mouth drops open. ‘I had no idea,’ he whispers. ‘What am I going to do?’

‘Enjoy the biryani and kababs!’ Bhavana grins. 

‘I really wish no one knew I was a published writer,’ he moans. I am enjoying his distress far too much. 

‘Why? Because your book is that bad?’ I blurt out. 

He narrows his eyes. ‘That’s subjective. Have you read it?’

I shake my head. ‘Hadn’t heard of it till this morning,’ I tell him. There’s a moment where he stares at me, a smidgen too long and my heart rate accelerates. 

Sensing something off, Bhavana intervenes. 

‘So, how does it feel to be back in India?’

He settles back in his seat and exhales and then shrugs. I watch every movement with fascination even though I tell myself to look away. But before I can, he turns to me and pins me with his gaze even though he’s talking to her.

‘It’s great. Although Bangalore traffic seems to have worsened. And I would do anything really to have an aloo tikki.’ 
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Rohaan gets up to leave but Bhavana stops him. 

‘Is it like a thing here in Bangalore? Even after five years here, I didn’t know that aloo tikkis were famous here,’ she says. 

Bhavana is from Kolkata and moved to Bangalore when her husband got transferred. 

Rohaan merely grins and nods. ‘It’s a thing. Ask Alina.’

It’s Ms. Alina for you, you rat face! I want to yell at him as he leaves. 

Bhavana looks at his departing form and then at me and her eyes widen in understanding. 

‘You two know each other from before!’ she whispers. 

I cover my face with my hands. ‘God, it’s not a big deal! And he’s as insufferable as he always was,’ I mutter. 

‘Oh my god, tell me everything!’ she says, looking excited. 

I put my hands down. ‘There’s nothing to tell. We were classmates in school. That’s it.’

‘Then what’s this about aloo tikki?’ she asks suspiciously.

‘Urrgh. My sister calls me Aloo okay? Although given that her name is Aliya, I should call her Aloo too. But then anyway, I don’t know how, the name stuck. And once that fool came to my class and called out Aloo in front of everyone. And that was it.’

Bhavana’s eyes become even wider. ‘Oh my god. This sounds like...’

‘A lot of torture for a seventeen year old. Honestly. He called me all sorts of aloo related names since then.’

‘But why have the two of you behaved like you’re strangers from morning?’ she asks puzzled. 

I exhale loudly. ‘I don’t know. I recognized him. He behaved like he’d never seen me before. If he’s somewhat famous now, there’s no way I’m going to go up to him and tell him, remember me? From class 12?’

‘Wow. So much hostility, Alina!’ Bhavana says, looking quite shocked at the way my nose flares. 

‘Well, what can I say? He brings out the worst in me,’ I choke out. 

‘Now what?’

‘Now, nothing. I go back to pretending he doesn’t exist.’

‘This is so exciting!’ Bhavana says. 

‘Come on, please. You teach Math. You teach probability.’

She frowns. ‘So?’

‘What were the chances of him landing up in the same school where I teach?’

She shakes her head. 

‘It has nothing to do with probability,’ she says. 

‘Then?’

‘More like fate.’

*****
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When I next see Rohaan later that day, he’s headed toward the car park. 

Obviously, he has a car.

Obviously, he drives down from whichever lair he inhabits. 

‘Alina!’ he calls out. I pretend not to hear as I walk towards the bus. 

‘Alina!’ he calls out again. 

I have to turn around. 

‘What is it, Rohaan?’

‘No, Mr. Ali is it?’ he asks me, a grin on his insufferably, teeth-grittingly handsome face. 

He jogs up to reach me and I’m aware of the other teachers and students who are headed towards their buses. People will look at us. I’m tired. I want to go home and shower and sleep the day away and pretend it didn’t happen instead of going through all of this, all over again tomorrow. 

‘Just wanted to tell you what a pleasure it was to see you this morning in the staff room,’ he says. I stare at him. 

‘You mean the moment you pretended like you didn’t know who I was?’ I ask him. 

‘Oh, come on! You could have said hi, too. I kept thinking that you’d say something when we walked together to the classes, but you were so aloof. I was beginning to wonder that maybe you hadn’t recognized me.’

I don’t have an answer to that. 

‘What do you want, Rohaan?’ I ask him. 

He shrugs. ‘Why are we behaving like this?’

‘Like what?’ I dare him to bring it out into the open. 

He exhales. ‘I...come on. We’re grown ups now. We can look at the past and laugh it off, can’t we?’

He makes it sound so reasonable. He makes it sound like I’m being foolish for not letting go. He almost makes me forget what happened at the Class 12 Social. I stiffen and straighten my back. 

‘This is me, being a grown up,’ I tell him. 

‘Come on. Let me take you to coffee. We’ll chat about the past and put it behind us,’ he says amiably. There’s a twinkle in his eye that almost makes me believe his words and forget what he did. And then I remember that I’m supposed to meet Arham for coffee. Shit. Traffic is going to be fuckall and I’m going to be late. 

‘Sorry, I have to meet...’

He cocks his head as though thinking that I’m making up something. ‘I have to meet my...’ I stop myself from saying boyfriend. Arham is right. It sounds silly to call him my boyfriend. But he isn’t my fiancé yet. 

‘My friend.’

‘I’ll drop you,’ he says magnanimously.

No way. ‘Thanks, but no thanks.’ I don’t want the other teachers to get any ideas seeing me get into his car. 

‘Come onnn! I’m dying for some gossip from the old days,’ he pleads. 

‘Go home Rohaan. Or whatever pit you call home these days,’ I tell him curtly. 

‘Pit?’ he asks, surprised.

‘Because you’re a viper,’ I hiss. His eyes widen momentarily but as usual, he flashes me one of his heart-stopping smiles. I turn away knowing I’ve been rude to him, but I can’t bring myself to be polite any longer. School is over for the day. I can shed my skin finally. 

‘I’m glad you remember where vipers live, Aloo Burger,’ he calls out. 

I clean forgot that we’re in school and I can be seen by anyone as I walk off, showing him my middle finger. A burst of laughter from him alerts me to how stupid I’ve been, and I lower my finger immediately.

I get inside my designated bus and sit at the window and my eyes are drawn to Rohaan as he walks across to his car. It’s not a sleek silver Mercedes or anything. I’m surprised to see that it’s actually a battered-looking sedan of unidentifiable make in faded black. 

I watch him as he maneuvers his way out of there while I still have to wait for the bus to fill up before we can leave. I’d be on my way and would have had a chance at a shower if I’d gone with him but now, I’m going to have to get down at UB City directly, I think dismayed. 

It’s okay, I tell myself. I’d rather eat ants than willingly spend time with him inside a car while we get stuck in traffic. But nevertheless, I’m curious about Rohaan and what he’s been up to, in the past decade. 

Clearly, writing doesn’t pay much, or he’d have been driving a better-looking car. 

Scratch that. 

He wouldn’t be teaching here. 

Feeling curious, I flick to Amazon on my phone and search for his book and buy it after a glance at the synopsis. 

I settle down to read while I wait for the bus to fill up. 

Pretentious prick, I tell myself as I flip to the first page. 

Butterfly of the Light. 

Butterfly, my ass. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 7


[image: image]


‘You’re looking different today.’

I don’t reply immediately as I sit down opposite Arham in the cafe in UB City. I had to come here directly from school because we had a staff meeting that went on and on, especially on how to curb the cracker menace in school. (Someone keeps bringing crackers to school and setting them off in empty classrooms, and the first day of school had been no different. A smoke alarm had gone off and we had to deal with the fire engine that had been summoned and all sorts of mayhem had ensued)

‘I came directly from school,’ I tell him finally as I settle into the chair. I’m aware that I look like a mess. The hair from my bun is not in place and my face is tired, oily and not at all what Arham is used to seeing. Too bad, I tell myself angrily. This is what he gets for insisting I meet him earlier than I’d wanted to. 

‘Do you want to use the ladies’ room or something?’ he asks me hesitantly. This should have occurred to me. I should have gone to the ladies directly before coming over here. But I didn’t want him to think I was late. And I’d been so preoccupied that I’d forgotten to check my reflection in any mirror. 

All these months, I’d cultivated a certain image before Arham but now I felt like he’d seen a side of me that I wasn’t ready to show him yet. I feel cheated and vulnerable, and I know whose fault it is. 

I nod and pushing my chair back, I head off towards the ladies’ room, wondering how bad I’m looking that Arham had to make me go and freshen up. 

I’m exhausted and it’s not just because of first day shenanigans. It’s because of a certain writer turned teacher but I don’t want to give him that much credit either. 

I grit my teeth as I push open the door of the ladies’ room and walk inside. I look at myself in the mirror and stop myself from shrieking. 

No wonder Arham wanted me to freshen up. I look like a hag. 

My kajal has smeared all around my eyes, giving me a raccoon-like appearance. There’s only an outline of my lipstick around my lips. The lipstick that I freshened after lunch has disappeared. 

Don’t think about lunch now, I tell myself firmly as I yank out paper towels and moisten them with water and wrap one around my finger to clean around my eyes. I’ll think about lunch later, at home. 

Focus on Arham. 

*****
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I met Arham, well, Dr Arham Ahmed actually, at a party of all places. Aliya had dragged me off with her to a Christmas party at her office because she didn’t want to miss it and Ammi wouldn’t let her travel alone back home if it was going to be late. Amna was miffed at having been left out, but she stayed back with Ammi reluctantly. 

I wasn’t sure I wanted to attend this party, but Aliya assured me that the food would be good and I could probably find a place to curl up somewhere and read a book on my phone. 

When I brightened up at that prospect, she looked horrified. 

‘I was joking. Okay? You hardly get out of the house. You don’t meet new people. And if we let this continue, you know what Samira Phuppu will do!’

I winced at the mention of my father’s sister. She lived in Mumbai and every year when she visited us during the month that Abbu passed away, she would start telling Ammi that it was disgraceful how she hadn’t got any of us married yet. 

We hated her with a passion because she really messed up Ammi whenever she visited. Anyhow, Ammi had been telling us that it was time she started the process of getting us married one by one, especially because the last time that Samira Phuppu was here, she had told Ammi that I was past the age of getting a good match. 

‘So, you’re saying that I should look for someone here? At your work party?’ I asked Aliya, sceptically. 

‘No. Pssh. But what’s the harm in checking out who’s out there?’ she remarked. And I did. Checked out the people at the party, I mean. Since we didn’t drink alcohol, Aliya and I were able to look at the antics of the other people in a clear-headed way. 

‘Look at that guy,’ Aliya pointed out a man in a cream turtleneck sweater to me. ‘He’s sitting and reading a book. Looks like he could be your soulmate.’

I glanced at him. He was tall, decent looking, neatly combed hair and had elegant fingers (I have a thing for hands. Don’t ask me why) and he looked extremely absorbed in his book as he sat on the sofa. He seemed oblivious to the fact that he was at a party. Something inside me responded to the need to be antisocial like him and do what I liked. 

‘Go talk to him,’ Aliya whispered. 

‘He’s busy,’ I protested. 

‘He’ll make time for you. I mean, look at you, okay?’ she said, holding on to my shoulders and whirling me around to look at my reflection in a decorative mirror on the wall. I was wearing a simple but chic outfit, a long, purple silk kurta that flowed effortlessly over my curves in a flattering manner paired with a cream chudidar that showed off my legs. 

‘You look ravishing. Especially with your hair this way,’ Aliya said as she turned me around once more and pushed me towards him. Then she promptly disappeared into the throng with her colleagues, and I stumbled my way to the sofa. I was just going to sit here and read a book on my phone, I told myself. That way I wouldn’t be intruding on this man’s space. 

But when I reached the sofa, he looked up at me and his eyes widened marginally. Aliya and I had accentuated our makeup in the cab over here. When we left home, we’d looked like the good girls Ammi had brought up, hair tied neatly, covered with a dupatta, even if it was a flimsy one. In the taxi, I followed Aliya’s actions - dumping my dupatta in a handbag and opening out my hair. The two of us had darkened our eyeliner and deepened the colour of our lipstick. In the rear view mirror, the taxi driver gave us a knowing look. I glared back at him. 

Now, the man on the sofa shut his book a little decisively as he stood up to shake hands with me. 

‘I was just...’

‘Please, take a seat,’ he said politely, making place for me to sit down. I sat down in a corner, unsure what to talk to him about. 

‘Nice book?’ I asked him. 

He shrugged in a noncommittal manner. ‘It’s the memoir of a brain surgeon,’ he said. 

‘I hope he’s writing about only his memories,’ I joked. His face remained blank. Ouch. Never mind. 

We didn’t talk after that, but he opened up the book again and went back to reading. I decided there was no point in fuming at Aliya for abandoning me here, so I pulled out my phone and opened an eBook. 

‘I’m sorry, I don’t think I’ve met you before,’ he said, shutting the book once more. I looked up at him, annoyed. 

‘I’m Aliya’s sister. Do you work with her?’ I asked. Maybe Aliya knew how much of a bore he was and had deliberately pushed me towards him because she thought it would be fun. It was just the sort of thing she’d do. 

‘No. I don’t know any Aliya. I don’t work here,’ he said, looking around, almost in disgust. 

‘Then?’ I was amused at his reaction but also affronted on behalf of my sister. This was a top software company after all. 

‘My brother is the CEO,’ he said, but the way he said it made it look like he didn’t think too highly of his brother for reaching the top. 

‘Okay. Great.’ I wasn’t sure what more there was to talk to him about, so I went back to my book. He went back to his. After around ten minutes, he put his book down. 

‘What’s your name?’ he asked. 

‘Alina.’

‘Mine’s Arham,’ he said. ‘Dr Arham Ahmed.’

I didn’t push for details, and I nodded and tried to go back to my book. 

‘I’m sorry if I’m being a bit weird,’ he said suddenly. I looked up, surprised. 

‘What?’

‘I hate parties but came along because we’re going to my parents’ home for dinner after this,’ he explained. ‘And I need Jamal to come with me. If I didn’t force him, he would have evaded it completely.’

I didn’t quite know what to tell him. He looked abashed. ‘I really don’t know why I’m telling you all this, but...’ He looked at me steadily. ‘I would love to get to know you better.’

Wow. I hadn’t expected this.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked. 

‘I’m asking for your number, I guess? Like I said, I’m bad at all this stuff.’ He blushed slightly and although I thought it was adorable, he wasn’t getting my number so easily. I got up from there and nodded. 

‘Nice meeting you,’ I said as I walked off in the direction where Aliya had disappeared. I was going to have a proper talk with her about abandoning me with complete strangers who acted weirdly. But somehow, by the end of that evening, he had managed to track my number and he asked me out for a coffee.

And here we were, several months later, meeting each other regularly over coffee with a vague idea of getting married sometime in the future. If Aliya didn’t dislike him so much, I’d have given her the credit for pushing me towards him that night at the party.

*****
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Arham looks like he’s just stepped out of his house after a stylist has worked on him. In his cream shirt and dark blue jeans, he looks amazing while I look like roadkill. My saree is no longer crisp. I feel like wilted lettuce. Melted ice cream. Sighing, I shake myself out of my stupor and I pull out a tube of face wash and squeeze some onto my palm. I wash my face and then pat it dry with more paper towels. 

By the time I emerge from there, I feel slightly more human and presentable. I still wish I’m wearing something else but then this is how I look at the end of every working day and I suppose he has to get used to it if we...

If we get married, I realize. A smile forms on my face and walk back towards him feeling more energetic. 

‘I took the liberty of ordering green tea for you,’ he says, indicating the pot before me as I sit down, and I bite down the annoyance that has sprung up from nowhere. I made the mistake of ordering green tea once with him and since then he thinks I guzzle it like I love it. I would have done anything for a cappuccino right now. 

But I don’t say anything as I lift the little metal strainer that has come with the pot and place it in my cup. I can smell the aroma of the various coffees in here and I regret having to drink this crap although I drink it in school also because the coffee there is really bad.

‘So, Alina, I have some fantastic news to tell you,’ Arham says as I take the first sip. 

I nod, indicating that he should go on. 

‘It’s brilliant. I can’t begin to tell you how amazed I am at this,’ he says. 

‘What is it?’ I ask with a smile. It’s a rarity to see him this excited about anything. 

He takes a deep breath. ‘I have been appointed as an associate professor in the Department of Chemistry and Chemical Biology at Cornell,’ he says. 

I sit forward with a start. 

‘What? When did you apply for the job? I mean that’s fantastic news and...’ My thoughts are in complete disarray. I’m beyond thrilled for him but also anxious about what this could mean for our future. 

‘I applied when I heard there was an opening. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to get a job there?’ he asks, his eyes alight. 

‘I do. But you’re qualified too, Mr. PhD in Applied Chemistry!’ 

He does something in the way he sits and adjusts his collar that looks like he’s preening. ‘I know that,’ he says. My mind is yet to wrap around this news and the way he looked just a wee bit like a showoffy cat that got all the cream. I want to ask him, so what’s next. When is he going? What about us? Is there still and us?

‘So, here’s the thing. I’m not keen on long distance relationships,’ he says. 

My heart sinks, right down to my toes. He’s breaking up with me. In all these days of knowing him and being with him, I’ve never felt this distressed at the thought of losing him so quickly. I suspect some of this has to do with the events of the day also, but I push that aside. Still, a part of me is distraught that I will be the dumped girlfriend while Arham goes on to conquer new heights in New York. 

‘Why are you looking like that?’ he asks, frowning. 

‘I...it’s nothing. I’m just...’ I don’t know what to tell him without sounding more pitiful. 

‘So, will you marry me? If we’re married, I can arrange for your visa and then we’ll be....’

My mouth drops open. 

‘You want to marry me?’

‘Of course,’ he says, as though this was a given. 

‘I thought you were breaking up with me!’

‘What? No way. I already told you we can get engaged and then married, although I don’t know why my mother wants me to have an engagement first. We could just get married directly,’ he mutters. 

‘So, is this a proposal?’

‘Looks like it,’ he says with a smile that warms my heart, but I try to ignore the undercurrent of disappointment that I also feel. I want him to tell me that there is no way he would consider breaking up with me because he loves me madly. Because he cannot imagine his life without me. That’s the sort of love I’ve grown up, seeing. 

Ammi is half the woman she was when Abbu was alive. She seems decimated without him. I don’t want that to happen to me, ever but I want to experience something that strong and powerful. 

But it’s okay. I can live with this. I like Arham and he likes me. We get along very well, and we both love the same things. Well, actually, our love of chemistry is the only thing that’s common between us, but we can find other things surely. 

‘So, should we set a date for an engagement and then we can get married and then...’

‘Hang on, Arham,’ I tell him a little weakly. My mouth feels bitter because the green tea had been steeped too long. ‘We need to talk to my mother.’

‘But why? Will she have any problem?’ he asks, frowning.

‘Um, no, but she’s the adult in the family and...’

‘Excuse me? You’re all adults,’ he remarks. 

‘Yes, but you know what I meant. She’s the elder in the family and I have to ask her permission.’

I can see something in his face, like he’s fighting to stop himself from saying something and he eventually breathes in deeply and nods. 

‘Fine. I’ll come and talk and...’

‘It would be better if your parents came and spoke,’ I tell him quickly. He makes a sound of impatience. 

‘Your family knows that we’re...we’re together right?’ he says. He’s still loathe to call me his girlfriend. I straighten my back defensively. 

‘Yes, but I’d prefer if they came and spoke to her to make it official. Also, before that, I need some time to think.’

He frowns.

‘About what?’

‘About what this means for me and my career.’

‘What career?’

I look up at him, unable to believe he’d ask me that but he’s serious. 

‘You mean teaching?’ he asks, sceptically. I can’t even bring myself to nod. How casually he’s dismissed my entire career! ‘I mean, sure, yes it’s not like it’s something...’ He trails off when he realizes I’m glaring at him. ‘Okay sorry. But I don’t know yet about whether you can get a job there. The visa for dependents is...’

He’s talking but his voice becomes a droning sound in my head. I can’t hear anything he’s saying. 

What will I do if I don’t have a job? What does he expect me to do? I know I bitch a lot about my job, but it gives me a reason to wake up in the morning and face the world. What would I be without it? 
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Chapter 8
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‘Wait, a minute. You’re saying that Arham proposed to you and that he wants you to move to the US with him?’ Aliya asks at the dining table, later that night. 

I sigh expansively as I serve myself some dal to eat with the roti. 

‘I literally just said the same thing. Why do you want me to repeat it?’ But when I look up, I can see that Ammi, Aliya and Amna are all looking at me, in shock. Ammi seems to recover first. 

She covers her cheeks with her palms, and her eyes light up. ‘Oh my god! It’s finally happening! My daughter is getting married! And that too to someone who will be moving to America!’ she says with a nervous laugh. She looks around here and there. ‘Aliya, give my phone. I have to tell this news to your Samira Phuppu.’

Aliya is frozen in her seat. ‘Ammi, wait. Before you go around telling the whole world, please. Let’s think about this for a minute.’

I frown at her. ‘What? What’s there to think? And why do you get to decide anything?’

Amna looks at us uneasily. She hates conflict, especially when Aliya and I get into fights. 

‘I said let’s think about this,’ Aliya repeats, her teeth gritted. 

‘Fine. I thought about this,’ I retort. I feel reckless today, and I’m tempted to throw caution to the winds. 

‘Alina, it’s your life. Are you okay with the idea of going away to the US and living there with Arham?’

I look at her and then at Ammi and shrug. ‘What’s the matter with her? Isn’t that what all girls do? They get married and move away with their husbands, right?’

Aliya makes a sound of exasperation. ‘Yes, but you’re not all girls. What will you do there? What about your job here? Are you okay about giving it up?’

‘I...’ I look at them uncertainly. All the way back from the UB City mall, I’ve been telling myself that this is a great opportunity for me. But to do what exactly? Why should I be excited about leaving everything I know for a man I’ve known only for a few months? Because I love him? 

Do I? 

I don’t know. 

Ammi frowns. ‘Listen girls, eventually you all have to get married,’ she says. ‘So why not with Arham? He’s so handsome and educated and he wants to move to America? What’s not to like?’

Aliya makes a face. ‘His non-existent personality?’ she asks. 

‘What will I do with his personality?’ I retaliate immediately and regret the stupid question because Aliya snorts. 

‘You’ll die of boredom with him. Here I was, thinking that you were going to break up with him!’ she insists. 

‘Why did you push me to talk to him at that party?’ I ask her furiously.

‘So, it’s my fault? How was I to know that you’d want to get married to him?’ she asks with a shudder. 

‘Girls, stop fighting,’ Ammi says, looking distressed. 

‘Ammi, we’re not fighting. But I...this is a possibility that I want to consider,’ I tell them, my chin up. ‘And why not? I don’t think any of the proposals that Samira Phuppu plans to foist on us can be as good as this.’

Aliya looks resigned. ‘That’s the thing Alina. You, me...the three of us are not like the girls who get married off to whichever proposal comes our way. We’re privileged, don’t you think? And you’re throwing away that privilege without a thought.’

Amna who has been silent all this while speaks up. ‘You go to that NGO every month, don’t you? The one connected to our masjid?’

I stare at her, not knowing where she’s going with this. 

‘I’ve seen you talk to the girls. I’ve seen you drill into them the importance of getting an education, of being independent. Financially independent,’ she says softly. ‘I’ve heard you tell them how important it is for them to have money they can call their own, that they have some sort of agency in their lives.’

I feel a ball of dread curling up inside my stomach. My family is an expert at tough love, at showing me the mirror that I don’t want to see. 

‘And yet, here you are, willing to give up a well-paying job for a man?’ Amna completes. 

Aliya looks at her triumphantly. ‘You should have studied law, not bio-tech,’ she tells her almost proudly. 

I’m irritated. ‘Girls, it’s not the same thing. I’m educated and still financially independent. I have savings. I can get a job there if I want to.’

‘Really?’ Aliya asks. ‘Aren’t there visa restrictions and things like that?’

Why is she being so dogged about this? 

‘Do you love him, Alina?’ Ammi cuts through the noise with her question. Her eyes are shining with love. 

I truly don’t know the answer to that. Especially not today when my whole world seems to have been turned upside down. I’m still not going to go there. Not yet.

‘I think so. And don’t people who have arranged marriages marry complete strangers and just decide to love them? Wasn’t that how it worked with Abbu?’ I ask her softly. Ammi’s demeanour changes. She blushes the slightest bit and clears her throat.

‘Actually, your father saw me on the terrace of my mother’s house one evening when I was going there to collect the dried clothes...’ she says. 

‘What? And then?’ Aliya asks, eyes wide, and we both share an astonished look with each other. In all these years, Ammi has never said anything about this. Thankfully, all the attention from me shifts to her. 

‘And then your Abbu would wave at me sometimes. But I never waved back,’ Ammi says primly.

‘Why not?’

‘Because that sort of thing wasn’t done, okay? Once I took out my slippers and showed it to him!’ Ammi says grinning. 

‘Whaaaat?’ I’m shocked. My placid and sweet Ammi had the temerity to show Abbu her slippers?

Aliya and Amna are both grinning. Everyone seems to have forgotten to eat. 

‘What did Abbu do?’ Aliya asks in a hushed voice.

‘He decided he liked me anyway. He sent a proposal for me that very evening,’ she says, smiling shyly.

‘And you decided to marry the boy you hated enough to show your slippers to?’ I ask, confused. 

‘I never hated him. There was always something else underneath my irritation for him.’

‘And then? What happened when you got married? Did Abbu say something?’ Amna asks. There’s a pang in my heart at the thought of Abbu no longer around with us. A pang that deepens when I realize I will miss this small family of ours when I get married and move away and...

‘Of course, he did. You know your Abbu. What do you think he gifted me on our wedding night?’ Ammi asks, her face pink now. 

We are all properly scandalized. Ammi is talking about things like wedding nights? Which is equivalent to S-E-X. Aliya’s mouth drops open. 

‘He gifted me a pair of gold slippers,’ she chortles. We all let out surprised laughs. This is an aspect to my parents that I’d never considered before. But my relief at having diverted the attention is short-lived even as Ammi is explaining to Amna that of course the slippers weren’t made of real gold. Because Aliya’s gimlet stare is back on me. 

‘Well? What’s your answer to Ammi’s question?’ she asks, crossing her arms. 

I blow out a breath. 

‘Yes. Yes, I think I love him.’

Ammi claps her hands. ‘Then I’m all for it. Your Phuppu can go dig her own grave because she’s going to burn with jealousy when I tell her this news.’

We all look at Ammi shocked. We all know that Phuppu can be quite a bit whenever she comes home and starts talking shit about lives. But Ammi has never been this hostile towards her.

‘What?’ Ammi looks at us defensively. 

‘Nothing, you’re behaving strangely,’ Amna says, chewing her lower lip worriedly. 

‘She called me yesterday,’ Ammi says. 

‘And?’

‘She had a proposal for both you and Aliya,’ Ammi tells me. 

‘Oh. And?’

‘The proposal she got for Alina is a 45 year old man. And for Aliya, the man in question has been married and divorced. Twice.’

We’re all silent. 

‘What did you tell her then?’ Amna asks in a quiet voice, probably glad that she’s still studying so there’s no question of her getting married yet. Although Samira Phuppu could be counted to find a proposal for her even then. 

‘I told her there was no way I was getting my girls married into such families.’

‘Good for you, Ammi,’ I tell her tremulously. 

‘But I was worried all the same. Because she was saying that you both are getting old and soon there won’t be any eligible proposals left and you’ll anyway end up marrying someone like that. But now...’ Ammi beams at me and claps her hands once loudly, decisively. ‘That will show her.’

Aliya turns her focus back to me and I wish I could just get up and leave but I’m hungry and I want to finish my dinner that has now become cold. 

‘So, if you’re going to go to the US, with Ammi’s blessings now, with Arham as his wife, and you can’t possibly teach there, whatever will you do, Alina?’ she asks me mock-sweetly. 

I sit straighter. 

‘Maybe, I’ll become a writer.’
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Chapter 9
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Back in our room, Aliya confronts me once more. 

‘I never knew you wanted to become a writer!’ she says, hands on her hips. 

‘Well, there’s a lot about me that you don’t know,’ I tell her, a little agitated at her high-handed behaviour. 

With a sigh, she plonks herself down on her twin bed. I sit down at the edge of mine. 

‘Aloo, are you sure you want to do this?’ she asks me softly.

I look up at her in the warm yellow light of our room. She has clear and unblemished skin and has never had to suffer the indignity of acne breakouts like I did. She’s attractive no matter what she’s wearing. Her hair is gorgeous. Whoever said that middle children had it tough haven’t met my sister. But none of that is as important as her large heart that always wants the best for everyone. She just has odd ways of showing it.

‘You heard what Ammi said. If I don’t go ahead with this, then there’s going to be some 45 year old man in my future,’ I tell her sardonically. 

‘Bullshit. You think Ammi will let you get married to someone like that?’ she asks, incensed. 

‘Yes, but look at the facts okay? If not Arham, then who?’

Unbidden, an image of Rohaan and his annoying grin flashes across my face. I haven’t yet told Aliya about Rohaan being in my school, at the absurdity of it all. That he’s a writer and now teaches in my school. I don’t want to talk about him, but Aliya is bound to suspect something later on if she learns about him teaching here and I never told her. I blink my eyes and the image of Rohaan disappears thankfully. Ridiculous brain, I chide it.

‘No one. There’s no rule that you have to get married,’ she says with an unhappy sigh. 

I settle back into my bed and put my head down on the pillow and stare at the ceiling. She throws a cushion on my face, and I’m so exhausted I don’t even dodge it in time. I hold it over my face.

‘There’s no rule Aliya, but Ammi wants us to get married. You know how their generation is. No matter what sort of well-paying jobs we get, we won’t be settled until we’re married.’ My voice comes out muffled because of the cushion.

‘That’s their problem,’ she says with a sniff. 

‘True. But I want to see Ammi happy.

‘Oh?’ She’s moved to my twin bed and tugs off the cushion from my face. ‘So, you’re okay being unhappy as long as Ammi is happy?’

‘Can we let this go for today? Please? I’m tired,’ I tell her. 

She goes back to her bed and lies down. 

‘I’m thinking of getting a new job,’ she says. 

‘What? Why? I thought you liked it here.’

‘Yeah, but then if you marry Arham, then I’ll be related to the boss, in some backward sort of way and I think that’s a bit ick.’

‘How? How is it ick?’ I ask her, sitting up and pushing the hair from my face. 

‘Why couldn’t you have fallen for someone else, Aloo? Someone who’s not related to my boss?’ she moans instead of answering my question. And despite that large heart of hers, she somehow finds a way to make everything about her. 

We both lie in silence. I pull my phone close and open Rohaan’s book. I’d fallen asleep while reading it in the bus. Not because it was particularly boring but probably because I was exhausted. But Thakkar said there’s sex in it. So maybe things get better a little later, I tell myself as I go back to reading it.

Of course, Aliya doesn’t let me read in peace. 

‘What you doing?’ she asks. ‘I thought either you’d talk me out of quitting my job or I’d talk you out of marrying the man with whom you have no chemistry.’

I roll my eyes at her. ‘Ha ha.’

She rolls her eyes back at me. I put my phone down. Time to tell her and get it over with. I open my mouth and then stop myself. 

How will she ever know that Rohaan is teaching in my school? 

What if she comes to pick me up one day and sees him sauntering off in his battered car?

Ugh. Unlikely. Her work gets over much later than mine but she’s home sooner. And there’s no way she’s going to drive to Sarjapur unless someone holds a knife at her throat.

Or, what if one day I’m tired enough to give in and let Rohaan drop me home and....

Shut up. Shut up. Shut up. I tell myself. 

First of all, Rohaan is not going to repeat his offer. Secondly, cats will fall from the sky before I agree to that. 

Yet, I find myself wanting to talk to her about him. He’s someone she knows. He’s part of our shared history of school. Amna was much younger and didn’t know about my constant wars with him. Except that he ruined the Social for me. 

I take a deep breath. 

‘So, a funny thing happened at school,’ I tell her. 

A grunt. 

I glance at her. She’s checking Instagram on her phone. 

‘You won’t believe who our new English teacher is,’ I tell her. 

‘Rohaan. Right?’ she says with glee. 

‘What? How did you know?’ I ask her, shocked. 

She looks up and waves her phone. 

‘We follow each other on Insta, you know,’ she says. 

I feel a whooshing sort of pit grow in my stomach.

‘You knew and you didn’t tell me?’ I ask her, feeling betrayed and unable to explain it. She figures out my tone immediately and her face softens. 

‘Hey, no, I didn’t know either. I literally just saw, and you asked me the very moment I saw his update on Instagram,’ she says. ‘Look.’

I don’t want to take her phone, but I look at the screen anyway. Rohaan stands against the backdrop of the amphitheatre, his arms outstretched like Shahrukh Khan’s. I have to admit, he looks amazing with the sun falling on his face. There’s something attractive about him, despite giving off a ‘I’m just like you, but I’m also this person who wrote a whole ass book that was critically acclaimed’ vibe.

There are more than a hundred likes already and Aliya says he posted the picture just now. Underneath is the caption - My new life and he’s tagged his location at the Heritage Elementary International School. 

Ass. He’s obviously asked some student to take the photo of him during the day. And if he’s a writer, what’s with that blah caption?

‘What did he say when he saw you?’ Aliya asks when I frown at the comments that are coming below. Lots and lots of peach emojis. And despite teaching youngsters who think I’m a millennial dinosaur, even I know what that means. 

‘Nothing. He just behaved like he was meeting me for the first time.’

‘What, really?’ Aliya asks, eyes wide. She uncannily puts her hand on my wrist, and she can probably feel my pulse racing. I tug my arm away. 

‘Yeah. Because he’s an ass. And since when have you been following him? And you knew he was a writer?’ I ask her. 

She looks guilty. ‘Yeah. I’ve been following him for a year or so now. He followed me back.’

A very stupid thought comes to my head, and I know she’s going to laugh but I have to know. 

‘Did you tell him where I work?’ I ask her, my eyes narrowed. 

‘Not at all,’ she says immediately, frowning. Her frown disappears when she understands what I’m saying, and she cocks her head. ‘Come on. I haven’t even said hi to him. We just follow each other on Insta. That’s it.’

I stare at her to ascertain if she’s telling the truth. 

‘Really. I barely knew him. So why would we chat?’

‘So why did you follow him?’

‘Because he’s someone I sort of knew and he’s sort of famous?’ Aliya says as though that’s self-explanatory. 

‘What are you two arguing about?’ Amna asks as she comes inside with the folded laundry that she puts on my bed. 

‘We’re not arguing,’ both Aliya and I chorus together.

‘But see this! Remember Rohaan? From Aloo’s class?’ Aliya asks her. 

Amna’s brows crowd together. ‘Who? The ass who made her cry on her Social?’ she asks. 

My throat feels tight, and my mouth is uncomfortably dry. Aliya’s face falls. 

‘Yeah. That ass. He’s apparently teaching English in her school,’ she says. 

Amna snorts. 

‘I give him one week. Those monsters will make mincemeat out of him,’ Amna says. 

For no reason whatsoever, I give Amna a tight hug. 
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Then

The Social was the one event of the year where we were told we could let our hair down. Literally. The uniform rules were relaxed, and we could wear something ‘dressy’ and ‘classy’ according to the circular that I passed around just before our Math class started. 

It was due to happen in early February.

I was going to feign that I had the flu. That way there was going to be no chance of me attending the Social alone, feeling like a fish out of water, especially because this was a poor imitation of the prom that one saw in American movies, and I was just embarrassed at the thought of how everyone was making a big deal out of it. 

Rohaan looked at the circular when one reached him and I looked up at him, daring him to say something rude or funny. Surprisingly, he didn’t say anything, but I was also caught up in a flurry of questions that were coming my way. 

