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For Mom, who taught me how to read and showed me the magic of books.
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Парус/The Sail by Mikhail Lermtonov

Translated by Vladimir Nabokov

Белеет парус одинокий

(Amid the blue haze of the ocean)

В тумане моря голубом!

(A sail is passing, white and frail)

Что ищет он в стране далекой?

(What do you seek in a far country?)

Что кинул он в краю родном?..

(What have you left at home, lone sail?)
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Tea With Brandy
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It’s hard to believe that just twelve hours ago I was in a different country, counting down to this dreaded moment.

Suddenly I wish that I could be back on flight 9W118, Mumbai to London nonstop, even though Economy class comes with complimentary demonic babies and a woman drying the said baby’s underwear right under the air vent above my seat. It is still better than stewing in stress in this posh reception of the University of Westley, overlooking the well-trimmed, lush gardens, which makes the campus look like a mini-Versailles.

Most people go through their entire academic lives without ever meeting the Dean, which sounds like a dream undergrad to me, to be honest. An appointment with him means only one of two things: You’re either so incredibly brilliant, or so incredibly fucked. And since I had spent my entire Freshman year marinating in inadequacy, why I am here is not a hard one to guess.

Honestly, I’m just surprised I even made it all the way to the second year on campus without getting exposed for the fraud I probably was. This place is Oxford and Cambridge’s rival. How could I, God’s Giant Mistake, be here? How, when every student counsellor back home had refused to take me on their roster? Look, it’s not easy studying in a country that’s not yours. Sure, it looks glamorous, but you have to jump through a lot of hoops to make it happen and I honestly wasn’t an ideal candidate according to the ratings.

Here are the reviews for Arya Mahtani: My Life So Far


‘This girl isn’t a chip off the old block. She’s a brand new block, made of low-grade cement.’

– Shahbaaz Noronha, India’s top student counsellor.

‘Reading and music are hobbies that don’t run families and household incomes. You can’t draw inspiration from J.K. Rowling and the Beatles. They’re geniuses. Are you a genius?’

– Bikram Kapoor, Maharashtra’s leading student counsellor.

Well, fuck. I was kinda hoping I had half a spark somewhere at least.

‘Your father would earn a higher return investing 45 lakh rupees in a bank than putting it on you.’

– Duloy Mehta, Mumbai’s best student counsellor.

Jesus, I didn’t ask him to. Is he mental? Just give me the damn money. At least I’ll be able to make a life I really want.

‘Please leave. I can’t risk ruining my perfect streak by helping a sure-shot failure.’

– Bikshita Bannerjee, India’s best female student counsellor.



‘Guidance counseling’ is a big business because studying overseas is highly coveted by most Indians, despite the gruelling process. Exam scores, SAT scores, extracurricular activities, recommendation letters, essays are all weighed together to decide your worth. Adding to the stress is the limited pool of available seats for international students. I didn’t compare to my fellow Indians, let alone other international applicants. Have you ever tried competing with a Chinese student?

The education business is the OG Hunger Games, played with HB2 pencils instead of knives and arrows. I’d have a better shot at topping the exams by using said pencil to stab everyone in the room in the jugular vein instead of writing the actual test.

Counsellors, and Dad, often looked at me with the kind of pity you spare for a handicapped dog, and the lab testing on me continued. The high point had been a bizarre aptitude test run by a woman who had zero aptitude for starting her own computer for the exam. The machine deleted all my answers the first time. On a revisit, I randomly clicked on options just to get this damned session over with as quickly as possible. Apparently it decided I was good at Technology and Science, and Dad, who has seen me struggle with putting batteries in the TV remote, suddenly completely believed I was born for Java coding.

So I eventually ended up applying to a bunch of programs that offered a combined course of Computer Science and Business in the UK. The UCAS (The Universities and Colleges Admissions Service) website would update me daily on which university had responded (rejected me, rather). It was like some prom from hell; even the lowest possible schools didn’t want me. Until…

Accepted.

I didn’t even bother to check which university it was. It could have been a shed at the back of Heathrow and I would have been just as relieved. Someone wanted me; I wasn’t a total failure.

To celebrate, Dad immediately distributed boxes of sweet syrupy jalebis – the symbol of my life. Spirals going round in circles, leading nowhere.

Well, I got to the University, and figured that I’d stick around till someone realized they’d messed up and I wasn’t supposed to be there. I thought if I was quiet enough, I’d just slip through the cracks. The jugaad to survive held me in good stead – perhaps until now.

It’s for the best though. Every day felt like a struggle to swim to the surface, with heavy despair strapped to my ankles. For nineteen years, the only motivating words my father had for me were, ‘Arya Mahtani, bheja kam.’

And these were the words always running at the back of my mind.

Bheja kam. Ad infinitum.
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‘The Dean is bheja kam.’

‘Sorry?’ I look up startled and find the receptionist staring in my direction.

‘The Dean? He will see you in five minutes,’ she says sternly.

I nod, getting Dad out of my head and focusing instead on the news playing above the receptionist’s head.

‘… and since the immigration laws have been tightened, this month has seen the highest number of deportations–’ drones the news lady in that quintessential BBC news tone.

‘They’re probably just rumours, but I’m not risking it,’ the girl next to me suddenly speaks up.

‘Not risking what?’ I ask before I can stop myself.

‘The deportations. I’m Spanish. If I fail the year, I can get deported because I’m an international student. I’m doing all this extra coursework to help my grade, even though it’s driving me crazy.’ And she clutches her folder that’s bursting with papers even tighter.

Holy shit. Failing an exam could get me deported? Did I have to learn this now? Here? It’s highly possible I’ve flunked something; I’d be surprised if I hadn’t. But deportation? As if surviving in this country with the crazy weather and currency conversion wasn’t bad enough.

‘That … that can’t be true.’ I try to brush it off. ‘Can it …?’

‘Probably not.’ She shakes her head and I breathe out in relief. ‘But you never know,’ she signs off ominously. On cue comes the quick command, ‘Arya Mahtani, the Dean will see you now.’

Nervousness surges through my body as I touch the cold doorknob. Another great Academic sits on the other side, waiting to tear apart my very average future. The location of these meetings may change, but the nature of it has always been the same.
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The door opens into a neat, sunny and spacious room. Nothing like stuffy old-world Edwardian offices they always show in the movies. I keep forgetting that this is Westley, not Oxford, and it straddles the line between old and new Britain. The office is empty, so I walk over to the window to look out on to the campus.

‘Enjoying the view?’

I jump! The Dean walks in through a secret door next to the bookcase. And since he is the Dean, I guess he needs the extra drama. He gracefully removes the long red robe he’s wearing, traditional university ceremonial attire on which are pinned an impressive number of medals and honours, revealing a smartly cut suit underneath.

‘Tea?’ he asks crisply, moving past me to a tiny table on which an assortment of quintessential British tea-time essentials sit. His neatly brushed, shockingly white hair and thin silver glasses give him a mysterious aura.

Dean Nicholas Hunt is a phantom, only marking his presence through his little signature under every official email or letter, or, in my case, on my first-year report with its embarrassing grades. The minute he pours some tea, the distinctively sharp notes of brandy cut through the air. I glance at my feet to keep my surprise to myself, but he seems unperturbed as he takes his seat, holding the bone china cup with potent tea.

‘Miss Mahtani, I’d like you to make a rope for me.’

Not the first words I was expecting, but all right. I nod politely.

‘Out of water,’ he says without batting an eye lid, perfectly serious.

‘S-sorry?’ I stammer. ‘I don’t think I can, sir …’

‘Exactly.’ And without another word, he casually flips through the folder in front of him. What the fuck just happened? Am I jet lagged or has he been pulling at alcohol all morning?

‘Miss Mahtani, basic-level Accounting is a compulsory module in your CS and Business degree, for which there was a class test last week. Yet, you arrived only yesterday.’

My face grows warm. ‘Sir, there was a storm brewing over the English airspace and I thought it safer to fly in from India a little later.’

‘Then why did we not receive a courtesy email from you stating your reason for missing it?’

‘I did send … an email that is. It must not have reached you …’

It’s such a pathetic excuse I have to seem unusually interested in a stuffed owl to not meet his eyes. Of course, now that he puts it so plainly, I should have sent an email. I didn’t think a class test was such a big deal, not something the Dean would pull you up for anyway. But the truth was that I didn’t think anyone cared enough to notice.

‘Sir, what I mean is–’

‘What you mean is that you didn’t think this module was worth the bother. Because it was labelled “basic”, which you assumed meant “easy”, and so were woefully unaware of how notoriously tricky and difficult it is. This module has the bad reputation of jeopardizing many promising futures because no one has ever managed to score a perfect 100 on the final exam. And I’m sure you believed you could make up for missing the test on the final exam.’

My throat has gone dry, because that was precisely what I thought I’d do.

‘The test accounted for 50 per cent of your final grade, and you need a fifty to pass the module. But you missed the test.’ He sifts through the papers, casually sipping on his brandy tea. ‘I wonder what this means for you.’

‘I … I’ll have to get a perfect score on the final paper to pass,’ I manage to rasp out.

‘Just to pass.’ He glances at my score sheet. ‘And looking at your other grades, if you don’t pass this module you could fail the year.’

Silence envelopes us uncomfortably for a minute too long, until he clears his throat.

‘Do you know why you’re here, Miss Mahtani?’

‘Because the university has realized it made a mistake?’

‘I am the university, and I don’t make mistakes.’

I think you did, sir; you bet on the wrong horse. Admit it.

‘So why are you here instead of the more accomplished students?’

Probably because there was a ton of brandy involved during the selection process?

He takes out a sheet from a folder in front of him that I recognize as my application package. Pulling his glasses in place, he begins reading out loud. ‘A simplified recipe on how to make Arya Mahtani. Serving size : 1. (Adding extra insecurities to thin out the contents would compromise the quality.) Sprinkle sarcasm to taste.’ He chuckles and takes a bite of a biscuit.

He’s reading my Personal Essay, the letter every student is expected to write introducing themselves. It was the one place in the application where I felt I could be truly honest and plead my case; show that I wasn’t just the numbers on the following pages.

‘This piece was the reason my vote overrode the entire Admissions Committee. Full of wit and charm. The promise of a girl who is just bursting to come into her own.’ He says this so tenderly I want to ask if he can adopt me. ‘So, it’s perplexing why none of your chosen subjects showcase your strengths.’

This is an unexpected turn in the conversation. I’m unprepared to deal with his sudden support.

‘I have strengths?’ I say a little too loudly.

‘Everyone does. The trick is knowing what they are.’

‘Sir, Business and Computer Science were Dad’s majors. They bring in the better job offers.’

‘Do they? And what does your father do exactly?’

How do I answer this when even I’m not quite sure what he does? All I’ve understood is that his is a top job at Barclays that involves huge risks and numbers staggering enough to leave any sane man frothing at the mouth.

‘Something I can never do,’ I find myself mumbling. He thinks for a moment. ‘Arya, why are you here? What is it that you want?’

No one has ever asked me that, and now that I have the luxury of answering, I find to my utter dismay that I have no clue what I really want. My silence is enough for him, and the Dean nods.

‘I’d like to end this meeting by requesting you do not waste this opportunity. Studying here is a rare chance to change your life. That’s all. You’re good to go now.’

I nod, thank him and quietly get up. Just as I reach the door, he says, ‘Do you believe in wishes?’

Managing to work through the surprise, I piece together a reply, ‘I used to, sir. A long time ago.’

‘Wish for something. That’s how I know what I want.’
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Hot Chocolate with Whipped Cream
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Mom always told me that if I made three impossible wishes, the most impossible one would come true.

Here’s how I hacked that process – I keep the wishes interconnected. That way, when one comes true, all come true.

My wishes were simple.

1) For Sahil Malhotra to kiss me at Graduation.

2) To get a full score on my Accounting exam.

3) To be happy.

Of course they sound ridiculous, they’re supposed to be impossible. Now, if the Sahil Malhotra wish comes true, it means I’m definitely graduating, which means I’d actually passed Accouting and passed my second year.

For my second wish to work out, I’d have to be brilliantly motivated and totally focused- which couldn’t happen if I was depressed due to my crush snogging someone else. And finally, my third wish is entirely dependent on the first two coming true.

I write these down and shove the paper into my backpack, hoping it would miraculously grant me a new life.

But according to Dad, wishes won’t work if you don’t.

If I want to ace this exam, I need to open the textbook. To do so, I first need to buy the textbook.

A cleaner stands outside the campus bookstore with his broom and bucket of soapy water, scratching his head as he wonders how to remove the posters covering every inch of the brick-lined façade. Splashed across all of them is the boy I’m going to kiss next year. The very Delhi, the very charming, the very ‘Are you my best friend/Are you my boyfriend’ Sahil Malhotra, whose band covers popular Bollywood songs. Girls who don’t even understand Hindi show up at his gigs, swooning.

I always promise myself I’ll skip the next gig, and yet, I somehow always show up. The bit I always dread is when he chooses the most romantic line from the most romantic song, looks straight at me from the stage and sings it to my very soul – with a wink right at the end as if to reaffirm that ‘Yes, Arya, “Aate jaate jo milta hai tumsa lagta hai” was really meant for you.’

Tell me that’s not a move?

WHAP!

Everyone in the store turns to see which grand idiot has walked into the very obvious glass doors.

It’s me; it’s me, of course. Just announcing my entry as usual. I quickly scurry in and bury myself in one of the aisles.

Rows and rows of shining books greet me. My top four smells are of freshly baked bread, brewing coffee, warm chocolate and, above all, books. I enter an aisle stacked with glossy, happy, exciting books … which means I’m in the wrong aisle. The books in the next section look solemn and serious. They stand side by side, starched and still, like soldiers ready for a great battle. My great battle. And of course, the book I’m looking for is right on top, where I can’t reach it.

Introduction to Accounting looks down at us peasants from that great height. It’s a 500-page mammoth; why keep it up there? Its contents are already enough to slay any poor student, why test their physical strength too? I try to get the attention of the pimply, gangly store assistant.

‘Excuse me, could you help me get that book down please?’

‘Are you a second-year student?’ he asks seriously.

‘Yes.’

‘Shouldn’t you already have the textbook by now?’

‘Would I want another copy of it, if I did?’

That shuts him up. Though, technically, he is right – this textbook was on the mandatory booklist during my first year here. I should have definitely bought it then, but its never too late, I suppose. With a long stick he dislodges the book. We watch it free fall, landing on the ground with a great thump, squashing an ant in the process.

I feel like that poor ant.

The assistant rings it up at the cashier.

‘How much do I owe you?’

‘150 pounds.’

‘Excuse me?’ My eyes go wide.

Are you fucking kidding me? 150 pounds? Like 15,000 rupees? For a book I don’t even want to read? For that much, I’d rather rent a house in Goa to hide in for the entire term.

Screw this. I’ll figure out another way.
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I stare at the library catalogue on their computer. This giant building has five floors, each as big as a football field, lined with books from floor to ceiling, with eleven copies of Introduction To Accounting – and ALL of them have been lent out?

Why do so many students have their shit together?

My gut instinct tells me I need to find another way out, but my gut tells me to take a detour through the library café first.

‘One hot chocolate please.’

‘Whipped cream on top?’

‘God, yes! I’m not uncultured.’

She gives me a look. She’s pretty. I bet she only drinks green tea.

While gulping down the creamy hot chocolate I try to hunt down a library copy of the textbook. I ask several people and finally succeed at digging one up. Triumphant, I take it to the copier machine.

It’s 25 pence per page. Why?! Copying 500 pages would still total 125 pounds.

Even when I win, I lose.
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‘One hot chocolate please.’

‘One more?’

Piss off, matcha.
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I decide to head to Sahil’s room; he must have the book. And since we live in the same dorm building, I can definitely borrow it. To be honest though, it’s just a totally harmless excuse to talk to him.