‘Will teachers be there?’ someone asked. 

‘Of course, they’ll be there!’ I replied. Imagine what would happen if teachers weren’t there! Utter chaos.

‘What if we don’t know how to dance?’

‘Don’t dance then,’ I was getting exasperated at the stupid queries. But then Rohaan clambered up on top of his desk and clapped his hands loudly. All eyes turned to him.

‘Guys don’t be such jerks, troubling Alina over all this,’ he said. I eyed him suspiciously, secretly relieved he hadn’t called me Aloo anything. I realized then that he did that only within my hearing. 

So? That didn’t make it any less annoying. 

‘The Social is going to be the event of the year,’ he said in a showman sort of way.

People booed him and he accepted it good-naturedly, bowing before the others. Someone pelted him with a piece of wadded paper, and he ducked. He enjoyed his role as the class joker immensely.

‘I know some of us think this is lame,’ he said, looking at me pointedly. What? Didn’t everyone think it was lame? He was the only one who thought it was cool. 

‘But come on guys. After this, we’re going to get busy preparing for our final Board exams. And then we’ll never meet again.’

‘Hopefully,’ I called out. This got some laughs and boos.

Still standing atop the desk. Rohaan cocked his head, but he was undeterred. Out of the blue, he gave a speech about how we were all headed our own way to carve our unique paths, and this was the only time we would be able to socialize and have fun in a long time. 

‘Speak for yourself, Ali!’ a boy hooted, his hands wrapped around his mouth. ‘I’m going to have loads of fun in college.’

Rohaan made a face. ‘That’s what everyone thinks. We’re dumbasses if we think we’re going out there to conquer the world. We may be big shots here in school, but out there, we’re freshers. We’re going to be trampled. Life’s not going to be easy, bro.’

‘Why so wise, Rohaan?’ a girl called out, giggling. 

It was Shanaya, the requisite class beauty without brains. 

‘I’m just trying to drum up some enthusiasm for the Social guys. Come on. Let’s make it a night to remember!’ he said. Once more, he was looking at me and I felt that same swooping sensation in my stomach. I looked away. 

‘Can we ask people to be dates for the Social?’ Shanaya asked. 

‘Maybe ask the class monitor,’ Rohaan said, indicating me with a nod as he got down from the desk and walked towards the blackboard. He passed by me, and I felt my stomach contract within itself, but I ignored him. I ignored the feelings that he seemed to cause simply by existing. Breathing. 

Shanaya turned to me questioningly. 

‘Please. I have no idea. Take a date. Take two. This isn’t a prom, okay? It’s not a thing. It’s just something the school has done to punish us. This is going to be death by embarrassment,’ I told her huffily. I needed a moment alone so I could feel less breathless. 

Why was everyone giggling? When I turned around, I saw that Rohaan had been busy scribbling a rather lurid lyric on the blackboard that I couldn’t immediately comprehend because I was a) shocked b) aghast I’d been distracted enough to let him do that and c) our Math teacher Ms. Bose could walk in and see it. 

Of course, I’d throw him under the bus and tell her that he was responsible. But I was the class monitor. I shouldn’t have let this travesty of a poem even exist. Bloody hell. Every other line had the words ‘sex’ and ‘fuck’ pop out at me, while the lines that rhymed with the words were so ridiculous, I’d have thought that it was funny if I was the sort who found such crass things funny. 

I walked back to him determinedly and took the duster and started erasing it rapidly, my arms almost trembling. Ms. Bose was due to come inside any moment now. 

‘My masterpiece!’ he called out mournfully, his hand on his chest. 

‘Shut up and go back to your seat!’ I bit out the words at him just as Shanaya sashayed towards him and asked him out for the Social.

‘Sorry, Shay. I’m already going with someone,’ he said apologetically, dusting his hands. Heat flooded my face when for a second, I realized if he was inferring that he was going out with me. Then I gave myself a mental slap. Why would I think that? Why would he think that? He had done nothing but make my life a misery since he joined school. 

‘Oh! Who?’ she asked, hands on her hips. 

‘It’s a secret,’ he said. I felt my face turn hot and I looked away towards the doorway, ostensibly checking to see if the teacher was on her way. But my ears were tuned to the conversation that was happening around me. 

‘Why is it a secret?’ Shanaya pouted. 

I was on the verge of saying that maybe whoever she is has got horns and a tail, when I quickly stopped myself. Not cool. 

‘It’s how she prefers it to be,’ I could hear him say. 

Rubbish. He was making this up to...to make me jealous. But why would he think he needed to make me jealous? And was I? Why the hell was I jealous, I asked myself furiously.

‘But how did you ask her out already? Or is it a he?’ someone asked.

‘It’s a she,’ he confirmed with a smile. ‘But we all knew the Social was happening, right? It’s what everyone has been talking about all these days. So, it’s not like a surprise or anything.’

I walked away from there, determined not to hear any more. I didn’t want to listen to him talk about this imaginary girl because I was quite sure she didn’t exist. I literally just gave everyone the information about the Social. So how could he act like he’d already asked someone out?

Lies, I told myself. All lies. 

The question I needed to ask myself was, whether or not this was a lie, why was I so worked up?

‘It’s still January. I’m sure I can get him to change his mind,’ I heard Shanaya say to one of her clone friends. 

‘Everyone, settle down!’ I yelled, because I was annoyed, and I needed to take it out somewhere. 

‘Jeez. Take it down a notch, Dum Aloo,’ he whispered as he walked past me to his seat. I couldn’t help myself. I launched a piece of chalk that pinged at the back of his head solidly, just as Ms. Bose walked inside. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 11
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I have mixed feelings when I get down from the school bus the following morning. My yellow sari is crisply ironed thanks to Ammi running after the istriwallah diligently every weekend, bribing him to iron my cotton saris. They come out the best on his rickety board and I have given up trying to iron my saris to perfection, the way he does it. 

I am determined to ignore Rohaan today. If I see him, I’m going to just nod in his direction curtly. I’m going to be ice queen today. I’m going to be the sort of person who doesn’t talk to anyone unless it’s necessary. I’m going to...

I have just stepped into doggie poo. 

I look at my ruined sandal in shock. The school has a couple of stray dogs that like to live here. They normally don’t soil the grounds near the school buildings and have been known to take their dumps somewhere near the trees. This has never happened before. To anyone else that I know of, at least.

‘Shit,’ I mutter. This can’t be happening. I gently lift up my foot and then hobble away quickly and rub my sandal on some loose sand. The poo however is smeared, and the sand only covers it but doesn’t mask the smell. 

I feel tears filling in my eyes, and I tell myself I’m being stupid but I can’t imagine walking around like this. I sniffle and keep them at bay. This is okay. I’m not going to make a big deal out of this. This is really okay. I rub my sandals on the sand more vigorously.

‘Need some help?’

I whirl around to see Rohaan standing nearby. When had he come? My stomach feels like it’s caved in uncomfortably. This is the worst day of my life already. 

‘Maybe you can post a photo of me on your Insta with a snarky caption,’ I snap at him as I go back to rubbing out the poo from my sandal. 

He gives me a strange look but doesn’t say anything. His arms are crossed and then, sighing, he bends down before me. 

‘What are you doing?’ I yelp, trying to pull away from him. 

‘May I?’ he asks. 

‘What?’

‘Just let me...’ he looks up. A stupid thought passes through my head. It’s nice having him at my feet. But then I remember that he’s seeing me in my moment of humiliation. It’s not nice. 

‘Do what?’ I ask him. 

‘Give me your sandal.’

His voice is soft and yet, there’s an undercurrent of an order to it that makes my skin tingle. 

‘Whatever for?’

‘So many questions, Aloo,’ he says, and to my shock, he grips my ankle and then gently removes the sandal from my foot. ‘The way to get dog poo off your sandal is to remove the sandal from your feet first.’

I don’t know what to tell him as he gets up from there nonchalantly. He’s dressed in jeans and a grey fitting tee shirt today and if it weren’t for the slight lines around his eyes, he could have been mistaken for a student himself. 

He disappears somewhere around the corner, and I realize I’m standing there, one foot on the ground, the other balanced awkwardly, like a stork. I smile awkwardly at the other teachers who are walking towards the main building. No one seems to realize there’s any problem. 

I’m a fool to have given my sandal to him. He’s probably laughing away as he throws it in some dustbin before heading on to class while I stand here waiting for him. I never seem to learn, do I?

I want to call Bhavana and tell her that I’m taking a cab and going back home, and she needs to inform the admin that I’m taking leave today. She’s probably in the main building already. But as I reach into my handbag to pull out my phone, I can see Rohaan walk back towards me purposefully, holding my sandal in his hand. 

I feel jittery just looking at him. 

He’s changed so much from school, and yet, underneath the new muscles and fit and tan body, there’s the same annoying joker who always knew how to get my goat. His hair is a little longer than before and....my eyes move to his hands. 

No one knows about my obsession with men’s hands. No one can ever know. But my attraction towards a man comes down to what I think of his hands. It’s what I first notice about them anyway. 

I’m a sucker for strong hands. Long, lean fingers. Clean but with a hint of ruggedness. Trimmed fingernails. Hands tell me about a man’s capability. For what? I don’t really know actually but they’re important to me, nevertheless.

Rohaan’s hands are...

I look away, uncomfortable with the thoughts and sensations spiralling in my head. He’s a writer. His hands make stories. They ought to be soft and tender. But I remember the way he’d gripped my ankle. I could feel the calluses on his fingers, at the way my body had reacted hotly in that instant. 

He nears me and smiles grimly. 

‘Got it all off hopefully. The smell is still there I’m afraid but...’

‘You washed it?’ I ask, my voice sounding strange to my own ears. 

‘Yeah, there was no way the poo was getting off. Sorry about that. I know this is leather and it’s not ideal to get leather wet and...’

I don’t know what to say. I can’t hear the words he’s saying because I’m looking at his mouth, at the shape it forms instead. 

That mouth had been on mine, ten years ago. Albeit briefly. 

Shit. Shit. Don’t think of that now! My brain feels all scrambled and I’m this close to hyperventilating. 

Why is he being kind to me, I ask myself. This is Rohaan. He was my nemesis. I have to remember that. But why is he my nemesis now? I can’t seem to think of any real reason.

His eyes are glinting now when he realizes I’m staring at him. I’m stunned to see the change come over him. But the first thing I see there is regret, and reality comes crashing down on me, jolting me from my stupor. 

‘Thanks,’ I tell him, my breath hitching as I take the sandal from his hand and put it down on the ground and wear it. 

‘Here, let me help,’ he says and before I can tell him to stop, he once again bends before me. We must look such a sight, I think in embarrassment. 

‘Rohaan, please. I can manage,’ I tell him softly. He looks up at me, and instead of the wicked gloating smile on his face, he looks almost shy. 

‘Your feet are still pretty, Aloo,’ he says quietly, a finger tracing the skin on my ankle, ever so gently, almost like a butterfly had landed there. I pull my feet away instantly.

Shut up. Shut up. Shut up. 

I hate butterflies. I think they’re creepy insects that have somehow fooled the world into believing they’re gorgeous creatures instead of critters. 

And I remember just that moment that I’m almost engaged. Arham may never wax poetic about my feet, but he’s my almost-fiancé and I’m marrying him and moving to the US. Rohaan has and always will be my enemy. And what about all this kindness and nice behaviour? All I know is that I can’t be taken in by any of it. 

I nod jerkily. ‘Thanks for the help,’ I tell him and walk away from there. 

‘Aloo, wait!’ he calls out. I shut my eyes and groan softly in dismay. 

‘What is it, Rohaan?’ I ask him through gritted teeth as he joins me. 

‘You might want to spray your foot with some perfume, or the kids are going to make a stink,’ he says with a grin. 

Jerk. I fully intend to leave a one-star rating for his book on Goodreads. 
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Chapter 12
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‘Class 11 is going for a field trip this year,’ Mrs Kapadia reads out from her list of announcements. She squints as she bends her head and reads out again. ‘To Mysore. For a weekend.’

Bhavana and I are both distracted and we’re not paying any attention. Anyway, this doesn’t concern us. Usually, the field trips are taken over by the social studies department. I want to tell Bhavana about Arham’s proposal and the idea that I might be moving away to the US. But this isn’t the time. I only manage to tell her that I have some exciting news to share.

The staff meeting is almost over and I’m pointedly ignoring Rohaan because I’m not really convinced his help was entirely altruistic. Whenever I glance at him, he seems to be nodding, as though he’s really paying attention. Ms Thakkar breezes in and she puts her hand on Rohaan’s shoulder, and he freezes. 

Our eyes connect. 

‘I have an exciting proposal for you Rohaan,’ she says, her voice booming in the staff room. I should feel inordinately pleased that he’s been singled out by Thakkar for whatever reason but there’s the tiniest bit of compassion that surfaces from somewhere. ‘We will discuss it over lunch.’

Rohaan looks like he’s about to protest but he doesn’t and the look of resignation on his face makes me wonder what he’s doing here. For real. Why is he working as a teacher in this school? If he needed money, he could have done anything else, right? But maybe he’s not qualified for anything else. 

Serves him right. 

Rohaan smiles tightly but he’s still looking at me. Bhavana nudges me imperceptibly. 

Fine, fine. I guess I owe him one for helping me out this morning supposedly. My sandal is ruined though. 

I clear my throat and try to think on my feet and instead, stumble directly into doom. ‘Actually, Ms Thakkar, Mr Ali has very kindly offered to speak to the students at one of the NGOs where I volunteer.’

He looks startled but catching on quickly, he nods. 

‘Today?’ Ms Thakkar asks. ‘It’s a school day. Where’s this NGO anyway?’

Shit. ‘No, he’s not talking there today but I told him we could quickly go and see the place during lunch,’ I evade masterfully. 

A smile grows on Rohaan’s face, and I know I’ve gone and dug a proper grave for myself. 

‘Oh. Fine. Tomorrow then. But Rohaan, I should tell you this. I am going to give you an opportunity of a lifetime. It’s going to be a brilliant collaboration,’ Ms Thakkar says. She’s already moved on and she takes the sheet from Mrs Kapadia a little impatiently. 

I’m so stupid. What have I done? 

I take in a deep breath. It’s all right. I’m just repaying a favour. I stare him down, trying to indicate that with my eyes that I meant nothing by it. But he mouths ‘thank you’ and shows a thumbs-up sign discreetly.

‘Unbelievably fast thinking,’ Bhavana mutters next to me as Ms Thakkar starts talking about how we need to ensure that the school maintains its 100 percent pass rate for the class 10 and 12 board exams. 

I don’t tell anything right away but as we’re all heading out to our classes, I turn to her. ‘Meet me at lunch please? I have some news to share.’

‘But what about Rohaan?’ she asks, indicating him with a turn of her head as he’s walking up towards us. 

‘He can listen to it too,’ I tell her, realizing that this is actually working out just fine. I’ll tell Bhavana about Arham’s proposal and that I’m moving away to the US with him, in front of Rohaan. So there. He can suck an egg. 

He brings out the raw angst of a seventeen year old in me and I want to do nothing but to quash it, even as I enjoy how it makes me feel. It makes me feel alive, I realize uneasily. Something I haven’t felt in a really long time. 

*****
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‘So where are we going?’ Rohaan asks me when we meet outside the building. I’m waiting for Bhavana to show up. ‘Is there really an NGO?’

‘Of course, there is,’ I tell him irritably, still looking around here and there. 

‘Who are you looking for?’

‘There she is,’ I smile triumphantly. I’m so relieved at seeing her. I really didn’t want to be alone with Rohaan in his car. 

‘She’s joining us?’ he asks. I turn to him because the tone of his voice has changed. Like he’s almost disappointed. 

‘Yeah.’ I wave at Bhavana indicating that she should join us quickly. 

‘Afraid of being alone with me, Aloo?’ he almost purrs the words. 

‘Hardly. It’s just that I have some exciting news to share with her and I wanted to do it during lunch. Since I stepped in to save you from Ms Thakkar, I thought I could include her as well.’

He doesn’t say anything, but he pushes his hands inside his jeans pockets and the three of us walk towards his car. I’m really hoping Bhavana will sit in front, but she goes directly to the back seat which leaves me with no choice but to sit up in front. 

My eyes stray towards his hands as he maneuvers the steering wheel efficiently, shifting gears and making me feel exasperated at how men can make something as mundane as driving look sexy. It reminds me that I have never gone anywhere with Arham in a car. I’ve never seen him drive. How crazy is that? We’ve always met at predetermined cafes and restaurants. 

I’m irritated at this realization, and I pull out my phone and text him. 

Do you know how to drive?

He replies back with an - Of course. Why?

Thank god. No reason, I type back with a smile. Rohaan glances at me and lifts his shoulder in a questioning shrug. 

I shake my head. 

‘How are Aliya and Amna?’ he asks. I’m surprised he remembers their names. Oh yeah, he probably does remember from being friends with Aliya on Instagram. 

‘Good,’ I tell him stiffly. 

‘So, Alina, much as I appreciate you helping me out today, you have to tell me where we’re going,’ he says. 

‘You’re taking us to lunch,’ Bhavana announces from the back seat. 

‘Cool. Where?’ he asks. ‘I haven’t been back to the city in a while. And we’re pretty far from the city.’

‘We’re close to Koramangala and there are loads of restaurants there,’ Bhavana says. 

‘Sure, tell me where to go and I’ll drive there. We don’t have much time if we have to get back to school before lunch hour gets over.’

‘Oh, I didn’t ask if you have a class after lunch?’ I turn to him. 

‘I don’t,’ he says, frowning as though trying to recall his timetable. ‘It’s weird, being on this side of the timetable.’

‘You’ll get used to it,’ I tell him. 

‘Where’s the NGO? We could go there too,’ he offers. 

‘Maybe some other time. It would actually be good to have you talk to the kids there,’ I tell him. ‘Lots more people for you to easily impress.’

He glances at me and quirks an eyebrow. ‘Why do I get the feeling you’re not one of them?’

‘Because you have good instincts?’ I suggest sweetly. 

He rolls his eyes but just smiles. 

‘My instincts were always spot on, Aloo,’ he says in a low voice that only I hear. My blood heats instantly and I want to slap him. But I curl my hand into a fist in my lap and uncurl it immediately because I don’t want him to think he affects me in any way. 

When we settle into the Chinese restaurant, Bhavana and I sit together while Rohaan sits opposite me. 

Never in my dreams had I thought this would happen. That I would be sitting opposite Rohaan Ali of all people for lunch. 

Dunking myself in poison ivy sounds better honestly. 

‘I wonder what Thakkar wanted to tell you,’ Bhavana tells Rohaan. 

He sighs expansively and nods towards me. ‘Probably something like Alina suggested. She needs help getting published maybe.’

‘Or...’ I suggest as I recall what she said about a proposal.

‘Or?’ he asks. 

‘Maybe she wants you to write a book for her?’ 

‘What?’ He looks startled. ‘I don’t write books for other people. I mean, I’ve heard that ghost writing pays a lot, but I don’t want to do that.’

‘Ghost writing?’ Bhavana asks, eyes wide. 

‘It’s when someone writes a book for someone else. It’s like a service rendered for money,’ I explain. Rohaan looks amused that I know anything at all about it. I shrug defensively as I turn to Bhavana again. ‘It’s how you have all these actors and politicians and CEOs bring out their books okay? You think all of them know to write?’

‘Oh!’ Bhavana nods as understanding dawns. 

Rohaan shakes his head. ‘I doubt it. Anyway, I don’t write memoirs or non-fiction. I’m a fiction only kind of guy.’

He makes it sound like it’s a virtue. Before I can tell him what I think, Bhavana nudges me.

‘So? What’s your big news?’ 

I turn to her, glad of her reminder and relieved of her presence because whatever magneto shit Rohaan seems to be pulling, drawing me towards him sub-consciously, feels considerably diluted. 

I look at his face as he peruses the menu. He looks so serene, as though he’s incapable of hurting anyone. Like he genuinely cares about people. His face has always been a little too chiselled, but now, with age and maturity, it lends him an air of strength. He’s far too good-looking for his own good, I think with a huff. 

‘Arham and I are getting engaged and then once we’re married, I’m moving to New York with him because he’s got a job as an Associate Professor at Cornell,’ I tell her. 

Bhavana’s mouth drops open in shock even as her eyes widen in excitement. I desperately don’t want to look at Rohaan triumphantly, but the scorned 17 year old still lives in me and I turn my head to look at him. He’s still looking at the menu.

He thinks he’s giving nothing away. But in fact, the placid expression on his face is a dead giveaway that he has thoughts. And feelings about this. It’s odd that I don’t feel as thrilled as I thought I would. 
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Chapter 13
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Then

Rohaan and I both get detention that day. Me, for throwing the piece of chalk at his head and Rohaan, because Ms Bose was convinced that he must have done something to instigate me. 

‘You must control your anger, Alina,’ Ms Bose told me firmly. I was aghast. Distraught. I was the class monitor. How could I get detention? I would be the laughing stock of the class. I wouldn’t be able to hold my head up.

‘Ma’am, he...’

‘I know he must have done something horrid as usual,’ Ms Bose said, flashing a look at Rohaan, one filled with so much anger and even hate, that anyone else would have quailed. Rohaan looked calm, almost resigned but there was a look of amusement in his eyes, like he was enjoying a private joke at everyone else’s expense. 

‘So why am I getting detention?’ I asked in a small voice. 

‘Because you have to remember that violence is not the answer,’ Ms Bose said. She had called me and Rohaan aside after the class got over and informed us succinctly that both of us were getting detention after school hours. 

‘Violence?’ Rohaan asked, eyes wide. He looked like he was on the verge of laughter. I glared at him. 

‘You should consider yourself lucky that she threw a piece of chalk. She must have wanted to throw something bigger at you, I’m sure,’ Ms Bose said, her nostrils flared. It was no secret that Ms Bose hated Rohaan. She thought he was a trouble maker, the class joker, the boy who unnecessarily instigated all sorts of disturbances in the class through others, all the while standing by and watching in amusement.

She thought right. But I didn’t know why she was taking it so personally. 

‘The two of you will stay back after school hours for an hour. Your punishment will be to write an essay. The topic, I’ll decide later,’ she said and walked off. 

I went back to my seat in a trance. This was terrible. Detention could well be the dreaded black mark on my spotless conduct certificate. And it was all his fault. He sauntered back to his seat and sat down, legs splayed as usual. 

I glared at him. 

He gave me a mock salute. 

I didn’t speak to anyone about this. I was too wound up, too tight and maybe if I was left alone with Rohaan, I would end up slapping him and that was going to be the very opposite of what Ms Bose had intended, when she put me in detention.

We were informed that we had to do our detention in Class 10 B once the students of that class had gone home for the day. Ms Bose would be overseeing us personally. 

I was relieved and hopeful. She would see what a model student I was and what a wastrel Rohaan was. I didn’t look at him as we walked upstairs to Class 10 B. 

‘Look Aloo, I’m sorry about this,’ he said, sounding as though he meant it.

I turned to him furiously. ‘Don’t lie. You’re enjoying getting me in trouble far too much!’ I spat out. 

He seemed taken aback by my vehemence but he just grinned. ‘Don’t get so worked up. It’s just an hour.’

‘An hour I could have spent studying!’ I told him angrily. 

He merely rolled his eyes and walked on. His elbow touched mine and I moved mine away quickly because the point of contact seemed to literally burn my skin. Maybe he was a Djinn, I thought. They were after all made from fire. 

‘You know you could have taken out my eye,’ he said affably, unaware of my thoughts.

‘With a piece of chalk?’ I asked disbelievingly. 

‘Absolutely. If I’d turned around at that moment? It would have hit me smack in the face. And then, one-eyed Rohaan might have been a bit more charming, but I prefer having both eyes.’

‘You...’ I was struggling to make a comeback, but no words came to mind, especially because I knew he was right. A sound like an engine backing up emerged, which was actually coming from me. ‘Grrr...Fine. I’m sorry then. I shouldn’t have hit you with that piece of chalk.’

He made an exaggerated face as though hearing my apology shocked the hell out of him, but we walked inside the classroom in silence. The least he could have said was ‘It’s okay’ but he didn’t bother. 

I was feeling palpitations inside. I was the quintessential good girl who had never stepped out of line, but Rohaan always managed to push me off the edge without even trying too hard. The last time I was in trouble with Rosa Carvalho was also because of him. 

The classroom had the same smell as ours - chalk, shoes, a mix of various body odours, and the class queen’s usual attempt to stand out with some sort of strong perfume. But to my horror, someone had recently vomited as well in the class, and that smell combined with an eye-watering blast of phenyl made me feel like puking. 

I think Ms Bose chose 10 B on purpose. This was the punishment. Sitting here for an hour, with Rohaan. Ugh. 

I tried not to show any of my disgust on my face and looked around for a place to sit. Rohaan had already plonked himself in the middle of the classroom, right under the fan. He’d put his feet up on the desk and leaned back on the chair, like he wasn’t in school but at some resort. No matter where I sat, he would have a good view of me. Unless I sat right at the back. But the smell of vomit was strongest there. 

Deciding not to let him control anything, I sat down at the desk right in front. Before he could make any sort of snarky remark, Ms Bose walked inside thankfully. She wrinkled her nose and looked at us and I realized she hadn’t known about the vomit smell either. She lifted a hanky to her nose and sniffed it gently. I imagine she was the sort to carry perfumed hankies with her everywhere. 

‘The two of you - you’re going to write a four page essay on non-violence,’ she said. I groaned mentally. What was wrong with her? Why was she harping on about this so much? She definitely did not have any topic in mind, and she was just ad libbing now. I was glad I couldn’t see Rohaan’s expression or whatever he thought of this ridiculous topic. A topic that had obviously come forth from Ms Bose’s idea of me perpetrating violence on Rohaan, which was as ridiculous as it sounded. Or maybe she needed a reminder herself that it was not okay to be violent with her students, no matter how much they exasperated her.

‘So, finish it and leave it on this desk. And no more hitting each other. I’ll be back in a bit,’ she said, and walked away from there. What the hell? I thought she was going to sit here with us. She couldn’t endure the smell, but she clearly expected us to. 

‘She really thinks we’re toddlers who will kick each other,’ Rohaan quipped.

‘Shut up Rohaan!’ I muttered, annoyed that my heart rate had kicked up because the two of us were alone and he could see my back. That made me straighten it immediately as I pulled out a pen and notebook and tore out a few sheets from it. 

This was rubbish, I fumed as I put pen to paper. I wrote the essay without thinking, without using the logical steps I’d been taught, without any thought of formulating anything cohesive. I was just mad, and I wanted this hour to get over so I could go home, away from this stinky room. Away from Rohaan. 

He was probably making paper rockets, I thought, expecting one to fly over my head at any time. But he was unusually silent. I could hear the scribble and scratch of his pen and I found it hard to believe that he was diligently writing this godawful essay. I resisted the urge to turn around and look. 

When I was done with my four pages, I sighed and got up from there and put the pages on the desk neatly and looked at my watch. We still had half an hour. I should have written a little more slowly. Well, I did have that book I’d borrowed from Aliya, I remembered, brightening up a little. 

It was a romance novel that she had borrowed from a friend whose sister who studied in university. The cover was rather lurid, and Aliya’s friend had wrapped the book in a newspaper, so that it would look innocuous. 

‘Aloo, you don’t have to sit here. She doesn’t expect you to sit out the whole hour,’ Rohaan said, and I jumped. When had he walked over to the desk? I stared as he put his sheets next to mine. He’d finished too? And then, he hitched his bag over his shoulder and made to leave. 

‘You’re going?’ I squeaked, and immediately wished I could have shut up because he turned around and gave me a wide grin. 

‘Why? You’ll miss me?’ he asked, his eyes alight with mischief.

Feeling reckless, I did something I’d never done before. Ever. 

I showed him my middle finger. 

‘Ooh. Do you even know what that means?’ he asked, putting his hands to his chest dramatically.

I turned away from him, my face heating up. I knew. Sort of. I went back to my desk and sat down before it primly. Rohaan meanwhile doffed an imaginary hat and walked away from there. 

‘See ya tomorrow Alina,’ he said. 

I froze. He rarely called me by my name these days. I watched him leave with a good amount of misgiving, but I could breathe easier, now that he was gone. I pulled out the book from my backpack and settled down to read it. Being here for the better part of an hour meant that the smell no longer struck me as unusual, but I’d become acclimatized to it. 

But what I couldn’t ignore was the urge to read Rohaan’s essay and see if it was better than mine. I highly doubted it. He was an average student at best. I couldn’t get myself to read the book and so I put it inside my bag and walked up to the teacher’s desk. 

What would I do if Ms Bose chose to walk in this very moment? I could tell her that I was just arranging the sheets. And I’d tell her that Rohaan just left without waiting for her, so maybe she might need to punish him further. 

Deciding on that, I leaned forward and looked at the sheets he’d left on the desk and picked them up. My eyes ran over the words and sentences, hoping to find spelling mistakes and grammar errors. 

Instead, I realized he hadn’t written an essay at all. He’d written a short story that grabbed me from the very first line. 

“The little girl I saw on the road had no eyes.”
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Chapter 14
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Rohaan doesn’t say much during lunch and is mostly silent on the way back to school. I try not to notice it as Bhavana, and I discuss my future plans. Bhavana says she has a couple of relatives in NYC, and she’ll connect me to them and I feel a moment of trepidation at the idea of leaving everything I know here, all for...all for Arham who has gone ahead and made these plans for both of us. 

‘Where were you living when you were in the US, Rohaan?’ Bhavana asks from the back seat. 

‘I was in New York, as a matter of fact,’ Rohaan says quietly. 

‘Oh! Then I’m sure you’ll be of great help to Alina. You can connect her with your friends and tell her about the places she can go to and...’

‘I don’t have any connections back there,’ he cuts her off. But smiles in the rear view mirror, as though to soften his stance. I frown at him. 

‘Really? There’s literally no one you know? After living there for like nearly ten years?’ I ask him, turning to face him. 

He chuckles. ‘Didn’t know you were counting the number of years I was away, Aloo,’ he says, sounding like his usual self. ‘Oops, I mean Alina.’

Bhavana giggles. ‘I know all about your Batata Vada history,’ she says. 

‘Oh my god. I never thought of calling her Batata Vada all these years!’ he says with a snicker. 

‘Shut up both of you. What were you saying Rohaan? You don’t have any friends, or relatives back there?’ I ask him curiously. 

‘What’s with the inquisition? Are you trying to see if I have a girlfriend?’ he asks. 

I turn back around and cross my arms.

‘What do I care?’ I ask him. ‘I was just curious but apparently I’m not allowed to be and...’

‘I broke up with my girlfriend recently. It was a...a bad breakup,’ he says, startling me. 

‘Oh shit, I’m so sorry,’ Bhavana says. I don’t have any words to say because I’m shocked at the look in his eyes. They’re filled with pain. And whatever I may think of him, this is someone who has been through a lot, emotionally.

Without thinking, I reach out and put my hand on his hand which is on the gear. I quickly squeeze and let go and look away. 

It feels odd to think of Rohaan as someone with feelings. Like he’s human. If he’s surprised that I held his hand however briefly, he doesn’t say anything. He just glances at me and gives a sardonic smile. 

‘You’ll like New York,’ he tells me softly. 

I don’t know what to make of it, so I don’t say anything and anyway, we’re at school soon enough. 

‘You escaped Ms Thakkar today. Tomorrow, you’re on your own,’ I tell him. 

‘I’m wounded, Batata. But I think I’ll manage,’ he says as he parks the car. We all get down and despite the moment of compassion I felt for him earlier, his batata jibe just reminded me of what we have between us. Or rather what we don’t. I feel like I need to retaliate somehow. 

‘I figured writing didn’t pay much but I thought you’d have made enough to at least buy a decent car,’ I mutter as I look at the dented bonnet of the car. 

‘I’m sure Mr Arham makes enough to drive a much better car,’ he shoots back but without resentment of any sort. 

‘Actually, it’s Dr Arham,’ I tell him with a mock sweet smile. 

‘Dr Arham who applies marham? Excellent,’ he quips. 

I have no rejoinder to that, so I settle for clearing my throat. ‘He’s a PhD doctor,’ I explain finally. 

He nods and then walks off in the direction of the building where he has his next class. I watch him leave, completely forgetting about Bhavana whose presence I’m reminded of when she clasps my elbow with her cold as ice hands. 

I yelp. ‘I can never understand why you have such cold hands!’ I tell her, rubbing my elbow. 

‘And feet. Prannay hates it when I snuggle my feet over his much warmer ones,’ she says unapologetically. ‘Can we talk before we head off to our classes?’

I shudder at the thought of her cold feet sliding down her poor husband’s calves. ‘Sure, where?’

‘Cafeteria?’

‘We just got back from lunch,’ I remind her. 

‘And a yum lunch it was, but we could do with some coffee, or I’ll fall asleep while teaching about exponents to my next class.’

‘Fine,’ I tell her a little begrudgingly. I thought I’d have some time to process what Rohaan said about his break up. He seemed so torn up over it and it has certainly triggered a need to know more but I obviously can’t because we’re not friends. I’m also worried about why I feel this need to know anything about his life, but I’ll think about it later. 

We walk to the silent cafeteria, and it makes me uneasy being here when no one’s around. It reminds me so starkly of similar moments in school when I was outside the class for any reason while everyone was inside. I would feel scared especially because everyone loudly and convincingly proclaimed that our school was built over a graveyard(It was not). But it’s a physiological reaction for me now, conditioned over the years. 

There are a couple of other teachers as well who have a free period and they are having coffee. We wave at each other and then we head over and sit down at an empty table after giving our orders. 

‘So? What happened suddenly?’ I ask her. 

‘Um, you tell me,’ she says, leaning back in her chair suddenly and crossing her arms. Huh?

‘What?’

‘What’s going on with you and Rohaan? Is there some more history that you’ve missed out on telling me?’ she asks in a low voice, leaning forward suddenly. 

‘Nothing is going on with me and Rohaan,’ I tell her immediately, aware that my cheeks are flushed at her implication. 

‘I’ve met you and Arham together, remember?’ she says. 

‘So?’ I’m confused now. We had actually bumped into each other in a mall on a Sunday when Bhavana and her husband Prannay had been out shopping. Naturally, it had led to coffee in a nearby cafe, but it had been quite a tortuous evening as the men hadn’t really clicked together. Arham had receded to checking something on his phone and I knew that Prannay had been pissed off at that, but he had smiled at me and been nice, as usual. 

She sighs. ‘I know we haven’t known each other that long but...’

‘Shut up. You know you’re my only friend in the whole wide world now,’ I tell her dramatically which makes her laugh. 

‘You and Rohaan have a spark together, Alina,’ she says gently. ‘You and Arham on the other hand...’

I shake my head, cutting her off because her words make me uncomfortable and I’m unwilling to believe that they could possibly be true. 

‘There’s no spark,’ I tell her. ‘It’s just because we know each other from back when we wanted to kill each other half the time.’

Bhavana gives me an almost pitying look as though she doesn’t believe me. ‘Really? I saw you holding his hand, you know.’

I brush off her words just as I get up to collect our coffee from the counter. All the while, I’m thinking furiously about how to get her off my back over this. As I sit down before her, she looks at me grimly. ‘Well?’

‘Well, nothing. He looked sad so I just felt a little bit of compassion for him. That’s all,’ I insist. ‘And I didn’t hold his hand. I just gave it a light squeeze.’

Bhavana opened her mouth to object, but I plow right in. ‘Bhavana, he’s clearly not over his girlfriend. Looks like it was a messy breakup. Also, he’s never been interested in me that way.’ I take a sip of my hot and energizing coffee. It’s true, I tell myself. One hundred percent true.

Bhavana frowns. ‘That’s not what it looks like,’ she says. 

I look up from my coffee and frown. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, he was certainly shocked when you said that Arham had proposed, and you were marrying him and moving away.’

I don’t know why for the love of god, this makes me feel good, but then I realize that it means nothing. ‘That’s probably because he thought I’d never find anyone who would want to marry me.’

‘Alina, I think you’re being hard on him.’

‘No, no. I know him. And he hasn’t changed.’ I need her to let go of this because I’m worried about the other thing she’s implied. That Arham and I aren’t right for each other. I’ve already heard Aliya say this several times and I thought it was because she actively disliked Arham. 

‘You really think Arham and I aren’t a good idea?’ I ask her in a small voice. 

She’s silent for a bit and then sighs. ‘He ticks all the boxes okay? Intelligent, good-looking, rich. But he spent more time on his phone than talking to us or you for that matter. And I know we met just once, but sometimes first impressions are important for a reason.’

‘And somehow, Rohaan’s first impression is excellent?’ I ask her a little dubiously. 

‘Not really, but I noticed how he listens when you talk. How he looks at you when you’re speaking. There’s more chemistry between the two of you when you’re fighting than between you and Arham when he probably proposed to you.’

Ouch. That hurts. Especially when I remember that it wasn’t actually a proposal as such. 

‘Bhavana, Rohaan and I are not good together,’ I tell her firmly. ‘He was terrible to me back in school.’

‘Oh no. What did he do?’ she asks, her eyes wide and worried. 

I lick my lips nervously. ‘I’ll tell you some other time. Not now, not here. And Arham and I have been seeing each other for the better part of the year. He has plans for the future and I’m a part of those plans.’

‘Are you happy to be a part of these plans, Alina?’ she asks me. 

‘I am,’ I tell her firmly. ‘I am.’
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Chapter 15
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Then

The bus was waiting in its usual parking lot and even though it was a cheery yellow, it looked ominous to me. It was filled to the brim with my classmates and the requisite teachers who were waiting for the stragglers to join in so we could leave for our field trip to Ooty. 

Ammi, Aliya and Amna had all come to drop me off at five in the morning and I was feeling most embarrassed because as far as I could see, no one else’s parents had come right to the bus. Most of the kids had been dropped off by their parents near the school gate. 

I had tried to beg off from going on this trip. I came up with all sorts of excuses. It was time for my period, I got car sick, I couldn’t be expected to be responsible when I was going to be so ill. But none of them worked. Ms Vasudev, our Chemistry teacher who was also our class teacher had told me off for making excuses. 

‘You’re the Class Monitor. Stop acting like a baby,’ she said firmly. But she said it kindly enough that I almost contemplated telling her that I didn’t want to go because I had no friends, and I was worried Rohaan would try to pull some trick. I stopped myself. 

That sounded pitiful to my own ears. 

Although, it was true because I had no friends. Most of them had dissipated over the years, and after Class 10, they had all drifted away to different schools and Junior Colleges. This year especially had been hard for me because I’d been appointed Class Monitor and that had alienated me even more from the others. 

Ammi hadn’t been pleased that I was going for this field trip. 

‘Why can’t it be a day trip to Nandi Hills? Why are you children going all the way to Ooty for the weekend?’ she asked. 

I shrugged. ‘Ammi, I don’t know who decides all this. And I tried to get out of it, but I couldn’t. I just have to go now.’

‘Let her go. It’s not a big deal,’ Abba said, not even looking up from the newspaper. 

Ammi shot him an annoyed look. ‘Easy for you to say. Why couldn’t they separate the boys and girls and send them on different trips?’ she asked me. I had no answer to that. 

‘That’s ridiculous. They’re classmates. Why would they segregate them on their gender?’ Abba asked, putting the newspaper down and looking at Ammi, baffled. 

‘But boys and girls together! At this age!’ Ammi whispered. She looked very concerned. I wanted to tell her that there was nothing to worry about. I was not the sort of person that boys ran after, but I didn’t think that would assuage her worries.

‘Nothing will happen,’ Abba assured her. 

‘Lucky you,’ Aliya fumed, taking over the conversation. ‘We never get to go anywhere because everyone is breathing down our necks because we have the Class 10 Board exams coming up. Shouldn’t they be doing the same for you too? Class 12 exams are even more important!’ 

I had no answer to that although I did feel her words very strongly. This was an entire weekend wasted which we could have spent studying. 

And here I was, in school, dreading the moment I would get on the bus mostly because of how alone I would be this weekend. But if I were being honest with myself, it was also because I wasn’t sure I wanted to spend extended time around Rohaan. 

Something changed the day I read his story in the detention room. I don’t think I would have bothered to read if he had been around but in his absence, the idea of getting into his mind via the essay had been so tempting. Also, I was hoping it would be a shit essay. 

I hadn’t been prepared to have my heart broken. I had read the story quickly at first, still unable to understand his audacity at writing a story when Ms Bose had asked for an essay. But was this fiction? What if he was writing it from personal experience? I sat at my desk and read the story again, slowly this time, my hands trembling slightly as I turned the last page. 

Ms Bose had wanted us to write about non-violence. And he had done the opposite. He had written of the sort of violence that one doesn’t talk about, the kind of violence that you turn away from because it makes you feel uncomfortable. 

The little girl with no eyes was the star of the story. Her calm acceptance of her life, and then, her death in the end had my skin break out in goose bumps. But what had rocked me was the fact that Rohaan could write. He could draw in the reader with a few sentences until it felt like we had slipped inside his story and were living it. 

I had underestimated him and how. 

Since then, I had avoided even looking in his direction because of the funny way my stomach reacted, at how fast my heart seemed to be racing, at how lightheaded I felt, at the strange need to take deep, deep breaths. 

He was going to be there now, in the bus, cracking jokes and making fun of the teachers, making everyone laugh. There was no way he would show anyone that boy, the one who had written that touching story. Ms Bose had called him aside, the day after our detention and she looked rather concerned. I think she also wanted to know why he had chosen to write something like that but at the end, I saw her patting his arm with compassion in her eyes. I wondered if he had just written that to manipulate her emotions and given how Ms Bose looked, he had probably been successful. 

He would have such a good laugh over this with his friends, I thought angrily. But here’s the thing. Despite being that popular, I had a feeling he didn’t have any real friends. 

‘Ammi, you and the girls can go now,’ I whispered in a hushed voice. 

Ammi looked hurt. ‘Are you ashamed of me?’ she asked, her voice low. 

‘Are you ashamed of Ammi and us, Aloo?’ Aliya asked, widening her eyes deliberately. Amna nudged her. 

‘Ammi, I’m not ashamed of you okay? And shut up Aliya. It’s just that no one’s parents have come inside the school to drop them off and...’

‘They probably don’t care as much about their children,’ Ammi sniffed. 

‘Ammi, that’s not true. You’re just being overprotective,’ I told her. I wished Abba hadn’t gone off on to Chennai on a work trip. He would have been very efficient and business-like about dropping me off to school. He wouldn’t have been lingering around. 

‘Fine, we’ll go. We won’t even wait for the bus to leave,’ Ammi said with a theatrical sniff. 

‘Were you actually planning to wait around until then?’ I asked her, horrified. 

‘I knew it. You are ashamed of us,’ Ammi said, her mouth quivering. ‘Come girls.’ 

Saying so, she turned away from there pointedly, taking Aliya and Amna with her. Aliya merely grinned while Amna gave a commiserating look.

‘Have fun!’ Aliya shouted out. ‘But not too much fun also!’

‘Ammi wait!’ I called out. Ammi stopped. ‘You can stay till the bus leaves.’

Oh, what did it matter? Let the others think whatever they wanted to. 

Ammi turned around, immediately relenting and a huge smile on her face. She pulled me close for a hug and then whispered in my ears, the duas she wanted me to read when the journey began. 

‘Okay, okay,’ I told her. 

‘And don’t drink outside water. And don’t talk to the boys. Sit with the girls only. And in the night, make sure the room doors are locked.’

‘Yes, yes, fine,’ I told her. 

The bus driver honked the horn, and we were all startled. I gave a nervous laugh. 

‘Okay, it’s time to leave now,’ I said. 

‘Bye,’ Aliya said sulkily. 

‘Bye,’ Amna said. 

Ammi kissed my cheeks soundly, and I had given up by then, telling myself that anyway we had just a few more months till school ended forever and I would never see my horrid classmates again. I could stand the embarrassment for the sake of my mother. 

Ammi and my sisters watched as I wheeled my suitcase to the bus and then I lifted it and got on to the steps. Despite my feelings of dread, I caught on to the excitement that had filled everyone inside. Everyone was chattering and laughing. Maybe I could have some fun too. If only I knew how. 

I got on to the bus and turned around and waved at my mother and sisters. They were going to stick around until the bus left. But of course. 

Everyone fell silent when they saw me. I looked around uncomfortably, hoping there was an empty seat somewhere. I should have come early and found a good seat, I chided myself. Everyone had already settled into their cliques. 

I was about to open my mouth to say hi, when I heard someone chant - ‘One, two...’

And then the whole bus shouted out aloud - ‘Aloo Bhujiya!’

My face turned hot. Where was that bastard Rohaan? I was going to kill him. So much for calling me Aloo in private. But I couldn’t spot him anywhere.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked. I turned around. He had just got on the bus behind me. He frowned when he heard the chants of ‘Aloo Bhujiya’ and he looked like he wanted to tell me something. But I was fed up of him and tired of his antics. 

‘Fuck off Rohaan. You’re always going to be an insufferable asshole,’ I spat out and walked deep inside the bus blindly, trying to ignore the chants. 

I had been right about him all along. He was a heartless bastard who had just made the rest of my school life miserable. 
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Chapter 16
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Then

‘I swear I didn’t put up everyone to it,’ Rohaan said, coming to sit next to me at the Darshini where we stopped for breakfast. 

I stiffened. 

‘I don’t care, Rohaan,’ I said not looking at him. I was concentrating on eating the idli and not spilling the sambhar anywhere on my clothes. 

The Aloo Bhujia chant had gone on for a bit while I looked for a place to sit. Miraculously, in my moment of humiliation, there was a window seat lying empty and I just sank into it and turned my face outside to the window. 

Ammi, Aliya and Amna were still standing around and I waved at them, a smile on my face, feeling like a martyr while I tried to ignore the chanting happening inside. Rohaan was somewhere at the front, and I could hear his voice over the others, telling people to shut up. 

It’s all an act, I told myself savagely. He was the only one who called me Aloo related things. I hate him. Whatever feelings of compassion and curiosity I felt towards him after reading that story had evaporated instantly in the face of this betrayal. 

The chanting had stopped after that and then people were singing popular film songs as we streamed out of the school gates. I waved at my mother again and felt gratified when I saw that there were other parents who were waiting outside the gates. In fact, I was so grateful that my mother had not been that parent who decided to follow the bus on a scooter for as long as he could. 

Everyone laughed and giggled, and no one owned up as to whose father that was. I felt mildly relieved, but my mood was ruined. The seat next to me remained empty, like no one even wanted to sit next to me. I was the Class Monitor, and I knew I had to take charge eventually and make sure everyone was in control but for the moment, I just wanted to indulge in a bit of self-pity. 

The singing quietened down and Ms Vasudev who was traveling with us along with Mr Khan, our Biology teacher, stood up at the front of the bus and explained the itinerary to us. I knew it by heart as well. 

I didn’t know why we were going to Ooty, especially in December. It was going to be freezing cold. Normally, Class 12 didn’t get to go on field trips, but our Class 11 trip had been cancelled suddenly because our school principal had died of a heart attack. So, they were trying to compensate for us missing out on the trip now, rather belatedly. 

When we stopped at the Darshini for breakfast, we had made good time, and Mr Khan was urging us not to linger too long so that we could reach Ooty in time for lunch. 

I finished eating quickly, ignoring Rohaan was sitting next to me, eating as well. But just as I was getting on the bus, I sensed him approaching me and he wasn’t alone. Shanaya was with him, designer sunglasses perched on top of her head. All of us were in jeans and pullovers but she was the only one who had managed to make herself look like she was already a rich housewife. She’d probably wear furs if she could. 

There was a look of surprise on her face. ‘Like, come on RoRo,’ she was saying. ‘Surely, you didn’t mean I had to actually apologize.’

Rohaan glared at her, and she sighed. ‘Fine. Alina, I was the one who told everyone to call you Aloo Bhujia,’ she said. I didn’t respond but I was surprised at the admission. Rohaan nudged her and she rolled her eyes. 

‘I heard Rohaan call you Dum Aloo the other day and I thought it was hilarious. I thought everyone should be in on the fun, you know?’

I could feel my face turn into stone. But I didn’t relent. I didn’t tell her it was okay. I didn’t tell her that she could sic the entire class on me with a horrid nickname and I would say, cool, I don’t mind. Because I did mind. How would she like it if everyone called her Shitty Shanaya? But I didn’t voice my thoughts. Thinking that she had done whatever she’d been recruited to do, she did a little delicate shake of her head before she cleared her throat.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘There. Done. Fine now, RoRo?’ 

She swished away from there and got inside the bus. I didn’t acknowledge Rohaan as I got in behind her and she turned around and made a face. Apparently, she’d been expecting Rohaan to come right behind her, and she’d been hoping to shove her shapely ass in his face. Despite the anger I felt, this seemed almost funny. 

That was when I realized that Rohaan was behind me and he could see my ass as well, not that it was shapely or anything. That made me go inside the bus even more quickly and I almost tripped and fell on my face. I steadied myself just in time and straightened up and walked towards my seat in as stately a manner as I could. 

I sat down at the window and looked out and then felt a tremor go up the side of my body because I realized Rohaan came and sat down next to me. 

‘What are you doing?’ I hissed at him. It was very disconcerting to have him sit next to me, and I was so glad the bus had bucket seats and not a single long seat for two people. We even had an arm rest between each other, but I was still feeling all jangly inside. 

‘Sitting down at my seat for the journey,’ he said, sitting back and settling into his seat. 

‘This is not your seat. You were sitting somewhere up front!’ I reminded him in a hushed whisper.

‘There are no assigned seats okay? I hadn’t decided where to sit all this while,’ he said. 

Feeling extremely huffy, I turned my head and looked outside as the bus started. How was I going to ignore him if he sat right next to me? I wanted to complain to the teachers but what could I tell them?

‘Won’t Shay be looking for you RoRo?’ I gritted out the words. 

He chuckled. ‘Please. I’m hiding from her. She still thinks I’m joking about not asking her out for the Social.’

I decided not to ask him any further questions and thankfully he also fell silent. I was confused. Who was he taking for the Social then? I didn’t want to ask him outright because that would show an undue level of interest in him, which I didn’t feel. 

Honest to God. 

We passed by Bandipur, and the bus slowed a bit and Mr Khan got up and scratching his head, he went on to point out various deer and peacocks that we were seeing. 

‘It’s a good thing we’re passing through during the day because the Bandipur road is closed after 6 pm,’ he intoned. In the bus, everyone was looking out of the window as the driver made his way past slowly. Lush greenery popped up on both sides and the bus was filled with oohs and aahs as one of the peacocks decided to take flight. Mobile phones which were not allowed in classrooms were allowed on the trip and lots of fake shutter sounds could be heard as everyone started taking photos. 

‘Scared?’ Rohaan asked softly. I could feel his warm breath on my neck as he leaned over me to look outside. 

‘Of deer?’ I scoffed, even as I felt like my skin was too small to contain me within it. 

‘What if they like to eat Aloo?’ he asked in a very low voice. I turned around and realized that our faces were too close. The feeling lit a spark in my belly that turned into a full-fledged blaze. The teasing glint from his eye disappeared and while everyone exclaimed about spotting a wild bear, the two of us couldn’t look away from each other. 

My heart felt full, like it was ready to burst out of my chest. The bus sped up as we left Bandipur, and everyone sat back in their seats. I looked out of the window and tried not to think about what this could mean. Why was he acting like this all of a sudden?

I felt prickly and breathless, and it had nothing to do with the curving roads we began to ascend once we neared Ooty. The air became colder, and I could feel my face freeze and yet my body was warm, even a little hot because Rohaan was sitting next to me. I wondered if I should tell something to everyone or give instructions of some sort as I was class monitor but he had fallen asleep next to me and his head was on my shoulder. 

Just great. But I couldn’t bring myself to hate him for that. In sleep, he looked different. Younger, more vulnerable. Lonelier.

I was just being fanciful, I told myself as the inevitable sound of someone at the back of the bus vomiting filled the air. Rohaan woke up as everyone else groaned in dismay. He caught my eye and our gazes held for the barest of seconds before he turned around to see who was vomiting. 

‘Is that you, Alina?’ Ms Vasudev asked. I was shocked and then I remembered I told her that I got car sick in a bid to get out of coming for the trip. I didn’t need my class to look at me as even more of a pariah.

‘No, she’s all good,’ Rohaan called out. I glared at him but didn’t say anything as I lifted my hand and waved at her in the front. Ms Vasudev frowned when she saw that I was sitting with Rohaan, but she merely nodded and her gaze went to whichever poor soul it was who couldn’t keep their breakfast down in the face of the many hairpin bends that were coming up before us. 

The torture got over eventually as we reached the city and then made our way to the hotel where would be staying tonight. But I wasn’t concerned about any of that because my heart was beating, hammering away actually, telling me that Rohaan was the cause of its distress. 

I was 17, confused, and I was beginning to have feelings for my nemesis. Weird feelings. I couldn’t wait to grow up and get over all this confusion. And yet, the weekend suddenly seemed brighter, and when Rohaan glanced my way as we got down from the bus, I smiled at him. 

Surprise flashed across his features before he smiled back in a way that transformed his face completely. I told myself that if he called me Aloo again, this truce was off. But he didn’t say anything as we got down from the bus in silence, listening to the chatter around us. 
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School has been mostly uneventful, even with Rohaan’s malignant presence. Or maybe I’m just making it into a bigger thing than it is. 

I am also late for school this morning, and it’s not anyone’s fault but my own, although Rohaan could be held to account for it in a roundabout way because I’d been so rapt reading his novel that I’d forgotten to sleep until nearly 3 am. As a result of his moving tale of the heartbroken Nawab, I miss the morning bus and I have to take a cab to school. 

Even in the cab, I find myself going back to his book on my phone. When we arrive at the school gates, I get down and send a text to Bhavana telling her I’ve arrived. She doesn’t reply which means she’s in class. I’d already told her to inform the administration that I’m late today which she has done.

I head to the staff room in my building and settle down for the day. I have a class due in a few minutes and I take out my things and keep everything ready. The bell rings in a bit and I get up to leave, just as Rohaan walks in. He doesn’t say anything to me but merely nods in my direction and walks to his own designated spot. 

I feel like we left things on an uneven note yesterday. He had been considerate enough to take us to lunch and I’d been mean to him about his car. I was just glad Bhavana hadn’t heard me say that or she would have told me off. I’m never mean or sarcastic to people. But then this is Rohaan I tell myself. 

As if I need reminding. 

Yet, now I cannot look at him without my gaze landing on his hands. The same strong hands that had held my ankle yesterday while he was kind enough to wash off dog shit from my sandal. The same hands that have written that mesmerizing and beautiful book. 

Reading his book and now seeing him makes me feel strange to be around him. It feels like I have seen a side to him that only his readers are privy to. That this man who jokes easily, who smiles readily, carries a lot of pain inside that he somehow manages to transfer on to the page effortlessly. 

His demeanour towards me is considerably cool and I don’t blame him. I did act like a bitchy diva after all. But sometimes remembering why I’m angry with him feels like a huge struggle. 

I make my way toward the class, prepared to get through the teaching plan for the day and hopefully not yawn before the monsters or they’ll decimate me. 

By the time I head towards the cafeteria for lunch, I’m half dead on my feet. One shouldn’t attempt reading a 450 page novel overnight, I realize. Yet, despite the exhaustion, I feel a certain lightness to my steps as I approach the cafeteria because I know I’ll be seeing Rohaan again. 

I know he’ll gloat when he knows I’ve read his book. So, I can’t say anything to him, but I also want to dig around in his brain and ask him questions about his characters and their motivations. What a pity that I know a writer and still can’t ask him all these things, all thanks to my own ego. 

Bhavana is sitting alone in the teacher’s lounge and although I spot Ms Flora and some other teachers, I merely wave at them and take a quick look around to see if Rohaan is there. I try not to note how much my heart sinks because I can’t spot him. 

I get my lunch tray from the counter and sit down opposite Bhavana. 

‘All good? You look like a raccoon,’ she remarks. 

‘Shit.’ I pull out a compact from my handbag and look at my reflection. I look bedraggled and my eyes have circles under them. 

‘I was busy reading a book and I lost the track of time,’ I explain as I dig into the curd rice with a spoon. 

‘Impossible. You’re too much of a control freak to let that happen. It’s something else,’ she insists. 

‘Huh?’

‘Maybe Arham came over and you two, ahem ahem...’

‘What’s wrong with you? I live with my mother and sisters. There’s no way for any ahem ahem to happen there!’ I tell her, mortified that a blush is creeping over my cheeks. 

‘That’s very inconvenient but I just find it hard to believe that a book kept you up so late at night and not a man,’ she grins. 

I roll my eyes at her. ‘Stop being dramatic. You know what a boring life I lead.’

But in a way, she’s right. 

I was up most of the night because of a man. It’s just that he’s not around here and I find myself looking around the lounge once more to see if he’s sitting with someone else. 

‘He’s having lunch with Thakkar today no?’ Bhavana says, a rather sly smile on her face. 

Oh. Oh yeah. I’d forgotten. But the damage is done, and I know Bhavana’s comment about Arham was just a throwaway attempt to put me off my guard. Especially after the talking to she gave me yesterday about not having any sort of connection with him. 

I sigh loudly. Despite the fact that we’ve known each other for just a few years, she knows me too well. 

‘Fine. I was reading Rohaan’s book last night,’ I tell her softly. 

Bhavana’s face lights up. ‘And? What’s it like?’

I look down at the plate of white rice studded with pomegranates and tiny bits of green chillies. 

‘Kill me if I ever decide to tell this in front of him but he’s an absolutely fantastic writer,’ I tell her. 

‘Oh wow,’ Bhavana whispers. I nod. 

‘I’ve read something once by him, long ago when we were in school. I guess I knew back then that he was something special.’

‘Who’s special?’

I whirl around in my seat in shock at the sound of Rohaan’s voice. How much had he heard?

‘No one. How was your meeting with Thakkar?’ I ask him quickly, hoping he doesn’t notice the flush on my face. 

He scowls at the mention of our benevolent principal and comes around the side of the table and sits down next to me, putting his hands on the table. 

Hands I stare at excessively. 

I haven’t heard a word of what he’s said because my eyes have been tracking the length of his arm as imperceptibly as I can. Fuck. His biceps are so thick. I realize my throat has gone dry. Thankfully, before I can hyperventilate myself into a state of lustful delirium, Bhavana kicks me under the table. 

‘What?’ I ask, joining in the conversation like I’d been listening in all along. I can’t think about all that right now. I can’t think about wanting to bite his arm or lick it. Not now. There’s a reason why I shouldn’t be doing that and for the life of me, I can’t think of it. Maybe he’ll get rabies if I bite him? 

Arham. I’d completely forgotten my almost-fiancé. Shit. 

Thankfully, Rohaan has no clue of my thoughts, but Bhavana clearly does and she throws me a lifeline. 

‘So, you were right then Alina,’ she says. 

What? What was I right about?

‘The whole ghost writing thing,’ Bhavana says. 

‘Oh!’

‘No, no, not ghost writing,’ Rohaan says and he’s clearly not thinking because he pulls my plate towards him and starts eating like he’s ravenous. ‘She wants to co-write the book with me. And it’s not even a memoir or non-fiction. It’s fiction. Apparently, she has the idea and the story in her head from a long, long time and she’s just been waiting for the right time to write it and when I applied for the job, it was like God had listened to her prayers.’

He’s eating as he talks and then a look of horror comes over him when he realizes what he just did. ‘I’m so sorry! I...I was hungry, and I didn’t think and...’

‘It’s fine,’ I tell him, my voice a little strangled. ‘I wasn’t that hungry anyway. But what about the Empire biryani and kababs?’

‘You sure? I’ll get you another plate,’ he offers, licking his lips. My eyes track his tongue and then I give myself a mental shake. 

Stop. Sexualizing. Him. 

But I can’t help it if reading his book has reduced me to a pulp before him. 

‘No, I’m not hungry,’ I assure him, unable to stop myself from touching his arm lightly. I pull away immediately, as though I’ve touched a live wire. 

He reacts in the same way and nearly moves away from me with a huge jerk. But then he takes a deep breath. ‘She was going to order because she’d forgotten apparently. I told her I had a class so I couldn’t wait, and I made my escape from there.’

I nod slowly. 

‘What did you tell her? Are you going to do it?’

‘No way,’ he says emphatically. ‘I can’t put up my name alongside hers. It’s a matter of...author branding for me.’ He wrinkles his nose. ‘I know I sound like a shit but it’s the truth. I’ve been nominated for awards. Universities have invited me to give talks to their students. I can’t put all that aside and write a book for her. Because that’s what I will be doing essentially. At least if I was ghost writing it, I’d be getting paid.’

Bhavana nods slowly. ‘I had no idea there were so many things you had to consider,’ she says. 

‘First of all, my agent would kill me. He’s been asking me about my next book and...’

‘Are you writing it?’ I ask him, a little too eagerly. He frowns. 

‘Why?’

‘No, I was just curious,’ I tell him quickly. 

‘I’ve been working on something new for a couple of years now. It hasn’t yet come together so I don’t know what’s going to happen,’ he says. He looks positively miserable as he says this. 

‘Is that why you took up teaching?’ I ask him. 

He gives me a look, the sort of penetrating one that gets under my skin, in a good way, heating me instantly. ‘I took up teaching because there’s literally nothing else I’m qualified for,’ he says. 

Bhavana has cupped her chin in her hands and she’s looking at both of us adoringly. I glare at her, and she shrugs. Rohaan is busy finishing all my curd rice and he doesn’t notice her wag her finger at both of us as she mouths ‘Perfect’. 
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Then

Everything about this trip was going to be unforgettable. Especially because I was quickly coming to a realization that it was quite easy to swing to the other side of hate. And I had a feeling that Rohaan had never hated me. He just enjoyed riling me up because I got so easily riled up. If I could put that aside for a moment, and maybe ignore how he loved to break rules...then maybe I could admit to myself that I liked him. 

I didn’t have any girlfriends I could share this epiphany with; only Aliya and she was back at home. I couldn’t text her about this because she didn’t have access to a phone yet. Abba had promised to get her one, once she reached college. I wasn’t supposed to have a phone either. This was Abba’s old phone with a spare SIM card, given to me only because I was traveling out of the city. 

My eyes tracked Rohaan wherever he went although I tried to do it as discreetly as possible. In the Botanical Gardens, I could barely focus on whatever Mr Khan was droning on about, but I tried my best not to look at Rohaan as he made faces every now and then. Giggles erupted in his vicinity all the time. 

Mr Khan thankfully didn’t put us in groups because I hated working with people, but he asked us to make notes and drawings about certain flowers and plants and I set about doing that purposefully. 

‘Now why does this flower remind me of Ms Amelia’s nose?’ Rohaan whispered near me, and I jumped. 

I frowned and then looked at the flower again and I had to reluctantly admit that he was right. It was exactly like the bulbous nose of our extremely strict principal. 

‘I suppose you’d know more because you’ve been called to her office so many times,’ I remarked. He grinned. I smiled back tentatively. I rotated the pencil between my finger and thumb.

‘Why do you do this, Rohaan?’ I asked. 

‘Do what?’ He had pulled out his own pencil and was attempting to make a sketch of the flower. I sighed when I glanced at it. It looked a lot like what I assumed male genitalia looked like. 

‘This. Do absurd things all the time.’

He looked up and bit the end of his pencil. ‘I’d rather make people laugh than have them be angry at me,’ he said softly.

My heart constricted. I wanted to tell him I’d read his story from the time we were in detention, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. 

‘Do people get angry with you all the time?’ I asked instead. 

‘I’m not this jovial at home, in case you wondered,’ he remarked but the light had gone from his eyes, and I thought that maybe he regretted speaking about it.

‘Oh, I just assumed you crawled out of a nest every morning. The viper’s nest where you live,’ I told him sweetly. He grinned at that, flashing white teeth at me. 

‘Vipers don’t live in nests. They live in pits,’ he said. 

Once more, there was a moment where we just stared at each other and everything around us seemed to melt away until only he remained. Until the two of us remained inside this bubble that I didn’t want to break.

We moved away when someone spoke near us. My heart was like a drum beating away in my chest. What was happening to me? Why was I behaving like this? 

But during that entire trip, his behaviour towards me had changed as well. He no longer took pot shots at me, and neither did he make fun of anything I said or did. The best part was that he stopped calling me Aloo related things and I loved hearing the way he said my name. 

Alina, sounded different when it came from his mouth. He stressed the syllables differently. No one else said it like that. 

That night, the hotel had arranged a bonfire and we all came down from our shared rooms, shivering in the biting cold. Everyone seemed to be dressed at least in two layers of warm clothes. Mothballed mittens that had never been used in Bangalore had been dug out and we all had thick warm socks on our feet as we huddled near the fire. 

Shanaya was loudly complaining about everything - the hotel was not the sort she was used to, it wasn’t even a star hotel apparently, the food wasn’t good, the beds were wonky, and she kept telling everyone who would listen that this was off-season and the hotel rates were low so why the hell couldn’t the school have put us up in a better place to stay? After all, it was all coming from our pockets, wasn’t it?

‘If she’s not careful, she might find a cockroach in her soup,’ Rohaan muttered near me. Instant heat sprung up, warming my chilled bones immediately. 

‘What do you mean?’ I asked, careful to keep my tone measured. 

‘She’s bitching so loudly about the hotel. You think the employees can’t hear her? It’s a decent hotel, okay. And she’s going on and on. They just might want to give her an actual reason to complain,’ he whispered as he rubbed his hands together near the fire.

How are you so cute?

Thank god I didn’t blurt out my thoughts. But I could barely focus on what he’d said, because I was so intent on seeing how he’d said it. The way his mouth moved, the quirky way his eyebrow went up and down...

After an hour or so, we all trooped back inside the hotel where we went in for dinner before heading off to our rooms to sleep. Everyone was chattering, talking about the day’s events but I was still struggling to come to terms with all these new feelings that seemed to have sprouted up from somewhere. It didn’t help that when we sat down to eat, somehow Rohaan managed to find a place to sit next to me. And then, I almost spilled the soup when I found that he’d reached for my hand under the table. 

The old me would have glared at him. She would have flung the soup on his face. But this tentative new me, the one who was discovering all these aspects of him, wanted to revel in this moment. To enjoy the feel of his palm in mine. To wonder why he had done it. What did it mean?

He squeezed and let go all the while putting on a good show of behaving like he hadn’t done anything as he continued to make snarky comments and make people around us laugh. But every now and then, he would give me a shy glance and my heart would fill up to the brim. I wanted to ask him what he meant by this, but I was afraid to, in case it would come out all wrong. Like I was ascribing more meaning to it than he meant to.

Ms Vasudev narrowed her eyes when she noticed that we were sitting together and maybe she did have X Ray eyes like some of the students complained. After dinner, she called me aside. 

‘I see you’re getting very friendly with Rohaan Ali,’ she said. 

I blushed hotly and shook my head. ‘No, it’s nothing like that ma’am,’ I said. 

Ms Vasudev continued to glare at me. Even the bulky cardigan she wore over her sari did nothing to hide her rigid demeanour. 

‘Be careful of boys like him, Alina,’ she said. 

‘I...I don’t...’ I stuttered. I was mortified and embarrassed that Ms Vasudev had noticed me mooning over him. What if others in class had noticed too? I swallowed and shook my head. ‘It’s nothing like that.’

She sighed and nodded. ‘I don’t know why you people can’t focus on your studies and future. This, whatever you’re feeling, is just hormones okay? Give it time. Give it a few years. You’ll regret otherwise. You’re my ace student, Alina. I don’t want you to get caught up with that troublemaker.’

I felt a sudden need to defend Rohaan but whatever she said was also right. And Rohaan was a troublemaker after all. He enjoyed stirring things up. 

‘I know girls like you, straight A girls, will be drawn to boys like him. Because you all have a saviour complex. You feel like you can save him from himself. Listen to me, because I know better. You can’t.’

I honestly didn’t know what to tell Ms Vasudev at this point. I had no idea if she was right or not. I just wish she’d stop talking and let me go so I could sleep and probably dream about him. 

She put a hand out and touched my elbow. ‘Just be careful okay? I don’t want you getting into any trouble and ruining your life.’

‘What trouble...’ I trailed off and then when the meaning hit me, I looked at her in horror, because she was glancing down at my belly pointedly. 

My hair stood on end. How dare she think that I was the sort of girl who would get knocked up and bring a bad name to my family? 

‘Thank you for your concern ma’am. I can take care of myself,’ I told her stiffly. She didn’t even seem to realize that she had offended me in any way. I walked away from there feeling self-righteous anger flow through me. 

Only later I would realize that maybe I should have listened to her after all. 
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‘Will you tell Ammi to calm down?’ I tell Amna through gritted teeth. 

‘She won’t. You know how she is,’ she says as she wipes the coffee table meticulously. 

‘Ammi, Arham’s mother is not going to look at the underside of the coffee table okay?’ Aliya says as Ammi mutters that Amna is not doing a good enough job. 

‘Alina! Why are you here? You should be inside, getting ready!’ Ammi screeches at me. I wince. 

‘Ammi, Arham is just coming over with his parents to...to...’ I trail away feeling stupid about saying the actual words.

‘I know. To ask your hand in marriage,’ Ammi says gleefully as she comes towards me and pinches my cheeks. ‘I had the most fabulous conversation with your Samira Phuppu this morning.’ Ammi looks like she enjoyed that conversation far more than she should have. ‘Go and wear that pink silk dress you wore this year on Eid?’

‘But Ammi, Arham has already seen her in that dress, and he’ll think she doesn’t have anything else,’ Aliya says in a mock-anxious tone which completely fools Ammi into believing she was correct. 

‘Oh. Oh no. I should have bought a new outfit for you. Why didn’t you tell me beforehand that they are coming today?’ Ammi says, looking distressed. 

‘Shut up Aliya,’ I tell her. ‘Ammi, it’s okay. I don’t think he even notices what I wear.’

Ammi’s eyebrow lifts up. ‘But he should, Alina. He shouldn’t be blind to what you wear and...’

‘No, I meant he notices and all that. Can we just calm down for a bit? It’s not even an event as such,’ I sigh. 

But Ammi has prepared two kinds of halwas and is frying kheema samosas as well. And she’s anxious that Arham’s family will think we’re too middle-class, and she’s wondering if we should order some food from outside. 

I put my hand on her wrist and her pulse is racing. ‘Ammi, stop. Breathe. This is just a formality.’

Aliya gives me such a dirty look when I say that. ‘What?’ I ask her. 

She shakes her head. Obviously, she’s not going to talk about her doubts about Arham in front of Ammi who’s thrilled at this serendipitous match. But she marches me into our room and makes me sit down before the dressing table that’s between our beds.

‘Aloo, you sure about this?’ she asks. 

I turn around, unwilling to look at my own face just yet. 

‘Why are you so against this? I can’t understand,’ I ask her, exasperated. 

She sits down on her bed with a sigh. 

‘I just wish you wouldn’t rush into this.’

‘I’m not! I’ve known Arham for nearly a year now. We like each other.’ Before she can protest, I continue talking, and I don’t want to think about how I’m saying all this mostly to assure myself. ‘This is the best I can get, Aliya. And you know how Ammi feels about how we haven’t yet got married and she blames herself for not getting us married on time.’