Knocking at his door always makes me anxious. In that brief moment, right before the door opens, I suddenly try to remember if my hair looks okay, and if my pose is casual yet sexy. Every bloody time I promise myself I won’t get nervous, but how can I not when he answers the door looking like that? Just out of bed, messy hair falling into his brown eyes, and that peppery cologne he always has on. The smell is so comforting and distracting at the same time. He flashes a smile that highlights that gorgeous dimple I’ve been pathetically in love with for the last year.

‘Hello! Had hot chocolate?’ he asks, leaning against his door, stopping my opening line in my throat.

‘How did you know?’ I’m genuinely impressed.

He points at my upper lip and I’m mortified. What is more embarrassing, wandering around the library with a whipped-cream moustache or having your crush notice it?

‘So, what can I do for you?’

I look at him, reach for his door and slowly shut it on him, leaving me alone in the corridor and him totally perplexed on the other side. I panicked, all right ? How could I continue a conversation after that?

Mind made up, I race towards my room.
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After several searches on different websites, it is finally Pirate Bay that comes to my rescue as always. Link found, uTorrent opened, and within ten minutes the 150-quid textbook is sitting in my hard drive free of charge.

Thank you, internet. Now all I have to do is open it.
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I made the mistake of opening it and then had to go get myself another hot chocolate.
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There’s a furious knocking on the door.

‘Go away, Sy!’ I yell. Of course it’s Sahil. Who else knocks at 11 p.m. like the world is about to end?

He continues knocking.

‘What?’ I yank the door open. There he stands, guitar casually slung behind his back. Whenever Sahil comes back from a rehearsal, his eyes are always shining with mad happiness and passion. You can ask for all his money at this point and he’d give it to you.

‘I’ve been informed that you were seen lurking around the library today.’

‘What of it?’

‘You’re up to something, Ay.’

‘Yeah, studying. What else do you do in a library?’

‘You can ask Akhila what else we did,’ he says with a grin.

‘Clearly it wasn’t good enough because now she’s an ex who goes to university in a whole other continent,’ I spit out, and instantly feel guilty. As if Sahil needed a reminder of his break-up with Akhila two months ago. But her name always brings out such venom from within me, it’s shocking. I hold my breath waiting for his reaction.

‘Ay, how do Japanese puppies greet each other?’ he says unexpectedly. ‘Konnichihuahua.’

And he bursts out laughing at his own joke.

I attempt to give him a death stare. And it would have worked – I did look pretty menacing wearing my comfiest oversized tee spattered with fake blood. But he knows I live for bad jokes. And once I crack a smile, he forces his way in, knowing he has won.

‘Sahil, I am working,’ I groan in despair.

‘Please continue, think of this as your own room.’

I give him a look and go back to the books, but he’s in my room – how the hell could I possibly focus on Accounting? He leans right against my desk, partly to annoy me and partly because there’s genuinely no space. Most of it has been taken by a giant metal trunk. Even Sahil, with his general disregard for everything, knows he has to be careful around this trunk. It’s my bizarre and eclectic collection of simple things that give me great joy but hold no real value to the outside world.

Inside, there’s a Canon Rebel T2i that I use for food photography. I saved the whole of last year to buy it, skipping a great number of meals – and if I skipped meals, you can tell how much this camera means to me. There are collections of odd recipes with ingredients I had never heard of before, books which tell you about the history of various countries through food – what the working class ate, how they celebrated. I love experimenting with random food combinations. I love recipes and reviews. I am fascinated by how words written by someone else can make me actually taste the food through the page. A magic trick. No wonder then that this little trunk also holds pages and pages of food reviews no one had asked me for, but I have written anyway. For myself. Because words have power, and it gives me a thrill to stir them up.

‘Yaar, how can you read so much? It’s so boring.’

‘Sy, it takes you to different places; makes you fly.’

‘Just try weed with me once. Phir dekhiyo.’ He flips through one of the books. ‘Why are we so guilty when we reach for a second piece of cake? Is it something to do with history?’ he reads aloud and looks over at me, rolling his eyes.

I begin enthusiastically ‘So, cakes were eaten in celebration during religious festivals. And when the Puritans took control, they banned cake because they felt religious activities shouldn’t be so indulgent. Sugar became a sin. Most people don’t realize it, but that guilt probably lingers till this day.’

‘Oi, angrez, I’m Indian and I’m still guilty. It has something to do with the fact that we’ll get fat.’

‘But isn’t it amazing how food has always been a way of controlling people? Actually never mind, it’s stupid.’

I always do feel dumb sharing these bits out loud. They aren’t meant to be shared; they are just meant to be savoured by me. It’s not like anything concrete is ever going to come out from my love for food. I don’t even know how to properly bake or cook, I just love the whole idea of sweets and savouries, their journeys and how a recipe written so long ago can still produce a complete dish today.

I try to brush off these thoughts and focus once again on the work ahead of me. Sahil watches me for a few minutes. I try to ignore it, but predictably this proximity is making the tips of my ears go red. Without any warning, he leans down close, and I can feel his breath tickle the nape of my neck.

‘Why would you do that? That’s suicide,’ he says, peering at my textbook.

‘What? Studying?’ I manage to cobble two words together.

‘That too, but mainly trying to teach yourself from that fuck-all textbook. It’s the worst.’

‘How do you study for this stupid module then?’

‘I don’t have to. I just took the test; now I can relax.’

‘Wait, you made it??’

‘Everyone did. That’s why I BBM-ed you asking where you were.’

‘Fuckity.’

‘Here’s some advice.’ He picks up the textbook and slams it shut. ‘Relax.’

‘That’s your amazing advice? Relax?’

‘‘By the time we learn to live, it’s already too late” Louis Aragon, French poet.’ Sahil pulls out a Cadbury Freddo Frog from his pocket, holding it up like a rose. ‘For you, milady.’

How does he go from profound to goofy so effortlessly? And how do you ignore a boy who always gets you chocolate? He has never forgotten to buy an extra bar whenever he buys one for himself.

Shaking my head, but smiling all the way to my core, I take it from him and split it in half.

‘Just go to the lecture tomorrow. It’s far more helpful than this book,’ he says, munching on the chocolate.

I must have a stressed out look on my face, because he adds, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll make sure Swati and I are there too if you don’t understand anything.’

Oh, come on, how can I not love this boy? He shows up at my door with candy and a solution to my problem, and then goes out of his way to make sure I’m okay?

Sahil Malhotra is a prince!
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Espresso
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‘Sahil Malhotra, you’re a dick.’ I tell him as I turn to face the intimidating lecture hall overrun by the hottest Swedish, Korean and Russian goddesses, all of whom have the brainpower to light up a continent. ‘So this explains your sudden interest in Accounting.’

Swati laughs. ‘The Cyanide Chronicles continue.’

‘Sy’ and ‘Ay’ made Swati dub us as ‘Cyanide’ because she thinks he’s bloody poison for me. Sahil makes for the best friend in the whole world, but expecting anything more from him is just setting myself up for disappointment. And she’s the only one who’s authorized to pass judgement on this. Not just because she’s my best friend, or because she’s seen me slowly suffocate with this frustrating one-way crush, but also because she and Sahil have been ‘family friends’. Which means their families have basically known each other for too long now to not know each other’s secrets.

So Sahil and Swati are allies. When her brother was expected to take over her father’s business – Delhi’s top law firm – and she was supposed to pass time the acceptable way by studying fashion designing in India, it was Sahil who knew the real reason why Swati shocked her parents and got into Westley’s prestigious and insanely competitive business programme. Because our university Women’s Football Club is fierce enough to scare even the boys at Cambridge.

Her parents only relented because, ‘London is closer to home than sending her to New York or Milan, hai na beta?’

The nine-hour first class ticket to Heathrow was basically like taking the car out for a day trip to Lonavala. So they remained oblivious to the fact that their daughter’s stellar figure and long legs didn’t come from the shitty diet of khakras and toasted chana prescribed by Pimmy aunty, but through hours spent slogging it out on the field. They’d die if they knew, because who’d want a football-loving, roughhousing daughter-in-law?

This wasn’t her only secret. Sahil had even covered for Arnav, Swati’s secret Delhi boyfriend, often collecting her with decoy friends for a ‘night out’. If they ever found out, she’d first be killed for one secret, revived and then killed again for the second. Why?

‘Because Arnav’s family doesn’t own a farmhouse,’ she had said.

I had thought it was a joke.

It was not a joke.

Thanks to her alliance with Sahil, Swati scored goals on the field, and remained sophisticated and demure at the Delhi high teas. While Sahil scored all the girls and remained the poster child of the adarsh balak.

And me, with my all-black outfits, big combat boots and unruly curly hair jailed in a pony tail, somehow became their best friend.

Making my way through the maddening bustle of 400 students all rushing to grab a seat before the lecture can start, I manage to stumble on a low step that serves no real purpose except for causing people to stumble on it idiotically. Desperate to steady myself, I clutch the desk next to me, knocking off a small Styrofoam espresso cup placed on it.

‘Ow! Fuck!’ I wince as hot coffee scalds my hand. Shaking off the pain and murmuring a quick apology under my breath, I look up to find myself staring into startling green eyes coldly regarding me. For a second, just a second, I don’t hear a single sound in the hall.

‘You’re holding everyone up,’ Sahil breaks the moment, tugging me forward by putting his hand in the pocket of my jeans.

It’s almost dizzying, climbing up towards some nosebleed seats. The chaotic crowd keeps bumping into us. What a struggle for education.

If you want to fail, always get seats in the last row. It’s away from the professor’s vision, gives you a bird’s-eye view of more interesting happenings, and somehow is always the perfect temperature for the most restful and peaceful sleep of your life.

I am definitely going to fail.

As I fish out my notebook, I look up to find that not only has the professor magically teleported into the hall, but is now halfway through erasing whatever Elvish gibberish she had plastered on the giant whiteboards. That’s right, whiteboardS. Because one isn’t enough to fuck lives up.

Sahil has his arms crossed across his chest and the page open before him is blank.

‘Aren’t you going to note anything down?’ I whisper to him.

‘Kyun? I’m only here because you’re screwed.’

I don’t respond and he can tell I’m totally at sea. ‘Chal, see down there?’ He leans in closer ‘Those are the high-level accounting kids. This class has a mix of basic-level and HL Accounting students. But you need to pay attention to only them. Note what they note; zone out if they don’t.’

Leaning over, I look down to the row Sahil’s pointing at and see around thirty students, all absolutely focussed and hanging on to every word of the professor’s, who seems more involved in teaching them than the rest of the chaotic hall. Seated among them is the boy whose coffee I spilled. Terrifyingly, Espresso has jotted down neat little paragraphs! I don’t even know what I don’t know at this point!

I look to my right. ‘Swati, did you understand anything?’

‘I’m just happy I passed the test,’ she shrugs.

I look to my left. ‘Sahil, did you get anything?’

But he’s too busy texting, phone deep in his lap under the table. He doesn’t even look up, just grins and nudges me playfully. Panic melts for a second and I nudge him back. He smiles and nudges me again.

‘Stop.’ I laugh softly.

‘You stop,’ he says, just as softly.

‘Actually stop.’ The annoyance in Swati’s tone makes me realize how dumb I look.

‘Okay, get up.’ I make Swati switch seats with me. If I have to get any work done in this class, I will have to stay away from Sahil. He looks up with fleeting concern to find Swati now being wedged between us.

‘Hi, kamina, what’s up?’ She grins at him. He gives her a smile laced with a sneer.

A minute later, Swati passes me a page torn from a notebook.

‘Have you heard this song? “Brighter than sunshine?”

Recognizing Sahil’s messy handwriting, I promptly scrawl a reply and send it back through Swati.

‘Why are you passing notes? Just text me.’

The paper boomerangs back.

‘There is something romantic about notes.’

‘What do we need romance for?’

‘There’s this line in it – “Give me your hand and you will see, your heart is keeping time with me.” It has been running in my head all day.’

I have to pause, taking the words in. The thought of holding his hand, merging heartbeats together … I begin scratching out a reply.

‘So, Rumi says–’

My pen skids across the page as Swati yanks the piece of paper from me and reads the whole thing with a grim expression. She crumples it into a ball and, without looking back, tosses it over her shoulder into the wastepaper basket behind us. She doesn’t miss.

‘Tu beech mein kyun aa rahi hai, Swati aunty?’ Sahil grumbles under his breath.

‘Fitrat hi aisi hai, kya kare?’
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The next day, I bravely decide to head for the battleground, sans support, since Swati and Sahil tapped out. But it’s the same saga. The same fight for seats, the same illegible presentation, the same professor who appears out of thin air and starts from the middle of her train of thought. People can’t actually be keeping up? I ask myself.

But they are! There are rustling pages and nods here and there, and slides of the presentation just pass me by like a bus I’ve missed. By the third day, the pattern becomes clear. Grab a hot chocolate, get confused in class, end up even more scared about the exam. I don’t know what questions to ask because my doubts have doubts by this point!

On the fourth day, Espresso raises his hand. The class stops. Professor and Espresso speak, probably in Klingon, and I gathered he has challenged her math. No way! For some reason, this boy’s stoic face annoys me. It almost looks like a sneer, even though I know he’s being quite serious. Theories and formulae are exchanged.

The professor listens …

And apologizes!

Holy shit.

I’m way way out my depth here.

On the fifth day comes hell. The professor is picking students from the audience to answer her questions. I slowly sink deeper into my seat, lower and lower, suddenly praying my boots weren’t so conspicuous. The heat in the room goes up a notch, and my layered shirts begin to feel stifling.

Don’t pick me.

‘Girl at the back.’

Can’t be me.

‘The one in black.’

Dear god.

I try to push down the hot chocolate slowly rising up my gullet and look at her, hoping no one notices me wiping my clammy hands on my jeans under the table.

‘Yes, professor.’

She looks at her slide, then at me and fires her question.

‘Wkugmv? Tdhfh fgwqra ggdrufvggf? Plus tax deductible rnuwrnubv 45.6?’

What the actual fuck? What, what? What was the question?

‘Sorry … professor?’

She repeats exactly what I think I heard the first time.

Heart rate increasing. Getting dizzy. Apparently she has asked a really simple question, because I can see a few sneers.

‘Really?’ Crap, she looks annoyed. ‘Okay, here’s a clue: The question is related to debentures. Now, let’s break it down. What are debentures? Surely you know that.’

Oh, thank god. Yes, I understood that word.

‘Debentures are long-term loan certificates,’ I quickly shoot.

‘Hallelujah,’ she says drily. ‘Therefore, wkugmv? Tdhfh fgwqra ggdrufvggf? Plus tax deductible rnuwrnubv 45.6?’

If I didn’t get it the first time, how in hell did she think I was going to get it now? And then, the look on my face changes. I see everyone staring back at me and I know that they can tell something is not right. The only one not sneering is Espresso, but even he looks on curiously. Oh god, this isn’t happening right now. Not here, not in front of all these people. I can taste all that milk at the back of my throat.

Not happening, please, not happening!

Fuck, happening!

I hold my hands to my mouth.

‘Well?’ asks the professor impatiently.

And it’s all the trigger my body needs. I bolt right for the door, but it’s too far away. I don’t make it in time and throw up in my hands, still running.

‘Well, I never!’ the professor sputters, clearly offended. Muffled laughter and gasps of disbelief ring in my ears as I bolt out of the door.
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Splashing cold water on my face and gripping the edge of the sink tightly, I look at myself in the mirror. My eyes are red from the exertion of all that throwing up.

Time to take stock of the situation. Things I have so far done:

Insulted a professor. By throwing up.

Run out midway through a lecture.

Engraved myself permanently in the collective memory of the entire class and entered Accounting folklore for years to come.

But, most importantly, this lecture was so mind-numbingly boring that it made me ill. My body has physically rejected my studies.

‘This is not working out,’ I whisper to myself. ‘The clear straight path is not for me.’

And it’s true. I will die trying to learn this module. There has to be another way.