Aliya looks disturbed. ‘So, you’ll just marry the first guy who proposes to you?’

‘I’m hardly young now, Aliya. People like Samira Phuppu will keep troubling Ammi, sending her proposals of much older men. Arham is a good match.’

‘But Aloo, what if you don’t like being with him after marriage? What if you don’t like going away from India?’

‘Are you mad? I’ve been waiting for a chance to explore and see the world,’ I tell her, turning around to face the mirror. There are high spots of colour on my face because I’ve managed to evade her question. 

‘Fine. If you’re sure about this,’ she tells me and gets up. I heave a sigh of relief that’s short-lived because she turns around and cocks her head. ‘How’s Rohaan these days?’

It feels a bit like my heart has tripped on some sort of wire and fallen splat on its face. 

It’s been a week since that moment in the cafeteria when I sat next to Rohaan, thinking about biting his biceps and other parts of his anatomy. And my strange new feelings for him haven’t lessened one bit, especially after I finished reading the book. This has left me really confused and restless so I’ve been dealing with it by avoiding him as much as I can. 

I’ve also ordered a much expensive hardback copy of the book so I can go back and re-read passages I really liked. Passages that made me pause and wonder how it was possible for words to evoke so much beauty and pain and life. 

So far, I’ve skipped lunch hour entirely and haven’t hung around in the staff room whenever he’s there. But I don’t think this is sustainable and Bhavana has been guessing correctly about my sudden no-show everywhere. 

‘He’s good. I guess,’ I tell her with a shrug. 

Aliya comes back and sits on her bed once more. ‘Aloo, can’t you forgive him for what happened and maybe see if...’

She pauses uncertainly, as if she has said too much already. But her words spark anger inside me, reminding me of how much Rohaan had hurt me. 

‘See if?’ I ask her. ‘See if what?’

‘If you can get back with him,’ she finishes in a very low voice. 

My mouth drops open. ‘First of all, I was never with him,’ I tell her furiously. 

‘I know, but can’t you think of what happened as something in the past? When you were both young and foolish? You’re both adults now. And you look more alive when you’re hating him than when you’re being nice to Arham.’

I don’t know what to say to that. She leans forward and hugs me suddenly. 

‘Arham is nice, Aloo. But Rohaan is better.’

With that, she walks away from there swiftly before I can regain my senses and probably clobber her. 

Arham texted me last night, asking if it was okay if he and his parents came to speak to my mother today. I felt a thud in my chest, but I found my fingers tapping out the words - Of course - to him. 

I’ve taken leave from work because I know Ammi won’t be satisfied any other way. She’ll crib and rant about how tired I look, and I don’t want her to get worked up. I don’t miss not waking up at an unearthly hour, but I miss the routine of being in school. I miss catching up with Bhavana over our steel tumblers of filter coffee. I miss executing my lesson plan. I miss the silent antagonism we all feel towards Thakkar. 

I miss having to avoid Rohaan. 

Once I get married and move away to the US, this is going to be my life, I remind myself. Whatever will I do then?

I don’t want to think about the future just yet, so I open out my hair, apply serum liberally and brush it out until my hair shines. I change into the silk outfit Ammi suggested and then put on a little makeup. 

Just as I’m setting out, my phone pings. I know it can’t be Rohaan because he doesn’t have my number and yet my heart does a little awkward jump, hoping it’s him. It’s Bhavana. 

‘All the best, Alina!’

I don’t know why it feels like I’m going for an exam. Or to a war. 

The doorbell rings and I’m snapped out of my thoughts. 

Arham is here with his family

*****
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I’ve met Arham’s parents very briefly, but this is the first time he’s coming home and meeting mine. He’s only met Aliya before of course, but we’re all understandably nervous. Until today, I haven’t really thought about the disparity in our social status. It has never occurred to me at all until Ammi bemoans about how we haven’t bought new crockery in years, that Arham’s parents might look down on us. 

Arham’s parents, his brother Jamal and he walk inside with smiles, bringing with them expensive looking mithai boxes from Kanti Sweets. There is no air of condescension on their faces, and they’re all warm and friendly. 

I’m so relieved and almost amused at how annoyed Aliya looks. She’d been expecting Arham’s mother to be like those upper class ladies, all pressed and perfumed and immaculately done hair with strategic layers of blond and brown hair. Arham’s mother is wearing a classy rose silk kurta with swishy palazzos, but her hair is generously streaked with grey, and along with kajal, there’s warmth and laughter in her eyes. 

I have a feeling Ammi is in love with her already. 

It’s no wonder why her family dotes on her, I realize as she sits down next to me and holding my head with her be-ringed fingers, she kisses my forehead gently. 

‘I’m so happy to welcome you to my family, dear Alina,’ Kausar auntie says in a husky voice. My heart that has been racing away, slows down and I smile at her.

‘Thank you, auntie,’ I murmur, and she shakes her head. 

‘None of this auntie business. You have to call me Ammi,’ she says. I glance at my own mother, wondering if she will feel betrayed if I call someone else Ammi, but Ammi’s eyes are shining with unshed tears. Happy tears.

I look away quickly to gather my own emotions and find myself looking at Arham. He smiles uneasily and then looks down at his phone screen. Jamal, Arham’s brother and Aliya’s boss is talking to Aliya about something and she’s answering him, a little sullenly. Amna is answering Fayaz Uncle’s questions about the house and how long we’ve been living here. 

Ammi looks so happy and then I see her clasp her hands together for a moment, as though uttering a silent prayer. 

I am surrounded by family, by my future family, by the man I will be marrying and yet, there’s no denying this feeling of vast emptiness inside. Despite all the love around me, I feel unseen. Invisible. 

I don’t know why, but it’s important I fight it and feel what I need to, even if I have to make myself feel it. Ammi gets up with a wide smile. 

‘Let me bring out the tea,’ she says. I’m feeling overwhelmed and suffocated and I get up as well. 

‘Let me help you,’ I tell her. She frowns but I just shake my head and assure her that everything is fine. 
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Then

‘I swear I wouldn’t have known you had such a peachy ass.’

I turned around quickly and clutched my denim-clad butt. 

‘You fool! You scared me!’ I frowned at Aliya. I turned around and looked at my butt in the mirror. 

‘Is my butt looking big in this?’ I asked her, worried. 

‘I just said it’s peachy,’ Aliya said, slapping it lightly. ‘And why are you so worried? I’ve never seen you so bothered about any event before.’

‘Yes, but it’s the Social tonight and I...’

‘Am going to make out with Rohaan. Gross. Keep the details to yourself!’ Aliya muttered, even as she fanned her face with her hand. 

‘Absolutely not!’ I told her, even as my face flamed up in direct contradiction of my words. ‘I’m off. I’ll see you later tonight.’ I wasn’t going to think of what she’d just said, or I’d probably self-combust.

‘You think Ammi is going to let you go dressed like this?’ she asked, a hand on her hip as she looked me up and down. 

‘What? It’s not like I’m in a mini-skirt or something!’ I protested. I was wearing jeans as I normally did. I refused to wear a dress for the event, for the simple reason that I did not own one. We were expected to wear Indo Western formals, but I did not want to look like something from a 1980s Hindi movie which was what I would look like, if I wore my Eid outfit and went. What could I do? Ammi loved sequins. Lots of them. The tackier, the more her heart swelled with love for said dresses. 

The only option I had was my jeans which I’d paired with a slightly risqué top, which ended at my waist. It was form-fitting and showed off my curves and hence, Aliya’s comment about my ass. 

‘I think you’d better take this in any case,’ Aliya said, offering me a long pink crocheted shrug of hers that was like a coat. It looked great when she wore it. I was a wee bit shorter than her, and I didn’t know if I would look as good in it. 

‘Take it before I change my mind,’ she said. 

I took it from her and slipped my arms into it and holding on to my clutch purse, I left my room. Abba and Ammi looked at me and I had to admit, the shrug was a good idea because they didn’t bat an eyelid. 

‘What time shall I come to pick you up?’ Abba asked me, frowning slightly. Ammi was not on board with me attending the Social, but she had decided not to say anything. I could see her disapproval come off in the rigid way she sat but since I had Abba’s permission, she couldn’t say what she wanted to. 

‘I’ll come back on my own, Abba,’ I said without thinking. I was worried that my classmates would laugh at me when I left the auditorium to go and meet my father outside the school where he would be waiting for me in our beat up Maruti. 

‘Certainly not!’ Abba said. 

‘Okay fine. Ten pm then.’

‘Nine,’ Ammi said immediately. 

Abba looked at both of us and then shrugged. ‘Nine thirty.’ Of course, I’d wanted nine-thirty because that would give me enough time to leave the auditorium without anyone spotting me. I wasn’t ashamed of my father or our car, but I was feeling vulnerable tonight. I was already feeling out of sorts and didn’t want anything to add to it. 

The thing is, ever since we went for that Ooty trip, Rohaan was being really nice to me. If he saw me anywhere in the school, he would smile at me. He’d find some excuse each day to walk beside me till the school gate. We didn’t talk much but those silent moments felt wonderful. That and the little glances we shared with each other. 

Was this what it felt like, to be in love, I wondered. I immediately shushed myself. Love was for older people. Grown ups. But then around us, we’d already seen several girls and boys pair up through the year. There were couples and exes and Valentine’s Day which was in two days, was going to be a huge thing, I was sure. 

But was it love? That word seemed too huge to fit in with the shady poetry the boys spouted for the girls or the wilting roses they seemed to find from somewhere to get them whenever they became a couple. And yet, whatever I was beginning to feel for Rohaan seemed pretty huge to me. Whether it was my physical response to him or my emotional reactions, I felt rather messed up whenever I thought of him. Both happy and sad at the same time for some reason. 

The only thing was that he still hadn’t told anyone whom he was taking for the Social. 

‘Maybe he’s going alone,’ I heard Shanaya tell her friends yesterday. ‘I’m sure not everyone could rustle up a date.’

‘But he’s Rohaan! I’m sure he has a date. You were asking him out too, remember?’ 

This reminder just annoyed Shanaya who hissed something at her friend and walked off angrily. 

‘Come, I’ll drop you to the school,’ Abba said, picking up the car keys. I exchanged a quick look with Aliya who shrugged helplessly. 

‘Abba, it’s okay. I can walk to school. I’m meeting a few friends there in some time,’ I said quickly. 

Ammi looked like she wanted to do an inquisition about who these friends were. Thankfully, Abba nodded. ‘Go on. I’ll pick you up at nine thirty,’ he said. 

I left the house and when I had turned the corner from our road, I contemplated removing the shrug and stuffing it inside my bag but it was evening and it didn’t seem particularly safe to be walking with my ‘peachy ass’ outlined by my jeans in full view of any of the louts who could be out and about. 

Maybe Rohaan didn’t want to tell the others about whom he was taking because he hadn’t asked anyone, and he just wanted to spend the evening with me. I felt my cheeks heat at the idea that I might after all be Rohaan’s date for the Social. Unofficially at least.

My feet quickened as I walked up to school, and I looked around to see if I could spot him somewhere outside. Maybe he would smile at me and then suggest that we go together since neither of us had a date. Briefly, I imagined the look of shock and consternation on Shanaya’s face when she would realize that I was his date. Rohaan would look down at me and smile boyishly. Then he’d extend an arm and I’d put my arm in his and we’d walk inside the auditorium. 

When the school appeared before me, I finally removed the shrug and pushed it inside my bag and straightened up. This was it. 

I walked up to the school gates nervously and pushed the smaller one and walked inside. It felt odd to be in the school in the evening. The whispers about the school being built on a grave yard seemed to come back to me, louder and more sibilant. Gulping, I gratefully followed the lit up signboards even though I knew where the auditorium was because I was a little disoriented.

There were others thankfully and I waved at a few of my classmates as I made my way towards the auditorium. People waved back at me too and I smiled at them. 

See? 

This was going to be fun. 

As much fun as getting a root canal without anaesthesia. 

I groaned when I saw Parvati Khanna, one of the girls from another section, show up in a teeny tiny blue dress that left a huge expanse of her thighs exposed. The teachers who stood outside the auditorium were swelling up in righteous disbelief. 

As class monitor, I had to go and make sure there were no disturbances or altercations. I headed there with a sigh, wondering what Shanaya would be wearing and how much of a headache that was going to give me. 

That was when I spotted Rohaan, standing near the auditorium. He looked spiffy, dressed in a dark jacket paired with jeans. I could see glimpses of his white shirt underneath. My heart beat faster, especially when he spotted me as well. A slow smile grew on his face, and I knew in that moment that he’d intended to make me his date after all. 

Shoving thoughts of Shanaya and Parvati from my head, ignoring thoughts of my duty, I walked towards him quickly. His smile grew wider. My heart thumped louder. I reached him and he looked me up and down, giving me a slow once-over that I found extremely thrilling. 

‘You clean up nice, Alina,’ he said in a low voice. 

I couldn’t speak. I grabbed his hand and dragged him away from there, not registering the look of shock on his face because it was dark behind the auditorium. 

Then I kissed him. 
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Then

I couldn’t see the expression on Rohaan’s face, but he stepped back immediately and I was horrified at what I’d done. 

I had kissed a boy.

I had kissed Rohaan!

But before my head could mess me up further, he held my elbow and tugged me back towards him and he kissed me gently. My heart swelled up, in relief that he hadn’t rejected my overture and shock pulsed through me that I was kissing Rohaan and it was nice. 

More than nice. 

His kiss was unlike anything I’d read in books. His lips were gentle, and he framed my face in his hands like I was precious. Then he deepened the kiss and my heart thudded against my chest, my toes prickled, my body was not sure what was going on. But it was over too soon. I moaned softly when he lifted his lips, and I could see that he was breathing in a ragged way.

‘We need to go back,’ he said, against my lips. 

‘Yes, to the Social,’ I murmured, feeling warm and toasty, wishing this moment would never end. 

There was silence and I peered in the darkness to ascertain his expression. I couldn’t see a thing and for the first time, I felt an inkling that maybe something was wrong. 

‘Rohaan, I really like you,’ I blurted out the words, feeling the need to fill the silence with words, with anything. It was the truth, and I didn’t want to go one moment without telling him about it. 

He drew in a breath and cupped my shoulder and then touched his forehead to mine in a tender gesture. ‘I really like you too, Alina,’ he said. ‘But my date is waiting for me.’

I stepped back, not sure I understood, even as hot acid flooded my stomach and swirled around uneasily. 

‘What?’

‘I can’t explain now, but if you’ll just...wait for this to be over and then we can...’

‘You mean you don’t want to be with me at the Social?’ I asked, my voice cracking slightly. I was glad it was dark, or he would have seen the look of horror on my face or the way my mouth trembled. 

‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘I’ve promised to take someone and...’

‘Who?’ This still seemed like a bad joke. Maybe he was going to spring out a surprise for me at the end and say ‘You!’

‘Rosa Carvalho.’

‘The school president is your date?’ I asked him in a hushed voice. 

I could make out his nod in the darkness and I yanked myself away from him, trembling and on the verge of breaking down. I needed to get away from here. I needed to be home. I couldn’t face anyone. I couldn’t face him. 

I thought he liked me. I thought this was...I couldn’t think about my own foolish emotions and assumptions. 

‘It’s a bit complicated,’ he said, and he sounded sheepish. I balled my fist so I wouldn’t give in to the urge to slap him. 

‘Why didn’t you say anything all these days?’ I managed to ask. 

‘She wanted it that way,’ he said softly.

I guess she called the shots in their relationship. I backed away from there. 

‘Alina, I don’t have the time to explain anything right now but...’

I turned around blindly, horrified at myself, at what I’d done. If Rohaan really liked me, he wouldn’t have led me on. He would have told me that he’d already asked out Rosa. Why had he done this?

Ultimate act of revenge against me, maybe. But what had I done to him? How could he be so cruel and heartless?

‘Shit. She’s here and I can’t keep her waiting,’ he said and to my horror, he walked past me, away from there. He faced me just before he turned around the corner. 

‘I’ll explain everything. Just...tonight I can’t...I can’t explain,’ he said as he jogged away from there, leaving me all alone. 

I should have walked off proudly before he made his exit. I should have shoved him into the bushes and put my head up and told him that he was a fucking bastard. Instead, I had just stood like a statue while he spouted excuses and had gone away because he was getting late for Rosa?

What sort of idiotic fool was I?

I felt cold and my hands trembled as I pulled the shrug out of my bag, and I wore it. I couldn’t go inside the auditorium. Not after Rohaan had ripped my heart to shreds. I clapped my hands over my mouth. I was the complete patsy, wasn’t I? I’d kissed him! How could I have been such an idiot?

If I went home now, I would have to explain why I was back early. But how could I go inside the auditorium and pretend like nothing had happened? I guess that was what I deserved for being such a fool, for letting my guard down around a troll like Rohaan. For thinking I loved him. 

I slapped my forehead to shake myself out of my stupor and then straightened my back. I was going to go inside the auditorium and not shy away from anyone. I had to do it. I walked back towards the auditorium and stopped short. There was a crowd at the steps, and I realized something was going on. 

Rosa stood at the steps, dressed in a short white dress. It wasn’t slutty but it was very sexy. I could see all the guys in our class ogling her long legs. She looked impressive, beautiful, almost Amazonian. Her mouth was a slash of pink and she was wearing glittering eye shadow. Our school president was a knock out, and along with several others, I was realizing it just now. But of course, Rohaan must have noticed her. 

I wasn’t short by any standards but in front of her, I felt diminished. The buzz around grew when people realized that Rohaan was her date. He extended his arm towards her, and she took it with a warm smile and bent forward and whispered something in his ear. There was something intimate about the way she did that, and the way he briefly held her waist. My heart shattered and I looked away. But I made myself look as Rohaan and Rosa walked inside the auditorium together to many whoops and whistles. 

I was such an idiot and I had only myself to blame. 

Of course, Rohaan would be with someone like Rosa. Of course, he would take her to the Social. Why hadn’t I seen it all these days? Rosa must have snapped him up that day when she caught me talking during Assembly. There had been instant chemistry between the two when he had intervened to supposedly save me. And like a fool, I had been thinking all this while that he had feelings for me. 

Oh lord, I’d gone and kissed him. How he must be laughing at me. How he and Rosa were probably laughing at me, together. 

I couldn’t go to the Social. Not now. Not when I saw how amazing they looked together. What if Rohaan told Rosa what I’d done when he spotted me inside the auditorium? What if they both looked at me and smiled. 

Or smirked? 

I would just die.

I had to get out of here. I walked away from the auditorium, heart broken but head held high. We didn’t have school any longer since the Social was the last big event we were having before the Board exams next month. I could manage to never see Rohaan again, if I was careful enough. 

I hardened my heart as I walked in the opposite direction and Ms Vasudev spotted me. 

‘Alina Khan! Where do you think you’re going?’ she asked me. 

‘I got my period ma’am. And I have cramps,’ I mumbled. ‘I have to skip the Social.’

I didn’t wait for her to assess my face or anything as I walked away from there swiftly. I had to get away. I would walk back home and then...then what? What excuse would I give Ammi and Abba?

The same one that I gave Ms Vasudev, I decided as I walked back home quickly. I had to keep it together till I reached home. I couldn’t think about what had happened, what I’d done, what I’d seen. This was a lesson to me.

People don’t change. 

Once an asshole, always an asshole. 

I saw my house in a little while and thought guiltily of my parents who were unaware that I had gone to the Social with the express intent of spending time with a boy. A boy they would have wholly disapproved of. They were watching TV, unaware that my world had imploded. I could only be glad that school was over, and I could put this behind me and never look back again. 

I rang the doorbell and when Ammi opened the door, her forehead wrinkled in surprise at seeing me there. Before she could ask what happened, I whispered that I had a horrible tummy ache. It wasn’t difficult to fake the pain. My heart was hurting after all. 

I lurched inside and went straight to my room. Aliya and Amna looked up at me, shocked. I shut the door and sank to the floor, my back to the door as I pulled my knees close to my chest. 

‘I hate him,’ I whispered tearfully and finally let go of the pain I’d been holding inside. 
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Bhavana’s face is devoid of any expression. I look at her in alarm and I gently nudge her elbow and she jerks awake. 

‘What the hell, Alina! Why didn’t you tell me any of this before when I asked you about your history with Rohaan?’ she hisses. I look around cautiously. We’re not in school. We’ve stepped to a cafe outside the school grounds simply because I knew I had to tell Bhavana everything that had happened back in school. Especially because of her reaction to my impending engagement with Arham. 

I had been wounded when she didn’t look too thrilled. And I realize it was because she didn’t know what Rohaan had done back then. But what worries me is that Aliya knows everything and yet, she thinks I should give him a chance. Anyway, what’s important is that I tell Bhavana all of this, so she can tell me what a complete asshole Rohaan was. 

Is. 

‘I never thought I’d need to bring up the past,’ I defend myself.

‘But then how could he string you along like that? How could he imply that you were his date when this Rosa Carvalho woman was his date all along?’

I feel my face flush with remembered embarrassment and guilt. ‘Actually, he never implied it.’

‘But you said he made you feel...’

I shrugged. ‘My parents were strict and there was no concept of dating or any such thing back at home. I’d never had a boy pay me so much attention. Especially a boy who was tormenting me all these days but had seemed to turn over a new leaf. So, the assumption was entirely my fault.’

Bhavana shakes her head in disbelief. ‘You should have told me what he did,’ she insists. ‘I would have understood why you hate him so much. I wouldn’t have become friends with him.’

‘Listen, it’s all in the past and...’

‘How can you say that!’ she looks at me indignantly. 

‘Okay, while I find it very reassuring that you’re angry on my behalf, but I see no reason why...’

‘Did he ever explain what happened? Didn’t he tell you to wait till he could explain?’ she asks. 

I shake my head. ‘No. He never called or met me again, especially since school was out. I’d hoped he would try to meet me and explain why he did what he did.’

‘Grrr. How annoying!’ Bhavana bangs the table with her fist, startling me. ‘We should ask him now.’

‘What? No! No way. And I know what happened,’ I tell her. 

Bhavana’s eyes become so wide and round that I’m almost afraid for her. ‘What the hell woman? Why didn’t you lead with that? What did that fucker do?’

I slap my forehead gently and grin. ‘Okay, all said and done, I’m glad you’re on my side.’ I take a deep breath. Talking about this is still painful, especially because it reminds me of the naive person I was. I still am, I think, although I’d like to believe that I’ve evolved a little at least. And yet, my conflicting feelings for Rohaan keep popping up, confusing the hell out of me even now. 

‘So, Rosa’s boyfriend, I think his name was Anirudh or something, was in a different school and he broke up with her apparently. I don’t know why. Anyway, Rosa was determined to show up to the Social and post lots of photos on social media to make a statement of sorts. That she didn’t need Anirudh in her life. Mostly to make him jealous so he would come back to her.’

Bhavana’s mouth drops open in an ‘O’. 

I continue speaking. ‘The only hitch was that she needed to get a nice guy to play along.’ Bhavana’s expressions change so rapidly that it’s almost hilarious. 

‘Our Rohaan was the nice guy!’ she whispers. 

‘Yeah. She didn’t want the guy she would ask out to get any ideas because she wasn’t interested in anyone else,’ I shrug. 

‘So why didn’t Rohaan come and explain all this to you later?’ she asks me. 

I shake my head. ‘No idea.’

‘How did you know about it then?’ she asks. 

‘I met Rosa a year or so later at some inter-collegiate fest and she told me about it.’

Bhavana cocks her head. ‘That’s odd. Why would she tell you about it then?’

‘I saw that she was with Anirudh. They’d apparently got back together, and her ploy had worked after all. She told me that it was thanks to Rohaan who did his job dutifully the night of the Social that she could win him back.’

Bhavana looks confused. ‘That’s so strange. Why didn’t Rohaan ever tell you then?’

I sigh loudly. ‘I have no idea. When I saw him during the exams, I tried not to look at him. I wanted to just forget about how foolish I’d been, how hopeful. He didn’t even approach me. I have no idea what was going on in his mind.’

We sit there in silence and Bhavana signals for the check. Our break is over, and we have to be back in school.

‘Listen Alina,’ Bhavana begins. ‘Now that I know your history with Rohaan, I think it’s even more important that you sort out your feelings about him before you marry Arham. If you marry Arham.’

I shrug helplessly, surprised at her response. It would have been nice to have her on my side. ‘It’s just that for that one year until I learned the truth, I hated him with all my heart. And then, when I learned the truth, I had no idea where he’d gone. The thing is, if he’d wanted to, he could have reached out to me. So maybe he hadn’t really liked me at all.’

This, is at the bottom of my anger and resentment with Rohaan. Why did he let me believe the worst about him? Why didn’t he tell me the truth? Did I not deserve an explanation?

‘Yes, but he’s here now,’ Bhavana says, putting her hand on mine gently. ‘And you’re here. And I can see what there was between the two of you flare up even now.’

I shake my head resolutely. ‘I’m confused about what I feel for him,’ I admit. ‘I think I also got a bit messed up when I read his book. So, my personal feelings for him have got a bit mixed up with my feelings for him as a writer. It’s all overlapping and muddling my head.’

Bhavana pats my hand in commiseration. ‘Under such circumstances, do you think it’s wise to marry Arham?’

‘I’m not marrying him right away. We’re getting engaged first and then he’s off to New York for a bit to meet with the university faculty and make arrangements. And then when he comes back, we’ll get married, and I’ll leave.’ I end the sentence, my voice small. 

‘Do you love him?’

I sigh, almost in exasperation. ‘Look, Arham is a good man. He proposed to me, he came home with his parents, we’ve fixed the date for the engagement for a month from now. I think I can be happy with him.’

‘That’s not the answer to my question,’ she says. 

I stare back at her, and her gaze softens.

‘And Rohaan?’

‘What about him?’ I ask a little more sharply than I intended to. 

‘Do you love him?’

I shake my head. ‘Whatever reasons he had then to not come and tell me the truth, he could have reached out later. So maybe what happened then wasn’t so important to him. It certainly isn’t now.’

Bhavana opens her mouth to protest but I shake my head before she can say anything. ‘No, there’s an air of transience about him, Bhavana. He’s not solid, like Arham. He’s here today and he could be gone tomorrow.’ 

Bhavana’s eyes have widened, and they are fixed to a point behind me. Shit. Shit. 

‘Don’t tell me he’s here behind me?’ I ask, my own eyes widening in horror. 

At this, she bursts out laughing and I turn around swiftly. No one is there. I give a nervous and shaky laugh and then shake my head. 

‘You are really mean.’

‘Your face!’ she chortles and then quiets down just as the server brings our bill. She doesn’t even let me split it with her as she pays it off. ‘It’s okay. Next time you can pay. I’ll make sure I order some brownies also.’

But the two of us are silent as we leave the cafe and walk towards the school. ‘Would it help if you and Rohaan talked?’

I shake my head. ‘The past doesn’t matter any longer Bhavana.’

‘To him, or to you?’

‘To either of us, I think.’

She puts her hands up in an air of exasperation. ‘Fine. But I really wish you could see what I see when I see the two of you together.’

Her words warm me but make me uncomfortable as well. ‘What?’

‘Chemistry,’ she says. 

I roll my eyes. ‘As much as it pains me to say this, but chemistry can’t be the basis of a relationship.’

‘But you admit it’s important, right?’ she asks. 

I don’t have an answer for her. 
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‘I hear congratulations are in order.’

I turn around and roll my eyes as I give Rohaan what passes for a sweet smile even as I tell my treacherous heart to behave. It has to. I meant everything I told Bhavana the other day. 

‘Why do you have to sound like a character from a Wodehouse novel?’ I ask him. 

He grins at that. ‘Sorry. It didn’t occur to me how it would sound. But congratulations anyway.’

Bhavana is wrong, I tell myself. My assessment that he seemed affected by my announcement that Arham wanted to marry me that day when we went for lunch seems skewed now. He seems completely fine. Happy for me. And this of course, irks me and I don’t know why.

‘Thank you,’ I tell him, and he moves to make way for me because I have a class now. He’s just returned from his class, but no one would know, because he looks just as chipper as he was when he went inside. I should know because I’ve had my eyes on him unobtrusively all along. 

It’s a good thing I’ll be moving away to New York soon. Whenever. Whatever. 

I turn around to face him just as he’s settling into his desk. 

‘How are the terrible five treating you?’ I ask him. 

‘Oh, we’re best friends,’ he says, stretching his arms up and above his head and crossing them in a way that makes his tee shirt ride up just a wee bit. My mouth dries even as I imagine looking at that tantalizing bit of skin he’s putting on display, but I force my eyes to remain on his face. There’s a challenging glint in his eyes. 

‘Of course. When the student is ready and all that,’ I mutter. 

‘Huh?’

‘When the student is ready, the master appears,’ I quote. 

‘How is that relevant here?’ He looks confused but also there’s a smirk on his face.

Argh. I’ve gone and put my foot in my mouth just because I wanted to sound smart. 

‘Never mind,’ I tell him and whirl away. 

‘Actually,’ he calls out in a drawl. ‘The more appropriate quote would be “To teach is to learn twice over”.’

I hate that he’s right, especially in this case and I have no answering barb for him. So, I walk away to my class stiffly. 

It doesn’t help that my class is not in the mood to learn about Aromatic Hydrocarbons today. How does he do it, I wonder as I assign the class homework which I am quite sure no one will do. How does he make the students do his bidding? I’ve heard from Ms Rehman that the students love his classes. 

Of course. 

They all probably want to become writers, I sniffed but Ms Rehman shook her head. 

‘No, Alina. They enjoy his class. Apparently, he goes off track and off syllabus a LOT. He makes them read books which the librarian refuses to stock. He talks to them about things that matter to them. And they all look up to him. And maybe only one or two kids in a class may harbour the aspiration to become a writer. Everyone else is just glad to have someone like him.’

Bhavana who had been listening in, smiled. ‘Yeah, I asked one of my classes too and they said he makes them think.’

‘Out of the box?’ I asked sarcastically, showing what I thought about that term. Out of the box, my ass. 

‘No, he makes them think and for that, they’re happy. We’re so caught up in completing our portions and doing revisions that we forget that they’re just kids,’ she said. 

Now, as I stare at the bored faces of my students, many of whom were yawning and were looking at their wrist watches rather pointedly and rudely, I try to remember how it had been when I was a student myself. 

The problem was that I was a straight student. The kind who never got into trouble. It’s no wonder Rohaan connects so easily with these kids because he used to be like them. He knows what it was like. I don’t really. 

‘Are you guys excited about the trip to Mysore next week?’ I ask them in an attempt to get them to talk. Since I never veer away from my subject, some of them look at me askance. 

‘It’s going to be so meh,’ Shreya says, with a roll of her eyes as she leans her head back. She somehow makes the classroom chair look like a throne while she sits on it indolently. 

‘Why is that Shreya?’ I ask and immediately let out an internal groan at my own foolishness. Much like the disaster/horror movies that I sometimes like to watch secretly, some sort of hush goes through the room and the internal antenna of the terrible five is up and alert. 

‘You know, since we’ll be looking at a bunch of stones and dusty monuments and listening about dead people,’ Minakshi says with a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. 

I can see Aseel wince, but he just smiles at Shreya. ‘I’m just glad we’re getting to go,’ he says and realizes he’s said an uncool thing. ‘But of course, the actual trip is going to suck.’

‘Not if I can help it,’ Aman says. All these years, I used to think that Aman reminded me of Rohaan, just because he was a handsome asshole. But I realize I’m wrong. Rohaan was never like this entitled shit who has one girlfriend and several other girls panting to take her place and knows about it well enough. 

‘I am going to have a blast,’ Kaushal says. Looking at his bespectacled face and the angelic grin on it, I feel my heart kick into overdrive. Shit. Shit. I better inform their Social Studies teacher Ms Murthy that Kaushal might be up to no good during this trip. I feel terrible for her. Poor thing. I hope someone else will also be going along. 

Of course, they will. Since it’s a co-ed school and boys and girls will be traveling together, there will be two teachers, one male and one female, to ensure that there are no hijinks. But of course, there will be hijinks if Kaushal has his way. 

When the bell rings to announce the end of the class, I hurry away from there towards the staff room but just as I’m about to enter, I bump into the solid wall that is Rohaan’s chest. 

‘Oof!’ he lets out. 

‘Sorry. I was just in a hurry!’ I try not to think of how my hand had felt against his skin, the warmth of it searing me even over his tee shirt. 

‘I was just coming to get you,’ he says, his face looking solemn. Something twists in my stomach. Something has happened to Ammi. Or my sisters. No. I can’t deal with this. Not now. Not ever. 

‘Hey! Relax!’ he says, looking alarmed at how much I’ve probably paled. 

‘I...oh...what happened? Why were you coming to get me?’ I ask him, taking a shaky breath. 

‘Thakkar wants the two of us to come and meet her,’ he says. 

‘What? Why? What did you do?’

‘I don’t know why you think I would have done something, Aloo,’ he mutters. I flash a look of surprise at him. He’d been calling me Alina in a formal way, in that deep and rumbly voice of his, and each time he addressed me, I’d feel a hot spike in my belly. But I like hearing him call me Aloo also. And I don’t want to think why I feel this way. About how this familiarity between us gives me a sense of comfort. 

We’re both walking towards the other building, to Thakkar’s office and I glance at him. He looks focused and driven and I feel the urge to say something to him. Anything. 

‘How’s the writing going along?’ I ask him. 

He glances at me sharply. ‘What writing?’ 

‘Your next book? You said you were working on it,’ I remind him. 

‘Why? What’s it to you?’ he asks, scratching at his stubble lightly. 

‘God, you’re so annoying. I just wanted to make polite conversation.’

‘Fine. It’s not going well,’ he says, a little irritated. 

‘Why?’ I’m genuinely curious. ‘Writer’s block?’

He looks at me as though he wants to throw it back on my face and ask me what do I even know about it but he doesn’t. He blows out a breath as we reach the main admin building. ‘I’m trying to figure out my home situation right now.’

I realize I have no clue about his home situation. At all. I only know his parents are divorced and it happened when we were in school. 

‘I’m so sorry. Is everything okay?’

‘It’s not, Aloo,’ he says but without any rancour. We’ve reached Thakkar’s office now and there’s no time for personal inquiries. I’m really curious about it now. What is going on with his home situation?

I knock on the door perfunctorily and walk inside, aware of him trailing right behind me. 

‘Come in, come in, both of you,’ Ms Thakkar says. Today, she’s in a brown pantsuit which makes her look like a rather large insect. I wonder how she took the news that Rohaan didn’t want to co-write her book. I never got around to asking him because I’d been busy ignoring him. 

‘Sit, sit,’ she says. 

I’m really confused now. Why does she need both of us here?

‘So, Ms Murthy has got chicken pox and she won’t be coming to school for a few days.’

‘Oh no! I hope she’s all right now.’ Poor thing. Adult chicken pox can be awful. 

Ms Thakkar looks at me weirdly as if it never occurred to her to ask if she’s all right. She slaps her hand on the desk though. 

‘Right. So next weekend when Class 11 is going to their field trip to Mysore, you will be accompanying the students along with Mr Ali here.’

I must have heard wrong. ‘I’m sorry, what?’ I don’t even turn to look at Rohaan, to ascertain his expression. This has to be some sort of joke, surely. 

‘I just explained. Murthy can’t make it. So, you’re going instead of her.’ Ms Thakkar looks at me as though I’m demented. ‘I just wanted to tell you in person. So please reschedule any plans you might have. That’s it. You can go now.’

I look at Rohaan finally and his face looks grim. Did he have something to do with this, I think uncharitably. But he looks resigned as well. 

‘But why can’t anyone else go?’ I ask her. 

Ms Thakkar frowns. ‘Well, why can’t you?’

I have no valid answer for that but as I get up from there, it feels a bit like some sort of nightmare. 

I’ll be chaperoning Class 11, with the infamous five and I’ll have to do it with Rohaan. 

Kill me already. 
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‘This is a joke, right?’ Bhavana asks both of us when we meet in the cafeteria for lunch. Rohaan and I haven’t said a word to each other after we left Thakkar’s office. I wanted to turn around and lash at him and say he was somehow responsible, but I didn’t because my head is on its own trip. 

We’re sitting at our usual spot, and I can’t keep avoiding Rohaan now, especially as he’s sitting with us for lunch. 

‘It’s not,’ Rohaan sighs as he pulls a spoon from the stand at the middle of the table and starts eating the piping hot bisi bele bhaath that’s being served for lunch today. ‘What I don’t get is...’

He looks at me pointedly when he realizes I’m staring at him and not eating. This time I’m seated next to Bhavana who nudges me slightly with her elbow. Aargh. Stop making it so obvious Bhavana, I scream at her mentally as I pick up a spoon and start eating too. 

‘What don’t you get?’ she asks him. 

‘I know Thakkar is punishing me for not taking up her co-writing project. Why is she punishing you?’ he asks, pointing the spoon in my direction before going back to eating. 

‘How is it a punishment exactly?’ Bhavana asks. Rohaan and I both look at her as though she’s mad.

‘It’s a bunch of 17 year olds,’ Rohaan says. 

‘Hormonal 17 year olds!’ I add unnecessarily. 

‘Add to that the pressure of watching over them and making sure nothing goes wrong.’

‘And Kaushal said something about having a blast. I think he means it literally!’ I shudder.

Even Rohaan gives a shudder surprisingly. 

‘You have been on a school trip before, right Bhavana? An overnight one?’ he asks. 

‘Yes but...’

‘But you studied in an all girls school, right? ' I ask her. 

She nods. 

‘It’s very different when you’re traveling with boys and girls,’ Rohaan says. 

Somehow, both our gazes connect at the same time. I know that he’s also thinking about that momentous Ooty trip. That trip changed things for me. Made me realize that I had feelings for Rohaan. Would something happen this time around, ten years later? I didn’t know if I was hoping for it, or worried it would. 

I’ve no idea what he’s thinking about because he shrugs and addresses me. 

‘Back to my question. What have you done to piss her off?’

‘Nothing. I don’t know why she chose me. And you’re sure she’s pissed at you?’ 

He shrugs. ‘I guess. She was not pleased when I told her that I couldn’t co-write a book with her.’

I look him over, wondering about what family problems he had been referring to. I wish I was the sort who could easily pry into other people’s affairs. But I’d always been the reserved sort of person who could never do that. 

‘Look at the bright side,’ Bhavana says, a little too brightly herself. 

‘What bright side?’ I ask sullenly. 

‘It’s just for two days. And the weekend will be over in the blink of an eye.’

Both Rohaan and I don’t say anything, but we share a look. 

Two days. 

With him. 

With her, he seems to be saying, although I didn’t do anything to antagonize him. I’m the wounded party here, remember? Or maybe he’s just embarrassed about the past and having to spend two days with me, while we’re surrounded by 17 year old jerks. 

‘It’s going to be fine. It’s not the end of the world,’ Bhavana says. 

Rohaan slaps his forehead lightly. ‘This is exactly the sort of stuff you shouldn’t say,’ he tells her. ‘You jinxed it. I already feel this trip going sideways.’

‘Meanwhile, I’m going to pray we have some sort of cyclonic intervention. Or a thunderstorm. Or something which means that the bus can’t leave Bangalore at all.’

Rohaan gives me a pitying look because of course none of that is going to happen. This is going to be bad. So bad, I tell myself. 

*****
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Ammi frowns, the line cutting into her forehead deeply. ‘You’re going for a two day trip?’ she asks when I tell her that evening about what Thakkar told us. ‘With another man?’

I groan out aloud. ‘Ammi, you’re making it sound like some clandestine affair. It’s a class trip. I’m going with twenty five students and another man who happens to be a teacher in the school.’

Ammi looks worried. ‘Did you ask Arham?’

‘What?’

‘Did you ask him if it’s okay for you to go?’

I bite down my retort, telling myself that I have to remember that Ammi is old-fashioned and doesn’t think like us. 

‘Ammi, it’s part of my job. If he had some trip scheduled as part of his job, I don’t think he’d ask me.’

‘But he’s a man,’ Ammi says, as though that’s to be expected. 

‘Ammi, that’s not how things work. Or maybe they used to, but they shouldn’t any longer because it’s rubbish,’ Aliya pipes in. She’s just arrived from work and has heard the tail-end of our conversation. ‘What’s this about a trip?’

I know she’s going to read way more into this than is necessary. ‘I’ve been asked to accompany class 11 for their field trip to Mysore,’ I tell her. 

‘Oh cool. Teachers get to do such fun things!’ she says. I look at her like she’s from another planet. Fun? I’d rather yank nails from a chair. With my teeth. 

‘Who’s this man you’re going with?’ Amna asks. I’d almost forgotten she’s sitting there quietly on the sofa. 

Everyone is looking at me expectantly. 

‘Our new English teacher. Rohaan Ali.’

Aliya’s eyes widen in delighted surprise. Amna’s narrow in worry. Ammi only looks confused. 

‘Who’s Rohaan?’ she asks. ‘Why does his name sound familiar to me?’

I shoot a look of suspicion at my sisters but they both shrug. Neither of them has said anything to Ammi apparently. And there’s nothing to say, really. No one knows about the kiss. Not even Bhavana. I just told her that I told Rohaan I liked him, and he said he liked me and then he went off to be Rosa’s fake date and never bothered to tell me why he did it. 

‘Ah. This is why,’ Ammi says, pulling out a fat tome from underneath the coffee table. My heart feels like it has stopped as she brandishes the book about. 

‘Butterfly of the Light,’ Aliya reads out the name on the midnight blue cover and then her eyebrows go up when she reads the name of the author below that has been embossed in gold. ‘When did you buy this?’

A day after finishing the eBook. But I don’t want to tell her that. I’ve been keeping the hard back in my room, in the drawer of my bedside table and looking at it like a heartsick fool every time I’m alone in my room. I’ve touched the velvety surface of the book, and my fingers have traced Rohaan’s name on it. 

And I have no clue why I’ve been doing any of this. 

‘Some time back,’ I tell her evasively. ‘But this was in my room. How did it get here?’

‘It was on your bed, and I brought it out to read,’ Ammi says. 

‘He he, nice joke Ammi,’ Aliya says, a smile on her face.

‘I’m not joking. I’ve been reading it,’ Ammi says. We all look at her in surprise. Ammi has never shown any sort of inclination towards reading books other than the Quran and other religious books. 

‘And? What do you think?’ Amna asks. 

‘I didn’t know he taught in your school, Alina. I’d like to talk to him one of these days. Call him home!’

I think all our mouths have dropped collectively. But I nod. ‘Sure. Whatever. Let’s see.’

Pigs might fly by then.

When I head back to my room, my sisters follow me. 

‘Fine. Lay it on me,’ I tell them miserably. 

‘Are you sure you know what you’re doing?’ Amna asks.

‘As far as I know, I haven’t done anything, and this order came from the principal directly. There’s not much I can do,’ I tell her as I sit down on my bed. 

‘This looks very convenient,’ Aliya says. 

‘For whom?’ I ask her irritably. 

‘For Rohaan, of course. To get into your good graces.’ Before I can tell her how absurd her statement sounds, she goes on. ‘Well, I hope he does get into your good graces, and you can put behind your childish feelings of anger and look at the future.’

‘I thought her future was with Arham,’ Amna says. 

‘Of course.’ I say the words quickly, but I honestly don’t know if it’s true. At the same time, I also think that if I survive this weekend trip, then maybe Rohaan and I can have a talk to put the past behind us. For good. That way, these weird feelings that I’ve been having, which are also to do with fangirling over his work, might subside. 

Again, pigs might fly. 
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‘This is beginning to feel a lot like old times,’ Rohaan says, crossing his arms as he watches me climb onto the bus. 

I look at him, startled. ‘How did you get here before me?’ I ask, annoyed. He looks like he’s just stepped fresh from a shower while I feel wilted already after my early morning taxi ride. Thank god I don’t have to wear a sari today. His gaze travels the length of my body in the span of a few seconds, and he looks away immediately. 

I’d been hoping to reach before him and find a good spot to sit. But I also know that as the teacher, I’ll have to either sit up front or at the back. I can’t really sit wherever I want to. 

‘Left home super early. I could have picked you up if you’d asked.’ 

‘You could have offered too,’ I feel like griping back unnecessarily. 

‘You look nice in jeans,’ he says, and throwing me off my antagonistic mood.

He’s always in jeans, although male teachers are expected to wear formals during class hours, but it’s never been implemented as strictly as it is for us female teachers. And he always looks nice, but I don’t think he’s ever needed any compliments. 

‘I saved you a spot,’ he says, patting the seat next to him. 

I don’t reply because I’m looking at the other possible places I can sit. Maybe I can sit on the corresponding seat on the other side of the aisle. But a couple of students are already sitting there, talking quietly. It would be rude to make them get up from there, just because I don’t want to sit so close to Rohaan. 

Feeling a bit resigned, I sit down next to him. I don’t look at him as the bus starts filling up and I realize my behaviour is both foolish and childish. Maybe being around him brings out my inner sulky teen. I focus on the students who are coming inside but then eventually turn to him. 

He’s been looking at me all this while and he looks flustered and looks away. 

I clear my throat. Not letting go of this so easily.

‘Do I have something on my face?’ I ask him and he turns to me and shakes his head. 

‘No. You look beautiful. As always.’

He says this with utmost seriousness. I want to give him a cutting reply, but I don’t. My heart is racing, and I have to bring it under control. As always? What does he mean by that?

Thankfully, the infamous five troop in just then and I don’t have to respond to him because I want to make sure my eyes are on them and where they’re sitting. Unfortunately, they see the two of us sitting together and Shreya cocks an eyebrow meaningfully. 

‘You two look cosy,’ she says, one hand on her hip. I almost feel like defending myself that we’re sitting together because we’re faculty, but I give her a hard look and she just shrugs and saunters towards the back of the bus. Her acolytes follow her faithfully.

They’re all still dressed in school uniforms, and I think they’re a bit pissed about that. But it’s only for today because Thakkar wants photo ops at the various monuments for the school magazine and newsletter and she needs them to be in uniform. Tomorrow, they’re free to dress up in their regular clothes. 

Both, Rohaan and I get text messages at the same time. It’s from Thakkar, wishing us luck for the trip. 

Sighing, I put my phone away. ‘We’re going to need it,’ I mutter out aloud. 

‘It can’t be that bad,’ he says. 

‘You’re naive if you think that,’ I retort. 

The bus driver turns to us and annoyingly addresses Rohaan because he’s a man although he’s been seeing me for years, asking if we’re good to go. Rohaan looks at me for direction and I get up from my seat and walk down the length of the bus to see if everyone is here. 

‘Rohaan Sir, please take attendance,’ I call out. Rohaan looks stunned for a minute because I’ve never addressed him in front of the students before, and I’ve certainly not called him Sir. As I make my way to the back of the bus, I have a feeling I won’t be hearing the end of this any time soon.

‘Yes ma’am!’ he calls out and I have to hide my smile and look my strictest in front of the kids. 

Once everyone is accounted for, I make my way back. 

‘Has all the luggage been loaded?’ I ask the driver. 

He glances at his helper who nods. 

I sit down primly while Rohaan gives the go-ahead to the driver, and we leave. 

‘Not bad, Alina ma’am,’ he says. ‘It’s the first time I’ve seen you put your strict face on before the students and by god it’s scary.’

‘Good,’ I tell him and then allow a small smile. ‘I don’t know how you have them eating out of your palm, but this is the best I can do.’

He crosses his arms, and his elbow touches mine. He seems unaffected by it, so I also pretend that it’s no big deal even though my stomach feels like it’s been strapped to a rollercoaster. 

As the bus makes its way out of the school grounds, all the kids are silent. There’s none of the whooping and screaming that our classmates had indulged in, back when we were in school. 

‘They’re so lame,’ Rohaan says, probably remembering how we’d been during our class trips. 

‘Sadly, they’ll think you’re lame if they ever knew what you were like back in school.’

‘Why? I was popular back then,’ he says defensively.

‘Uh yeah. Kids today think anyone who was popular then is lame.’

‘Really? I wonder what they’ll think of the unpopular kids then,’ he says, a smirk on his face. 

‘Wouldn’t you love to find out?’ I ask him sweetly. But our gazes snag and hold on, and even though we’re in a bus filled with hormonal teens, both of us can’t seem to look away. The sort of momentum this builds inside me is exciting and wonderful and makes my nerve ends crackle.

My lips part and his eyes move there briefly before we’re back to staring at each other and I feel heat bloom on my cheeks. 

This is bad. This is bad. 

Why is this bad?

I have no idea. I just want to keep looking at him. I want him to keep looking at me.

My phone rings and that startles both of us out of whatever this is, and I hear him mutter a muffled curse as I look down at my screen. It’s my mother. 

‘Hello, Ammi,’ I answer, keeping my voice down. 

‘Have you left?’ she asks. 

‘Yes. Just some minutes ago. I’ll call you once we reach,’ I tell her. 

‘Tell Rohaan I’m enjoying his book!’

Oh. Oh god. I would die of embarrassment, really. 

‘I’ll see.’

‘No, I want you to tell him, or I’ll just find out his number myself and talk to him,’ Ammi says. 

I’m horrified she really does mean it. 

‘No, Ammi! I’ll...I’ll tell him,’ I tell her quickly and end the call. 

Rohaan is looking out of the window, and I can just imagine the smirk on his face if he learns what my mother just said. I need a little time to figure out how to tell him that she is reading the book he’s written. Ideally, without letting him know that we’re both big fans. 

To rally my thoughts, I get up from the seat and take a look at the mostly quiet students who are on the bus. This doesn’t feel right. They’re up to something and I wish I had even an inkling of what it was. 

‘Settle down. They’re going to be fine,’ Rohaan says. I wish I could believe him, but I’ve known these kids longer than he has. But there’s no other alternative, really. 

‘It feels strange, being a teacher accompanying kids to their field trips,’ I say instead. 

‘Yeah. Never thought I’d be doing this, even in my wildest dreams,’ he says. 

I look at him curiously. ‘Why did you opt for this job? What happened?’

He looks at me steadily, but there’s none of the heat from earlier. ‘I needed to get away from New York,’ he says quietly. 

Ah. The bad break up. I don’t know why seeing the pain in his eyes affects me so much. I almost want to put my hand on his and comfort him, but I stop myself from doing that. 

‘My mother was quite sick. I hadn’t seen her in years so I thought it would be a good idea to come back here,’ he adds softly. 

‘Is she okay now?’ I ask him. He shakes his head. 

‘She passed away a few days after I returned from New York.’

This time, I put my hand on his and squeeze. I feel so foolish, harbouring old resentments when he’s been through so much. ‘I’m so sorry, Rohaan. I had no idea.’ I feel terrible about the insensitive things I’ve said to him and the way I behaved with him, but I don’t know how to retract from all that and not come across as flaky and foolish. 

‘I needed a job to keep my sanity mostly. And I found this opening on LinkedIn, so I applied and here I am.’

I nod. ‘It’s not a bad job,’ I try to rally especially because I remember the awful thing I’d told him earlier about his car when we’d gone for lunch the day I told Rohaan and Bhavana about Arham’s proposal. 

He grins and my heart feels lighter. ‘It’s a shit job, but one I didn’t think I’d enjoy so much.’

‘Why? Because being around students reminds you of what you used to be like?’ I ask him with a smile. 

His own smile fades slowly. ‘No, it has nothing to do with the students, Alina,’ he says. 
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We haven’t yet reached Mysore and I’m already wishing the weekend were over and we’re back home. We’ve had just two scheduled stops and my head is pounding. 

We had to get down at Tipu Sultan’s mausoleum for a scheduled tour and since Ms Murthy isn’t around to explain anything, it falls upon us to take the students around. We also stopped at the Daria Daulat Bagh, one of Tipu Sultan’s palaces and I think my anxiety that no one gets lost anywhere is palpable as I keep looking around to see if all twenty five are there. 

Predictably, I can’t find Aman and Minakshi and this sends my heart hammering. I don’t want to go to Rohaan and tell him that these two are missing, especially not after that cryptic statement he made about enjoying his job. I didn’t quite know what to make of it, so I gave a half-smile and looked away then. 

Could he mean it’s because of me?

But I realize that I shouldn’t make any assumptions where Rohaan is concerned. I’ve already been bitten once, because of my own foolish assumption during the Social. I’m just going to take whatever he says at face value and not ascribe any special meaning to it. Although, I am itching to text Bhavana and tell her what he said but I stopped myself because she will certainly read more into it.

Now, I’m like a mother hen who can’t find all her chickens. In my head, I can almost imagine myself being crucified by Thakkar and Minakshi and Aman’s parents. My mouth dries at the thought of all the potential things that could go wrong. Then I spot them, coming together around the corner, holding hands. Minakshi is blushing and Aman looks smug. 

I glance over at the others and notice that Aseel looks confused but Shreya’s face looks thunderous. Just what I need to make this weekend crazier. 

Teen drama. 

Rohaan and I herd everyone back on to the buses. We stop for breakfast at a darshini and once more, I find myself on the look out for all the kids, making sure the restroom visits are not ploys for hookups. It’s a good thing the restrooms everywhere are pretty gross. 

‘Can you stop clenching your teeth so much? You’ll grind your molars to dust,’ Rohaan says as we settle back into the buses. 

‘I’ll rest easy once this weekend is over. I think Aman and Minakshi escaped somewhere to make out and Aseel who has been trying to get Shreya to notice him forever, is wondering if now’s his chance to make a move. Meanwhile, despite being Shreya’s so-called bestie, Minakshi has betrayed her trust and in all this, I keep forgetting what a trouble maker Kaushal is,’ I tell him in a whisper. 

His eyes widen a fraction. ‘Oh wow.’

I nod. ‘And we haven’t even reached Mysore yet. I can’t begin to imagine what else is in store for us.’

He reaches out and holds my hand. ‘Don’t worry. I’m here. We’ll take care of it.’

I resist the urge to wrestle my hand away from his because of all the feelings his touch evokes. But I think he can sense my hesitation and he lifts his hand away with a muttered sorry. 

The bus starts moving and I look around the students once before settling back on the seat. ‘I think I’m getting an ulcer.’

‘Would it help if you tried not to think of all the ways this trip can go wrong?’ he asks. 

I shake my head. ‘No one can afford to be complacent around these kids. But I’m glad you’re here.’

There’s a look of surprised pleasure on his face and I feel compelled to add, ‘Because I’m sure they’re more amenable to listening to you than they are to me.’

He shrugs because obviously I’ve ruined the moment, but what was he expecting? The silence between us is tense and unrelenting. I shouldn’t have said anything. I should have just let him believe that I was genuinely glad he’s here. Because it’s the truth. 

‘My mother has become a fan of your writing,’ I blurt out in a bid to change the atmosphere. 

He turns to me, his face incredulous. ‘What?’

‘Yeah,’ I shrug as though it’s perfectly normal. 

‘How? When? What? Tell me everything!’

That’s when I realize I’ve dug a nice deep hole for myself. He’ll know I bought the book and that I’ve read it too. I can’t spin this any other way. 

‘So, she found your book and she’s been reading it and...’ He puts his hand out and touches my wrist lightly.

‘Back up a bit. She found my book? Like it was lying around?’ he asks, his eyebrows going up. Well, my pulse is racing but I don’t know if he’s noticed it. 

‘Yeah. It was lying around.’

‘Where?’

I roll my eyes heavenwards but I don’t want to lie. I want to tell him the truth. 

‘On my bed.’

His mouth drops open. 

‘Lucky book!’ He grins cheekily but I know I have to confess that I’ve read it too. I can’t keep up the pretence any longer. I’ve been dying to talk to him about the book but I’ve tried my best to avoid spending time with him because being around him messes up my mind. Well, I’m with him this entire weekend. I might as well go for it. 

‘Fine. I bought your book and I was reading it and...’

‘You bought the hardback?’ he interrupts me, his eyes narrowed.

‘Of course, I bought it. How else would I read it?’

‘But it’s like 700 hundred bucks or something. My publishers never bothered bringing out the paperback,’ he rues. 

‘So? I’m not a cheapskate. And I believe in supporting authors,’ I tell him stiffly. Wonder what he’d say if he knew that I’d spent 480 bucks on the eBook already. 

He smiles so brilliantly then that for a moment I almost forget to breathe. 

‘Oh my god, you are literally the first person to say that! My relatives and friends keep badgering me for free copies, especially once they learned how much it cost. They still want a copy of the book to show it around to their friends but they don’t want to pay for it.’

‘That’s rude.’

He shrugs. ‘What did you think of the book?’ He looks at me expectantly but also anxiously and I don’t know how to answer him. Maybe with honesty because whatever animosity I’ve held in my heart for him over the years seems childish and stupid in retrospect. 

I look past him at the rushing road and the picturesque greenery and then I turn to face him, only mildly aware that we’re sitting in a bus filled with our students. Things can go wrong any time. Kaushal could set off some sort of fart bomb. Someone might start projectile vomiting. 

‘Sometimes I wish I didn’t know you personally. At least when I read the book. I don’t know how to balance what I know of you, with what I’ve read in the book. I know it’s fiction but the prose is so luminous and heart rending at the same time, I’m not sure how much of it is real and how much made up. I haven’t come across a book I’ve enjoyed and dreaded so much at the same time.’

There’s a different kind of silence between us, one that makes my stomach lurch and heart hurt. His breathing changes and his eyes are suspiciously shiny. He looks away from me, looking straight ahead, at the winding sliver of grey highway before us, but he slips his hand into mine and we sit like that, holding hands for the rest of the journey. 

There is definitely a part of me that doesn’t want this weekend to end.
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When we’re near Mysore, I wonder if I should walk down the length of the bus and check in on the kids. Rohaan and I have been busy all this time, talking. Holding hands, I mean. 

I feel like a dizzy seventeen year old again. I don’t know why I can’t remind myself that I’m almost engaged to Arham. Because it doesn’t seem to matter in the face of whatever Rohaan makes me feel. And I finally see what Aliya and Bhavana have been going on about all these days. Sitting next to Rohaan makes me feel alive in a way I have never felt before. But what do I do with all this? What about Arham? What will I do when I get back home? 

I’m getting ahead of myself once more. 

And the actual seventeen year old kids before me are looking mutinous enough for me to worry that something bad is about to happen and I have no idea of anticipating what it is. When I’m about to get up, he looks at me quizzically. 

‘What’s up? Why are you worried?’ he asks.

I bite my lower lip anxiously. ‘I feel like something is off. I should probably check on the students,’ I tell him. 

‘Shall I?’ he asks.

‘By all means,’ I tell him, sorry to see the back of him. I turn around and watch him walk in the aisle and I’m not sorry because I get to ogle his fine ass. 

My eyes connect with Charu’s, one of the quieter girls in class but surprisingly, she lifts an eyebrow in inquiry. I blush and look away, wondering what’s going on. 

Rohaan is back and sits down next to me. I turn to him. 

‘Well?’

‘Apparently, Shreya’s hurt because Aman is now fooling around with Minakshi but he’s clearly  unrepentant even though she broke up with him.’

‘Impressive. You got all that from being at the back of the bus for less than five minutes?’ I ask him. 

He shrugs. ‘Talent?’

‘How is it talent?’

‘Well, call it writerly observation if you will. All the seating arrangements have changed and I can read their expressions certainly.’

‘And what about Kaushal? He’s the one I’m most worried about.’

‘He’s up to something. I just can’t figure out what yet,’ Rohaan admits. 

My stomach cramps and heaves and I clutch it. ‘God, I really hope nothing bad happens this weekend.’

‘Define bad.’

I shoot a look at him. ‘Well, I’m scared these kids are going to go around hooking up and then we’ll have to deal with teenage pregnancies and lives are going to be ruined and...’

He puts his hand on my mouth. ‘Okay, okay. I get the gist. Let’s not assume the worst. I’ll have a talk with the boys if you want.’

I feel warm and I pull his hand down from my mouth, a little thrilled at his familiarity, a little aghast that I’m thrilled and whole lot of other things. 

‘You’re going to talk to them? About how it’s best not to get involved in all this at this age? So, they can focus on studies?’ I ask, wondering if I should give a similar talk to the girls. I can imagine the look of utter disdain on Shreya’s face but I think I can live with it. This is an important talk after all. 

‘No,’ Rohaan looks at me like I’m mad. ‘I’ll talk to them about safe sex.’

‘Rohaan!’ My eyes are wide. He can’t be serious!

‘Well, you’re the one worried about teenage pregnancies!’ 

‘Shush. Ideally, I’d like the kids to be like kids.’

‘Well, they’re not. They’re almost adults. We really can’t stop them from doing what they want to but we can make sure they don’t get into trouble,’ he says seriously. 

‘Rohaan, you’ll get into trouble with Thakkar if you give such a speech. The parents will have you kicked out of school in no time!’

He doesn’t answer immediately and then lets out an irritable sigh. ‘Why does everyone want to be so blinded to the fact that these kids aren’t small children any longer? Why this deliberate erasure of the fact that they’re old enough to make decisions about their own lives?’

‘Bad decisions.’

He shrugs. I put my hand on his and shake my head. ‘Please don’t give them a talk on safe sex. This is India and not America. Here we like to believe that our kids have no idea about sex until we decide to shove them into an arranged marriage with a complete stranger.’

I can see a tick working in his jaw. ‘Well, I suppose the education system can just bury their heads in the sand and hope nothing bad ever happens. How has that worked out for you guys?’

I know he’s right but I’ve been a teacher longer than he has. ‘Just put your head down and do your job,’ I advise him. 

‘Is that what you’ve been doing Alina? Is that what you want to do?’

I have no idea.

‘I like my subject. My job is a lot more frustrating than I thought it would be.’

There’s a small silence which is interrupted by the bus driver honking loudly. 

‘But you’re anyway giving up your job when you get married and move away,’ he says with a blank look on his face. 

I blanch. Maybe I should thank him for reminding me that I’m almost engaged. I look away, not sure why we’ve been gazing into each other’s eyes and holding hands all this while. There’s not much difference between me and the confused seventeen year old kids to be honest. 

By the time the bus is near the hotel, we’re just in time for lunch. 

‘Let’s have lunch and then we can go to the rooms and rest for a bit before we leave for Brindavan Gardens,’ I call out to the bus full of students who are getting restless. 

There are collective groans. No one is keen on going there but it’s part of the scheduled itinerary and I have to take photos for Thakkar. Rohaan is silent but he stands up and folds his arms across his chest impressively. 

‘You guys, you better listen to Ms Khan. She knows what she’s doing. I wouldn’t mess with her,’ he says. I flash a look of annoyance at him which I quickly turn into a smile for the benefit of the students who obviously don’t know our history. Thank god for small mercies. 

‘And you better listen to Rohaan Sir or he’ll make mincemeat of you in his next book,’ I retort. 

This elicits even louder groans. ‘Please don’t be so lame Rohaan Sir!’ someone calls out. I can’t see who it is. 

Rohaan looks a little pissed, probably because he didn’t want me to remind everyone that he’s a writer. Too bad. 

‘But have you used someone from real life as an inspiration?’ Charu asks. 

‘I can’t reveal my trade secrets!’ Rohaan says with a shrug. 

The bus has reached the hotel and we all have to get down. ‘But sir, have you used someone from real life in your book?’

‘Maybe,’ he hedges. I look at him, surprised as the students start getting down. 

‘Who?’ I ask him. 

‘Who do you think?’ he asks. ‘Since you’ve read the book.’

I’m counting the heads as they exit the bus. ‘Who? The Nawab?’

He shrugs. 

‘Well, who’s he based on?’ I ask, surprised just as the last student, Kaushal gets down, a grin on his angelic face, and just the sight of it is enough to make my stomach twist around itself.

‘My father,’ Rohaan says as we get down. 

I look at him in shock. In my head, I have ranted against the titular character, while pitying him and there were times when I wanted to shake him hard. How dare he do these things? How could he make a mockery of his wife’s love? How could he alienate his only child from himself? Why? 

Rohaan’s expression is blank as he turns around to the bus driver and nods, indicating that we need to get the luggage out. 

‘I’ll take care of this. You go inside and get our rooms sorted,’ he tells me. 

Feeling like I’ve been rebuffed, I go inside the hotel. Most of the students have already gone inside and have plonked themselves on the sofas and some, even on the coffee tables. The hotel management is looking alarmed. I make my way to the reception, a smile on my face, even as my heart is beating madly, trying to align what I know of Rohaan with what I’ve read in the book. 
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This can’t be right. But both the driver and Rohaan insist that this is all the luggage that they’ve taken down from the bus. Everyone’s luggage is accounted for. 

Except mine. 

‘How can it be possible?’ I murmur, even as I’m panicking at the idea of not having clothes to change into tonight, or fresh clothes for tomorrow. 

Rohaan looks grim as all the students take their luggage away and stand in a circle near the reception. They’re waiting for me to hand out the keys to their rooms. 

‘You think one of them...’ He indicates the terrible five with his head. They’re not standing together, given that things have shifted around within them but this is exactly the sort of devious thing they’d do. 

‘But why? How? I put my luggage in with the rest. How did they know it was mine?’ I ask him, my voice low. I’m trying hard to stay calm about the situation but it’s not easy. I have just my handbag with me. 

He shrugs. ‘I’m sorry Alina. I didn’t take you seriously when you said that this trip could prove to be a pain.’

I nod and look away, not sure of the things I’m feeling at the moment. I don’t want his compassion. I don’t want his pity. Whatever momentary madness he’d been consumed by, when he held my hand, it’s clearly disappeared now. And as usual, I had ascribed more meaning than required to a simple gesture. 

This has always been my problem around Rohaan. Back in the bus, I’d almost told him that I wanted to talk with him to clear up what happened in the past. I’m really glad I did nothing of the sort. He would have thought that I haven’t gotten over him or something and maybe he would have laughed at me privately. 

‘I’ll manage. I’ll figure out something,’ I tell him with a shrug.

‘You can borrow my T-shirt for tonight,’ he says, rather earnestly.

I look at him, confused. 

‘To sleep in,’ he explains. 

Oh. 

I don’t know why I’m embarrassed. But I picture myself in his tee shirt which is bound to be huge for me and let’s just say that there are more than a few parts of my body that are tingling. This can’t do. 

‘It’s okay. I said I’ll manage,’ I tell him quickly as I pick up my clipboard and start assigning the rooms to the students. Everyone is crowding around me and I feel suffocated. There are also huge disagreements among the students, many of whom don’t want to room with each other, because they’ve recently got into a spat with them or whatever. 

I couldn’t fucking care less. I’m fuming at the loss of my luggage and what it means. So, I am more curt than usual when I inform them that I can’t change anyone’s rooms. 

‘But ma’am...’

‘I’m sorry. I really am.’

I’m not. 

‘But it is what it is. It’s just for one night.’

I hand over the keys and notice that Shreya and Minakshi are in the same room. I hope they tear each other’s hair out. 

Berating myself for the unkind thoughts, I smile at everyone. 

‘Lunch, then a quick change of clothes and then off to Brindavan Gardens. No delays please,’ I call out crisply, trying not to show that I’m distressed over not having any clothes to change into. 

Rohaan and I herd everyone into the restaurant and the bus driver joins in as well. He comes straight to me just as I’m sitting down to eat. 

‘Ma’am I’m sorry about your luggage. Whatever was kept in the pavilion, I kept it inside the luggage space,’ he tells me. 

‘Of course, Kumar. It’s not your fault,’ I tell him with a quick smile. He nods and wanders off to sit down with Rohaan who’s sitting at a table with a couple of boys. 

We all settle down to eat. My mind is spinning, wondering what else is in store for us. I should have been prepared. I wonder where my luggage could have disappeared. I should have checked the luggage holding area at the bottom of the bus. But I had been so caught up in thinking of what would happen during the trip that I hadn’t thought of anything like this happening. Certainly not to me. 

‘Do you know Rohaan Sir from before?’ Madhu asks, interrupting my thoughts. She and a couple of other girls are at my table and I look at her surprised. Most of these kids are normally quiet in class. Maybe it’s the informality of the situation that’s making them open up. 

‘Why would you think that?’ I ask her, stalling for a bit. 

‘He offered you his T-shirt to sleep in. I thought that was very sweet of him,’ Charu says in a whisper. 

I have to fight the blush growing on my face. But before I can tell everyone that it’s not like that, Madhu shakes her head. ‘I saw you holding hands with him in the bus. Do you like him?’

More whispers. 

My mouth drops open even as I try to transform my face into the terrifying visage that the class is used to seeing. Apparently, I’m failing miserably at it because no one is taking me seriously. 

‘Do you love him?’ 

‘Is he your boyfriend?’

‘No. No and no.’

‘You two looked like you were a lot into each other,’ Charu insists. 

‘Girls, it’s not like that. I’m getting married soon.’ I could have bitten my tongue. I’ve never let them think that I’m human, let alone have human feelings but this trip has brought out the shy girls into the open and I’ve forgotten my own rules around the students.

‘You are? To whom?’ Madhu asks, eyes wide.

I look at them anxiously. Is it okay to share personal details of my life with the students? I don’t think there’s any hard and fast rule against it but I’m sure it’s frowned down upon. 

‘His name is Dr Arham.’

‘And what does he do?’

‘How old is he?’

‘Is he nice to you?’

‘Is he even half as good-looking as Rohaan Sir?’ Charu asks. 

I look at the expectant faces, a little worried and a lot amazed. 

‘What has happened to all of you? I thought you lot didn’t deign to speak to teachers.’

‘You don’t look so terrifying out of your sari,’ Madhu says with a small smile. 

‘And that hideous bun.’

‘Ma’am you didn’t answer the most crucial question. Did you know Rohaan Sir from before?’ Madhu asks. 

Shit. ‘Yeah, we were classmates in school briefly.’

A wide smile grows on Madhu’s face. ‘That’s so cute.’

‘Er, nothing cute about it. Just a coincidence,’ I correct her as the server brings our food. ‘Now eat up. We have lots planned for today.’

The girls look a little uneasy for some reason and I’m immediately alert. 

‘What? What’s going on?’

They share a look among themselves and I wonder if they know if something is afoot. Will they tell me though? I smile at them as though to make them realize that I’m not so terrible after all. This realization has come several years too late. I glance quickly at Rohaan and notice how easily he’s talking to the people at his table. I could never do this with my own students. Even now, talking about personal things with them makes me feel uncomfortable. I’m the sort of teacher who likes her boundaries clearly established because otherwise, I feel that people will take advantage of me.

‘We don’t know anything ma’am but just be careful in any case,’ Madhu says uncertainly. 

I lean forward. ‘Why? Has Kaushal planned something? Do you know anything?’

Wrong move. They clam up immediately. I think by naming Kaushal, I may have jumped the gun. 

‘Girls, please tell me what you know?’ I ask, hating that I sound needy. But the girls look at each other and it’s like they are telepathically warning each other to not say anything more. 

‘Maybe you should stick close to Rohaan Sir,’ Charu adds finally. ‘He’ll be able to protect you.’

‘I don’t need protecting,’ I tell her, a little angrily. The girls all look at each other and I really want to shake them and ask them if they know what’s going to happen. 

Everyone avoids looking at me. 
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Three hours later, I’m standing in the middle of a fountain in Brindavan Gardens, drenched from top to toe, sputtering and shaking weeds and other slimy things out of my hair. The girl I’d been trying to save from a similar fate - Minakshi - is nowhere to be seen. 