And then a familiar instinct kicks in – survival. I’ve scraped through exams all my life, and it definitely wasn’t studying that helped me survive. I’m done playing clean.


4

Monster Munch And Coke
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New plan. The first step of acing an exam isn’t reading the book, but reading the examiner’s mind. Think about it, isn’t it bloody taxing for a professor to set competitive exam questions across several different ability levels for the same module? Unless … she’s been following a previously set structure. Based off older exam papers. Oldest trick in the book, really, and all I had to do was find that pattern.

So I find myself deep in the library, using their computer to hunt down past papers for my life hack. But the online copies only went as far back as ten years. Useless. Where I needed to be was in the darkened dusty aisle at the forgotten end of the library that held physical copies of old papers.

The basic-level or BL Accounting question papers were neatly preserved in a big fat book, dating back thirty years. There were four more volumes, each going back further in time. Choosing the books I needed, I begin the painstaking process of setting my brilliant plan in motion.

[image: Image]

My plan was shit. Comparing the papers reveals that each of them is uniquely brilliant and complex, none even remotely similar to the other.

I put the books back, totally deflated, and aimlessly wander around the library. The Great Clock from the Student Union building chimes, and though it’s very far away, I can hear the pleasant ring all the way up here. 1 p.m.

This is the first time I’m not hungry.

I must be really and truly devoid of all hope.

The words swim around my head.

‘Deportation.’ ‘Forty-five lakhs.’ ‘Bheja kam.’

Cold wind gently caresses my flushed face and I find myself outside the library building. Something pricks my hand in my pocket and I fish it out. Hallelujah, it’s a lollipop. Le Sucre. Unwrap, pop, and I swear that first hit is exactly what cocaine must feel like.

But then I smell the unmistakable earthy bittersweet scent of cigarettes. I’ve wandered into the smoker’s corner, and looking up, I find myself standing right opposite Espresso. Leaning against the wall in a supposedly relaxed pose. But is Espresso ever relaxed? He looks like he can pull out a gun and kill someone without batting an eyelid.

Yet for some reason, I feel safe with this total stranger. It’s so weird, but being enveloped by the smoke, mixed with the faint woody hints of his cologne stirs up one of the few happy memories within me. Of pines cones in a cold forest. Of Mom, still alive, and a family trip to Switzerland. Up in the mountains, we had found a tiny cafe surrounded by pine trees and snow. Hot coffees and great big slabs of Black Forest cake were ordered with great zeal. I remember how my legs were too short to touch the ground, and how my sides hurt from laughing too much.

Espresso is absorbed in watching nothing in particular out on the main street, where cars and people rush past. And we’re the only ones catching our breath.

I wonder if he has noticed me.

On cue, his eyes shift to me and the light catches them. They’re so alive, absolutely startling and unsettling at the same time. Perhaps it’s because of how small this space is, or how the sunshine makes them glimmer, that I could notice his eyes so intimately. But I suspect I’ll always remember how they burnt right into my very skin.

His eyes, they’re green at first. That’s the colour that draws you in, promising kindness and magic and beauty. But there’s a blue twisting through it, the kind of blue that is only found in the heart of the coldest glaciers. There is no warmth there, no emotion. You’re not welcome in his world. And that hint of blue is why I think his stare is icy.

I don’t suppose I’ve ever seen green–blue eyes before.

Somehow it appears he doesn’t remember me, despite my grand display in class yesterday, or perhaps I’m just not worth noticing. Stubbing his cigarette out swiftly, he moves out like he was never there. Phantom of the Smoker’s Corner.

My eyes follow him as he walks into the library, past the glass doors and up the stairs. Why am I not looking away?

And it hits me like a ton of bricks! A brand new plan!

Maniacally rushing through the library, feeling very Archimedesy, I pull out past papers for the HL Accounting module. And this time, I’m rewarded as a pattern finally begins to emerge faintly.

‘Oh, you clever bastards. I see you,’ I mutter under my breath.

So it was based on a past paper after all, just not from the same level. All I needed now to confirm what was common between the BL and HL papers was hard proof.
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‘You can’t check out exam papers, dearie,’ says the librarian, in her mauve cardigan and a voice that implies she does not mean the ‘dearie’.

‘And no food items on this floor!’ she shoots at a boy carefully balancing a bowl of hot soup, trying to slip past her gingerly. He turns around reluctantly.

‘I’ll bring them back in an hour, I promise.’

‘Sorry, dearie.’ Her grip on the books is far too strong for someone who looks that pruned. ‘Rules are rules.’

The boy opens the can of soup discreetly in a corner to take furtive sips. Ugh, that pungent horseradish smell.

‘And no need to apologize, dearie. Better out than in.’

Wait, she thinks that awful smell is me? I control the urge to correct her; bigger things are at stake.

‘Okay, what if I quickly pop in and make copies?’

‘No copies, no borrowing. You can only take them to your bench for half an hour per book.’

‘Then why do they even exist?‘

‘To study.’

‘How do I do study them when you won’t let me?’

‘The cheek!’ She turns in her seat. ‘Oh, Oliver dearie. We have a wee bit of a problem here.’

I realize she’s calling security. What a sour overreaction.

‘Fine.’ I look at her. ‘Fine, I’m going! No need to crack your hip.’

I turn and find Espresso standing right behind me, holding books for checkout. He definitely thinks I’m vile. Whatever. Sorry that I’m not above snapping at mean old ladies.
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Forty-five minutes later, I’ve taken a photo of every single page of those damned papers with my phone. Uploading them to an online jpeg-to-pdf convertor might sound tedious, but I’m a conscientious student.
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The Computer Science department is the most modern looking building on campus. All steel and glass, yet somehow quintessentially British with its comfy sofas and tea-stocked pantry.

I have burst in, armed with crisps and drinks – fuel for the one and only Mighty Silvestras.

Everyone suspects he never got sorted into the student housing halls and is now the battery that runs the building. He knows more than the Computer Science professors, keeps them on their toes, and adores a good challenge. But you have to coax him with payments of the only two things he survives on: Monster energy drinks and Monster Munch crisps.

And I have both. I am invincible.

‘Silva, I have come.’

Long black hair, full-sleeved black leather jacket and leather pants, and pale pale skin. He pulls out a can from my weighed-down arms. Crack. Fizz. Deep sip.

‘What is it?’

Okay, if this is your first meeting, you probably won’t notice the hair and leather as much as you’ll notice the voice. It’s thin and squeaky, and it might fool you into thinking Silva is harmless. But if you make the mistake of laughing at him, you’ll have invited the wrath of the whole CS department on you, including mine. Because Silva lives for solving problems, but since he is usually so chill and devoid of his own problems, he has to take up the problems of others. Therefore he’s earned enough good karma to command his own excellent army.

‘I need you to write me a basic program.’ I lay the remaining goodies at his table humbly. ‘It won’t take you more than fifteen minutes, and you will be saving a life.’

‘Whose life?‘

‘Mine.’

‘Oh. Not tempting enough.’

My face falls and a shrill girlish laugh escapes him even as he attempts to cover his mouth.

‘I’m only takin’ the mick out of you, mate. I’ll do it in ten.’

He fires up Unix and slams in some code. Nine minutes later, I have a rudimentary programme whose job is just to merely compare each of the papers I feed in and find a concrete pattern.

‘Mind you,’ he warns, ‘it will improve once it gets a hang of the task, but the first few rounds will throw up some bugs. So keep at it.’

I nod, crack my knuckles and get down to business.
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The programme only spits out gibberish.

Then it flashes angry red error signs. Sometimes it doesn’t understand the input; sometimes it doesn’t show me any output. But I persevere, and bit by bit, it begins to understand what I want.

The sun sinks and soon there’s only the janitor left. For a while, he leans against his broom watching over me. Eventually, even he clocks out and fades into the night. Now, only the gentle hum from a vending machine and my overworked computer can be heard.

Then the software crashes.

I resist the urge to slap the machine like an angry ferret, and spring out of my chair in frustration instead.

‘Okay, Arya, one last time.’

Composing myself, I reboot the software and restart the arduous task, feeling my eyelids grow heavy.

7 a.m. Sunlight slices through the glass walls of the building, waking me up. Wiping the drool off my cheek, I suddenly remember where I am and look at the computer screen that was gently flashing the message, ‘100 per cent Match Found.’

100 PER CENT MATCH FOUND?

Does anyone realize the gravity of this? I am the only one in the history of the University of Westley who has spotted that the HL papers were based off the BL papers with only the numerical values changed!

Decades of university exams and no one had figured it out!

I stand up in my spot like a god, alone in my empty universe, power coursing through me.

I don’t know what to do with this information yet, but I have hope now – and that is all I need.
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Sincere, hardworking students throng the lecture theatre at this ungodly hour. Threading through the crowd, I get some weird stares, perhaps because I look like I’ve just slept out on the street. I’m truly blessed this morning because of course one of the weird looks is from Mr Espresso himself. And he’s wearing his daily judgemental look of disapproval.

Praise be.

I don’t care; I’m here to put my crooked plan in action by standing outside the theatre doors and scanning for volunteers.

‘What’s happening?’ Sahil asks, noticing people scurrying away from me as fast as their obedient legs can carry them. ‘And why are you in your PJs. And why aren’t they some cute unicorn thingy?’

‘Why do you have such a 70s-Bollywood view of girls, Sy? Now stop wasting my time.’

‘Ho kya raha hai?’

‘I’m trying to convince one of the HL students to bring their question paper out for my Basic Level butt during exam week in Term 3.’

‘That’s months away, Ay.’

‘I have to be prepared! See, we sit for our exam three hours after the HL students finish theirs. Having the question framework beforehand means I’ll know exactly which formulae to puke out on the answer sheet!’

‘Accha, that’s the studying you did. Well done. They won’t do it,’ he says flatly, slamming a lid on my roaring fire.

‘True, I have been brutally rejected thus far, but there’s hope.’

‘Ay, no student will smuggle their paper out of the exam hall for you.’

‘But why not!’ I gesture so wildly my hand hits a door.

‘Because that’s the rule. The question paper goes right back to the invigilator after the answer sheets are collected.’

‘So, they’ll lose a couple of marks if they’re caught. Big deal!’

‘That is a big deal. This isn’t our country, remember? No international student wants to be caught breaking an actual exam hall rule and risk their degree. There’s more at stake for us, deportation and all.’

‘You think the rumours are true?’

‘Who knows, but they’re certainly not going to put it to the test for a girl wearing pyjamas that say “Dick-tionary of Swearing’’!’

True, the pajamas do have a detailed, albeit very artistically coloured, list of swear words you can use when you’re out of polite phrases.

‘What is your problem with my pajamas? Stop looking.’ I turn around, determined to convince someone.
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‘No.’

‘Na.’

‘Votch.’

‘Nee.’

‘Ne.’

‘Non.’

‘Nein.’

‘Não.’

Like I said, Westley truly is a cultural hub and I receive a firm no quite internationally.
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Things that will happen in my immediate future. Scoring a grand total of 1 mark on this paper for writing my own name correctly. Failing the year. And finally, seeing Dad’s disappointed face at Chhatrapati Shivaji International airport.

I kick the pillar in front of me and it surprisingly calms me down. So I kick the chair next to it, and man that feels amazing. And then I kick the stupid vending machine that never gives me a snack despite inhaling my coins.

And then my foot gets stuck in its mouth.

Let me explain. This is one of those vending machines that also dispenses bottled water. Misjudging my forceful kick has resulted in my foot getting stuck in its giant mouth, and no amount of desperate wrangling seems to make it come loose.

On cue, because real life is fascinating, the exam ends and students begin to pour out. Students who are hungry for snacks and drinks. My struggle intensifies. Must. Get. Foot. Out.

I hear a low whistle and turn. Standing next to me is Espresso. I immediately stop struggling. Why am I trying to be nonchalant about this? What makes me think I can play it down?

I’m kinda glued to the goddamn machine at this point. But does that stop him from getting what he wants?

Nope. He pushes a few coins in, the machine rattles as it serves up his can of soda. Predictably, the can gets stuck because this machine is a rebel and doesn’t like doing the one thing it was programmed to do: dispense snacks. Espresso shrugs like it’s totally normal, whacks the machine with one sharp smack that makes me flinch and the traumatized thing slides his soda down to the dispensing mouth.

Espresso now looks at me and relaxes against the machine with just a hint of an evil grin. I roll my eyes. Of course my foot is blocking it, and I have to painfully manoeuvre the can with my leg still in the machine, praying that my abs hold as I bend down and manage to fish it out.

He takes the can from me, and I expect him to leave, but no. Instead he punches in a number written on the side of the machine and hands his phone over to me. Holding it to my ear, I realize he has called up maintenance. See, this is why he’s an HL student.

Someone answers and I quickly try to work out how best to explain my situation.

‘Yes, hi. Good morning. I need some help please. Unusual help … No, no, the machine is working just fine, but would you mind terribly if you could please come to the site? … Machine code?’

Espresso points to a number beneath the coin slot.

‘Right, it’s um … 513Ab56. No, it’s stocked. No, no restocking required. You see, ah, my foot is stuck.’

A beat. There is silence on the other end. The person tries to process what he’s hearing.

‘Yes, in the machine. Yes, in the actual vending machine. Yes, a human foot. No, still attached. To? To me! To me! My very human foot is in your very inhuman vending machine, so I would appreciate it very much if you could just show up, without any snacks, and free it! … Sorry, I didn’t get that? … Oh, I’m the idiot? Bloody dickhead! … Yeah, go fuck yourself too!’

The man hangs up. Espresso clicks his tongue.

‘Shit,’ I mutter under my breath.

He opens his can of soda and takes a long sip. I quickly redial, definitely more honey and peaches this time around. It surprises even Espresso.

‘I’m so sorry, sir, you’re not a dickhead. I’m sure you’re terribly nice, but I do miss my leg you see … Oh? Thank you!’

I hand the phone back to him gratefully. ‘He’s coming in a bit.’

Espresso slides it in his back pocket and turns up the collars of his stiff coat, ready to head out of the building.

‘Do you ever talk?’ I can’t help but call out.

‘Only when important.’ And he walks off.

That voice went way back in time and pulled out a memory I had suppressed. How could I have forgotten that our paths had crossed once before? First year. So brief, but so very dramatic. The heavy accent drips right out of those three words. Fantastic. Tall, commanding, and now, Russian too. This guy has layers to his intimidation. Why the hell do these awkward situations keep happening to me whenever he is around?

I’m not denying the fact that I’m weird; I’m just asking the universe to stop revealing it to him.


5

Fat-Free Yoghurt and Caramel Coffee
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The campus cafeteria is booked solid around lunchtime, with professors and students all milling around to grab a quick bite. It’s like a mall food court, but humble and austere.

Cold food section, hot food section and an ‘Asian’ counter which served only rice and stir fried (stir burnt) vegetables. I wait patiently to pay for my gingerbread man cookie. Others choose normal things like chocolate-chip cookies, but I wanted something I could barbarically rip the head off of. I hear the barista announcing a drink order for an ‘Aldan Huntley.’

I quickly check it against the list of HL students that I carry and find his name still uncrossed on it. Ditching the cookie, I drag my feet over while he dresses his coffee.

‘Hi, Aldan, you’ve got a minute?’

He’s half-asleep, and looks definitely startled by me accosting him.

‘You’re a higher-level Accounting student, right?’ I ask.

‘Oh god, you’re that girl who’s been asking for the exam paper.’

‘Good, we’re all caught up then, so we can just—’

He shakes his head firmly, stopping me mid-sentence.

‘Come on!’ I’m at my wits end now. ‘Okay, you know what, screw this. I’ll pay! Fifty quid.’

He just stares at me.

‘Sixty? Seventy? I can’t do more than—’

‘Look, I can get you the paper, but you don’t understand the problem,’ he cuts in.

‘I know, I know. There are only thirty-five higher-level students and it’s easy to spot a missing question paper, and you can fail the module or get deported if you’re an international student …’ I drone on.