Everyone is looking at me and laughing. Some are taking photos and I assume that this is also being live streamed on Instagram until Rohaan comes on the scene looking furious like I’ve never seen him before. 

I’m shivering as I step out of the fountain, and my teeth have started chattering because the evening air is chilly. 

‘Who’s responsible for this?’ he asks angrily. Obviously, no one owns up but the hands that had been lifted up to take photos and videos have been lowered. The silence among our group is palpable. 

He turns to me. ‘Did you see who it was?’

I shake my head, although I know who it was. I’m not saving Shreya’s ass because I’m feeling altruistic. Oh, her punishment will come. She’ll get what’s coming to her. I shake my hands and wipe my face with the back of my palm. 

‘If I see my photo or video on any social media platform, I’ll make sure that none of you ever open another social media account in your miserable lives,’ I hiss at them. My face is set and I know I probably look ridiculous but my anger is real.

Silence. 

‘My sister works for Instagram. I’ll make sure that she blacklists you all no matter what name or ID you try to set up an account with,’ I tell them. Of course, it’s a lie. They don’t have to know that though. Just believing it for now is enough and despite how I look, I think they’ve bought it. I can see many of them exchange worried looks with each other. 

Rohaan looks at me in concern because my teeth are chattering now. 

‘Everybody. Back to the bus!’ he turns around and orders and he walks towards me. I hold my hand out. 

‘Don’t come near me. I smell funny,’ I tell him. 

‘I don’t care,’ he says as he takes my chilled hands and rubs them between his own. Warmth bursts through me but I’m still breathing unevenly because I’m so cold. 

‘What the hell happened Alina? I turned around for one second and you were in the fountain when I turned back.’

It had all happened so fast. After that disconcerting conversation at lunch, I had been even more alert about what could possibly go wrong. In the bus, I noticed Aman blatantly sitting with Minakshi, his latest conquest. I could see Shreya staring at them with murder in her eyes. 

The source of my anxiety had been Kaushal who seemed to be genuinely enjoying the trip a little too much. I found it hard to believe that he had planning nothing for this trip. When we reached Brindavan Gardens, I saw Aseel making his way towards Shreya with determination. 

He said something to her and picked up her hand and held it to his chest. I rolled my eyes but thought he was sweet. If only Shreya could open her eyes and stop focusing on the wrong boy. Rohaan had been silent on the way. Obviously, I didn’t tell him what the girls at my table had told me that I should stick close to him. But I found myself looking at him a few times and he happened to be looking my way too. 

I only wish I knew how to interpret those silences. They seemed to be filled with a kind of conversation that had deep undertones but I honestly had no idea what he was saying to me with his eyes. 

All thoughts of Rohaan fled when we were at the Gardens. As we walked past one of the fountains, I noticed that Shreya was walking right behind Minakshi who was holding hands with Aman. 

Shreya put her hand out to push Minakshi down but was stopped by Aseel in time. She glared at him and walked away from there. I didn’t realize later that she had come around from another side and I reacted instinctively, pushing Minakshi out of the way and I felt Shreya slam into me, so that I found myself losing my balance and falling into the fucking fountain.

At least that’s what I think happened. 

‘You know who pushed you right?’ he asks, pulling me closer. Dusk has fallen really quick. There are mosquitoes buzzing around us and I’m in stinky fountain water and this is hardly the time for my heart to go bumpity bump but it does. I just wish he’d stop playing hot and cold with me. 

‘I didn’t see,’ I tell him as I pull myself away from him. ‘Let’s go Rohaan. I need to get out of these clothes.’

‘Into what?’ he asks, still holding my elbow.

Oh shit. My only outfit has been ruined. 

‘I don’t know. I’ll probably buy some clothes somewhere,’ I tell him bleakly. 

‘Okay, let’s get back to the hotel. You can take a hot shower and I’ll get some clothes for you in the meanwhile.’

I blink in surprise. ‘Thank you. That would be very kind of you,’ I tell him. 

‘It’s the least I can do,’ he says as he leads me away from there. 

We don’t talk as we head back to the bus. I’m exhausted but I remain standing in the aisle. I don’t want to sit and get the seat wet. As the bus starts, I lurch forward but hold on to one of the icy poles. The bus driver switches on some strange blue and red lights in the bus. It feels like some sort of surreal nightmare.

I can’t believe I’m in these stinking and damp clothes in a bus, on the way back to the hotel. No one at home will believe me. Poor Ammi. She’d been so worried about me going on this trip. Rightly so, it would seem. 

‘I hope you’ve all enjoyed having some fun at my expense,’ I address the bus. 

Some of the girls like Madhu and Charu squirm. I pin them with my glare and Charu shakes her head slightly. What? This wasn’t what they’d meant when they told me to be careful? Couldn’t they have been a little more specific?

‘Well, you make it so easy ma’am,’ Shreya calls out. 

There’s a hushed silence in the wake of her words. Back in my day, the threat of a complaint to parents was enough to silence errant kids. But I don’t think it would matter much to Shreya or any of the others here. 

To my surprise, Rohaan stands up beside me. 

‘Whoever pushed Alina ma’am into the fountain, I’ll be sure to write about your impeccable behaviour in the letters that we’re supposed to write for your college applications, especially those of you planning to apply in universities abroad,’ Rohaan says, steel in his voice. ‘Since no one owned up, I’ll just do it for everyone.’

The silence in the bus is absolute now. There’s shock that their affable Rohaan Sir could possibly be that mean.

‘You can’t do that Sir!’ Aman calls his bluff. 

‘Watch me,’ Rohaan says firmly. 

The bus lurches again and I almost fall flat on my face but Rohaan reaches out and holds me. 

‘Thanks, I’m fine,’ I tell him as I move away from him. We both face the students once more. 

‘Well?’ Rohaan asks. 

In the strange blue and red light, I see a hand lift up. I peer a little to see who it is. Surely, the diva herself wouldn’t claim that she pushed me into a fountain. 

I’m right. It’s Aseel. 

‘It was me,’ he says. 

Oh, you pitiful fool, I think. 

‘Aseel?’ Rohaan is shocked. 

‘It’s not him. He’s clearly covering for Shreya,’ I whisper to Rohaan. 

‘But you said you didn’t see...’

‘Yes, but I didn’t think this fool would want to be the patsy.’

‘Yes, I didn’t mean to push Alina ma’am. It just happened,’ Aseel says. 

‘Come and talk to me once we get back to the hotel,’ Rohaan tells him firmly. He goes back to sit and pulls me along. 

‘I’ll stay here,’ I protest. 

‘Shut up and sit Alina. The hotel is still some distance away.’

‘But the seat will get dirty and...’

‘And the seat can be cleaned. Just sit.’

I feel a bone deep exhaustion over the events of the day and I just sink into the seat and stare straight ahead. 

‘You know what?’ Rohaan says softly. 

‘What?’ I turn to him, aware that once more we’re sitting close together. 

‘I think you’re amazing.’

I shrink back in surprise. 

‘Why?’

‘Anyone else would be trembling in anger or shouting or crying. But you took the whole fountain dunking in your stride,’ he says. 

I’m pleased but I don’t want to admit it. 

‘Is this like a bus thing or a long distance trip thing?’ I ask him.

‘Huh?’

‘You being all sweet and nice to me. Is this only valid when we’re on a bus or whenever we’re on a school trip?’ 

He stares at me and settles back into his seat with a sigh. 

‘I don’t know what I’m doing,’ he admits. 

‘What do you mean?’ I ask him, curious but also desperate to know what’s going on in his head. Like I was, ten years ago. 

He exhales. ‘I think we need to talk. Can we, Alina?’ he asks. 

I nod. 

‘Tonight?’

My heart jumps up but I nod because I want to talk to him too. 

‘Let me get down at a mall and I’ll get you some clothes. You can shower and change into them,’ he says. 

I smile a little. ‘Thanks Rohaan.’

He stares at me steadily and then traces my chin lightly with his thumb, like he can’t help himself. My skin is clammy and cold and yet, I find his touch exhilarating. 

I can’t wait for tonight. 
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Dinner is again in the hotel’s restaurant but I can’t obviously sit down for dinner like this. So, I head on to my room where I take one look at myself in the bathroom mirror and I’m stunned. Speechless. 

I look ghastly, like a victim from a disaster movie. I realize this is the face that Rohaan has been seeing all this while. But that should be the least of my worries. It’s the students I’m worried about. I told them to go to their rooms to rest for a bit before we can go down for dinner. Rohaan hasn’t yet returned and I don’t expect him to be back for a while. I really, really hope that these kids don’t get into any sort of trouble until then. 

Obviously, that’s not going to happen. 

I undress quickly and then stand under the hot shower, rinsing away the sticky fountain water from my hair and my body. It takes me at least twenty minutes of scrubbing and washing myself till I feel clean and fresh and then I wrap a towel around my body and step out into the chilled room. 

So now I have no clothes. Literally. Until Rohaan turns up with something, I’m going to have to be in this towel? My thoughts are disrupted when my phone rings. Thank goodness my phone didn’t get wet when I got dunked in the fountain. My handbag had fallen on the ground when I slipped in the water.

It’s Aliya. 

I swipe the screen. 

‘Hey! How’s it going? Ammi said you were supposed to call but didn’t?’

Ammi would worry if she heard what happened. Aliya on the other hand might give me some perspective, skewed though, but I can’t bring myself to tell her all that happened.

‘It’s all good,’ I tell her finally. 

‘Really?’

‘Yes, why wouldn’t it be?’ I briefly wondered if any of the kids had uploaded the photos they’d taken of me on social media but even if they did, how would Aliya know?

‘You sound different.’

‘Different how?’

‘I don’t know. Your voice seems a little high. Higher than normal.’

Must be all that adrenaline. 

‘It’s just dealing with these kids and their drama. A couple broke up and the guy has already found a new girlfriend who happened to be the ex-girlfriend’s former best friend,’ I explain to her. It flummoxes her just as I’d hoped it would. 

‘I don’t know how you deal with it. I thought handling teen drama when we were teens ourselves was more than enough.’

‘I know. I just feel like shaking them sometimes and telling them not to go down this path. To stay focused on their studies.’

‘And how do you think that will go down?’ Aliya asks wryly. 

‘I know. That’s why I didn’t say anything. Rohaan on the other hand wanted to preach to them about safe sex.’

Oops. I shouldn’t have mentioned Rohaan at all. 

‘Aah. I see,’ Aliya says, as though she sees a lot more than there is. 

‘There’s nothing to see. I have to go now and get dressed for dinner,’ I tell her. ‘Tell Ammi I’m fine and there’s nothing to worry about.’ Saying so, I end the call. I’m still clutching the towel with one hand and then I look for the AC remote and fiddle with it till the temperature is a bit tolerable. 

My phone buzzes and I look at the screen. It’s a message from Arham. I feel a jolt of guilt because I haven’t thought about him at all. Maybe like once or twice when I day dreamed about kissing Rohaan and jolted myself out of it by reminding myself of Arham. 

How was the trip?

I don’t think I can tell him either of all that’s happened. I know he looks down on my job as something that I can give up at a whim. His whim. 

It’s good. Kids are having fun.

As far as I know, Arham thinks of my students as little kids whose idea of fun means they will be gallivanting across parks and playing hide ‘n seek. He just won’t be able to comprehend the idea of them as adults who are on the cusp of all things important in their lives. He certainly won’t think they need to get a safe sex lecture from the teachers. 

I can see he’s typing something. 

Ammi’s excited about the engagement.

I feel a ball of dread in my stomach. At the same time, I want to ask him if he’s excited about it too. But I don’t. Because I’m not excited. 

I realize what Aliya and Bhavana have been telling me all this while. Chemistry matters. Even though it can’t be the basis of a relationship, I love the feelings that Rohaan inspires in me. I like how he makes me feel, like I’m standing at the edge of the world, ready to soar if he’s by my side. 

I have never felt that way with anyone else. And I would be a fool if I were to just let it go. 

I don’t reply to Arham’s text and I put my phone away just as there’ s a knock on the door. I look down at myself. Shit. I’m in a towel and that’s probably Rohaan outside. I walk up to the door and look through the peephole. It is him.

I open the door a little and put my hand out. 

‘Um, thanks for this Rohaan,’ I tell him. 

He looks at my arm and then at my face. It’s all I’m showing him because I’ve positioned the rest of my body behind the door. He looks amused as he hands over the bag. 

‘Can we talk?’

‘Now?’ I ask as I take the bag and pull it in. It gets stuck between the edge of the door and the frame and I have to pull the door back so I can get the bag inside. As this day cannot possibly get any worse, my grip on my towel loosens and I’m now flashing one leg to Rohaan even as I try to push the door closed. 

His gaze drops to my leg and then up to me and he steps back. ‘You get dressed Alina. I’ll wait,’ he says in a low voice as he folds his arms. I shut the door and lock it and the towel drops at my feet. 

Shit. 

I pick it up and take the bag with me and walk up to the bed and quickly dump the contents of the bag there. I should have told him what to bring but I’d already felt odd that he was buying clothes for me and asking him to bring specifics would have been a little too much. 

He’s bought two long maxi dresses and he’s thankfully bought me underwear. I realize I hadn’t even told him about that. So thoughtful of him, I think as I quickly open the packaging and start wearing everything, hoping it fits. 

It does. Surprisingly well. 

I don’t know what to make of it except be thankful that I no longer have to appear before the students looking like a bedraggled drowned cat. I open the door and he’s still waiting outside. 

A smile grows on his face and I have to fight to keep one from mine. I give in and smile back. 

‘Thank you. This...’ I look down at the deep blue dress with yellow polka dots. ‘Not my style but I’m not being picky. Just glad I have clothes to wear thanks to you.’

‘You look nice in it,’ he says softly. 

I feel nice. Fresh and feminine. 

‘Your hair...’

He indicates my wet hair that’s straggling at the back. 

‘I’ll dry it in a bit. You wanted to talk? Where should we...’

‘Is it okay if I come in?’

I’m a bit taken aback. Also, my room is really messy but I feel churlish denying him this after he’s been so nice to me. 

‘Sure. Give me a minute.’

I quickly shut the door and pick up my discarded clothes and stuff them inside a laundry bag. I straighten the sheets and then put the extra dress back in the shopping bag that he got for me and then go back to the door and open it. 

He steps inside and then walks straight to the two single seater sofas that are at the other end of the room. 

‘May I?’ he asks. 

I nod. ‘Yes, of course.’

He sits down on one and then I sit down on the other. I feel nervous enough that my hands seem to be trembling slightly so I put them on my lap and hold them together tightly. 

He looks at me intently and I quail under his gaze. I’m extremely aware of my wet hair but I’d look foolish sitting here with a towel wrapped around my head, turban style. But why isn’t he saying what he came here to say? I have an urge to fill the silence and I can’t stop myself. 

‘Thank you for what you did back on the bus,’ I tell him, my throat working anxiously. 

‘Threatening the kids?’ he asks, with a sudden grin. I nod. 

‘Yeah, it’s not your style, right?’

‘But by god it felt so good to put the fear of god in them.’

I grin back at him. 

But we’re now staring at each other and the grins are replaced by something else. I’m acutely aware that there’s no one here who will look at us or make assumptions and I can sense the change in my breathing. 

He seems to collect himself and then shakes his head. ‘Alina, it feels stupid and pointless now but it isn’t. I want to talk to you about the Social.’ 

I had been expecting this but I don’t know what to say without sounding foolish. 

‘What about it?’

‘Rosa asked me to be her date and she wanted it to be a secret,’ he says. 

‘I know all this Rohaan,’ I tell him. 

‘But how?’ he looks confused. 

‘I met Rosa a year later at some intercollegiate fest. She was there with Anirudh. She told me the whole thing.’

His mouth drops open in shock. ‘Then why have you been so mad at me since I started working here?’ he asks. 

I take a deep breath. ‘Because you told me you’d explain but you didn’t bother to tell me anything. Even when I saw you during the exams, you just looked through me. That bit really hurt me Rohaan. And then anyway you disappeared without ever bothering to meet me and...’

‘I came to your house, Alina,’ he says. 

I stare back at him, shocked. 

‘What? When?’

‘I came the day after the social to talk to you. Your father and Amna met me outside, in the garden. Your father was not pleased that a boy was coming to meet you and Amna said that you hated me. And that you never wanted to talk to me again.’
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This changes everything. 

My mouth drops open. Stupid Amna! Why hadn’t she told me that Rohaan had come to meet me? How could she do this to me? I have to talk to her and ask her why she didn’t say anything. Was it because Abbu was with her? Had he said something to her as well? How could she keep this hidden from me all these years? 

But right now, I’m looking at Rohaan and reassessing everything I knew about him. Everything I thought I knew.

‘But you could have spoken to me during the exams, when we met in school,’ I tell him, trying to maintain some sort of control or hold over this new reality. My heart is pounding so loudly, I think he can also hear it. 

He looks down at his lap. ‘You know about my parents, right?’ he says softly. 

I nod. ‘I know they got divorced back then.’ 

He shakes his head. 

‘They didn’t. They’d been separated then, for a year.’

Oh. 

‘But they’d decided to get back together and try to see if they could make it work.’ He’s looking at his hands intently. 

‘And then?’

He shrugs. ‘The night of the Social, I went back home to a full-fledged fight between them. Ammi and Abba both were shouting at each other. Ammi was throwing Abba’s affairs at his face and Abba wasn’t to be left behind either. He brought up a cousin of Ammi’s who had wanted to marry her and was still in love with her, after all these years.’

My stomach turns to lead and it churns unpleasantly. I put my hand out to cover his. He doesn’t look up at me but he continues to speak. 

‘It was awful. The divorce was inevitable at that point. I’d been expecting the other shoe to fall for a long time but when it did, it was ugly and painful. My father had decided to move away to the US and he wanted to take me with him. My mother...’ He chuckles but it’s a mirthless sort of laugh. ‘My mother said she didn’t care. I kind of thought that they’d fight for me, but turned out neither of them really wanted me.’

My heart breaks for him. No wonder he hadn’t come back to India to meet his mother all these years. It must have hurt so much that she didn’t want him. 

‘So, I was going through all this shit. It’s a wonder I even cleared the Class 12 board exams. I knew that the moment the exams were done, I’d be going away with Abba. I’d already been told by your father and sister that I was not welcome. So, I just stayed away from you, Alina.’

My hands are still in his and he turns them over but he’s looking at me now and it feels like all the intervening years between us have melted away. 

‘I felt like my course in life was already charted and it didn’t seem to make any sense to drag you into my drama. Even though I liked you. A lot.’

My mouth is dry and I don’t know what to tell him. He’s stroking the base of my palm with his thumb. 

‘And then I came here to clear up my mother’s things and maybe sell the house but I didn’t feel like returning to New York because...’ He pauses and his eyes grow pained once more and I realize it’s because of that girl he broke up with.

‘Who was she?’ I want to know. I’m irrationally jealous of the girl who has this much power over him even from so many thousands of miles away.

He winces and shakes his head. ‘I really don’t want to talk about her,’ he says. 

I do. He looks at the determination in my eyes and shakes his head again. 

‘She’s in the past.’  His expression changes. He looks hopeful but also anxious as he takes a  deep breath. ‘All I want to know right now Alina, is if you’re going to be in my future. I know you’re getting engaged and...’

I pull him up and we’re both standing, face to face. This is the moment of truth, the one I’ve been avoiding all this time, especially since Rohaan came back in my life. My body crackles with subdued energy and I can see that he feels the same. His eyes widen ever so slightly. The room is so silent that I can hear our breaths. 

There are many things that I know nothing about. But I do know that I have never felt this way about anyone else. 

I don’t think I ever will. 

Slowly, his hands leave mine and go around to cup my face. His thumbs run over my cheeks slowly, testing and teasing, and I’m lost in his gaze. Heat swirls between us and my heart is thumping, racing, doing whatever it can to remind me why it feels this way, only in his presence. 

We both move closer to each other until I can see the flecks of gold in his caramel brown eyes. I can see the beginning of a stubble. I can see the way his lips part, ever so slightly. 

I have never wanted anyone as much as I want him in this minute. My tongue comes out to lick my dry lips and I can see his chest rise and fall. With a groan, he steps closer to me and pulls me flush against him. His arms are around me and I have to lift myself on my toes to put mine around his neck.

We’re still not kissing. The anticipation in this moment is killing me as he traces lines on my body with his palms. I can feel my nipples turn hard and I’m sure he can feel them too. 

‘You have no idea how long I’ve waited to do this,’ he whispers. His eyes are glittering as he finally lowers his head and touches my lips with his. Heat blooms along my face, my body, not unlike a wildfire that has no control over where it spreads. 

I groan as I kiss him back, gripping the back of his head, feeling flushed with heat and excitement. My body is trembling and I yearn to move closer to him. He brings his arms around me to grip me better and then he lifts me slightly, all while not breaking contact with my mouth. I understand his intentions as I wrap my legs around his waist and he steadies me with his hand at my back. 

Still kissing, he carries me to the bed where he sits down and I continue to straddle him and kiss him like I need him more than my next breath. He finally lifts his mouth away and cups my face with one shaky hand. 

‘Alina, I want you. So much.’

Instead of responding, I push him back on the bed and go along with him, emboldened somehow and I push up his tee shirt and kiss his flat stomach. I can feel the hard ridge of his erection and blushing, because I don’t know where I’ve got this sort of confidence, I brush him lightly over his jeans with the back of my fingers and he hisses out a breath. He places his hands on my waist and in seconds, he flips me over, so I’m below him and he’s above me.

Is being breathless with desire possible? Apparently, it is. I feel like all the air in the room has been sucked out, leaving me squirming, panting, reaching out to touch his face, pull him back to kiss me but he clearly has other plans. 

He bends down and nips along my jaw and then my neck and I arch into him. He breathes kisses on my skin and I feel a pulse building between my legs, the place that’s hot and wet and wants him desperately.  

‘What are you doing to me?’ My words come out as pants, and he shudders as he lowers his hands to cup my breasts. All the breath seems to leave my body in a rush. I’m looking at his hands, at how huge they seem on my body and I’m turned on beyond belief. 

‘I love your hands,’ I whisper. 

He squeezes my breasts and I let out a moan.

His thumbs make circles over my nipples and my spine arches in a bow.

‘Rohaan, please,’ I whisper, my voice hoarse. I don’t know what I want any more. I only know that I don’t want this moment to end. 

‘Please what?’ he asks, his voice low and growly and deep with need. 

‘I don’t know. I feel...’

‘What do you feel Alina?’ he asks a little unsteadily, as he diligently undoes the buttons of the dress. 

I lick my lips as he kisses the swell of my breasts and then he parts the dress until he’s looking at me in my bra. Our eyes meet and the hot desire in his unfurls something deep inside me. My body clenches in anticipation as I feel the delicious weight of him as he settles himself over me. My hands run over his biceps restlessly, each touch eliciting a breathy moan. 

I’m beyond shocked at myself. I didn’t think it was possible to feel this way, like static electricity is pulsing along my very nerves, crackling, energized, desperate for more. I’m yearning for something but I don’t know what. I’ve never gone this far with Arham or anyone else. It feels illicit and yet, it’s everything I want in this moment. 

‘You have no idea how many times I’ve fantasized about this,’ he whispers. My nipples are aching. They are like tightly furled buds and I instinctively know that I want his mouth there. The pressure building in my body is at once too much and not enough. 

‘About what?’ I manage to ask him softly, my breath coming in gasps. 

‘About having you at my mercy.’ 

We both look at each other and I nod, wordlessly giving him consent for what he wants to do. He pulls down the cups of the bra and stares at me for a moment. I’m liquid beneath him, rippling and waiting. His tongue peeps out and licks around my nipple and prickly sharp fire bursts under my skin. My chest is rising and falling and my mouth is dry. I reach out to clutch his hair and grind my legs against him restlessly. 

His large hand is at my waist, steadying me, anchoring me, and then his thumb dips into my navel, the same time that he blows on my nipple and then lowers his mouth to my breast and sucks. 

Hot fire skates along my nerves, and I let out a moan that sounds sexy, even to me. 

I mutter his name, not sure what I want him to do. I just don’t want this electric moment to stop. He lifts his mouth and then looks my glistening nipple and that same pulse pounds between my legs, begging, aching for release. 

‘Fuck, Alina. You look so pretty,’ he whispers. 

‘Like this?’ I ask him in a strangled voice, looking at myself, half exposed to him, stretched out on the bed for his enjoyment. 

I look indecent right now. 

‘Always. But today especially, seeing you in the clothes I bought for you, made me feel so much...’

‘Like a Neanderthal,’ I complete. His eyes darken and he uses his teeth to graze my nipple and I let out a yelp. But I know what he means and maybe because it’s him, I can tolerate it. He licks around my nipple but his hand is now under my dress, reaching higher, to the place I desperately want him to be.  

I’m a squirming mass of sensations now, my brain a non-functioning entity. But Rohaan’s eyes are fixed on mine as he pushes aside my panties and one finger slides inside my slick heat. My mouth drops open as new sensations begin to form on my skin, settling me alight. He groans and drops his mouth to the valley between my breasts, leaving kisses on my skin, his thumb running circles around my clit.

Everything inside me tightens and he lifts his head, staring down at me, his lips parted. I want to pull his head down for a kiss but I can’t move. I can feel my thighs tremble and my heart rate kicks up. My mouth dries as I feel the contractions and my stomach trembles and I turn my head and bite his bicep like I’d wanted to, all those days ago and I let go, licking the spot. He jerks in shock and he does something with his thumb and finger which triggers my orgasm. I blush when I realise he can feel me coming along his fingers too. His face is drawn tight, and he bites down on his lower lip, as if he’s trying to control himself.

What am I doing? What are we doing? How can we...

A sharp knock on the door freezes us both. 

I stare at Rohaan, and clutch his biceps, stricken at what we’re doing. Not because of what we were doing per se but because we doing it here. Now. When we’re both in charge of twenty five hormonal teens. 

There’s another knock on the door and I can hear a voice. It’s Madhu. 

‘Alina ma’am. Please help.’

Rohaan pulls out his finger and moves away from me and turns away while I rearrange my clothes with trembling hands. We’re both breathing heavily. My lips are swollen and I really hope no one will notice it.

‘Maybe you should stay in the bathroom till I ask her what’s happening,’ I whisper. 

He turns his head to look at me and blows out a breath. ‘You’re right. We shouldn’t have got carried away. Not now.’

I smile tremulously. ‘But I’m glad we did, Rohaan,’ I tell him as I make my way towards the door. Before I reach the door, he whirls me around and kisses me hard. Possessively. 

I feel hot. I feel wanted. I feel desirable. 

‘Alina ma’am!’ The knocking is urgent and I jump. I push him away regretfully and he steps towards the bathroom as I open the door. 

Madhu is standing there with Charu and they both look frightened. Oh god. 

‘What? What happened?’ I ask her anxiously as I step out of my room. 

‘It’s Kaushal,’ Charu says, wringing her hands.
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‘What happened? What’s going on?’ I ask them as I walk quickly down the corridor with them. I hope Rohaan has the sense to follow us because I’m sure we’re going to need both of us to fix this mess. Because I just know it’s big. Kaushal is capable of anything. Why oh why had I got distracted with him, as delicious as it had been? What has Kaushal done now? My face still feels flushed and I hope the girls think it’s to do with anxiety and nothing else.

Madhu looks worried and she’s biting her nails. ‘It’s better if you come and see ma’am,’ she says as they walk towards the boys’ rooms. 

‘Will you please tell me something at least?’ I ask her. I look at Charu. This is not good for my anxiety. ‘Girls! Someone tell me something, please!’

Madhu and Charu exchange a look with each other. Both of them look pale and frightened. 

‘Ma’am, Kaushal brought alcohol from home and he...’

‘He WHAT?’ I freeze in shock.

Madhu gulps. ‘They’re all here in Kaushal’s room. Please come and see for yourself.’

Charu looks at me nervously. ‘We didn’t drink. But a few of the others did. And it’s a mess.’

I push open the door to Kaushal and Aman’s room and walk inside. The scene is straight out of my nightmares. 

There’s an opened bottle of vodka on the bed. It’s dripping steadily onto the mattress. There are also boys and girls in various states of inebriation. Only a few of them are lucid and they all glare at Madhu and Charu for squealing on them. The ones who are not lucid, have actually passed out and I can see at least two places on the carpet where there is vomit. 

Kaushal looks at me and grins tipsily. ‘Ssssory,’ he slurs sibilantly. ‘But we jusht wanted to have shum fun.’

I close my eyes and open them, wishing this were a nightmare I can wake up from but of course it’s not. 

‘How many of you have had anything to drink from this bottle?’ I ask, nimbly making my way across the carpet so I don’t accidentally step on the vomit as I pick up the bottle. It’s three fourths gone. 

Some of the kids look at me as though I’m crazy. Of course. Why would they willingly admit to any of it? I can see Minakshi looking a little green and I know she’s going to heave any moment. 

Rohaan pushes open the door and steps inside and shuts the door behind him. We exchange a quick look that means nothing and everything at the same time. And then he takes in the scene around him.

‘Fuck,’ he mutters. And then he looks at the bottle in my hand and sighs. 

Shreya who is pretty drunk too, lets out a tipsy giggle, pointing her finger at him. ‘You said fuck,’ she says in a loud whisper. Someone else giggles. 

Rohaan looks worried and I feel like vomiting myself. He starts corralling the boys together while I grab Minakshi and take her to the bathroom where she promptly vomits in the toilet bowl. I hold her hair back until she empties the contents of her stomach, heaving repeatedly.

It takes us a little while to coordinate it but I manage to get the girls to Shreya’s room which is nearby while Rohaan stays back in Kaushal’s room. Some of the few straight arrows who hadn’t dared to touch the alcohol help us in cleaning up, and this includes Aseel who looks at me, a tad guiltily.

Thankfully, all the damage has been done only in Kaushal’s room. The other rooms haven’t been touched. I assign Madhu to make sure Minakshi and Shreya are fine while I head back to the boys’ room with Aseel following me. 

‘If you’d known he was going to do this, a little forewarning would have helped,’ I tell him as we enter the room once more. 

He shakes his head grimly. ‘What do you know ma’am? You were probably one of the popular kids in school. You have no idea what it means for someone like me to be a part of a group like theirs.’ Oh, how far he is from the truth but I have no intention of getting into my past. Not with a student when we’re faced with this awful mess. 

Rohaan looks up at us. He has been cleaning up the vomit from the carpet. Poor chap. 

‘Aseel, you needn’t have come forward directly. You could have tipped us off anonymously at least,’ I sigh as I set about straightening the room. Kaushal is sprawled over the sofa, snoring lightly. I hope he wakes up with the mother of all hangovers. 

Aseel doesn’t say anything but helps Rohaan in cleaning up. When Rohaan is done, he gets up from there and goes to wash his hands. I try not to track him with my eyes and I give myself a mental slap to be in the present and not back to the sexy hijinks we’d been up to in my room. I whip off the sheet and vodka fumes hit me from the mattress and I cough. Without talking, both Rohaan and I push open the windows and switch on the fans while switching off the AC. Hopefully, the fresh air should make it look less like a disaster. 

The problem with calling room service to help us out is that word would go back to Thakkar and it would also give a bad name to the school. Rohaan and I will have to bear the brunt anyhow. Rohaan’s arm touches mine accidentally while we’re pushing open the windows and we both look at each other quickly and look away just as soon.

I can’t help the blush that comes over my face when I think about the things we’d been up to, just minutes ago. It already feels like hours since he touched me. And I can’t believe I’d been so bold with him. I have no idea what came over me. But I wonder if I felt so brave and bold and so comfortable because it’s him. The most Arham has done is kiss me, and very perfunctorily at that. It was certainly not the wildfire in my veins kind of kiss that Rohaan and I indulged in. 

Once more, I need to focus on the moment and stop thinking R rated thoughts. I almost wish I was a teen myself and not an adult responsible for these kids and their shenanigans. 

‘I’d do anything to rewind time and be back in your room with you,’ Rohaan says ever so softly, and I jump in shock when I realise he’s just behind me. 

‘Hush,’ I tell him, unable to summon any sort of indignation towards him. Then I glance at Aseel who looks miserable and I nod in his direction. Rohaan’s gaze follows mine. 

‘Aseel, we’re not holding you responsible,’ Rohaan says as he walks over to the other boy. Aman is lying face down on the carpet, snoring. I roll him to his side, just in case he vomits again. His face is red from being squashed on the carpet. 

‘You kind of are,’ Aseel says to Rohaan, shrugging, a defensive look on his face.

‘Of all the kids here, I think you’re one of the most responsible. This could have gone seriously wrong. What if someone got alcohol poisoning? It’s perfectly possible, you know,’ Rohaan says. 

Aseel’s face pales. ‘I didn’t think it would get that bad.’

I get up from the carpet and walk up to him. ‘Aseel, I know you like Shreya. So much that you took the blame for dunking me in the fountain today.’

He turns pink. 

‘Ma’am that was actually me only.’

I shake my head. ‘You need to get your priorities right.’

Rohaan pats my elbow, indicating that he’s got this, that he’ll talk sense into Aseel. So, I walk back to check on the girls. Madhu and Charu are talking quietly and they look up when I walk in. 

‘These two doing okay?’ 

Madhu nods but looks a little unsure. ‘I was coming to get you ma’am. Minakshi is breathing a little funny,’ she says. 

What? I hurry up to her and count her breaths. It doesn’t seem normal to me. 

Shit. Shit. This night just got worse. 
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Rohaan and I are pacing in the hospital corridor, and I’m worried sick. It doesn’t help that Minakshi’s parents have been calling me relentlessly for updates. They left for Mysore the moment I called up and informed them that we were taking her to the hospital for treatment. 

We didn’t even wait for an ambulance. I called Kumar and told him we needed to go to the hospital and we loaded her onto the bus and came to the closest hospital, right away.

Rohaan also looks rather tormented. ‘Shit. You kept telling me these kids would do something. I should have taken you more seriously,’ he says, running his hand through his hair. 

‘What if something happens to her?’ I ask him, my anxiety spiralling out of control. He looks at me, concerned but before he can say anything, his phone rings and he answers it. It’s Thakkar. 

‘Yes, we’re waiting for the doctors to tell us more,’ he tells her. I wince. 

I think it’s safe to say that both of us are out of jobs now. I can hear Thakkar’s shouts even from here. He exhales as he ends the call and walks up to me and holds my elbow, pressing down at the juncture with his thumb. I find it mildly calming and maybe he knows that too. That’s why he's doing it. Still, anxiety rears up once more. 

‘You think the other kids are going to be fine?’ I ask him.

He nods. ‘They’re all right. I called up Aseel and checked in just two minutes ago. You were busy pacing a hole in the corridor then,’ he says smiling a little. We’ve had to leave Aseel and Madhu in charge of the rest of the students. 

‘How did Minakshi get the worse of it?’ I ask, clutching my head in my hands.

He shrugs. ‘Apparently, she was trying to show off for Aman’s benefit, and she drank quite a bit.’

‘Shit. Stupid, stupid girl.’ Tears collect in my eyes and I sniffle. 

‘Hey, look here. It’s going to be okay,’ he says, running his thumb over my cheeks and collecting my tears. ‘She’s going to be all right. We took her to the hospital on time.’

I shudder and then allow him to hold me. His presence is comforting even though my anxiety keeps rising. I won’t be able to rest until I know for sure that she’s okay. We stay that way for a few moments until my phone buzzes again. 

‘It’s her parents. They spoke to me just two minutes ago. What do I tell them?’ I ask him, agonized. 

‘That the doctors are treating her.’

‘I already told them that, but I don’t blame them,’ he says. I don’t blame them either. I’d be worried sick too. 

I answer the call and I’m about to tell them that there’s no new update when I see a doctor emerge from the emergency ward where they’re treating her. 

‘Um, hold on Mrs Shetty. The doctor is here,’ I tell her. 

‘Keep me on the line! I want to hear what he says,’ she says, her voice high. 

‘How’s she, doctor?’ Rohaan asks. 

‘She’s doing much better. You got her right on time. We had to pump her stomach and we’ve started an IV. She should be okay but we’d like to keep her overnight for observation.’

Relief floods me and I almost crumple to the ground. Thank god. Thank god. 

‘She’s going to be fine, Mrs Shetty. I hope you heard the doctor,’ I tell her on the phone. She sniffles. 

‘Thank you Alina. But I’m going to have words with the school management,’ she says, her voice firming up.

Again, I don’t blame her. If that was my child, then I’d want heads rolling as well. I touch my neck instinctively and let out a shuddering breath as I end the call. 

Rohaan is talking to the doctor and when the doctor goes back inside, he turns to me and pulls me close. ‘She’s going to be fine,’ he murmurs into my neck. 

‘I think we can sit down now,’ I tell him, a smile almost forming on my face. 

He nods and together, both of us walk up to the plastic chairs in the waiting area where we both collapse.

‘I have the worst headache possible,’ I tell him. 

‘I give very good massages,’ he says softly.

I smile weakly. ‘Is that what they’re calling it these days?’ 

His face turns serious. ‘No sweetheart, I meant it. Let me massage your neck. Your muscles are all tense and locked.’

I stare at him for a few long moments. Not too long ago, he was just a memory, an embarrassing memory at that. I marvelled at how soon he’d become so important to me. I put my hand on his and squeezed and he kissed my temple. 

‘Shall I?’

‘Okay,’ I tell him and angle myself towards him to give him better access. It’s just ten in the night but it feels like much later. The waiting area has just a couple of other people. He puts his hands on my shoulders and the back of my neck and starts pressing and squeezing and I find myself become limp under his ministrations. 

‘Can you please stop groaning,’ he asks me after a few moments of his magical treatment. 

‘What? I’m groaning?’ I ask, turning around to look at him. 

He nods. ‘And I’m sorry if my mind is in the gutter but you’re making very sexy sounds and I can’t do what I really want to.’ He looks at my mouth intently. ‘And you’re making it difficult for me to sit here.’

I glance down at his crotch and realize what he means. Heat climbs into my face. 

‘Why, you look so delectable when you blush, Ms Khan,’ he murmurs, tucking a strand of my hair behind my ear. 

I don’t care that we’re in a public place because I lean forward and kiss him lightly. He’s just so irresistible. He smiles. 

‘There’s a lot I want to do too, but we’ll hold off because that’s what got us in this mess,’ I tell him, cupping his cheek lightly and letting go. 

Sighing, he settles back in his seat. ‘I should have spoken up earlier,’ he says. 

‘Which reminds me that I need to give Amna a dressing down.’

He turns to me. ‘Why didn’t she say anything to you?’

I shake my head. ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’

He reaches out and holds my hand. I want to ask him what’s next for us but I don’t because I’m the one who’s almost engaged. I have to break off with Arham and then...what if Rohaan doesn’t want to marry me? What if the experience with his parents made him bitter towards the idea of marriage? 

Ammi will have apoplexy. All these days, she has been walking as if on air. She has been gloating to Samira Phuppu about Arham’s qualifications and his fancy new job. And now, if I tell her that I want to marry Rohaan, not Arham, but there’s a hitch - I don’t know if he wants to marry me, she’s going to be really upset. 

‘What?’ 

‘What do you mean, what?’ I ask him. 

‘You’re looking a bit lost.’

I really do want to ask him and clarify what we’re going to do next, but his phone rings once more. 

‘Jeez, this woman thinks she owns me,’ he mutters as he lets go of my hand and answers the call. ‘Yes. Yes Ms Thakkar. Minakshi is fine. She’s recovering. Yes, of course her parents know.’ There’s silence for a bit. ‘I’m sorry but we took the call that’s best for Minakshi and not the school’s reputation. Yeah, I got that. Thanks. Goodbye.’

He turns to me. 

‘I cannot believe this woman,’ he says. 

‘Let me guess. She wants to know why you called Minakshi’s parents.’

He nods. ‘According to her, this could have been managed in-house. Whatever the fuck does in-house mean?’

‘Well, Mrs Shetty isn’t going to let go so easily. So, she’s got her task cut out for her.’

He shrugs. ‘Too bad I won’t be around to see it. She just fired me.’

‘For real?’ I ask him, horrified. 

He nods. 

‘Shit. What are you going to do now?’

He shrugs. ‘I don’t know. Maybe I’ll finally get down to selling my mom’s house. Write my next book. Go back to New York.’

He’s staring at me steadily, as if waiting for my reaction. But hearing that he wants to go back to New York makes me feel like I’ve been slammed into a wall headfirst. And yet, it’s like he’s waiting for me to ask him - what about us?

Is this his round about way of asking me about our future? I shut my eyes briefly. I’m tired. I’ve had a really shitty day and I’m not in the mood for mind games. 

‘So, you’ll just go back to New York?’ I ask him finally. 

‘Well, you’re going to be in New York too, right? With Arham?’ he asks, with a cheeky grin. I get up from there and start walking away.

‘Asshole,’ I call out to him, uncaring that other people can hear me.

I can hear him coming behind me. ‘Alina, come on. I was just kidding. I’m sorry,’ he says as he tugs at my elbow and makes me turn around. My heart is pounding painfully because I’ve realized just now that what was a crush ten years ago has deepened into something more now. And if he decides he doesn’t want me, I don’t think I’ll be able to recover from it. 

I love you.

The thought seems to have beamed itself into my head and I lick my lips nervously. I don’t think I’ve ever felt like this about anyone else. I’ve certainly not felt like saying it to Arham. But I can’t tell Rohaan what I feel now. Not when he’s just behaved like a jackass with me. 

‘Somehow, despite all these years and all your refinement, you really haven’t changed have you?’ I manage to ask. I’m surprised my voice still works, given the life-changing epiphany I’ve just had. 

He shuts his eyes briefly and steps closer, making my senses go haywire. ‘I’m sorry. It’s just that it’s so easy to rile you up and you make it so irresistible.’ He touches his forehead to mine. 

‘I’m jobless, Alina. Whatever will you tell your mother when you introduce me to her?’

I put my head on his shoulder. ‘Considering what a big fan she’s become of your writing, I think she’ll be thrilled to meet you.’

‘That’s actually a little embarrassing,’ he says. ‘You think she’s read Pg 196?’

I look up at him, my arms coming around his waist. He’s referring to a really raunchy scene in the book that had made my toes tingle when I read it. 

‘I can confirm that she has read Pg 196,’ I tell him with a smile of my own, even though I know no such thing. This is just payback.

‘Ouch.’

‘Yeah, ouch.’
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It is a very sombre group at breakfast in the hotel the next day. Minakshi is still in the hospital and will be returning to Bangalore with her parents while the rest of us are cutting our trip short because Thakkar wants us to come back right away once we check out of the hotel. Rohaan and I returned to the hotel only after Minakshi’s parents arrived and after Mrs Shetty assured us that we could go back.

The students are horrified to learn that Rohaan has been fired. He didn’t want to tell them anything but they heard both of us arguing - Rohaan wanted to come back on his own while I told him I still needed him to be on the bus with me, whether or not he’s been fired. I couldn’t possibly be responsible for 24 students on my own. I also didn’t want to spend the entire journey without him.

‘We’ll talk to Ms Thakkar. We’ll tell her it’s not your fault,’ Charu says. Rohaan shakes his head with a slight smile on his face.

‘It’s okay, Charu. She’s angry because we called Minakshi’s parents,’ he says. 

‘She should fire me as well then,’ I tell him resolutely.

He shakes his head again and looks around at all the students who are ostensibly getting their food from the buffet but are lingering near our table, trying to listen in to our conversation. 

Rohaan and I are sitting together and I don’t really care what the students make of it. Of course, we’re behaving with decorum and not even holding hands or anything but observant eyes might notice that whatever walls there were between the two of us have completely disappeared now. 

‘It was great being your teacher. For even such a short period of time,’ he tells them. No one responds. Aseel shakes his head. 

‘I’m sorry sir, but we’re not going to let go of you so easily. We’ll protest outside Thakkar’s office if that’s what it takes. Also, what will she do about the creative writing program that she started because you joined the school?’

Rohaan shrugs. ‘I guess she’ll ask Ms Rehman to complete it. Maybe she was hoping I’d help her get it published as well but I don’t know anyone in the publishing industry here in India,’ he says. 

To my surprise, a very sober but also serious looking Shreya speaks up. ‘Aseel is right. If it hadn’t been for you or Alina ma’am, who knows what could have happened. We can’t let you leave us so soon.’

‘There’s not much anyone can do,’ Rohaan says, a little regretfully. 

‘I’m sure there are some rules against wrongful termination,’ Madhu says firmly. ‘We could sue her.’

‘Someone has been watching a lot of Suits,’ Rohaan says with a grin even as Madhu blushes. 

‘Well, if anyone has to be sued, it has to be Kaushal,’ Shreya says firmly, holding her plate in one hand. I want to tell her where this conviction was when she had glugged vodka from him last night. He had done what he did because he knew it would meet with her approval and everyone would look at him like a hero. But I don’t say anything for now. It would be unwise to upset the delicate balance that has sprung up here. So, I merely shrug. 

‘That’s not going to happen. The school management will find a way to blame us. That we should have checked his bag or whatever. Where’s he by the way?’ I ask, looking around. I can’t see him. 

‘He’s in his room. He says he doesn’t want breakfast,’ Aseel says. 

‘I’ll go and talk to him after breakfast and then we can check out and leave,’ Rohaan says. 

I nod, wishing things hadn’t turned out like this. But despite the horrific events of the night, I’m unable to see this trip for the disaster it’s been because it brought Rohaan and me, back together. 

Last night, sitting together at the hospital waiting for Minakshi’s parents, drinking watery coffee from the hospital cafeteria and eating stale cheese sandwiches for dinner turned out to be the strangest first date ever. When I mentioned it to Rohaan, he was quite aghast. 

‘This can’t be our first date. I’ll take you out somewhere good. I promise,’ he said fervently.

I honestly didn’t care as long as I had him with me and we could talk and snuggle together. But I still wanted to know about his ex, the woman who had sent him running from New York. I hated the way his face became haunted whenever I brought her up but I needed to know about her, so we could put her to rest, metaphorically speaking of course. 

‘At least tell me her name,’ I insisted. 

‘Why?’ he asked, his eyes narrowed. 

‘So, I can stalk her on social media,’ I told him with a smile. 

He frowned and shook his head. ‘I’ll give you her name if you promise not to do that.’

‘But...’

‘That’s the deal,’ he said.

‘But why?’

He looked away, and once more, there was so much hurt on his face, that it twisted my heart. Was he really over her?

‘For once can you just do as I say?’ he asked me grimly. 

‘Fine.’ I was annoyed. 

He sighed. ‘Her name is Minahil Choudhry. She’s half Pakistani, half American,’ he said. 

Noted. But then he gave me a firm shake of his head. ‘No stalking her, please. I’m here, with you. Not there, with her.’

And I realized he was right. That was what mattered. 

As we get onto the bus, Kaushal joins us. He looks haunted and he has dark circles under his eyes. He walks up to me and I look up, surprised. 

‘Alina ma’am, I’m sorry for everything,’ he says.

Why is he apologizing to me, specifically. And then it hits me. 

‘You did away with my luggage then?’ I ask him softly. He nods. 

‘I hid it inside the school office building so that the driver wouldn’t see it. That’s why it didn’t get loaded on the bus.’

‘Why Kaushal?’ I ask. I really wish I could get inside his head and see why he did the things he did. Or maybe not. 

He sighs. ‘I don’t know. I thought it would be fun. I’m sorry again.’ Saying so, he walks to the back of the bus. Everyone is treating him like a pariah and he sits down alone. 

‘I hope he’ll be okay,’ I tell Rohaan who nods grimly. 

‘I suggested that he go for counselling and he agreed,’ he says. 

‘Counselling?’ I wrinkle my nose. ‘Really?’

He nods. ‘Yes Alina. Really. He needs help.’

‘Okay. Maybe you’re right. I just hope his friends forgive him.’

‘He’s better off without such friends anyway,’ he says. 

‘You think?’

‘Well, maybe it’s time he made new friends,’ he shrugs. 

‘Why did he pick on me, I wonder.’

‘Let me guess,’ Rohaan says warmly as the bus starts moving. ‘He probably thought the understated but sexy Chemistry teacher was too strait-laced and uptight and needed to be brought down a few pegs.’

‘What?’ I look at him, shocked.

‘Well, you know how you think you look prim and proper in your saris?’ 

‘I don’t just think that I look prim and proper! I am!’ I protest.

He grins and then chuckles, shaking his head. 

‘What?’ I ask. 

‘Nothing,’ he whispers, as he holds my hand. 

‘You better tell me, Rohaan!’ I whisper furiously. 

‘I’m pretty sure all the boys in your class have been trying to imagine you in something other than the saris you wear,’ he says finally. 

I’m horrified. 

‘Um, you do know how a teenage boy’s mind works, don’t you?’ he says. I shake my head. Ugh. I don’t want to know. Then I frown at him. 

‘What about you?’

‘What about me?’ he frowns.

‘Did you also...’ I wave in the general direction of the students sitting behind us. 

‘What? Have a crush on a teacher?’

‘Yes! Did you also have a crush on Ms Vasudev? Or Ms Bose?’ I ask. 

‘Um, no,’ he says, looking at me like I’m crazy. 

‘Why not?’

‘They didn’t exactly look like you. And anyway, I was busy crushing on you in school.’

We stare at each other for a few charged moments and then I’m pretty sure that the students sitting right behind us or across the aisle get an eyeful when I lean close and kiss him. 
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My anxiety that the weekend is over and I have to face harsh reality comes upon me soon enough. I don’t know how I’m going to break the news to Ammi and well, Arham, that I don’t want to marry him. 

As the bus stops for a coffee break near Bangalore and everyone gets down to stretch their legs, Madhu and Charu approach me, and I smile at them absently. Rohaan has gone to the restroom along with some of the boys. 

‘Ma’am what are you going to do?’ Madhu asks me.

‘What do you mean?’ I ask her. 

‘Now that Rohaan Sir has been fired.’

I frown at her and then roll my eyes. ‘Stop with the sly implications, girls,’ I tell them.

‘Oh, we’re not being sly. We’re just wondering,’ Charu says, looking at me innocently.

‘Wondering what?’ I’m not sure I want to know. 

‘About your fiancé,’ Madhu replies. 

‘I’m not engaged yet.’ Aargh. Why am I defending myself before a group of seventeen year olds?

‘That’s good. Because we don’t know anything about this person but we do know that we like Rohaan Sir a lot.’

I like him a lot too but of course I don’t tell them that. I try to glare at them, to restore a little of the strict-teacher-they-shouldn’t-mess-with vibe but it’s clearly not working. 

‘You’re looking very nice in this dress by the way,’ Madhu says. I look down at the yellow maxi dress I’m wearing with tiny pink flowers on it. This is the other outfit that Rohaan had got for me. 

‘Thanks,’ I tell her with a smile. She smiles back. This is it. All my equilibrium and carefully maintained persona of the past few years has gone down the drain. 

Rohaan is back and he makes a beeline directly for me. The other students melt away but I am aware that all eyes are on us. 

‘This trip has been weird but I’m actually sad it’s ending so soon,’ I tell him as he sits down at the table and sips his coffee. 

‘When I heard that both of us were going together, I kind of thought you’d try to beg off, look for some excuse to not be on the same bus as me,’ he says. 

‘I thought of a number of reasons. They were all pointless. And I think a part of me was a little excited about spending time with you,’ I admit. 

He reaches out and holds my hand and this time, everyone can see it. 

*****
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When the bus is near the school, I sit up straighter. Here it is. My dose of reality. Rohaan is asleep and I stare at him a little longer than I should. I pull out my phone from my bag and look at the screen. 

Messages from Aliya. 

Messages from Bhavana. 

Messages from Arham. 

I wince and tap them open one by one because I haven’t checked my phone from morning. 

Aliya - When are you back?

Bhavana - What’s up? Why the radio silence? What did you two get up to? (Wink emoji)

Aliya - Arham and his parents are coming home today

What? 

I sit straighter and tap open Arham’s message. 

We’re coming to your place today. Ammi wants to discuss the wedding date. She wants to know what time you’ll be back.

Shit.

I thought I’d have a little time before my world imploded. But clearly, everything has to happen today. 

This couldn’t have happened at a worse time. Why did his parents have to come today of all days? What’s the hurry? 

I don’t like this feeling in my tummy. I feel like I might puke at any moment. I envision going up to Arham’s parents and telling them that I have changed my mind about marrying their son. What plausible reason can I give them? 

Well, the only one that really makes sense is that I don’t love him. Because I love someone else. I’d thought I’d have more time to figure out a strategy. I’d thought I’d talk to Ammi first and make her understand all this. But now, I feel like my hand is being rushed and I don’t like it at all. 

Rohaan sits up and blinks. 

‘We’re almost there,’ he says gruffly, looking out of the window. 

I want to tell him about Arham and his family but at the same time, I’m not sure if he wants to be dragged into my mess. He hasn’t told me what his plans are. Apart from some vague mention of the future, he hasn’t said what he wants to do about us, once we return to Bangalore. 

‘Yeah,’ I tell him. I actually do want to tell him about Arham and his family coming home. After all, shouldn’t we be in this together? But I feel like I’m making assumptions about him once more, like I’d done in school and how had that turned out after all?

Once bitten, twice shy.

I need him to come outright and tell me what his plans are. Preferably without me asking him about them because that will make me sound needy and I don’t want to be that. 

‘Can we have dinner tomorrow?’ he asks me in a low voice, unaware of the turmoil in my head. 

‘Sure. Yeah, why not,’ I tell him. I could deal with it. After all, I’m going to go home and throw a bomb at my life. So why not have dinner with him tomorrow?

‘Come to my place? I’ll cook dinner for us,’ he continues in that toe-curling low voice of his, lifting my hand and kissing my knuckles. His bristly chin grazes me pleasantly and despite all my worries, my body still reacts to him, reminding me of what we’d gotten up to in my hotel bedroom last night. 

‘Aww,’ someone whispers. I turn around and to my horror, I can see that all the girls are kneeling on their seats. Looking at us. 

Rohaan blushes but he brazens it out. ‘Show’s over ladies. School is almost here.’ There are hushed whispers around us. 

Kumar turns the bus into the school premises and I brace myself for what’s going to happen even here. I really hope Thakkar hasn’t come here to greet us and give everyone a lecture on how we’ve dragged the school’s name through mud. 

But among all the other parents and their cars, I can’t spot hers. I have no idea what the other parents are going to do when they hear of what happened in the hotel last night. In fact, I have no idea what Kaushal’s parents would do to him too. What is Thakkar going to do to him? I actually feel sorry for him momentarily. 

The bus stops at its usual spot in the pavilion and soon, everyone is getting down. 

‘I have to get my luggage from the school office,’ I tell Rohaan and make my way towards the office. 

‘I’ll drop you home,’ he says.

‘Okay,’ I tell him with a weak smile. He frowns. 

‘Everything okay, Alina?’ he asks. I nod quickly and walk away to the office where I pick up my luggage and make my way back to the parking lot, waving goodbye to some of the students, not willing to get into more conversations with them. I’ve had enough of them this weekend already. 

‘Ready?’ Rohaan asks me, as he joins me. I decide impulsively that I’m going to tell him about Arham’s messages that he and his family are coming over today. 

‘So, everything is not okay actually,’ I tell him. 

Instead of responding to me, asking what happened, I can see that he’s staring straight ahead to his car. 

A tall beautiful woman in a rust silk jumpsuit is standing near his car, her dark glasses obscuring her face. She’s gorgeous. Breathtakingly so. She looks like a model or an actress. 

I look at Rohaan. 

What’s this? 

Who’s this?

But he’s already walked up to her as I struggle to keep up. 

‘What the hell are you doing here, Minahil?’ he asks. 
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Fool me once, shame on you. 

Fool me twice...

I stare at Rohaan as he jogs up to this beautiful creature who is supposedly his ex and she throws her arms around him and kisses him. 

On the mouth.

How dare she?

No, make that HOW DARE SHE?

He puts her back and he says something to her and only then he remembers that I exist and he turns to me. I’m gratified when I notice that he looks stricken. I walk up to him since he did say he was going to drop me but I wonder if he’s going to be ruthless or heartless enough to tell me to get a cab while he takes this...this dazzling woman back with him to his house. Where he’ll make dinner for her. Like he promised to make dinner for me, tomorrow night. 

Is any of that still on? Are we still a thing? Because even though he’s set her back, she’s still holding on to his elbow lightly, like she needs his support to stand. I have a litany of unkind thoughts pulsing through my head and I cannot stop myself from thinking them.

‘Hi,’ I manage as I make my way up to them. I wish I’d thought to wash my face or apply lipstick or eyeliner because I feel drab in comparison to her. 

‘Alina, this is Minahil. Minahil, Alina,’ Rohaan introduces us to each other perfunctorily. A part of me wants to walk away from here, telling him that I’ll get a cab for myself or an auto. But I push down that part of me, because I’m not going to be side-lined. Not now. Not when we’ve just found each other. 

Because I’m not giving up what I have with him so easily. This Minahil can take her toned abs and ass right back to New York from where she came. 

Is this really you? A tiny voice in my head sputters to life. This combative woman who’s willing to fight for her man? Yes, I tell the voice firmly. Yes, this is me now. I’ve finally taken off the blinders I was wearing where Rohaan was concerned. There’s no way I’m going back to the status quo. Not unless he wants her back. 

Does he?

I recall the haunted look in his eyes whenever he spoke of this mystical woman and I rue that I promised him I wouldn’t stalk her on social media. Why didn’t he want me to look her up? Because I’d feel this way? Inferior and incompetent? 

Incompetent? 

Let’s see if she can recite the periodic table in her sleep. Backwards. 

Okay, that’s not a reason for Rohaan to be with me, really. But we had something. 

We have something. And I’m not willing to let it go of it, or him, yet. 

‘Shall we?’ I ask him, indicating the car. He’s taken aback, as though he had expected me to walk off angrily and is surprised that I’m still taking up his offer to drop me home. A sort of tremulous smile grows on his face and he nods. 

This Minahil, whoever she is, looks me up and down, rather frankly as if just noticing a pesky fly.

‘You’re in my way,’ I tell her, smiling sweetly as I indicate that I’m sitting in front with Rohaan. 

‘Ro, we need to talk,’ she tells him, looking a bit annoyed at having to move away while I open the passenger door in the front and get inside. Then I remember that I’ve left my luggage outside, in my hurry to stake my claim here. Thankfully, Rohaan is picking up both our suitcases and he goes back around and deposits them in the boot. 

‘I don’t know what there’s left to talk about,’ he tells her. 

Get inside the car, I want to tell him.

‘Ro, I made a mistake.’

He gets inside the car silently and looks at me, as though to check if we’re okay. I don’t know what to tell him. What is she doing here, I ask him silently. Amazingly, he seems to understand my unasked question and he shrugs. 

To my dismay, she pulls open the back door of the car and gets inside, immediately filling up the space with her expensive perfume. I can feel it in the back of my throat and I have to clear my throat a couple of times. 

She blows out a breath and then Rohaan starts the car. I want to see her expression, at having been relegated to the backseat, but I pretend she’s not in the car. And yet, I can’t be rude enough to completely ignore her existence. 

So, we drive in silence and honestly, I didn’t need this added anxiety of Rohaan’s beautiful ex turning up at school. 

‘Ro, where are we going?’ she asks. Why is her voice so husky and cultured and perfect? I probably sound like a squeaky Minnie Mouse in comparison. 

‘I’m going to drop Alina home. And then I’ll drop you to your hotel or wherever you’re staying,’ Rohaan says without even looking at her in the rear view mirror. 

There’s a moment of silence. 

‘I thought I’d stay with you,’ she says. 

‘I don’t think that’s possible Minahil,’ he says firmly. I really do want to turn around and look at her face. 

‘But why not? We lived together for two years and...’

She trails off when he freezes her with a look in the rear view mirror and that’s when her words register. 

They lived together.

Oh man. This is bad. I need explanations. I need to know why he didn’t tell me how serious he’d been about her. Whatever she did, I’m sure he’ll find it in himself to forgive her eventually. 

If he loves her.

But does he?

He glances at me but the look on his face is blank. There’s no reassurance there and suddenly I feel like a child in the middle of a fight that two adults are having. Why did I do this? Why did I inveigle myself into this situation? 

No one says a word for another fifteen minutes and the atmosphere inside the car is arctic. Rohaan glances at me once when we’ve reached the city. 

‘You live in the same house, right?’ he asks softly. 

I nod. ‘It’s in...’

‘I know,’ he says as he steers the car towards Richmond Town. 

My heart is palpitating. What’s going to happen after he drops me home? Will he take this woman to his house? What do they have to talk about? Why is she here?

‘So how does Rohaan know you again?’ Minahil asks from the back seat. ‘I assume you’re colleagues.’

I look at him, not sure of what I’m expected to say. He’s looking straight ahead.

‘Yes, we’re colleagues. But not any more,’ I tell her without turning around. 

‘Why? What happened?’ she asks. 

I can see Rohaan’s hands have tightened on the steering wheel.

‘I got fired.’

‘Aww, baby. I wish I’d known. I would have bought some...’

I cut her off mid-sentence. ‘Actually, Rohaan and I know each other from school. And we’re together.’

There’s a hushed silence in the car. Rohaan isn’t looking at me but there’s a slight smile on his face. 

‘What did you say your name was?’ Minahil asks me after a pause. 

‘Alina. Why?’ I ask her, this time turning around to take in her expression. 

‘Alina,’ she whispers, as though figuring out something. I don’t know what she means but at a traffic signal, I look at Rohaan’s hand on the gear and I put mine over his. 

I’m making my claim on him. 

She sighs when she sees this. ‘You poor fools,’ she says softly but she doesn’t say anything after that. 

How dare she turn up out of nowhere and be so condescending to me? To Rohaan?

‘So, I’m a teacher and Rohaan’s a writer. What exactly do you do?’ I ask her. 

‘She preens,’ Rohaan says. ‘And she pretends. That’s all she knows to do.’

‘Stop this car right now,’ Minahil says, in a tone that implies she’s used to people listening to her the moment she opens her lush mouth. 

‘Sorry. No can do. I’ll drop you wherever you want once I drop Alina to her place,’ Rohaan says as he turns the car into the lane where my house is. 

He brings the car to a stop just outside my gate. 

He looks at me, but I have a feeling that this is more for Minahil’s benefit.

‘I forgot to tell you, but Minahil is also my father’s fiancée,’ he says. 

I gasp. What the hell. Does that mean...

I almost turn around to look at her but I don’t because now I know the reason for the pain in his eyes. I wish I could say something to him, to alleviate his misery but I have no words. Just as I open my mouth to tell him that I want to come and meet him today, from the opposite end, another car comes to a stop right before my gate. 

I realize that in all this Minahil drama, I forgot to tell Rohaan about Arham. Because it’s Arham’s car right before us and he’s getting down along with his mother and his father. His mother beams when she sees me, not even frowning at the fact that I’m being dropped by some male colleague. 

Rohaan looks at me in confusion. ‘What’s going on? Who are they?’ he asks. 

‘I’ll explain later,’ I promise him and get down from the car. Minahil gets out from the back seat and comes around to where I was sitting. Rohaan’s face turns grim but he’s still looking at me, expecting an explanation from me. 

And then Kausar auntie pulls me in for a hug.

‘My bahu!’ she exclaims.
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The three of us are shut in my room - Aliya, Amna and I - while Ammi is sitting outside with a very confused Arham and his baffled parents.

‘What the hell, Alina! Why do you have to do this now?’ Aliya whispers. Just minutes ago, I had extricated myself from Kausar auntie and excused myself to walk inside the house and take my sisters with me to my room, while Ammi looked on, confused. 

‘Where are you three going? Oh! Arham is here,’ Ammi said as she welcomed them inside the house.

‘Ammi, give us a few moments,’ I told her and here we are. Aliya is not amused but there’s a mutinous look on Amna’s face.

I shake my head. ‘Ask her. Apparently, Rohaan came home the day after the Social and she and Abbu met him and told him to get lost.’

Amna frowns. ‘So? Why are we talking about him now? You’re getting engaged to Arham right?’

I shut my eyes. ‘Amna, just tell me what happened that day. Please.’

‘But why?’

‘Because I love him, okay? And I know he feels something for me too,’ I tell her furiously. Aliya covers her mouth in shock. Amna looks stricken.

‘You drama queen! You had to wait till Arham came home with his parents to realize this?’ Aliya asks. 

‘No, you fool. I didn’t plan this on purpose. I didn’t know Arham was coming home today.’

‘What do you mean you love him? You don’t love Arham?’ Amna asks. 

I shake my head. 

‘But why? I thought you said he’s perfect for you!’

‘That’s not how this works. I can’t decide that someone is perfect for me and then plan on falling in love with him,’ I explain to her fervently. I hold her by her elbow and make her sit down on my bed. 

‘Why didn’t you tell me anything all these years? Why did you keep quiet?’ I ask her. ‘Did Abbu say something?’

She’s silent for a few moments, looking down at her hands in her lap and then she looks up. ‘I got scared back then. Abbu was angry that a boy had come home to talk to you. But I also remembered how you had cried the previous night. I just didn’t want to create any more drama.’

‘That’s it? You didn’t tell me because you didn’t want any drama?’

‘And look at what she’s doing right now?’ Aliya says to Amna. 

‘You haven’t seen any drama yet Aliya, because I’m going out there and breaking off this engagement with Arham,’ I tell her with determination in my eyes.

‘Oh my god!’ Amna covers her face with her hands. ‘I hate this. I hate all this drama and Ammi will cry and...why do you have to be so selfish Alina?’

‘I’m selfish?’ I ask her, my eyes widening. ‘Really? You kept this from me all these years, making me hate Rohaan unnecessarily. Making me think he didn’t care about me at all. All because you didn’t want any drama? And you say that I’m selfish?’

‘But Alina, Ammi will be upset and...’

‘Did Abbu really dislike Rohaan?’ I ask her, cutting her off. All these days, whenever Aliya tried to push me in Rohaan’s direction, Amna had been the one who thought I should go ahead and get married to Arham. Even though she had doubts about me giving up my job to go away with him to the US. I had no idea that this was the reason why. 

Amna shrugs. ‘Abbu seemed to have this realization just then that you were all grown up and it made him uncomfortable. It was what Ammi had been saying even when you went for that Ooty trip. Abbu wanted to ask you about Rohaan I think, but then you had exams and then...’

And then, after my exams, Abbu had passed away. I’ll never really know what Abbu thought of Rohaan but does it matter now? Abbu isn’t with us. I think what Ammi thinks of Rohaan is more important because she’s here, with us. 

There’s a soft knock on the door. 

‘Girls, what’s happening?’ Ammi asks. 

‘Coming, Ammi!’ I call out and I look at my sisters and Aliya nudges Amna. 

‘I’m sorry. I should have said something especially when you met him again,’ Amna says. ‘But I didn’t know that you liked him.’

‘I didn’t know how much, myself,’ I mutter as I go towards the door and open it. 

Ammi is standing outside, looking faintly embarrassed. ‘Did you have to do this now? And what clothes are you even wearing?’ she asks in a low voice.

I look down at the clothes, the maxi dress that Rohaan got for me and I smile feebly. I miss him already and I want to go and talk to him and see for myself that he has got rid of Minahil.

I still haven’t been able to process what he said, about Minahil being his father’s fiancée. No wonder he’s been so shaken up over all this. His girlfriend cheated on him, with his father. That’s seriously messed up.

‘Alina, do you want to change and then come outside?’ Ammi asks. I shake my head. I have to tell Ammi before I announce anything out there so I pull Ammi inside the bedroom.

‘What’s going on?’ she asks, worried. 

‘Ammi, I can’t marry Arham,’ I tell her, looking down at my feet.

‘What?’ Ammi sounds shocked so I look up at her confused face. ‘Is this some joke?’

I shake my head. ‘I don’t want to marry him and move to New York. I don’t want to give up the job because I realize I do love it, even though it can be a really big headache at times. But most of all, I don’t want to marry him because I don’t love him.’

Ammi stares at me. ‘I thought you said you loved him,’ she says softly. 

I shake my head. ‘I thought I did. But he’s not the man I want to spend my life with,’ I tell her. 

‘And the man you want to spend your life with is....’ she trails off. 

‘Guess, Ammi,’ Aliya adds slyly. Ammi looks at us exasperated.

‘What is going on Alina?’ she asks. 

‘I’ll explain everything to you, Ammi. But first we have to talk to Arham and his family,’ I tell her. 

‘You go and talk. I can’t face them,’ Ammi says, her face crumpling. Amna looks at me accusingly, like this is what she’d meant when she said she didn’t want drama. To my surprise, Aliya picks up Ammi’s hand. 

‘Ammi, it’s going to be okay. Alina will marry a good man. Are you worried about what you’ll have to tell Samira Phuppu?’ she asks. 

Ammi seems to remember her dreaded sister-in-law just then. ‘Oh god, I forgot all about her. She’s going to have a field day with this!’

‘It doesn’t matter, Ammi. They’ll talk for a few days and then they’ll move on. It’s what they do. What matters is that I’m happy with the man I marry.’

‘And will you be happy, Alina?’ Ammi asks, looking concerned. I nod, my face turning pink. 

Ammi’s eyes widen and she covers her mouth with her hand as understanding dawns. ‘You want to marry Rohaan?’ she asks. I nod, even though I’m really surprised she figured it out. 

‘Only one question Aloo,’ Aliya interrupts. ‘Does he want to marry you?’

I look at her. ‘I think what’s important is that we like each other and we’ll see this through, whether or not marriage is at the end of it.’

Ammi puts her hand to her chest dramatically and her face turns red. 

‘I’m kidding. I’m kidding,’ I tell her quickly. ‘We’ll get married.’

I only hope that Rohaan is on board too. But either way, I don’t think I can marry Arham, just for the sake of getting married to someone. Not when my heart belongs to Rohaan. 

*****
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The tableau before me is frozen. Kausar auntie looks confused. 

‘But why Alina? What happened?’ she asks. 

‘Auntie, I don’t want to leave my family here in India when I get married,’ I tell her at first. 

‘But it’s not forever. You’ll come back often.’ 

‘I don’t want to give up my job,’ I add. 

Arham looks at me steadily but I can see that he’s angry and since I announced that I didn’t want to marry him, he doesn’t really want to listen to my explanations even though his family is waiting to know why.

‘I thought you didn’t like your job,’ he says finally, his nostrils flared. 

I think back to the nightmarish weekend I’ve just had but also to the connections I’ve made with the kids and how much I enjoy teaching, overall. I shake my head. 

‘You thought wrong.’

There’s a moment of uncomfortable silence. ‘So that’s it? You don’t want to marry me because of this? Because of a job that barely makes you any money but works you to the bone?’

I look back at him and think of how little he knows me. I’m more like an item to tick off on his list, and it has everything to do with his own achievements which are supposedly stellar in comparison to mine. 

‘I don’t think we’ll be good together, Arham,’ I tell him, hoping that this is the end of this discussion. 

‘And you’ve had this realization just now?’ he asks, getting to his feet. I stand up as well. Everyone around us gets up. God, this is getting ugly. 