‘No, that’s not the problem. I mean, they are problems to be fair, but I can smuggle out the paper for you easy. But, riddle me this, what are you going to do with it?’

Now I’m stumped. How had I not thought this far? I was so sure if I had the question paper in my hand, it would be the key to all my problems. He can tell I’ve hit a roadblock, so he continues.

‘You’ll need someone to solve it. And I heard you need a perfect score. I’m going to be stressing over how I don’t know half the answers in my own paper. I cannot possibly take on the added responsibility of stressing about you! To be honest, if you need a full score there’s only one guy who can get it done, guaranteed.’

Inwardly, I sigh a thousand sighs with enough tragedy to make Shakespeare proud. Because I already know in whose direction Aldan has discreetly nodded.

There stands Espresso, who has just bought himself a cold ham sandwich, a practically frozen bottle of sparkling water and a glass filled with ice.

Was it my imagination or did the cashier actually bat her eyelashes at him?

‘Would you like some cola with that ice?’

What she should be asking him is would he like more ice with that ice.

He shakes his head and reaches for his wallet, a single swish of his hand, mind you, which grabs the exact change and hands it over – sharp movements with no extra to spare.

‘His whole demeanour is just …’

‘Manly,’ Aldan suggests.

‘Odd,’ I correct him.

‘Odd? Really, remind me what we were talking about again?’

‘Point made. But why him?’

‘Well, he has been topping through his first year and this semester. Perfect scores.’ Aldan sounds sufficiently in awe.

‘Nope. Can’t. Sorry.’

‘Just ask him. Granted, he does look a bit scary.’

‘It’s not just that. It’s too weird. I can’t talk to him, not after what happened last year …’

Aldan raises an eyebrow, expecting me to continue.

‘It was really funny, we … um … it’s ridiculous really … we …’

Aldan mistakes it for something else altogether.

‘Ohhh, did you guys hook up or something?’ he says with the solemn understanding of having been in a similar position. I try to process his conclusion.

‘Actually, sure. Yeah, why not?’

‘Well,’ Aldan sighs. ‘Too bad, mate. He was a sure shot had he agreed.’
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The day Sahil Malhotra lazily sauntered into my life, we cemented our friendship on the mangled remains of Espresso’s popularity.

Saying we hooked up was probably easier than admitting to what had actually happened. On the very first day of my very first year, I began my journey at the University of Westley by throwing someone under the bus (not literally, good god). That someone was The Russian Espresso.

It was during Orientation Week. The university had taken on the responsibility of making all students, no matter their nationality, feel comfortable, despite being so far away from their homes. Beijing to Burkina Faso, Lagos to Lithuania, Mallorca to Mumbai.

In our welcome kit, along with hand creams, lip balms and condoms (no freshman is getting that much action this early, but we’re flattered), one would also find a bright-green plastic coin with a token number embossed on it. We had to search for the person who had the same number as ours and head off together to become familiar with the town of Burgundy where Westley is located. Burgundy, as in the town where local shops close by 4 p.m. and the population largely comprises of people over the age of eighty who just want to die. I’m from Mumbai; I’m not used to this much silence and such empty roads. It’s very unnerving.

Tour buses and fun ‘activities’ were chalked out by the university and with every detail so wondrously planned, here’s the thing I didn’t get.

How the hell did they forget about the jet lag?!

I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m not sure I’d be able to ‘soak in’ the lovely ruins of Burgundy Castle, or survive the 6 a.m. cultural trip to Stratford-upon-Avon for charming Shakespeare when I’m bleary eyed and have survived the last ten hours on Economy class airplane food made of clay.

And that’s how I’d found myself that week, moving on autopilot and joining a queue I was told led to food. Mercifully meals were included in the programme, but since most of it was like eating cold sawdust, the one true salvation was the frozen yoghurt machine. It was everyone’s breakfast, lunch and dinner. Forget the cultural trips, this is where you’d end up making your first few friends and enemies. And I cannot stress the grand importance and popularity of this humble machine. People worshipped this machine. They protected it. This is where all the action was, where you needed to be seen.

So when I flicked the lever and heard a very odd clunk, I should have realized I was screwed. Machines don’t sound like that on a good day. But I was blinded by my sheer lust for sustenance and so I filled two cups because one portion just wasn’t going to cut it. The shit fest started when I realized flicking the lever off was no longer doing what it was programmed to do. With my back to the kids, who were practically foaming at the mouth, I quickly grabbed a third cup to stem the flow.

Look, when you’re in the middle of frenzied panic you don’t stop to think of a long-term plan, okay? I’m just not built for that kind of rational thinking. The only thought blazing in my head was: Frickity frack, I’m going to be friendless. They’re going to batter fry my soul.

So I kept filling cups. When I ran out of cups, I reached out for a plate, I knew I couldn’t let a single drop of this frozen fat-free dahi drop on the ground. And for the swelling line behind me? Wait for your goddamn turn.

I must have been playing it off really cool for the tall boy behind me to pitch in to help and speed things up. Now I know that that was my first meeting with Espresso, who for some reason thought this was the best time to make a new friend. To complain about his orientation partner who hadn’t come and how he had been left alone with just his token number. (#23. He made sure to repeat it several times through the conversation.) Cutting through his small talk, the froyo chaos and my head feeling like it was filled with hornets, I heard another voice.

‘Todd diya. Fine lagega.’

Appreciating the Hindi, I had looked up to find a smiling, friendly face behind me. With that dimple. It was the first time I saw it and it slayed me. It just made the smile even more extraordinarily charming. And just like that Sahil Malhotra had entered my life.

Deciding on his own that I needed saving, he rolled his cuffs up revealing strong hands, and a hefty Breitling. While he plucked the cups from the top shelf, which I couldn’t reach, I saw an LV belt perfectly hugging his hips, along with the sharp Boss shirt he had on.

Definitely a Delhi boy.

I have a theory that if someone’s wearing three brands or more at one go, they’re nearly always from Delhi. You can hate me for this, but I haven’t been proven wrong so far.

Sahil engaged me in conversation. We spoke loudly over The Russian’s head, created quite a scene – and then managed to make it look like we had been filling all these cups for him. That he’s the greedy one, who’s being selfish and is somehow making us work. The Russian suddenly found himself holding the lever, and Sahil took advantage of the moment and said with feigned shock, ‘Not so tightly, man, you’ll break it!’

I said to The Russian ‘Oh no! Be careful!’

And The Russian looked thoroughly baffled when we announced ‘It just won’t stop! What have you done?’

It was mayhem. A bloodbath. In the chaos that descended, Sahil and I had slunk away, leaving that poor boy to deal with all the hate. I’m ashamed to admit I didn’t even remember his face the minute I stepped out of the dining hall.

Instead, I remember what happened outside the hall.

When Sahil had seen my guilt-ridden face and said, ‘Leave it, ya. Tenu ki farak painda hai?’

When he held his hand out, which I took and introduced myself.

I even remember he had a light stubble, which told me he had probably landed just the day before like me.

‘I’m from—’

‘Delhi, I know,’ I said, and savoured the look of surprise on his face. Then I pointed to my wrist, waist and collar.

‘Ah. Think my city’s funny, do you? No need to ask you yours. Harsh and judgemental. You must be a Bombay-ite.’

I failed at supressing my smile. He said Bombay, not Mumbai. And although he had just sacrificed someone, he had done it to save me.

That’s how I overrode my own ‘Don’t Get Close To Delhi Boys’ switch, despite knowing they weren’t very good with girls’ hearts.

By the time the Christmas costume party came around a few months later, Sahil Malhotra had somehow gone from being just another fresher to the boy every desi on campus wanted to know. You could argue he was a walking cliché – good looks, Dilli-wala confidence and a certain boyishness that instantly put you at ease.

But we connected on a very deep level (which meant we understood each other’s lamest jokes) and quickly became inseparable.

This was also the same wretched Christmas party to which I had showed up with messy hair, torn jeans and boots, ignoring the fact that nearly every girl had dressed as a sexy elf, determined to tell Sahil how I felt about him. And I couldn’t because I found him wearing a ridiculous Santa outfit under the mistletoe with this girl called Akhila, holding the fake little nose from her sexy ‘reindeer’ costume, and sharing their first kiss.

I fucking hate Christmas, Santa and Rudolph the red-nosed bitch.

[image: Image]

With my options for salvation fast dwindling, I can’t help but think of the odds, according to which the very first person I met at Westley could quite possibly turn out to be the only one who could help me now. On a campus of a bazillion students, what are the insane chances of that happening?

Probably not as low as the chances of The Russian actually helping me out. If only I could turn back time and erase that whole damned day.

Funny how life is sometimes. Not so funny when you’re at the receiving end of it.
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Waiting for the bus, my mind is completely blank. And that’s fine; there’s nothing exciting to mull over apart from my mediocrity. I like this bus stop. It is a tiny blue thing, right at the start of the road into university. Surrounding the stop are bushes bursting with white and pink flowers. For some reason, it has been nicknamed the Heartbreak Street bus stop for decades now, since Westley first opened. And yet, no one knows why. Now it’s a part of campus lore, indispensable to the university. Of course, the real name of this main road is University Lane, but even the bus drivers don’t understand unless you yell, ‘HEARTBREAK, PLEASE!’

Swati isn’t at the stop. She must have left on an earlier bus. I spot Sahil trudging over with two cups of coffee.

‘Didn’t see you in class,’ I say.

‘Slunk out from the back door; thought I’d do some sheesha.’

‘At 8 in the morning?’

‘It’s 1.30 in the afternoon in Delhi.’

I have to laugh along with him at that logic.

‘You know, Arya, if you put this much effort and research into studying—’

‘Ya, ya.’

‘You’d still fail.’

I hit him as he grins into his coffee. He hands me the other cup without looking at me.

‘I knew you’d be cold, Miss PJ.’

I’m not just surprised, I’m blown away by his gesture.

‘You got me coffee? You?’

‘Excuse me, I happen to be a pretty caring and unselfish person,’ he says in mock surprise.

‘Ya right!’

‘Of course, it could also be an extra cup because the Costa guy got my order wrong and I couldn’t let the second coffee go to waste.’

Oh, really? So Sahil’s wrong order just coincidentally happened to be the exact coffee I always order? Sure.

Why can’t he just admit he wanted to bring me a coffee? Why can’t he just give me some hope that I’m not the crazy one, reading more into this, instead of constantly leaving me in the grey?

But the warm caramel swirling through the coffee stops my overthinking and makes me smile into my cup as the bus arrives. Whatever, wrong order or not, he thought about me. And for now, that was enough.

Small steps. Baby steps. And that’s how we get somewhere.


6

Vodka
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‘Alone again (Naturally)’ adds to the melancholy of the wilting salad leaves and hospital lights at our local Tesco. The song makes me pensive as I stare at a whole wall of alcohol and my eyes dart from the more expensive top shelf to somewhere lower. Since this is supposed to be a small bribe/token, it can’t be too cheap either. Settling for something mid-range, I stare at the bottle of vodka in my hand.

God, I’m such a shitty person sometimes. How on earth did I think a cheap Tesco vodka was going to break the ice between Espresso and me? Also, a thought suddenly strikes me, making my heart race: is it racist to gift a Russian vodka? But I like butter chicken, so it wouldn’t be wrong for someone to gift me that, right? I’d be thrilled actually. Or am I just fucking things up even more? Being a functional human is hard. Perhaps buying two bottles will balance out the cheapness.

There’s quite a long queue at Tesco, while the cashier checks in everything as excruciatingly slowly as she can. This gives me enough time to stew in my doubts and fears, and I don’t even realize when I open one of the bottles and start sneaking sips. Well, I am going to confront an ice wall; I need all the confidence I can get.

Perhaps he doesn’t remember me and that whole orientation week ordeal at all. I certainly didn’t remember him for a while. Plus, it was a whole year ago, we were babies! Also, he couldn’t have gotten into that much trouble, right? Except with the rest of the freshers who were annoyed with him? Especially in that one week where we had to make friends? When even his token #23 partner had bunked and he was already lonely.

Some vodka dribbles down my chin.

‘Excuse me?’ The cashier barks, big eyes done up heavily in the most sparkly blue known to mankind.

‘Oh, sorry,’ I quickly replace the cap and place both bottles on the counter.

‘Cash or card?’ she drones.

My mind drifts as I pull out some cash. What else did we do? Did we also manage to murder his dog while we were at it? Maim him? Kill his whole family?

Wham!

The automatic doors open a tad bit slower than my pace. Rubbing my nose, I don’t notice the looks from other people as I head towards Espresso’s dorm. Finding his details had been easy – only a matter of glancing at the test results tacked up on the board.

Rank No.1: Vladimir Petrov (Student ID 8*****)

And then using his student ID to see what housing he had been sorted into.

There are hardly any people on the street at this hour, giving me some more alone time to mull viciously, and pull at the bottle for some more swigs. Trying to construct the flow of the conversation in my head, I realize I have absolutely nothing on him to use.

One more burning swig.
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It is easy to find his door. I just had to poke my head into a communal kitchen and ask for his floor. Apparently he’s noticeable enough for the boys to stay out of his way, and the girls to sit up. I know this because from the three kitchens I asked, the girls excitedly pointed out the directions and a few boys flinched. One of them even rubbed his leg subconsciously. Why? Did Vladimir break it? Can I stop scaring myself for one second?

The more I say ‘Vladimir’ out loud, the more I think of the cliché that is a Russian named Vladimir. His parents must have spent a lot of time thinking that one up. But for a boy who keeps to himself, he is strangely well-known. One of the girl’s was even suspiciously generous enough to take me right to his door, quite happily actually.

‘You’re a friend of Vladimir’s?’

‘The Russian? Kinda.’

‘Isn’t he such a beautiful person? So deep and thoughtful. Caring, yet strong … I’m sure.’

I simply nod, not wanting to add anything to this obsession.

‘Are you drinking with him tonight?’ she suddenly asks rather sternly.

I glance down at the bottles she is eyeing suspiciously.

‘Oh no, these are for me!’ I quickly lie for some reason, most likely because of the possessive glint in her eyes. ‘I’m a hopeless drunk. Need my two bottles a day.’ What the fuck am I saying? Keep it together, Arya.

We reach his door. She just stands there reverentially for a second and then takes a long deep breath, almost like she’s trying to get everything she can of him. I will admit that it is getting a little awkward by even my standards.

‘Do you mind if …’ I nod at the door.

‘No, let me.’

With a flick of her wrist, she knocks so delicately I doubt anyone could have heard it. I usually go with The Shining’s version of ‘Herrrreee’s Johnny!’

We wait a few seconds in anticipatory silence. She’s positively holding her breath. I finally break and blurt out, ‘I don’t think he’s in. Thanks so much, I’ll leave now.’

‘No, he always takes this much time.’

Always? Vladimir certainly gets around.

And, right on cue, I hear some shuffling and my nervousness peaks. The door cracks open and this is the first time I really notice him.

He’s a tall, lean boy. No, boy somehow seems like the wrong word to use for him. It doesn’t quite fit. Man? But I didn’t get the eyes wrong, they’re icy and so, so cold. I notice the empty bottles of vodka that are lined up by his doorway … And is that the glint of a knife on his table?

I think the feelings stirring in the two girls outside his door are vastly different. She looks like she’s going to faint in pleasure, I look like I’m going to bolt in fear.

‘Hi, Elina.’

He shoots her a look so intense, she nearly dissolves.

‘How’s it going, Vladimir?’ Her voice is suddenly sultry and I have to turn sharply to check if it’s still the same girl. He seems a touch puzzled by the extra charm too and I wonder if he is aware of the effect he seems to have on the girls in his dorm. Or maybe he just doesn’t care.

‘How it has always been,’ he answers simply.

I finally see why she’s so flustered. Vladimir has that kind of smoky honey voice that you want to wake up next to on a lazy Sunday afternoon.

‘This girl wanted to see you.’