‘I’ve had this feeling for a while now,’ I tell him. ‘But it became cemented just recently.’

‘Would it have anything to do with the man who just dropped you home?’ he asks in a softly menacing voice. Kausar auntie gasps. 

‘Arham! Stop it!’ she says. 

I turn to her and pick up her cold hands in mine. ‘Kausar auntie, I’m so sorry for doing this to you all. But I don’t think Arham and I will be happy together. Please understand that this is for the best,’ I tell her. She looks torn but she gently pulls out her hands from mine. 

‘Is this what you want, auntie?’ Arham addresses my mother who seems unable to meet his gaze. 

‘Actually, it’s what Alina wants,’ Aliya says. 

‘And she doesn’t want you,’ Amna adds. I look at her, surprised but she smiles at me and I smile back at her. 

Ammi looks like she’ll faint at any moment but she takes a deep breath and then looks up at Arham, and nods. 

‘They’re right Arham. It’s her life. She has to decide.’
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Chapter 38
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It takes a fair amount of sleuthing for me to track down Rohaan’s address. Okay, well, not really. I just had to call up Bhavana, (who got a little too excited at first) who called up someone at the school, who called up someone else and they got me his address. 

So yes, it was a bit of work, if you think of it that way. 

But as I stare at his address, I realize that in all these years, I’ve only vaguely wondered about where he lives and have never given it much thought but now I know. 

Now, I can go to him. 

I get into an auto and tell the auto driver to take me to Indiranagar and the man looks at me as if I’m insane. 

‘No way, madam. I’m not going to that side of town at this time of the day,’ he says, and with a shake of his head, he indicates that I should get down. 

What the hell. 

I should have thought this through. Bangalore auto drivers are famed for refusing rides and I’d thought they may have tamed a little since Ola and Uber came on the scene but apparently, the native auto drivers they still like to think they’re the kings.

The thing is, Aliya said she’d drop me in the car and I told her no, I wanted to go on my own because then Ammi might want to come with me and what’s there to stop Amna? I can’t have my whole family coming with me when I go and have the big talk with the love of my life. 

When I tell him that I love him. 

But that’s exactly what happens. It’s almost like all the Ola cabs, and Ubers and autos have conspired together and not a single one wants to come to Indiranagar. 

After wasting nearly half an hour on the road, waiting and having cabs cancel on me, I return home, defeated, all the while wondering whether Minahil is still around. I want to call and talk to him, tell him that I’m coming there but I also want to just show up, in case Minahil is up to no good. 

‘Fine. You can take me and go,’ I tell Aliya who squeals as she pulls out the car keys. And of course, Ammi and Amna are also ready. It’s like they knew this would happen. We all get into the car, and everyone is talking and I can’t think and I have no idea what I’m going to tell him when I meet him and then Ammi is saying that she wants to see his desk where he sits and writes and I turn around and shake my head firmly. 

‘No one is getting down from the car. Except me. Only I’m going in,’ I tell her. 

Ammi looks like she wants to protest. Her face changes expressions rapidly. ‘But I...’

‘All that is for later, Ammi. I will check with him if he’s okay with you mauling through his desk,’ I tell her, amused at my mother fangirling over Rohaan, more than anything else, so much that she doesn’t even seem that upset about the Arham fiasco.

‘So, we’re going to just wait outside in the car? What exactly are you going there to tell him?’ she asks, arms crossed. 

I share a look with Aliya who grins and then bursts out laughing. 

‘Ammi come on. Let them talk. Aloo has to convince him that they’re meant to be with each other and...’

‘And you guys should drop me and leave,’ I tell them. 

‘What? We leave?’ Ammi asks, her eyes wide. 

‘Yes. You all have to leave. I was anyway supposed to go and meet him on my own, especially since his ex showed up today and...’

‘Hold on! Who showed up and why are you telling us all this just now?’ Aliya screeches. Unfortunately, we’re at a traffic signal and her voice carries over to the man on the bike next to us and he winces. 

‘Because Arham and his family turned up at home. There was no time to explain!’ I protest hotly. 

‘Yeah? When you were raking me over the coals for not telling you about Rohaan coming home ten years ago? You could have told us that bit then,’ Amna fumes. 

‘What does it matter?’ I ask, crossing my arms. 

‘You’re going dressed like this?’ Ammi asks. 

When Arham and his family left, I showered and changed into a salwar kurta, the sort I sometimes wear at home.

‘What’s wrong with this?’ I ask, looking down at the lavender outfit I’m wearing.

‘Describe this ex,’ Aliya says, changing the topic. ‘And what is she doing here? Now.’

‘You could have worn something prettier,’ Ammi says. 

I feel like I’m going crazy. 

‘I can’t talk to anyone right now,’ I tell them in a shaky voice because my stomach is churning again. Anxiety over my clothes, over Minahil’s lurking presence, over my mother wanting to snoop into Rohaan’s house and his desk, over my siblings pushing their way into this whole thing...all of it comes together and makes me want to explode. 

‘Shush. Let her think,’ Aliya says as she drives towards Indiranagar. Thankfully, everyone listens. But now the silence in the car is eating into my head and I’m worried that I may have jumped the gun about Rohaan. 

When we reach the address that I had Aliya put into her phone’s GPS, I look at the off white bungalow in surprise. It seems affluent in an old moneyed kind of way. Rohaan has never had any airs about anything, and it’s just surprising that he lives here. 

‘Maybe he’s rented the place,’ Amna says. I shake my head. 

‘No. This is his house. He told me he might finally decide to sell his mother’s house,’ I tell them, remembering our conversation from the hospital. 

‘So, what are you waiting for? Go on then,’ Aliya says. I’m frozen to my seat. That’s his car in the driveway. What if Minahil is inside the house, sprawled all over him?

‘You will pick her up and fling her out. That is what you will do,’ Ammi says. I hadn’t realized I’d spoken out aloud. 

I look at my family and then, taking a deep breath, I nod and get down from the car. 

I open the gate and turn around. ‘Aliya, go home.’

‘How will you come back?’ Ammi asks me querulously. 

‘Maybe she doesn’t want to come back,’ Aliya says with a giggle, shocking Ammi. 

‘Shut up. I’ll ask Rohaan to drop me,’ I tell them although I don’t intend to come back home any time soon. 

‘Yeah because we saw what shitty luck you have with cabs and autos today,’ Amna adds unhelpfully. 

‘Guys, just GO.’

‘Fine, fine. What if she’s still there inside? Don’t you want to come storming outside and get into the car while I drive off?’ Aliya asks. I shake my head. 

‘If she’s still there, I’m going to do what Ammi said,’ I tell her, smiling sweetly. 

I wait until with an exaggerated sigh of exasperation, Aliya starts the car and they leave. With a sigh, I turn around and stop short. 

The door to Rohaan’s house is open and he’s standing there, leaning against the door, a confused half-smile on his face. He’s dressed in a white tee shirt and jeans and he looks delightfully scruffy. Even though we parted mere hours ago, I feel like I’m seeing him in a new light suddenly. I want to throw myself into his arms but I can’t obviously. At least not right away.

‘What are you doing here, Alina?’ he asks, one eyebrow raised.

‘Can’t I come to meet the man I love?’ 

He straightens up and the smile disappears from his face as he walks up to me briskly. 

‘What did you say?’

I stare back into his eyes. ‘I came to tell you that I love you.’

There. I’ve done it. I’ve shown him all my cards. 

He looks away as though he can’t meet my gaze and I find it disconcerting. 

‘Rohaan! Say something!’

‘I don’t know Alina. I’m just feeling a bit raw right now,’ he exhales. His eyes look troubled. 

‘You’re feeling raw?’ I ask angrily. ‘I broke up with Arham and fought with my sister for not telling me about you visiting me and told my mother that I want to marry you.’

He stares at me. ‘Back up there a bit. You said you love me and now you want to marry me?’

I stare back at him. An insidious voice inside my head tells me that Rohaan has always been this person, the sort who takes people on a ride. Who is not serious about commitment or love or marriage. 

I shut down that voice. 

‘What did Minahil say to you? Is she still there?’

His expression changes. ‘You really think I’m a better choice for you? I come from a really messed up family Alina. My father thought it would be fun to seduce my girlfriend. And when she was caught up with him well and proper, he announced that they were getting engaged and married. I left New York the very next day and came here because I couldn’t bear to be around them. Why do you think I told you not to look for Minahil on social media? She was posting their photos everywhere and I couldn’t bear to look at it. Because I couldn’t believe my father was heartless enough to do this.’

I stare at him shocked and my hand goes up to touch his cheek lightly. ‘It’s okay. None of this really reflects on you.’ I tell him softly. ‘Did I really go out on a limb for you, for you to throw it all back at me Rohaan?’

He shuts his eyes and then lowers his forehead to touch mine. ‘I’m sorry. Come inside,’ he whispers. 

I walk inside the house holding his hand and he looks at me, as though waiting to see my reaction. 

‘Did you grow up here?’ I ask. The interior is shabby and the house shows all the signs of neglect. But I imagine him here, as a little boy, caught between two parents who didn’t love him and my heart melts. He nods. 

The paint is peeling from the walls and there are dust covers over most of the furniture. The living room has a sofa which looks rather well-used, but it also seems to be Rohaan’s bedroom of sorts because I can see a pillow and sheets on it. The coffee table nearby has a laptop precariously balanced on lots of books and there are plenty of sheets of paper strewn about. 

‘Ammi will have to wait till you get a desk,’ I mutter. 

‘What?’ he asks, frowning. I turn around, wanting nothing more than to hug him but I hold back. 

‘My mother wants to rifle through your writing desk,’ I announce. He looks taken aback. 

I shrug. ‘My family is weird. But everyone’s family is messed up in their own ways. What matters is what we make of ourselves, despite that Rohaan. And sometimes your family is made up of people you find along the way,’ I tell him. 

‘I’d ask you to sit but...’

‘And I’ll sit,’ I tell him, walking around the coffee table and making myself at home on his sofa. I pat the space next to me. ‘Come and sit here with me. Tell me everything.’

He walks up to me reluctantly and then sits down on the sofa and turns to me. I turn to him. 

He traces my cheek with his finger. ‘Did you mean it?’ he asks softly. 

‘What?’

‘What you said outside.’ His thumb is stroking my jaw and I’m not sure I can think but I nod. 

The look in his eyes is so intense, so dark that something unfolds inside me, wanting to wrap both of us in it, hold close and never let go. 

‘I’m sorry if I reacted strangely when you told me you loved me. I was overwhelmed,’ he says. 

‘Overwhelmed?’ 

‘By your confession of love,’ he says. 

‘Because?’

‘Because it felt too good to be true. Because I love you too,’ he says. My heart races in happiness but I’m still wary. 

‘Where’s Minahil?’ I ask him. 

‘I dropped her off at a hotel. Told her to go back or do whatever she wanted as long as it had nothing to do with me.’

‘And? How did she take it?’

He sighs. ‘Not so well. Apparently, my father got bored of her and he dumped her and she thought I might be convinced to try again with her.’

I have no words. 

‘Say something,’ he says. 

‘Well, to be fair I thought she only looked dumb,’ I say and he grins and puts his head back and laughs. 

‘What am I going to do with you Aloo?’ he asks. ‘What am I going to do about us?’

I pull my knees up and rest my chin on them. ‘I think we can do whatever we want as long as there’s still an us.’

He stares at me for a beat and then nods. He picks up my hand and kisses it. ‘Of course, there’s an us. I’m sorry for acting like a jerk outside but you took me by surprise. I wasn’t expecting to see you and I thought that with Arham coming over just then, you wouldn’t be free. I was wondering if I should call you to ask what happened but I couldn’t make myself do it.’

‘There has to be a reason for both our lives imploding like this. Because we were meant to find each other again,’ I tell him, moving closer to him. My knee is touching his thigh and he looks down at the point of contact and then back up at my face. He smiles and shakes his head. 

‘Alina, I joined Heritage because you work there,’ he says. 

At the look of shock on my face, he pulls me into his arms. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I came back to India because Ammi was unwell. We’d grown more distant over the years but she wanted to make amends or something of the sort. I saw the state of the house and tried to convince her to sell but she refused. And then she passed away. I didn’t want to go back to the US. And if I stayed here, I wanted to get a job so I went to LinkedIn. And who should I see there, the moment I log in and join our school’s group? So, I went to your profile and then looked at your place of work and luckily, found an opening for an English teacher.’

I don’t know what to make of it. My heart is racing at his words. ‘Does this mean that you admit to stalking me?’ I ask him, my eyes narrowed. 

‘It means that I admit to not getting over you. That I admit to having feelings for you. Strong feelings,’ he says, tracing a finger over my collarbones. 

I’m inordinately pleased at his words but I put my hand over his. ‘But what about Minahil? She said you guys lived together and you got over her so soon?’

He shakes his head. ‘Minahil and I had got used to being together but whatever spark there was between us had died. We were over long before she cheated on me. Maybe it was why she did it. But it pushed me to do this. Come back here. Find a job. Look for you and hope against hope that you weren’t married.’

I cup his cheeks with my palms. 

‘Why?’

‘Because I never really forgot you, you know,’ he says wryly. ‘It’s not easy to forget your first kiss.’

I lift an eyebrow. ‘Really. That was your first kiss? Behind the auditorium when I grabbed you?’

‘Yes it was. It was also the best kiss I’d ever had, until last night,’ he says softly. ‘Because of what it meant. Because of you.’

His hands are spanning my rib cage and my heart thunders in my chest. 

‘I think you might have to upgrade your standards, Mr Ali,’ I tell him softly, putting my hands over his extremely tempting, rock hard chest. 

‘Are you volunteering?’ he asks, his breath fanning my face. 

‘I am,’ I tell him before covering his lips with my own. We kiss for a long time, and every time I think we’re going to stop, he picks up once again. 

‘How’s that for setting standards?’ he asks breathlessly, his hands running over my body restlessly. I arch into him and put my arms around his neck and pull him close. 

‘Excellent. But I have to tell you that going forward, I better be the only volunteer,’ I tell him seriously. 

‘The only,’ he agrees before kissing me, once more. 
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Epilogue
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A little more than a year later

‘I wasn’t joking when I said we can’t be late,’ I tell Rohaan who has just emerged from the shower, his body glistening with water droplets, a towel wrapped around his waist. I have to tear my eyes away from him to look back at my reflection in the mirror. 

‘No one said you were joking,’ he remarks and gives me an appreciative look because I’m wearing his favourite shimmery chiffon sari. Instead of going to the bed where his clothes have been laid out, by me, nonetheless, he comes to stand behind me, while I’m sitting at the dressing table, trying my best not to mess this mascara. Believe me, it’s not easy, especially as I can feel the heat from his body, all along my back. 

‘You look like you have no intentions of being on time for your own book launch, Rohaan Ali,’ I tell him as I cap the mascara and open the tube of lipstick. I lock gazes with him in the mirror and he shrugs. 

‘I thought it was fashionable to be late,’ he says, putting a warm hand over my shoulder. 

‘Bangalore traffic will help you be fashionably late but we have to leave now,’ I tell him, trying to not be distracted by my husband’s very distracting body.

He bends forward to look at his reflection in the mirror and my belly swoops, thinking he’s about to kiss my neck but he just finger combs his hair and then very calmly tugs off his towel and walks around the room, butt naked, as though it’s perfectly normal to be doing that. 

‘You planning on coming to the launch like this?’ I ask him, my voice a little high. We’ve been married for nearly eight months now and I still find it hard to believe sometimes. That Rohaan and I are married. That we now live in his refurbished Indiranagar home. That we’re so happy together. 

‘Would that be a problem?’ he asks innocently. 

‘Stop acting like a child, Rohaan! Get dressed. I don’t want to be late. What if the chief guest comes and we’re not there yet?’ I ask him, trying to focus on his face. And failing. 

Grinning, he starts wearing his clothes and I have to admit, that I’m a wee bit disappointed. But hey, there’s always our own after party I can look forward to. 

‘You’ve got that look on your face,’ he says in a low voice as he buttons up his shirt. 

‘What look?’ I turn back to the mirror and finish applying lipstick. 

‘The one that wants me to ditch this launch and just stay back at home with you,’ he says one eyebrow lifted. I get up and go to him. He’s dressed in dark formals and the sight of him like this, looking so perfect is enough to twist something inside me, almost painfully. 

‘You’re anxious about the book.’ 

He nods. ‘It’s come years after the first one. I’m worried sick,’ he admits. 

‘Come here.’

I pull him into my arms and we stay that way for a few moments. ‘It’s even better than Butterfly, okay? I promise.’

‘And I have to take your word for it because?’

‘Because I’m your wife and I love it.’

He stares at me for a few moments and bends his head to kiss me. I kiss him back, almost forgetting that we have to go for the launch and I push him away. 

‘We won’t be late. Leela Palace is literally around the corner,’ he protests. 

‘I’m not taking chances,’ I tell him primly. 

*****
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This is the first ever book launch I’ve attended in my life and Rohaan tells me that with budget cuts, it’s rare that publishers are even holding launches any longer, let alone in seven star hotels like this one.

‘There won’t be any in Leela at least. This one is because you know...’

His agent got him a really knockout deal with a huge publishing house in New York and publishers in India were scrambling to get the rights for the Indian sub-continent. That sort of thing apparently makes a huge difference. 

‘Did you have all this fanfare for your first novel too?’ I ask him. 

‘Not really. It was a more modest launch, in a bookstore. I’d have preferred that over this any day,’ he says. 

‘Why?’

‘I feel like I have to perform here. And I can’t. I’m a writer.’

‘But you perform so well, Rohaan,’ I tell him with a slow sly smile and a raised eyebrow. 

‘I’m going to need a performance appreciation token from you soon,’ he retorts in a low voice.

I grin. ‘But don’t you enjoy all this?’ I ask him. I thought writers liked all these frills. 

‘Do I look like I’m enjoying it?’ he asks dryly. 

‘I know you’d rather be left alone with your laptop. And you kind of look like you’d rather be hammering nails into your foot,’ I admit. 

‘I’d rather be nailing...’

‘Shush,’ I put my hand on his chest, blushing. 

‘Congratulations!’ 

We both turn around to see Bhavana with her husband Prateek in tow. We hug and exchange greetings and Rohaan rolls his eyes, mirroring Prateek’s stance. 

‘They act like they haven’t met each other in years,’ Prateek says. 

‘And they got off the phone just an hour ago,’ Rohaan adds. 

‘Shut up,’ Bhavana tells him, tweaking his nose affectionately. ‘Should I get the autograph now or later?’

Before Rohaan can say anything, I step in. ‘Bhavana, he’ll only be signing copies of his book. You know the one that’s been published. That’s on the display stand there now.’

Bhavana stares at me. ‘Of course, I’m buying the book. Who did you think I was? Thakkar?’

We both laugh.

‘You should make her your PR agent, Rohaan,’ she comments. 

Rohaan looks at me, an amused but also loving look in his eyes. ‘I’m just glad she’s my wife.’

We stare at each other for the barest of seconds until we’re interrupted by my family who have shown up with other relatives. Ammi is explaining something to one of my aunts, an important look on her face. 

‘They’re here for the snacks,’ Aliya says in a hushed whisper. 

‘You better make sure they buy the book first,’ I hiss back at her. 

‘You think Ammi will let them leave without buying?’ Amna says. ‘The entire way here, she kept going on and on and on about how her son-in-law’s book will win some prize and that she’s so proud of him.’

Rohaan’s eyes are shining and he looks like he wants to say something but then he spots Thakkar who makes a beeline for us. She has brought a couple of people with her and she introduces Rohaan to them effusively. I realize they’re some important people from the school board and she keeps talking on and on about both of us.

‘...married to our Chemistry teacher. He was one of our most excellent English teachers. It’s a pity he quit because he wanted to write his masterpiece but who are we to stop great literature from happening? We have been in talks about a collaboration as well,’ she says, her chest puffing up. 

Rohaan and I share a look that speaks volumes but she moves away soon, walking to the front of the hall with the suitably impressed board members with her.

‘Well, you served her purpose all right,’ I remark. 

He shrugs. ‘As long as my purpose was served, I don’t really care about anything else,’ he says. 

‘What’s that?’

‘Finding you.’

‘Congratulations, Rohaan sir!’

I turn around to see Aseel, Shreya and Madhu who have come bearing bouquets for Rohaan which they promptly hand over to me shyly. 

We stand around chatting for some time, and Rohaan is asking them about their future plans as they’ve all finished their class 12 board exams now. 

Then, there’s a hush as the chief guest walks inside slowly. She’s a famous writer, one of the first few Indian women who have been writing for the past three decades at least. Apparently, she no longer even attends book launches but she really liked Rohaan’s second novel, Purple Noon and when he requested her, she agreed to launch the novel.

‘Here goes nothing. Wish me luck!’ he says nervously.

‘You know your biggest fan loves the book, right?’ I tell him, squeezing his hand.

‘I know Ammi loves the book,’ he says and I pull away.

‘Really? My mother is your biggest fan?’ I ask him, annoyed.

He grins but shakes his head. 

‘It’s just that I don’t think you’re very objective when it comes to me and my books, Aloo,’ he whispers. 

‘Go now, before I pinch your butt in front of everyone,’ I admonish him. 

‘Yes ma’am,’ he says and walks away swiftly towards the dais where he charms the chief guest instantly. I can see it on her face as she blushes. 

I find a seat for myself among others and settle down to watch, my heart filled with happiness and pride. 

‘Such a charming young man,’ an old lady to my right, whispers to her friend.

‘And so handsome too,’ her friend responds. 

‘I wonder if he’s married. My granddaughter would be perfect for him and...’ someone hushes her, indicating that I’m sitting with them. 

‘Oh, sorry dear! I didn’t know he was married. You’re his wife?’ the old lady asks. 

‘Yes. And a fan too,’ I say with a smile.

*
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Chapter 1
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January 2020

Dhruv fiddled with the locket that was strung around his neck on a chain and then let go of it, the moment he realised what he was doing. Of late, he had started doing it whenever he got nervous and he was not nervous. Absolutely not. 

He looked around the café with keen eyes, taking in the décor, and the service and filing everything away for later use. He spent far more time than was necessary on the menu, inwardly cringing at what a burger cost in Bangalore. Their chef Steven would surely scoff. 

Then he cringed some more when he realised that he had indeed become a true blue Karimbagh local as his Ajji had always envisioned. This sent him down a detour of thoughts and memories, some of which were pleasant, but most of them a stark reminder of what his life had been reduced to. 

His phone pinged and he looked at it. It had to be Sitara, his twin sister. She didn’t know about this...this...meeting? Date? He wasn’t sure what to call it. He had come to Bangalore after a long time because he was feeling claustrophobic back home, and Sitara had entrusted him with a list of things to bring back, and she claimed she couldn’t get any of that in any of the nearby cities. 

That couldn’t possibly be true but he didn’t want to argue with her. He hadn’t picked up any of her stuff yet and it was late in the day and he was tired. She was also probably thinking that he was already on his way back and he knew he had to tell her that he would be leaving the following day. 

Intending to inform her about his intentions, he swiped across the screen and read her terse message. 

She’s on her way. Be nice, Tiger. 

He blinked. And then he realised that the message wasn’t from his sister but from Pallavi who had insisted that he could take the evening off from his so-called duties and have fun. 

What’s that, he wanted to ask her. They’d met earlier that day for lunch and he’d been pleasantly surprised to see that Pallavi had changed. Gone was the lost and sad girl he’d known and befriended in university. This girl was fresh-faced and happy and she claimed it was all because she was in a healthy relationship. She had given him the once-over and said that it was exactly what he needed. 

‘No thanks,’ he mumbled as he poked his French fry into some ketchup. He didn’t have the time or the opportunity for a relationship. 

‘Why not?’ she challenged him. 

He sighed. ‘First of all, you know where I live,’ he said. Karimbagh, with a capital K. It was a small hill-station in Karnataka, that got a trickle of tourists and travel bloggers who were intent on discovering the hidden gems of the state. It didn’t translate into anything flashy and the revenue they made through tourists was still not enough. 

She rolled her eyes. ‘So what if you don’t live in a big city? Don’t be such a dumbass.’

‘Second of all,’ he went on like she hadn’t interrupted him. ‘There are limited options where I live. Everyone is related to someone or they’ve seen them from the time they were in chaddis.’

Her eyes had lit up and she snapped her finger in front of his face. ‘I know what! I’ll set you up on a blind date!’ she said excitedly. 

‘No thanks,’ he repeated, this time, more firmly. 

‘I know just the person!’ she insisted. Dhruv gave her a wry look. 

‘Err...I could just get on Bumble and meet someone if I wanted to. I’m not really in the mood for anything now,’ he said. 

She nodded. ‘Of course. That’s the easier option. But why do you want to check out Bumble when I’m here? And I know exactly who would be perfect for you!’

She’d looked so excited and like a fool, he’d hesitated for just a moment, and she barrelled right inside and she’d set him up on his date with someone who used to be her roommate. 

‘So who’s she? What does she do? What should I know about her?’ Dhruv asked, feeling obligated to at least meet this person since Pallavi thought they’d really click together. He honestly didn’t care, but there had been a feeling inside that had erupted when he thought that at 26, he was too young to be feeling so despondent. 

Pallavi opened her mouth to speak but then she shut it. ‘Listen, let’s do this the old school way. Don’t look her up on social media. Get to know her on the date, okay?’

He groaned out aloud. ‘You’re punishing me for not getting you Ajji’s famed halwa, aren’t you?’ he asked. 

‘Of course! Absolutely. You know how much I pig out over it and you just came to Bangalore without bothering to get me some?’ she asked, mock outrage on her face. 

But she’d stuck to her guns and she hadn’t told him a single thing about the girl except for her name – Nayantara. And she’d shown a photo of the girl to him, so he’d recognise her. 

She seemed nice, he thought but Pallavi was disappointed at his mild reaction. 

‘What? What did you want me to do? Clutch my heart and fall in love with her face?’ 

‘Just show a little more enthusiasm, dumbass,’ she muttered as she put her phone away. 

He shrugged. ‘You know what I’m like.’

There was a faraway look in her eyes but Pallavi smiled and she nodded. ‘Yeah I know what you’re like, Tiger,’ she said. 

He hated that nickname but it had stuck ever since he’d danced to one of Tiger Shroff’s songs for a dance competition at University. 

Now, he looked at the door of the café, feeling a little nervous and a lot more apprehensive. His phone pinged again. He glanced at it. It was his sister this time.

Don’t forget the foil!

He glowered at the phone screen and tapped out; 

Why would I forget it?

Because you forgot it last time

Maybe you should have come instead of me 

Maybe next time I will

Ha. As if Ajji will let you

Ajji has no problem with me going to Bangalore you fool

He was about to tap a caustic reply to his irritating twin when a shadow fell over him. He looked up and for a moment, he forgot why he was here. He couldn’t for the life of him remember why he was in this café. 

He was on a blind date. 

Yes. Pallavi had set him up with someone she knew. 

Nayantara. 

The woman standing before him did not look anything like the photo he’d seen on his phone. She was tall and curvy and her curly hair spilled all over her shoulders enticingly. 

‘Dhruv?’ she asked, eyes narrowed. Her voice was cool and husky and there was something sophisticated about it. It immediately made him think that he was way out of her league. Especially considering how he was dressed. Dammit, Pallavi! If only she’d warned him, he would have taken some effort over his appearance. He hadn’t even bothered to shave. 

He stood up immediately. ‘Yes. Nayantara?’ he asked, surprised his voice still worked.

She nodded and then indicated the chair as if she was asking him if she could sit. He nodded quickly. 

‘Yes, please sit,’ he said as he sat down too. He was trying to control his nerves but they were all a jumbled mess inside and he didn’t know why. Maybe Pallavi had been right. It had been too long since he’d gone on a date. He seemed to have forgotten everything about how this was supposed to work. 

Nayantara smiled and it felt like a chunk of ice around his heart cracked open a sliver. He breathed in deeply and over the smell of roast coffee, he could smell her fragrance. It was citrusy and cool but with a hint of warmth as well. It reached out and soothed his nerves. 

‘I feel like such a dork,’ Nayantara admitted as she settled into her chair. 

‘Why?’

‘Can you imagine what anyone would say if they heard that two people actually went on a blind date? In this day and age?’ she asked, lifting one immaculately groomed eyebrow. 

‘Who cares?’ he asked, a smile on his face. The smile slipped fractionally. ‘Unless you care?’

She chuckled and shook her head. ‘It’s just that I didn’t quite imagine...you.’

What did she mean by that? He wanted to ask her what she meant but he was suddenly beset by an attack of nerves. He completely forgot that back in Karimbagh, he was the part owner of Hotel Moonshine. And maybe it was a good thing that he forgot about it. That name had always embarrassed him but Ajji wouldn’t hear of changing it. 

But her words had struck a nerve and he didn’t know what to say to her. What or rather who had she imagined, anyway?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 2
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Nayantara was going to kill Pallavi. Pallavi owed her one for this. Hadn’t she told her that Dhruv was a sweet boy who just needed some fun in his life? Hadn’t she, Nayantara replied to her tartly, that she wasn’t the fun kind? And yet, Pallavi had set her up with this...boy? 

No way. 

This was no boy. 

This was a caveman. 

He was so huge that it was impossible how he had managed to fit himself in the delicate chair and she was quite sure that at any moment, she would hear a crack as the chair disintegrated under him. 

It was almost as if Pallavi had set up this entire thing as a joke and she wouldn’t put it past her. Except...she’d also said that Dhruv was sad because there had been a tragedy in his life and instead of running in the opposite direction, Nayantara had been intrigued. 

Dammit. Pallavi had known how to draw her in. And she’d fallen for it, hook, line and sinker. 

‘Talk to him. If he opens up, he will tell you everything and then who knows? You might like him well enough,’ she said. 

‘But you said he doesn’t live here,’ Nayantara objected. 

‘So what? It’s anyway just an evening of fun for both of you. You don’t want to get into anything serious either, right?’ Pallavi asked. 

Nayantara was dealing with a breakup and a stalkerish ex and was really not in the mood to go for a date, a blind one at that. But she was tired of looking over her shoulder all the time and she wanted to just be herself for an evening. This thing with Dhruv sounded mysterious and she never could resist a mystery. 

He had smiled at her just seconds ago, but thanks to her constant foot-in-mouth syndrome, she’d said something to shut him down and she had no idea if this was how the rest of the date would go.  

‘Um, so what do you do Dhruv?’ she asked. 

She really should have pestered Pallavi and asked her for more details. But she trusted her and she knew that Pallavi wouldn’t have set her up with someone completely wrong for her. Even if it was for a blind date that wouldn’t go beyond tonight. 

Dhruv looked like he was trying to relax. And immediately, her curious nature started picking away at the reasons for his discomfort. And how soon till they could get to the tragedy part? 

Don’t be greedy.

She was working on a horror novel and she was looking for inspiration wherever she could find it. Pallavi didn’t know the details but she had dangled the lure of a tragedy in Dhruv’s life, knowing that she would latch on to it. 

He cleared his throat. ‘I run a hotel of sorts with my twin sister and my grandmother,’ he said. 

Nayantara sat up straighter.

‘A hotel? Wow? Where? Am I sitting with a famous hotelier who likes to moonlight as...’ she trailed off because he was blushing, and quite adorably at that. Instantly, she felt a swift stab of remorse for her ulterior motives. She stifled the voice of conscience and smiled at him. 

‘Hardly a hotelier,’ he said with a smile that could have been charming if one could see his mouth. Right now, the thick beard covered everything interesting.

‘Then?’ she asked, cocking her head and switching on the charm. 

‘It’s just a small hotel we run. It’s a family business,’ he said dismissively. 

‘And where exactly is this?’ she asked, the gears in her mind already running.

‘There’s a small town, a hill station of sorts called Karimbagh,’ he said, his voice lower than it had been or had she just tuned in to him properly, now?

Nayantara stared at him for a few moments, not sure how he had done it. He’d made his voice a little growly and sexy. She blinked. 

‘And? Where is it?’ she asked, mentally noting down that she needed to google this place later. 

He sat back and shrugged. ‘It’s quite far from here,’ he said. ‘What do you do?’ 

Nayantara sighed. She really wanted to ask him for more details about this hotel. ‘I write. I write books I mean.’

His eyes lit up. ‘Really? Have you published anything?’

She grazed her lower lip with her teeth and shook her head. ‘I’ve done a lot of ghost writing, but I’m also working on my own book and it’s not easy juggling both.’

He looked intrigued. ‘Who have you ghost-written for?’

‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’ she asked, with a small smile. She scrunched her nose slightly. ‘Sorry, I can’t tell. I’ve signed NDAs.’

He crossed his arms and she noticed that his chest was really broad. ‘Oh okay. Sorry. Didn’t realise that.’

She shrugged, trying to ignore the way the back of her neck prickled pleasantly. ‘That’s okay. I’m working on my own book and I hope to get it published, sometime in this lifetime.’ Yeah, right. That was the dream.

But he didn’t say anything to her. They both stared at each other for long, quiet moments and Nayantara felt a slight flutter in her belly. She tamped it down but it sprang free. 

‘So do you come to Bangalore often?’ she asked and immediately wished she could face-palm herself. What a stupid question to ask. But the conversation wasn’t going anywhere. 

He cleared his throat. ‘No, I don’t. I...’ He trailed off, again reluctant to talk about why he was here. 

‘You mentioned a sister and grandmother. What about your parents?’ she asked.

His face shut down immediately. She’d made a mistake. He wasn’t going to talk about them. But he cleared his throat again. ‘They’re dead.’

Compassion flooded through her along with a tinge of shock. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. Was this the tragedy that Pallavi had mentioned? She wished she hadn’t now. Because it kept playing in her head. Lots of people lost their parents and sure, it was tragic, but she instinctively knew that wasn’t the case here. 

He shrugged. 

‘So, you’re a twin?’ she asked, hoping to change the subject. ‘How does that feel?’ 

He smiled again. Or at least she thought he did. 

‘How do you think it would feel? It’s the same as having an annoying sibling, except this one shares everything with you. Your birthday, your food, and even your clothes sometimes.’

She stared at him again. He had become so much more animated while talking about his sister and it really changed his personality. 

‘Wow, I mean, I’m a single child, so I don’t know,’ she said. ‘What’s your sister like? What’s her name?’

‘Her name’s Sitara and she’s very annoying. That’s all you need to know about her,’ he said with an indulgent smile. 

Nayantara couldn’t help but smile. ‘O-kay. So what’s it like, running a hotel in...’ she screwed her eyes shut as she tried to recall the name of the town. 

‘Karimbagh,’ he prompted her quietly. 

‘Yeah, that.’

‘As opposed to running a hotel in a big city?’ he asked. He answered before she could reply. ‘I wouldn’t know. I’ve never run a hotel in a big city.’

Okay, so the facts were that despite her initial reluctance, she was beginning to feel quite a bit of attraction for this guy, but honestly, talking to him was like extracting teeth. 

‘No, in Karimbagh, I meant,’ she clarified. 

‘Well, it’s chaotic. But also peaceful.’

‘Go on,’ she said, a little fascinated. 

‘I don’t want to bore you,’ he said shyly. A waiter came by to take their order and she could have shooed him off but Dhruv looked at the man and then at her and asked her what she would have. They ordered coffee and cookies and then Nayantara was back to focusing on him. 

‘Do I look bored?’ she asked. 

He looked reluctant, but he finally started speaking.

Ten minutes later, the idea came out of nowhere and she knew she had to write down the basic gist of the plot before she lost it completely. She wondered if it would be rude of her to pull out her phone and start jotting down notes in front of him. She looked up at him and forgot her book entirely. There was no smile on his face but his eyes blazed at her, and with a skip of her heart, she realised what it was. 

This sweet and shy bear of a man wanted her. 

Get the book here.
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