He turns his gaze to me, and what Elina found swoonworthy, I find extremely intimidating.

‘I … I could come back. If this is a bad time. Don’t want to disturb … you guys.’ I have a very stupid nervous grin plastered across my face.

He leans against the door frame, waiting impatiently for me to finish what I’ve come for. With just one look from him, Elina realizes she has to make her stage exit.

‘Good night, see you tomorrow. Oh, and! I know you don’t come for parties, but I’m still going to keep trying. So show up for the mixer at Vagabond, okay,’ she finishes even more sexily if it were possible.

He nods with a half-smile and now I’m left alone to fend for myself. I’m almost sorry to see her go.

‘Hi.’ I look up with a smile.

‘Hi,’ he says with a practised social smile he absolutely does not mean.

Crap! Can a smile be real and terrifying at the same time?

With the lack of anything better to do, I suddenly remember the vodka and push the bottles into his hands. He holds up the one that’s half empty and raises an eyebrow.

‘I know we haven’t properly met yet,’ I say quickly.

‘We have.’

Oh, god.

‘You threw up in class. And then got stuck in a vending machine.’

Phew.

‘Sounds about right. Yes, that’s me.’

‘Not really something to be happy about.’

‘Not really something to be a dick about.’ It just shoots out from my mouth and he shuts up.

Arya, you can’t blow this up now. He isn’t going to open his door every day for you. Restart.

‘Sorry, I’m a bit on edge. Hi.’

He rubs his neck and his whole attitude tells me that this is wasting his time.

‘Actually, I’m here because—’

‘Hang on,’ he says, and goes back inside. I quickly take the few seconds to recompose myself.

‘Keep talking,’ he says from inside, placing the bottles on his desk.

‘It’s actually a really small favour, no big deal at all. Really! And well, you could probably save my life. I know it sounds really dumb when I ask just like that, but again, it’s seriously not a big deal. Please! If you can, please help me solve a paper. I would be forever indebted if you could take me through any formulae I could use, or theories I could write. It … it’s almost like a mini tuition class, but just right after an exam. Your exam. Is this making any sense? Is my sense of desperation getting through or should I keep begging? Look, I’m begging you. Absolutely clutching your feet kinda stuff,’ I keep jabbering, hoping some words might hit the target and connect with him.

His answer to this is to grab his knife and walk (menacingly?) towards me. I’m so nervous I don’t notice the apple in his other hand.

‘Well, should … should I say it again? Perhaps you didn’t understand. I … I know it is a pretty strange request and—’

‘I understand. Just wanted to make you sweat it out.’

Saala.

‘I do have a question,’ he continues.

‘Sure, what?’

‘Why exactly would I do that for you?’

‘Fifty pounds.’ I regret it as soon as it comes out of my mouth, but I’m thrashing about here, hoping anything works.

‘I do not need money.’

‘Extra’s always good.’ Wow. I have some audacity.

His reply is to cleanly slice the apple with barely any effort. I press on.

‘Please! Come on, there must be something I can do for you! Something I can give you, anything! In the … erm… non-sexual way, obviously.’

The sides of his eyes crinkle with the hint of a grin.

‘Yes, but … my cup already runneth over.’

He chews on every word, and I suddenly see in a flash a Styrofoam cup overflowing with frozen yoghurt. He eats a paper-thin slice of apple straight from the knife and knows he has made his point.

‘Sorry I could not be of more help.’ He doesn’t sound apologetic at all.

‘There must be some way!’

‘Good night.’

Door shut. On face. What an insult.

‘Night …’ My voice sounds so defeated. ‘And I’m sorry about last year!’

As I walk away, the door opens again. I whip around.

‘So you do remember. Good.’

He shuts the door again before I can even open my mouth.

Insult on insult. Insult sandwich.
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The jam session screeches to an abrupt halt as I walk in. The boys are just mucking about in the rehearsal hall.

‘Am I disturbing you?’

‘No, not at all.’ Sahil springs to his feet with a smile. ‘We were just packing up anyway.’

He heaves himself up on the stage and gestures for me to come sit beside him. I hate doing this because I have learnt that there is no elegant way to hoist myself up. I look like a turtle trying to climb over a rock sexily. Before Sahil can chuckle, I hit him.

‘What was that for?’

‘The joke in your head which you are not allowed to say out loud.’

‘Theek hai na. Chal, what can I do for you?’

‘Nothing, just felt like seeing you,’ I admit plainly. ‘So the Vladimir thing is a lost cause.’

‘Who’s that?’ he asks.

‘Do you remember last year, when you murdered a guy for frozen yoghurt?

‘Wow, you make me sound like a real bastard.’

‘Oh, toh you aren’t?’ I grin.

He lightly kicks my leg that has been swinging off the edge of the stage. I kick him back. He grips it with both his legs like a vice, and I begin to laugh and free myself.

‘Looks like everyone’s gone for a smoke break,’ he murmurs.

‘That just leaves you to do all the packing up.’ I hop down from the stage.

‘Excuse me, where do you think you’re going?’

‘Away. Before you make me work.’

Moments later, I am surrounded by the cables Sahil is trying to wind up, while I frantically try to untangle the ones closest to me.

‘For the record, Sy, this means you owe me one.’

‘Haan, tere kamre ka jhaadu-pochha kar lunga bas?’

He’s deeply engrossed in his work – the amps, instruments, which plug goes where. I pause what I’m doing. There’s just something about watching people work with things that look completely alien to you, but they seem to understand intimately. In those precious moments, you can see their passion, and it just somehow makes them more interesting. It adds a whole new dimension to Sahil’s otherwise cavalier and laidback attitude.

‘Sy?’

‘Hmm?’ He doesn’t look up and walks around me, tugging at a few thick cables that don’t seem to budge.

‘Why don’t you just pursue music? You know you’re good.’ I turn my neck to follow him as he continues to circle me rounding up the wires.

‘I love music, Arya, but I’m not crazy to give everything up just to pursue some manic dream. That’s so stupid.’

‘Then you don’t love it at all,’ I declare.

‘Because I’m not making dumb decisions?’

‘Because you’re not obsessed. What is love without obsession?’

Looking up at me with a grin, he yanks at a particular cable that tightens around my legs and abruptly pulls me to within an inch of him.

‘Okay, Arya,’ he says softly. ‘What are you obsessed with?’

A blush doesn’t just simply creep up on my face, okay? It roundhouse kicks me.

Big empty rehearsal hall, Sahil entangled in cables with me, asking me to confirm who I’m very obviously obsessed with. If this isn’t a moment for a dramatic sweeping kiss—

‘Oi, you have five more minutes to clear out, ya heard me?’ thunders a voice.

It’s the janitor.

‘Yeah, sorry, Roger.’ Sahil smiles and moves away.

Fucking Roger. Do second ke baad nahi aa sakta tha kya?


7

Sugar Cube
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Let it never go unnoticed: I’m a very hardworking, dedicated girl.

Everyone else has it super easy. The guy they want to stalk usually is an open story on Facebook, but I couldn’t find a stitch on Vladimir even after plundering less-abused grounds like Hi5 and MySpace.

So, I had to stalk him the old-fashioned way.

First, I went to the Business School head office. The bulletin board right at the entrance gave me all the information I needed. There it was, everything my father hoped for from me, being achieved by someone else.

On the board was a printout with last year’s results, with headshots of the top five students. Vladimir was leading the pack, his solemn face looking down at us and judging us all. The curt smile on his face made me finally understand what people mean when they say someone’s smile did not reach their eyes. Next to it, there was an article on the Business Conclave, a competition that searches for a winning business idea across universities. The article also had a photo of Vladimir on the stage, receiving a bottle of champagne and a paycheck, rewards for his victory.

Right at the bottom of the board was an Oxfam volunteer form with only a handful of signatures – typical shoddy handwriting, loopy letters written with pens that seem to have run out of ink. But Vladimir’s name, written with a steady hand, neat and firm, was at the very top. The fact that he had been the first to volunteer told me more about him than all the glory-day pictures and top scores.

I began showing up outside his classes, always with a pitiful expression, hoping he would understand my plight and be guilt-tripped a little. Once, I even had the guts to leave a note on his desk at the library, and honestly, it felt like one of those notes kids passed to their crushes back at school. Except this one said: ‘Fucking help! Best, Arya Mahtani’.

And I came back to my desk to another note.

‘No. Sincerely, The Russian’.

Smug bastard. In retrospect, I could have been a bit more polite, but no one remembers nice words all the time, okay?

After hunting for a little more than a week and getting a lot of intel from Elina, here’s what I’ve understood.

I could never fall in love with a Russian boy.

There’s something very … unsettling … about them.

Look, I’m not saying that if someone stalked me for a week they wouldn’t find my life sad. I’m a proud Pathetic. I’m aware I don’t step out for any parties. My life plans generally revolve around sleep. Forty-eight hours under the duvet sounds like a much better weekend than throwing up in the bushes while balancing in stilettos that were on sale at New Look because they were probably made out of razor blades.

But even I look forward to Odeon Fridays for a good movie with a bag of candy. Vladimir Petrov, on the other hand, enjoys night-long Skype sessions with his CA back in Moscow discussing his investments and savings. Yeah. Who has a CA at nineteen?

Of course, it’s great that he’s so responsible, but it’s also terrifying.

‘Vladi likes taking icy–cold showers in the morning, and if he showers in the evening, then the water has to be boiling hot,’ Elina tells me.

‘I’m not sure what I can do this with this information, Elina.’

I don’t want to continue this conversation lest she tells me how she knows his shower preferences. The less I know, the neater my exit.

But through Elina, I have discovered that the boy is very methodical, with simple tastes and needs. I observed his habits by spending my mornings in Elina’s communal kitchen that overlooked his. Every morning, he reads the newspaper. The last time I read one was when my fish and chips came wrapped in it. And Sahil only pretends to skim through the library copies.

He also begins every single day with a slice of rye bread topped with white butter. That he takes his coffee black I already know. But the rare times he does have tea, it’s way different from my cutting masala chai, which has oodles of creamy milk. The whole method is very unusual. He prepares a strong concentrate of black tea, and takes the hot drink without any milk. And then, he holds a hard cube of sugar between his teeth, through which he pulls on the steaming black tea. I have no idea where he picked the habit up from, but the ritual is so bizarre and weird that I had to try it.

It is bloody addictive.

Does this mean Vladimir has a fondness for sweet things? Can I bribe him with sugar?

I also know about his friends now. This is only because I was surprised to learn that he even has friends. I saw them (Seyit, Mischa and Boris) at a pub, and resting between them a small, brown, very serious-looking cupcake with a lit candle for Seyit’s birthday. They took silent sips of their drinks, topped them, smoked and probably said a grand total of five words among themselves. Oh, apart from the toasting. There was a lot of toasting. To health, to this, to that. Which meant a lot of drinking. But somehow they were sober enough for people to assume they’d just been downing tap water.

It was the most stressful birthday dinner I had ever seen. But Vladimir ended the meal with, ‘I had a good time.’

Good time. Good time. Good time.

By comparison, the table next to them had a giant cake that was shooting out sparkles. The guests were loudly and drunkenly singing birthday songs in every language they could think of. I suspected they were Indians because we can’t even whisper quietly, and my suspicions were confirmed when ‘Baar baar yeh din aaye’ began with much energy. The Russians looked over only once, with mild annoyance. But it was Vladimir who looked dangerously angry at the very joyous display. Clearly, he’s unhappy when others are happy.

None of this information helps my case, except for the fact that Vladimir has a very poor impression of desis.

After days of stalking, I finally find myself giving up now, right in the middle of a useless stakeout at Tesco, while clutching a bottle of my regular cocoa butter shampoo as my excuse. What exactly am I hoping to find here through his grocery shopping? He heads into the bread aisle and I already know he’s picking out a loaf of rye bread … but then, he’s just gone!

How is that possible? He was literally right here. I lean further and peer over the shelves, but there’s no sight of him. Did he leave?

I turn around to find the exit and … bam! He’s right next to me!

My heart is practically in my mouth; I can feel it hammering away while he regards me with open disgust. The shock is enough to send me reeling backwards into a painstakingly stacked giant pyramid of canned soup. It could have been something lighter, like bags of candy floss. Breakfast bars. Cereal boxes. But no, it has to be a wall of hard-as-hell metal cans that were just dying to rain down heavily and make their Death Metal music debut.

I don’t really remember what happens next. It’s often hard to after being bombarded with hearty homemade chicken soup (now with extra fibre and 0% fat) and totally blacking out.

When I come to again slowly, I notice a couple of things. One, there is a crumpled and bloodied tissue in my right hand. In my left remains, miraculously, the bottle of cocoa butter shampoo. My forehead feels cold. Realizing all these things at the same time shoots a stinging pain right through my skull and I yelp. I’m immediately soothed by a bag of frozen peas at the end of which is Swati. The pain comes in fits and bursts, and tears spring into my eyes. Even the lights seem way too harsh, and I realize I’m still in Tesco. A few employees glare at me while clearing the mess.

Through my watery vision, I spot Sahil running through the aisles towards me.

‘What the fuck happened?’

Sahil’s here? The concern in his voice makes me feel all warm inside, a feeling that is quickly doused when I hear another voice.

‘Your thing was stalking me.’

The voice hits me with the same intensity as those loaded tin cans. He’s still here? It just can’t be. But I turn around slowly, and there’s Vladimir, towering over us all. I thought he would have just left me there under the pile, buried for life.

‘Excuse me?’ Sahil squawks. ‘Who is this?’ He turns to Swati.

‘He pulled Arya out and called me to come.’

‘You what? You how?’ I whip around so fast my head throbs. Vladimir helped me?

The boy pulls out my phone from his pocket.

‘It was the most dialled number; I took a shot,’ he says.

‘One second, hang on.’ Sahil makes us focus on him again. ‘Stalking? What do you mean she was stalking you?’

‘I wasn’t!’ I protest as my cheeks betray me and flush red. Saying it out loud makes it real, embarrassing and so much worse. ‘I … I came to buy this!’ Relieved to still have the shampoo on me, I hold it up like Rafiki holding up baby Simba from the ledge. ‘I just love the smell of cocoa butter.’

‘I know,’ says Vladimir. ‘I hate it. You know why I hate it? Because it is so strong; it is everywhere. Whenever you stalk and go. I am not a drive-through.’

So all this time, when I thought I was using my ninja skills, he knew? It makes me shudder. ‘Guys, I promise it’s not what it looks like. Come on, it’s not like I’m obsessed with him or something.’

‘It is all right; you would not be the first,’ Vladimir says simply.

‘Wow,’ I scoff. ‘You think very highly of yourself.’

He doesn’t react. He does think very highly of himself.

‘Arya, what is even going on?’ Swati sounds confused out of her mind.

This is crazy, I’ve wasted days on this fruitless endeavour. Now even Swati’s involved, I look like an idiot in front of the boy I like and the entire staff at Tesco hates me. I feel reckless enough to cut to the chase. Grabbing Vladimir’s hand and pulling him away from the crowd, I certainly don’t expect it to be this easy to drag him away, like tugging on a kite. The fact that he feels like a puppet behind me makes me realize a second too late that I’ve shocked the living daylights out of him. Possibly no one before has had the guts to lay a finger on him, much less completely get all up in his personal space.

Ducking into an empty aisle, I finally kill my ego and just confront him.

‘Look, you know why I’m here. It’s not like this is my hobby. I’m clearly desperate. Can’t you help me out a little bit?’

His face plunges into deep thought, like he’s truly considering this.

‘No.’

Deep breath. ‘Okay, how about … Can you coach me? That’s legal, decent and doable.’

‘No.’

‘Why! Why is this a no as well?’ My frantic jazz hands are as desperate as me.

‘My apologies. It must be shocking to learn that you cannot tell people what to do with their time.’

‘You must be very popular.’

‘I am not here to make friends,’ he says curtly. ‘I am here to make a life.’

‘You have no life.’ And I instantly regret my words.

‘We have very different definitions of life then.’ The coldness in his voice irritates me as much as I’m clearly irritating him. And then suddenly my mouth fills with the taste of rust. Frustration has peaked enough for my nose to start bleeding again.

Wow, I bet that’s attractive.

Vladimir reacts fast and calmly pulls at the tissue still in my hand. He wipes the blood off my face in one clean motion.

‘You didn’t flinch.’ I’m quite startled by his composure.

‘Stop staring at me. It is just blood.’

Just blood? I know Sahil would have passed the hell out at the sight of just blood. Akhila once cut her hand while carving chicken, and Sahil practically choked. Finally Swati and I took her to the ER, but I had refused to enter the building. I’d never step foot in a hospital since Mom … the lights, the wards, the smell. Everything disturbed me terribly. And don’t get me started on needles. Goddamn splints from hell.

And here’s Vladimir, who simply shrugs it off by saying, ‘I’ve seen worse.’

‘Like what? The Crimean War?’

‘Something like that,’ he says. He reaches out to grab a box from the shelf behind me, tears it open and hands me a—

‘Tampon?’ I say blankly.

‘It’ll stem the bleeding.’ His face is perfectly serious.

‘Fuck off, I’m not shoving a tampon up my nose!’

And a fresh burst of blood gushes out in defiance.

‘I really won’t, Petrov. I promise you. Take it away,’ I protest. He still holds it out obstinately. A drop of blood dangerously hangs from my chin, threatening to drip down.

Fine! Grab. Shove. And I stand there like an idiot, with a tampon stuffed up my left nostril and a string dangling down my face. I look as comical and as pitiful as I feel. Frustrated, I punch the packs of sanitary napkins right next to Vladimir, seriously wishing they were him, or my accounting paper. Ideally, both. Amused, he watches me and leans back against the shelves.

‘Why can’t you take a no?’ he asks.

‘Why won’t you give me a yes?’ I plead.

‘Da,’ he says quite suddenly.

‘Da? Da what?’

‘I’ll do your paper.’

What? Did it take me looking like a joke for him to agree?

‘If …’ he continues slowly.

‘If?’

‘You get me a date,’ he states.

‘Excellent. Mejdool, Omani, Zahidi? I have a couple of friends in Dubai, they’ll hook you up.’

An icy-cold silence descends.

‘What? You don’t like? It was funny,’ I murmur, making a mental note to curb my lame jokes around him. But how else am I supposed to react to a request that makes me the human equivalent of a matchmaking site? The silence continues.

‘All right, okay. A date with whom?’

‘Simran Khanna.’

Now I’m quiet.

‘Is there a problem?’ he prods.

‘No,’ I lie. ‘Why would there be?’ Why indeed, even though who the actual fuck is Simran Khanna? Just because I’m Indian, am I supposed to know all the other Indians on campus?

‘Why don’t you just ask her out?’

‘Are you saying you can’t arrange it?’ he asks sharply.

‘Of course not,’ I say hurriedly. My confident smile only ends up resembling those oily ones that car salesmen give.

I can’t tell if he wants to crack a smile or my neck. But his look definitely isn’t friendly.

‘And by date I mean a dinner with her, alone. I pick her up and drop her home, complete with a goodnight kiss.’

‘Honestly, that kiss is on you, mate,’ I declare, already unhappy with these new clauses, but desperate to rush through the deal before my better sense wakes up and strangles me to death.

Abruptly, he decides the conversation is over, looks at his watch and makes to leave. ‘Now listen, Arya, when you get home, sit in a chair and lean forward. Pinch your nose and hold your breath for ten minutes. If the bleeding restarts, get to a doctor immediately.’

‘For what?’

‘To stem the flow.’

‘Wait wait wait,’ I protest. ‘That’s to stop the flow? Then what’s with all this tampon business?’

He regards me for a second blankly. And then with a completely stoic expression he says, ‘What? You don’t like? It was funny.’
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So this is Simran Khanna? Fuckity.

I slump back in my chair, still scouring her page. If Vladimir’s page was sparse, Simran’s is a biography in the Life and Times of Ms Khanna. I don’t know her, but I realize that I have always known of her. Who doesn’t at Westley? She is everywhere! Spearheading every fundraiser, being a member of every campus society. A third-year student, her university President election campaign last year was inescapable. The ‘Vote For Simran Khanna’ posters, with a perfect shot of her well-practised winning smile, were plastered across every bus, lecture hall and lamp post. That PR excercise alone must have catapulted her into the conscious memory of the entire campus.

I’m fried just reading about her achievements. Who are all these well-functioning adults?

Even though she lost the election, she ended up becoming president of the Indian Society, which, FYI, is the largest student society, overshadowing even the local population. Now, bits of random info begin to weave together. I remember that she was the one who taught the Bollywood dance class last year that Akhila forced Sahil to join.

She also held the first-ever celebration for the women’s football team after their win against Oxford. Swati couldn’t stop raving about the party.

Then there was that rumour last year of her drunkenly making out with a girl in the club. Most assumed it was a product of jealousy.

Because even though she hardly ever hung out with boys, they all trailed behind her like lambs. And now, even Vladimir wanted her.

So basically, everyone’s lives have been touched by Simran at least once.

Except mine. Till now.

I managed to comb through the page enough to gather that my best shot at speaking to her would be at Little Beirut this evening. But, the more I scrolled through her family photos, I realized that I already knew her ‘sort’. With girls like her, how the hell would I ever have an ‘in’? Convincing anyone average to go out on a random date is tough enough, and Simran was far from average.

So I do the only thing I do well. I call Swati to rant to her.

‘Now what?’ The wind from the field whipping through the phone distorts her tone slightly.

‘How did you know?’

‘Arya, it’s 6 a.m., yeh normal call nahi hai.’

‘Swati, her parents are super conservative. Punjab still hasn’t completely left them though they left Punjab a thousand years ago. And remember that maniac Manjeet? I think she dated that shithead last year because they picked him out for her. Birminghamwala family friend and all,’ I blurt out while flicking through more photos where Simran’s pristinely holding aarti ke thaalis. ‘And she definitely looks like she’ll always do what her parents tell her.’

‘Who the shit are we talking about?‘

‘Simran Khanna.’

‘Ainvayi?’

‘See, this boy’s never going to make a move because he doesn’t know how to and she’s definitely never going to make a move because she’s all coy, like those 90s heroines, but if they don’t hook up, I don’t pass.’

‘Oh god, it’s this Russian nonsense again,’ she sighs. ‘Okay, so you get him a date with her and he solves your paper?’

‘Yes.’

‘With a guaranteed full score.’

‘Yes.’

Silence on the other end. I brace myself for her to say I’m intent on ‘machaoing kalesh’ or however they say it in Le Delz.

‘Arya, I can’t believe I’m actually saying this, but…’ she pauses and takes a breath. ‘That’s a bloody fantastic deal. I wish it was that easy for me to get a full score.’

Bloody fantastic deal. Her words, not mine.

[image: Image]

Little Beirut is famous for its incredible doner kebabs and affordable sheeshas. No wonder then it is always packed with desis like sardines in a can. But I dread the place because this is where they hold their weekly sheesha sessions – ‘they’ as in the most enviable group on campus, the good-looking crew that sparks drama wherever they go. They always know all about the latest parties, because they are obviously the first ones to be invited.

Meanwhile, the only updated thing I could tell you is which sandwich bread is the freshest at the Tesco bakery (wholemeal. Always the wholemeal).

And true to form, there they are. Already occupying the best spot at the restaurant. Looking at them through the glass windows, I try to gather my wits and remember the latest gossip I have heard. Gossip is their currency.

There is Amina Shahabadi, who reeks of money. She’s one of those girls you just know is rich. You’ll never really understand ‘Young, Rich and Gorgeous’ until you see moneyed Pakistanis. Perfectly blow-dried hair, luxuriously highlighted with tints of gold and chocolate brown to provide the perfect home for the latest Dolce & Gabbana sunglasses delicately perched her head. And if you think she looks like a brick of gold, don’t even get me started on the twins, Hussain and Muskaan Lahori, seated behind her. They’re first-year students who don’t talk much to anyone, but are always seen with Amina. All we know is they’re practically Pakistani royalty and I’m too insipid to even try to strike up a conversation with them. The last time I said hello to them, they thought I was the waitress and asked for more Diet Coke.

Then, with his long legs splayed out in front of him, to occupy the most space and make everyone else around him sit uncomfortably, is Angad, who’s weirdly enough Sahil’s best friend. Angad’s got this sense of superiority that reaches right up to his starched upturned Polo collars. I don’t know why he insists on dressing like a preppy English kid since even preppy English kids don’t dress like that any more. But I guess he owes it to the masses to show them just how truly loaded he is. His family’s into some vague ‘import–export’ business; they’ve somehow made more money than they can spend and now they’re just inches away from losing their shit and jumping into a bathtub full of cash.

And then there’s the court jester, Chiraag. No one usually has the guts to mess around with Chiraag because he’s six feet tall, the strapping Chandigarh star of the campus boxing team. Yet, he chooses to spend his days stuck to Angad – his God, his Zeus. He’s Angad’s shadow that was somehow brought to life. Angad often makes so much fun of Chiraag’s heavy Punjabi accent that there are times Chiraag doesn’t even open his mouth. Chiraag’s favourite things are nalli nihaari chicken and Angad calling me Ghosla Mahtani because of my curly hair.

The Dubai-based Sharmin sits classily by Angad’s side. I say classily because that’s how Angad always describes everything. That was so classy! Class! It needs to be more classy. I’ve lost all meaning for that word thanks to his over usage of it.

Though she’s a total sweetheart, Sharmin is the refined, polished cardboard cut-out of the clichéd image of a rich Indian girl. The correct shade of Chanel nude on her lips, face painted in NARS, hair perfectly straightened, so we may never know what its natural texture ever was and finishing off the look is, of course, a Dior handbag. I don’t know where she keeps her books, and yet somehow I’m the one failing the year.

Angad and Sharmin are dating, unfortunately. Romeo and Juliet’s relationship lasted for three days and resulted in the death of six characters. Angad and Sharmin have lasted on and off for nine months, and it has resulted in the death of my sanity. There have been rumours that they might be engaged by the end of this year, and Angad, supposed Prince Charming, apparently initiated it by getting the parents to meet.

Pretty shit move if you ask me, since he can’t even stay committed to his own bizarre Dilli–Brit accent.

But anyway, here I am wading through the sheesha smoke to get to them. It’s always the same smell, the one that brings the Indians and Pakistanis together – paan-flavoured sheesha. Mercifully, Swati’s there as well, and she pats one of the loudly coloured cushions on the floor, gesturing me to join the circle as she tosses me a tiny plastic cone. I have no idea what to do with it.

‘Arre, Ghosla Mahtani is here,’ Angad drawls in a deep, jeering voice I absolutely loathe. And Chiraag doesn’t disappoint with his hyena-like laugh.

‘Missed you guys,’ I reply.

‘Bullshit,’ says Sahil, who is sitting in the circle too, blowing out a smoke ring.

‘So, anyway!’ Amina loudly brings the attention back to her. ‘It’s tabaahi. I’m so fed up of applying to all these internships here, yaar. Kabhi Goldman Sachs, kabhi Deutsche Bank. They sent back a list of more questions. Yaar, meter ghoom gaya mera.’

I settle into the shadows. The truth is they aren’t my ‘friends’, but Sahil and Swati’s, so I’m the adopted kid they just simply have to be nice to.

‘Arya, why didn’t you come to Shimmy’s last night?’ Sharmin asks.

Now, who the fuck is Shimmy?

‘Oh, I was binge watching,’ I say.

‘Ooh, which show?’

I was crying my eyes out watching the Doctor being torn away from Rose on Bad Wolf Bay. But the last time I discussed the sci-fi show Doctor Who with Sharmin, she had a glazed look in her eyes that rivalled the icing on Krispy Kreme doughnuts.

‘Um … Gossip Girl.’

Note to self, never mention something you have no idea about.

‘Best!’ Amina jumps in, alive once again. ‘Dude, what do you think of Waldorf?’

‘One of my favourites?’ I say, a little confused as to why she has randomly switched over to discussing Waldorf salads.

‘Please! I like Serena much better,’ Sharmin opines.

Serena Williams, the tennis star? Usually, I never have a single clue as to what is being spoken about, so I’ve found, after much trial and error, that the best plan of action is to just keep out of it.

I catch Sahil giving me his secret smile, knowing my dilemma. I bite the inside of my cheek to not let my smile spill over. This is what I love about this boy, that we can talk without talking.

He quietly gestures to Chiraag’s pants and I see his fly is open. Discreetly noticing something childish makes it funnier than it actually is, and we both stifle our laughter.

It wasn’t like this with Akhila. With her, everyone knew. Sahil just couldn’t hide his feelings from dancing across his face no matter how hard he tried. But ever since she transferred to a US college at the start of this year and the two of them called it off because of the distance, I feel that perhaps Sahil has become a lot more mature. He wants to keep things to himself and be private until everything is set in concrete. Which is why I don’t mind our stolen glances, the quick sideway looks. It’s a secret bond that we share, like an old couple who just get each other, like a—

‘Dude, Jack Johnson is playing at Hyde Park next week. Let’s go na?’ Sharmin whines.

My daydreaming is interrupted by some new activity that requires spending money.

‘No, man, I’m done for a while. Concerts are not my scene,’ Sahil says.

‘Ya ya, Sahil will say that only.’ Angad has a wicked grin on his face. ‘Coldplay ke liye toh uska baap gaya tha na?’

‘Ya, we saw you last weekend. Who was the girl?’ Sharmin teases, even as Sahil brushes the whole thing off.

This is new information to me. What Coldplay concert? What girl? And how do I even ask him about this without sounding jealous and exercising the authority I don’t have over him? We’re not dating, so of course he can go on a date with someone else right? I’m totally cool with this. But also, who is the damn bitch? I’ll skin her alive!

Hanging out with this group always begins to gnaw at my insecurities.

But I’m finally rewarded for my patience by the hallowed appearance of the coveted Simran. Seeing her in person is a different experience as she waltzes in and the room falls a little quiet.

Here are some adjectives that Simran leaves in her wake – bubbly, colourful, effervescent, lively, joyous, positive. All the adjectives I’m not a huge fan of. My little brain cannot process this much perfection, it’s exhausting. I bet if you turn off the lights, Simran glows in the dark. If you cut her, she probably bleeds glitter. Simran is also, coincidentally, the name of the heroine from Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge and, true to her namesake, our girl is a mix of every Bollywood romcom heroine.

She’s sparkling and alive. In comparison, I’m as flat as a three-day-old soda.

Running through all my prepared opening lines in my head, I walk over, perfectly aware I’ll sound like a lunatic. Simran occupies a high stool by the bar, surrounded by a couple of friends and a slightly older lady. They pore over a laptop and work on a website, which, I assume, must be something the lady might have hired the trio for.

Fear of failing has turned me into an actual creep. First stalking a boy I didn’t know, and now waiting behind a girl I don’t know. Shah Rukh from Darr all up in here.

When I am two seconds away from just belting out, ‘Date a Russian, save a life!’ I notice the website they are so intently talking about. Something about a nasty pimple. No wait, it is probably puke. At least that’s what the picture on the screen suggests. But then Simran starts discussing the colour of the text and the font.

‘Okay, good, right at the top we’ll put “Tiffin Service” because the brand name should be easily visible …’

Wait, this is a website for food? And they think they can get business with that photo? Wild.

‘That can’t work.’ I realize I’ve said this out loud only when the whole group turns to look at me.

‘Hello. Can I help you?’ Simran’s clear British accent shines through, a soft and feminine voice that masks her annoyance quite well.

‘Er … it’s just that the whole page …’ Easy does it now, Arya. ‘It makes me want to throw the fuck up.’

Subtle like an explosion.

‘Well, what’s wrong with it?’ The lady commissioning the site asks. She’s desi as well, but has the air of someone who hasn’t been to the motherland in years.

‘I’m sorry, but it just isn’t appetizing. I know it isn’t my place, but—’

‘Actually, it completely is,’ Simran cuts in. ‘You’re the target market and I think it’s brilliant really that you’ve stepped up. We do need the feedback.’ Her kitten-like smile makes me feel so comfortable, I totally forget what I actually approached her for.

It turns out the older lady, Anita, is trying to sell tiffin dabbas to desi students who crave Indian food.

‘Okay, the first thing is please delete those horrible pictures. They look like fungus.’

‘What would look better?’ Simran asks.

‘Anything! But I’m sure students would click on the site if they saw simple yellow dal. Hot white rice. Stuff that actually reminds us of home.’

The team nods at each other. A boy – who I know after all that stalking is Simran’s best friend Karam – quickly deletes the lot.

‘And why don’t you call it Anita’s Tiffin Service? It just adds this personal touch, conjures up the image of someone homely making all this good food.’

‘Won’t it be a very long name?’ Anita asks.

‘It’s a proven fact that it works,’ I say. ‘It’s the reason General Mills even created the whole Betty Crocker character. To make the cake mixes feel like they came straight from her kitchen.’

‘Wait! Betty Crocker isn’t real?’ Karam looks shattered and Simran flashes me a grin. Are we … are we friends now?

Encouraged, I continue, ‘The tagline could be “Ghar Jaisa Khaana” because it gets the point right across. And the description could be something like, “Even though you’re far away from home, homemade food is not far away.”’

Twenty minutes later, a beaming Anita has left with her website plan, and I have been asked to stay for drinks with the team.

‘You’re quite the revelation. Hi, I’m Simran. Third year.’

‘Oh. Hi.’ I know what your family yard looks like and that your mom’s favourite colour is Rooh Afza pink. ‘Arya. Second year.’

‘I can’t thank you enough for helping us out,’ Simran coos with divine elegance.

‘It wasn’t a bother. I wish there was actually a job like this and I could do it full time.’ Really? I’m surprised that it’s just slipped out of my mouth. I didn’t even know I wanted that.

‘Well, if there isn’t, you certainly have the drive to carve your own path.’ She says this so simply that I’m sure the line is going to live with me forever.

‘So, you just popped in for a quick drink?’ Simran says, which immediately reminds me of the ridiculous reason I’m really here.

‘Um, yeah!’ I say with fake enthusiasm. ‘And when I saw you, I just had to walk over.’

‘Really? Why?’

Yeah, why, Arya? Say you admire her not just because she’s beautiful.

‘Oh, since I admire you because you’re not beautiful.’

I’m a stupid fuck.

‘I mean, not just. I mean …’ Simran remains amazingly patient through my fumbling. ‘Uff. What I’m trying to say is that beauty is something anyone can aspire to. But you’re always bettering the university and the people around you, and that makes you command respect wherever you go.’

Wow. Speech.

‘Gosh. I don’t know what to say …’ She throws her long dark hair over her shoulder, letting it cascade like liquid night. ‘You know what, give me your number. I’m calling you for a few society events.’

Yikes, no. That sounds like more work.

‘Or how about this?’ I quickly interrupt. ‘Dinner? This week?’

She mulls it over while I await my verdict.

‘Sure, why not? Are you free tomorrow?’

YeaahhhhYesYaaaaaa!

‘I guess so.’ I try to keep it chill. ‘But I’ll probably reach the place a little late, so would you mind if my friend picks you up?’

‘Okay …’ she sounds a little unsure. So I go in for the kill.

‘He’s a really nice guy. Russian dude. So wonderful and so… fun.’ I control the urge to roll my eyes at my own blatant lying.

At this, Simran almost instantly stiffens, but I have to solider on.

‘He’s totally decent, Simran, always making sure we have a good time and his—’

She abruptly puts her drink down. Oh man, I think I’ve made her super uncomfortable.

‘I’m not sure. I might be busy.’

Oh no, she’s bailing because I’m a psycho.

‘Is it because I spoke about my friend?’

‘Is your friend Vladimir Petrov?’ Her voice is so cold that I’m suddenly a little worried.

‘Well …’ How in hell did she know? Has Vladimir tried his luck before? ‘We’ve only just started talking and—’

‘Stop it immediately then.’ Wow. All that charming girliness is gone. Freaking Jekyll and Hyde vibes all around.

‘Sorry, what?’ I blink at her, really confused, not anticipating this turn in our conversation.

‘You don’t know what you’re getting into. He’s not who you think he is!’ Now I’m nervous. This warning seems like it comes from a place of experience.

‘You don’t know what he’s capable of, Arya. Never ever meet that boy alone.’

A chill runs down my spine. What exactly had Vladimir done to freak this girl out so badly?

‘Simran, that’s not possible. Are we talking about the same guy?’

‘Yes,’ she says in a loud but shaky voice. Clearly, she’s trying to put on a brave front and my heart goes out to her. ‘Things have happened, buried in the past. But I will not let another girl go through that ordeal,’ she adds firmly. ‘Stay away from him. He’s not nice …’

‘I never thought he was nice,’ I say, panic washing over me.

‘Correct. He is worse.’

‘Simran … just tell me. What happened?’

And just what does it take to get a damned degree around here?
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This is not where I wanted to be, in the roughest part of town, confronting Satan himself. The only reason there ever are any Westley students in this area is because of the post office, which I’ve never been to because I don’t have a Dad who believes in sending ‘care packages’.

I spot Vladimir’s tall frame in that stiff long coat of his, briskly walking out of the post office. Tucked firmly underneath his arm is a large brown envelope he must have just collected. With Simran’s words still ringing in my ears, I take a deep breath and quickly follow him into the building he has just entered.

Desperate to not miss him, I barge through the doors and search for him through the packed crowd and dim lighting, but I can’t spot him.

‘Hello, Miss.’ His icy voice stabs through the back of my neck and makes me jump. He really needs to stop doing that. Without waiting for my reaction he walks towards the queue at the counter to place his order.

‘YOU!’ I tail behind him furiously. ‘You absolute douchebag! What the HELL, Petrov?’

He stops abruptly, so I stop too. A couple of people bump into me, magically avoiding this giant tree of a boy.

‘Is there a problem?’

‘Yes, there’s a problem – I blew up my lunch money to get here by cab just because you casually forgot to tell me about your CRIMINAL RECORD!’

Everyone in the queue turns to stare at us.

‘Do you mind?’ his eyes flash. A normal mortal would have shut up, but I have missed lunch. Currently, I’m deranged.

‘You owe me an explanation,’ I fume.

‘I owe nothing to anyone.’

He joins the queue turning his back to me.

‘Oi! I’m not done yet.’

‘I wish you were.’

‘Vlad!’

‘Do not call me that.’ He turns around quite suddenly, the coldness in his eyes knocking the wind out of me. He gives me a once-over and realizes that I’m serious.

‘Find us a seat; make yourself useful for once.’

The audacity. And yet, I find myself walking over and scanning for empty seats at the long communal table that’s already jam-packed. There are a few seats but it’s obvious why they’re unoccupied – because a group of bungers have marked the whole territory as theirs, making a ton of noise and irritating everyone.

Bungers are loutish young Burgundy locals, wearing loose hoodies and lots of bling. They’re trouble, so I always try to keep away from them because they’re always only looking for a fight. But there’s nowhere else to sit so I guess I’ll have to strap down and settle in.

When Vladimir finally joins me, he has zero interest in striking up any sort of conversation. Instead, he focuses on opening up the brown envelope.

I feel quite stupid sitting there in front of him, nursing my incomplete outburst, while everyone else around is busy chatting. Adding to my embarrassment, the bunger next to me starts sliding in closer while the others laugh and prod him on. I try to brush off my discomfort, while Vladimir’s face darkens as he reads through the letter. He pulls out a hefty black folder from his bag.

‘I met Simran—’ I begin.

‘Finally.’ His tone is patronizing, which makes me realize that he was aware all along that I didn’t even know her.

‘And she told me everything.’ I shift a little farther away from the bunger.

‘Did she?’ He finally looks up.

‘Even the bit about the restraining order.’

He narrows his eyes and I know I have his attention now.

‘It was a misunderstanding,’ he says flatly.

I scoff. ‘A misunderstanding? Really? How exactly does one misunderstand a situation enough to go and file a complaint with the police? Do you know how serious this is?’

‘You think I do not? I am not even from this country and now have crime lodged against me. Look at me, do I look dangerous?’

‘Sorry, is this a trick question?’ I say, and then stiffen as I feel the bunger place a hand on my thigh. I immediately shake it off and move further away from him.

Vladimir notices me visibly stiffen.

‘What happened?’ he asks urgently.

‘Nothing.’ I answer, suddenly intent on not creating a scene. Vladimir continues, none the wiser. ‘Anyway, she and I cannot be in the same room together.’

‘So you never wanted a date with her. You just sent me on a wild goose chase.’

‘What is that?’

I have no patience to explain idioms to him. ‘Basically, I can’t get you a date, which means this was just a long-winded way of you saying no again. So the reality is I’m still going to fail.’

‘Sorry. But you left me with no choice.’

I nod, mostly to myself. It’s true; I did corner him.

He goes back to his papers, leaning back in the chair that looks a little too small for him, and crosses his arms across his chest. I rest my chin on the table, miserably. The waitress must have walked over with the food because I can hear it being placed on the table, right next to my head. Sitting up, I see his lunch is a huge bowl of piping hot, thick potato and leek soup. Next to it is a sandwich.

‘Ham,’ I mumble and Vladimir gives me a look. ‘What? You’re predictable,’ I shrug.

But then, next to it is a heaping plate of steaming hot chicken biryani and I am thoroughly surprised. Even more so when Vladimir, without looking up, pushes a spoon towards me.

‘Wait … You ordered this for me?’

‘Da.’

‘Like, as in … not because someone got your order wrong?’

‘Are these normal questions to ask in your culture before eating?’

Actually, why am I asking these stupid questions? Just because Sahil can’t even bring me coffee without stating it was a ‘mistake’? And that biryani, though a weird desi–English hybrid, does look good. No one sane turns down hot, spiced rice and falling-off-the-bone chicken.

While I quickly spoon some rice on an empty plate, two members of the staff thread through the crowd and head straight for us.

Vladimir sighs, noticing them.

I’m curious. ‘Now what?’

‘I do not need them to thank me.’

‘Why would they thank you?’

‘Nothing. I suggested how to make the pub more efficient.’

‘How? Did you kill half the staff?‘

‘That would make it less efficient,’ he says sharply. A second later he rises reluctantly to greet them. They’re practically gushing, enthusiastically shaking his hand and patting him on the back. Vladimir takes all the compliments as ungracefully as he can. Even though he towers over them, he still stands there like a small awkward child. This is the first time I’ve seen him look so out of sorts.

And what I catch from their conversation is that Vladimir figured out they had a lot of leftover food in their walk-in fridge. So he found a way for them to get rid of it daily, to keep the walk-in clean and the food fresh, by having it donated to the homeless shelter next door.

My god, it’s like he was tailor-made for Simran. Why couldn’t he have just made my life easier and actually been in love with her?

Restraining order on one hand, total softie on the other. Just who actually is this boy?

When they finally let him go, he gratefully slides back into his seat, the tips of his ears red.

‘So, not the same as murdering the staff then,’ I say, and I think he gives me a hint of a smile. I can’t be sure because it’s gone in a flash.

Quite suddenly, the bunger’s hand grazes across my chest and I recoil almost instantly. ‘Beg your pardon,’ he grins ‘Just reaching out for the salt.’

He’s so close that I’ve been practically moved to the edge of the bench. The rest of his friends can’t contain their guffaws. I think Vladimir has just started to piece the situation together.

‘Excuse me, do you mind shifting back? There’s no space for me to sit.’ I hope my voice is stern enough.

‘Yes, I would mind terribly,’ he says, mimicking me and overdoing the Indian accent. I want to knock that fake Burberry baseball cap off his stupid head.

‘Move, or it will not be good.’

There’s a cold anger that I have never heard in Vladimir’s voice before.

‘Is that a threat then?’

‘Perhaps.’

‘Aw, sweetheart,’ the bunger says, turning to me. ‘If you need somewhere to sit, why don’t you just sit on my cock then?’

Before Vladimir can react, I dump the entire contents of the piping hot soup right on to Bungy’s lap. He falls off the bench and writhes in pain on the floor, clutching his groin in agony.

‘Hope that’s warm enough for you,’ I say brightly, feeling tons better and basking in the shocked looks of the entire pub. His mates don’t dare to breath.

‘Sorry about the soup, Vlad.’

‘Best soup ever,’ he says with a strange look on his face. Is it amusement? Respect? ‘And don’t—’

‘Call you Vlad. Yeah, got it. Anything else?’

‘Yes. Arya, things are usually … no, things are never what they seem. Vladimir Petrov could be the bad guy. Simran Khanna could also be the—’

‘BITCH!’ comes a muffled yell from the background as the bunger’s friends try to soothe him with ice and water.

‘So,’ his tone abruptly changes. ‘When are we meeting next?’ His voice is suddenly all fake honey and peaches.

‘Fuck off, Russkiy,’ I mumble.

‘Russkiy,’ he corrects my pronunciation. I kick him under the table as he grins.

Leaving the place as confused as before, I still don’t know what Simran and Vladimir’s deal really was. But I do know that I’d just had my last-ever conversation with Vladimir Petrov.

And for some reason, I feel relieved.
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The Pride and Prejudice movie I’m illegally streaming begins to buffer right in the middle of Darcy professing his grand love. I see my own grubby, Doritos-stubbled face staring back at me from the computer screen, hair twisted into an unflattering bun. But deeply influenced by the onscreen poshness, I turn to look out of the window with the forlorn, faraway look of a Jane Austen heroine.

Instead of romancing the dark woods of a lush Elizabethan countryside, I’m faced with a blank brick wall, because this is the kind of dorm I was given. A dead end. So fitting for a girl with no future.

Across Darcy’s frozen face flashes a Skype notification: ‘Sahil Calling’.

Even if I didn’t see the name, I would have known it’s Sahil. We have this weird habit of calling each other up at odd hours, even though we live only a floor apart. But he’s too bloody lazy to climb up, and I’ve been trying this new thing – ‘Don’t Spend Too Much Time Around Him So He Misses You’. Is it working? Probably not, mainly because I do end up spending too much time around him anyway.

Blowing at the tuft of hair trying to stab my eye, I answer the call.

‘Hey, what’s up?’ His voice is heavy through the laptop speaker. The video is off and I sense something isn’t right.

‘You okay? You sound low.’

‘What are you doing?’ He ignores my question, which tells me that he is as sad as I am tonight.

‘Nothing much. You?’

I didn’t need to ask, I can already imagine him staring at the picture stuck to the inside of his wardrobe door. The one where he is standing with Akhila, beaming. It’s such a happy, beautiful photo, dripping with sunshine. I hate that photo.

‘Wanna go for a coffee?’ he asks urgently.

‘What, now? It’s super late!’

‘So?’

‘We’ll have to practically hunt down a shop that’s open.’

‘So?’

‘There are no buses running at this hour.’

‘I’ll drive you! What’s with all these excuses?’ Annoyance creeps into his voice.

Taking a deep breath, I decide to stop being sheepish and just say what’s on my mind.

‘It’s just … I’m … kinda tired of going for “coffees” and “walks” as your … distraction. I want you one day to ask me, for ME. Not because you’re missing your ex. Not because you have nothing else to do. And definitely not as a replacement.’

Sitting there staring at my laptop screen, not hearing a single sound from the other side, I chew on my lower lip nervously.

‘I needed to hear your voice,’ he says quietly.

Perfect response. I’m allowed to melt.

‘Really?’

‘Probably. Or was it to tell you that yes, she’s afraid of ghosts.’

I shoot up in my chair.

‘You … you actually did it?’

‘Of course. You asked, didn’t you?’

I’ve been dying to get a better dorm room because this one faces a goddamn brick wall and is claustrophobic as hell. The girl who lives above me is hooking up all the time and I’ve forgotten what it feels like to sleep without hearing her bed creaking rhythmically. But then, while talking about Vladimir, Elina had let slip that the girl who lived on the ground floor in her dorm was deathly afraid of living alone, and of ghosts. I had mentioned it to Sahil, who – without even letting me know – had gone ahead and tested out the rumour.

‘You know what’s better? I can tell you which specific type of ghosts scare her the most and in what order. What are you planning to do with this information anyway?’

‘Let it be. Should I ask you how you got the info?’

‘You can, but my method can’t be replicated. I have a way with hot girls.’

I can’t help but roll my eyes. His voice from the laptop says, ‘So judgy. I can tell you’re rolling your eyes.’

‘Don’t down so much dal makhani, fatty,’ I retort.

‘It isn’t dal makhani!’ But I can hear a spoon and bowl being put away hastily. See, I know Sahil too.

‘It’s paronthis with mayonnaise.’

‘Mayo on parathas? Yuck, Sy!’

He hangs up and if it was any other person, I’d think they were offended. But because it’s Sahil I know I have to quickly grab my shawl (since I’m too lazy to put on a bra at 4 a.m.) and leave my door open. And predictably, he stomps in with a platter of crisp, buttery parathas cut into strips and a bottle of mayonnaise.

‘Excuse me, can you be a little multicultural?’ he hollers loud enough for Swati to come barging in from next door.

‘Guys, keep it down. Arnav is asleep.’

‘Your boyfriend’s here? You didn’t even tell me!’

‘No, he’s in Delhi and we were talking all night.’

‘Toh phir problem kya hai?’ Sahil looks confused.

‘I think she meant he’s on Skype.’

‘He’s asleep on Skype?! What a creepy romance.’ Sahil scoffs.

Hot parathas with cold, creamy mayo is enough for Swati to abandon her sleeping boyfriend and join us. And I will admit it, it isn’t a bad late-night snack, especially if it brings Sahil along with it.
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Creme Eggs:
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There’s that sound again. Dripping water. Three days of complaining to housekeeping and no one has come taken a look yet. It disturbs her sleep and annoys her. But the truth is, she’s scared. The dripping always starts just as the distant clock tower ominously chimes three in the morning. Old fears begin to settle in like a cold chill, because she knows going to the washroom is of no use. It is never the taps that are dripping. The sink and the bathtub are bone dry. Like always. Even if housekeeping did come, what would they fix? She feels exposed in her little room on the ground floor. Tonight she wills herself to ignore the sound. She wills herself to not open her door and stare down the long eerie corridor. But now, as she tightly shuts her eyes and finds herself praying to a god she had refused to believe in, she can’t help feel that perhaps she got the sound wrong. Perhaps the dull sound isn’t of dripping water. If she listens closely she can almost swear it sounds like gentle knocks on her window. She doesn’t want to look, too afraid of what she might find. But the soft tapping continues. Finally, she succumbs and makes the mistake of turning towards her window. There, in the pale light, she sees something. The flickering light from outside creates an eerie shadow … And there it is. The faint silhouette of a tall, sharp scythe next to the dark hooded figure of the Grim Reaper.

And then it’s gone.

She screams.
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Amazon really delivered with this costume; plus it was on sale too! And this broken streetlight is a real blessing. It flickers for five minutes, and then goes out completely for exactly ten seconds, plunging everything into darkness, giving me more than enough time to escape. I have successfully managed to do this for the past few days, even though I did suspect that my luck would eventually run out. That it would go all Usain Bolt on me, I had never anticipated.

Of all the moments for someone to bring out their trash and hear her yelling, why did it have to be in my ten-second escape window? And of all the ‘someones’, why did it have to be Vladimir Petrov?

In a fit of deranged panic, I try to hide the cardboard scythe in a bush where it obviously doesn’t fit, a problem I solve by practically crushing the thing with my foot.

I try to make a run for it by gathering the folds of my cloak like some damn ghagra and stumble over the bushes like the lamest Reaper in history.

‘ARYA!’ he yells.

Oh god, how can he tell?

‘IS THAT YOU?’ he sounds angry enough to make anyone want to confess all their sins and then some.

The streetlight comes back on and floods Vladimir and the Grim Reaper in a golden glow.

‘What the hell is wrong with you?’ he asks, brows furrowed.

I’m momentarily offended by his question until I remember that I’m the one dressed like the Grim Reaper in the middle of the night, trying to scare someone out of their room.

‘Get away!’ I hiss.

‘ARYA!’

‘Stop saying my name!’

Zhik! I hear the sound of curtains being sharply drawn, and then I’m face to face in a weak plastic Halloween mask with the girl I had spent the whole of last week convincing that Westley was haunted. Her angry face is red enough to melt through iron. She’s on the phone and I see her mouth the words, ‘Hello? Campus Security?’
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Admittedly, sitting in the back of a security car headed to the on-campus jail is not an ideal scenario, but it could be worse. I could have been selling cocaine. Now all they’ve got against me is wearing a discounted Halloween costume in the middle of the night. Though having a fuming Russian next to me does dampen the optimism a little.

‘Why is it always you?’ he says in a low, angry whisper.

‘To be fair, I didn’t expect to see you again either,’ I say.

‘Can you remove that ridiculous robe now?’

‘I can’t,’ I say reluctantly.

He’s confused for a second, until it hits him that I’m probably not wearing anything underneath. ‘Bozhe moi!’ he mutters and looks out the window, annoyed.

I’m irritated too. ‘You ruined everything. Everything!’

‘Me?’ he scoffs.

‘How did you even recognize me?’

He looks down at my feet and then turns to look out of the window again aggressively. Man, these boots. Maybe Sahil is right in making fun of them.

‘Look,’ I try to pacify him. ‘Security will just write up a report that gets sent to the Dean or his team. It’s really not a big deal—’

‘It is! Because that report gets sent along with my record from the Burgundy police.’

I hadn’t thought of that. Now I feel terrible. I should say something nice, I really should.

‘Why did you get involved then?’ I snap. Very nice Arya, very sweet. ‘What I mean to say is—’

‘It is not in my nature to leave a storm,’ he says with a quiet firmness.

We lapse into silence.
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Campus jail is nothing more than a small room right next to Westley’s NHS clinic. It is tightly guarded and they do actually have a mini lockup to contain a troublemaker for a night. But I doubt anyone’s ever been in it. Protocol dictates sitting on a bench while security decides what to do with you. But, for some reason, I feel invincible tonight. It must be the robes.

One of the younger guards rubs the sleep out of his eyes and jots down the points of why we are here in the most disinterested way. I don’t blame him, it’s nearing 4 a.m.

‘It was just a prank. And you can let this boy go. He’s not a part of it, just got caught up trying to help her.’ I feel quite dumb now that I’ve stated my reasons out loud.

‘I don’t have the power to decide that,’ he manages to squeeze out through a giant yawn and heads over to the desk.

‘Hang in there a little,’ I look at Vladimir apologetically. ‘I know someone here, but his shift hasn’t started yet. Once he’s in, I’ll get you out.’

‘Really? What is his name?’

‘I don’t know,’ I shrug. Because I didn’t need to. But this only irritates Vladimir more.

One of the seniors walks in. He looks Russian and Vladimir is suddenly alert.

‘Let me handle this now,’ he orders me.

‘It’s not going to—’

He ignores me and walks over to the senior guard.

‘—work.’ I say to myself.

The two of them begin speaking in low hushed tones; urgent, quick exchanges are tossed back and forth. I didn’t need to know the language to understand that Vladimir was trying to explain the sticky situation and the senior was having none of it.

Come on, man, this isn’t Alcatraz. But the dude just won’t ease up. The stress is real, like we’re being charged with murder.

Utterly defeated, Vladimir gives up and walks over, but chooses to stand opposite me with his arms firmly crossed across his chest, absolutely refusing to sit next to me.

We lapse into an uncomfortable silence.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, trying to break the ice.

‘Why were you pranking her?’ he snaps.

‘To make her vacate her room.’

‘Wait,’ he stiffens. ‘All this … for a room?’

‘I have my reasons.’

He looks at me like I’m a total whack job.

‘Oh, like I’m the only one who’s weird. You should see what my friends have done,’ I offer up defensively.

‘I’m sorry, what?’ He stands up straight, towering over me. ‘There are others who think like this?’

Look, getting dorm rooms at Westley is a bit of a lottery. You either score one of those rare rooms that have their own bathroom because they come with heaters that actually work, or you get the Hell Special with six roommates who air-dry used lingerie on broken heaters, while you freeze your butt off on your trudge to the communal loo with poo stuck to the walls, and somehow, everyone seems to suffer from STDs and lacks basic hygiene. So, we do what we can to rig the system a bit. I played it clean, but Amina and Swati lied about being fanatically religious. Chiraag had his doctor write up a fake medical note for acute Irritable Bowel Syndrome. And the Uni didn’t want to look like the bad guy arguing with Health and Religion excuses. So they won, and I got shafted.

‘Honestly, that is not even clever.’ I can almost taste the bitterness in his voice.

Sheepish, I look down at my feet.

‘What, have you all just been congratulating yourselves for being selfish idiots? Those rooms could have gone to students who actually needed it.’

I might disintegrate under his reproachful stare.

‘Are all your friends this uncool?’

He closes himself off to me again while I feel very small.

Mercifully, ‘my guy’ walks in. He heads straight towards me and I leap to my feet.

‘Did you bring it?’

‘Yup!’ I fish into my robes, pull out a paper bag and hand it over.

‘Toasted well?’

‘Send you lot flying, for sure.’

‘Excellent! Oi, boys,’ he holds the bag up. ‘Tonight’s going to be good!’

The guard at the computer grins and deletes our report.

The door swings wide open.

[image: Image]

Cold air slaps us awake. The campus is beautiful at this hour. Not a soul about, the streetlights are still shining brightly, and the sun is just threatening to rise on the horizon. But Vladimir walks mutely by my side. This is nothing like what he was expecting. He doesn’t have to say it; it’s written all over his face.

‘Where did you get it?’ he finally asks.

‘Get what?’

‘The drugs.’

‘What drugs?’

‘The drugs you traded to get us freed,’ he says testily.

‘Wow. Look at you, making it sound like jailbreak.’ I grin. ‘Don’t worry. They weren’t drugs.’

He stops in his tracks. So I pull out one of the packets I still have on me. ‘My back up plan. I make these babies fresh every night, right before every stakeout. Thought they’d come in handy, and they did.’

He takes the bag and peers in.

‘A sandwich?’ The look on his face is priceless.

’THE Sandwich,’ I correct him. ‘Campus Security’s biggest weakness. What, you thought it was my first time there? I’ve been in trouble enough times to figure out 4 a.m. is when they’re the hungriest, and that, my friend, is a sandwich smothered in butter and Creme Eggs.’

He looks like he is about to gag. ‘Creme Eggs? Those Cadbury chocolates?’

‘Yes.’

‘In bread? With butter?’

‘Yes.’

‘This is junk!’

I’m offended. ‘Multigrain bread is healthy. And it got us out.’

‘Blin. Why is every second with you … weird?’

‘Because, Vlad,’ I say, stressing on the nickname he despises so, ‘you secretly enjoy weird.’

And there’s that smile again, the one which disappears so fast I can’t even be sure if it was ever there.

‘No. No, I do not. Okay, do not take this the wrong way but … I do not want to see your face again.’

‘I think I would have to take that the wrong way, Vlad.’

‘Do not call me that.’

‘That’s a lot of do nots. Anything else?’

‘Yes. Stay out of my life. Think of this as the new deal. Okay, Arya?’

‘I don’t control the universe. Anything can happen.’

He moves in dangerously close and says slowly, ‘So do not let it.’
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Whiskey on Ice
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I want to walk with you on a cloudy day,

In fields where the yellow grass grows knee high,

So won’t you try to come?



Norah Jones croons in the background and I hear snatches of her song every time the kitchen door swings open. It’s bustling, but I know everyone in here because this is how I spend my Thursday evenings – breathing in the raucous experiments inside the kitchen of The Graduate, our proper traditional British pub. On campus.

Man, I love the English. You’re eighteen? Come get shitfaced, without getting id-ed. I cannot tell you how many times alcohol has been a better answer to life’s problems than any friendly advice.

Just one of the many benefits of not being clever enough to get into Harvard.

Every Thursday, I drag my trunk over to the pub, my camera ready to capture every piece of this Scottish marvel that has existed since god knows when, serving up Northern honest grub that is difficult to find elsewhere. Thanks to the large-hearted Scots – and this is the exciting bit for me – I have been allowed to fumble in the kitchen myself, provided I bring my own ingredients. So here I now make ‘delicacies’ I am always burning to try out, and the owner, Dougal, has even allowed me to display and sell my creations on his bar top.

Somehow, my desserts almost always get sold out, down to the last piece. Not because they are magically delicious (sometimes they are horrifyingly depressing), but because of, as Dougal and I suspected, the little descriptions that I write on a small chalkboard next to the display. There is almost a small crowd around the board, and the words on it are unusually tempting enough for them to buy something.

I always get to keep half of the profits, and that feeling of earning your own money through something you truly enjoy doing is beyond compare. But because it is difficult to describe just what I do here, I’m always afraid that one day it’ll all disappear. It never feels concrete, just like wisps from a really good dream.

I adore every inch of this smoky pub; it is the only place on campus that feels like home. Dark wood, Guinness on Guinness, scampi fries, uncomfortable knobby wooden chairs with no cushions and dim lighting that hid how old the wallpaper really was (circa Queen Victoria’s crowning most probably). It is always smoky enough to hide the handful of people who saunter in for a cheap ale or the infamous ‘Purple’ – a dubious 50p drink that does the job quickly and doesn’t kill you. The perfect student potion.

But the true jewel of this place is Dougal. A burly Scotsman. Creator of the Purple. Owner and bartender extraordinaire. With him, you can expect strong shots, no bullshit, and straight answers. And to think we became friends through the joys of depression.

You see, hot chocolate is my answer to the lows this year. Last year, it was chips. Those thick, deep-fried golden slivers of delicious salty heaven. Having grown up on tiny batatas from India, being introduced to English potatoes as big as your hand was a life-changing experience. I went on a manic spree, consuming chips from every corner of London and now I can proudly rank almost every chip shop according to crunch and how fresh the oil used is.

It’s what led me to this pub. While everyone else seated at the bar asked for a shot of vodka, or a pint of Guinness, I had asked with equally cool confidence for a pile of chips. I did get some looks, but society ceased to matter once the glorious wedges had shown up in a heavy plate lined with a hastily placed brown paper that did nothing to soak up the oil.

I didn’t realize then that I was being observed by Dougal as I doused the heaping pile with a generous helping of HP Sauce and malt vinegar (‘Instead of asking for mayonnaise like those English bampots,’ he had later told me.)

Dougal thought I had a wild Scottish heart, because apparently the sauce you drown your chippy in says a lot about you. What sealed the deal was when I slathered cold butter on soft white bread and mashed piping hot chips on to it.

And that was the moment a lonely Indian girl with wild curly hair and a middle-aged Scotsman with ruddy cheeks began an unlikely friendship. Because chips in bread was a legit English sandwich of insanity and this chip butty was also Dougal’s go-to sandwich.

From the oven, I’ve just pulled out piping hot bannocks – a traditional Scottish bread, almost like scones, I’ve only just learnt about after spotting one of the cooks munching on a piece he had brought from home. Gloriously arranging them in a bread basket, atop a white-and-blue-checked tea cloth, I head out of the kitchen and am surprised to find a larger crowd than usual in this dusty place. I walk over to the bar, where Dougal had already set a glass of Purple down for me.

He whistles under his breath seeing the bannocks, and darts for one while I begin writing out a description.

I look up to find a grimace plastered across his face.

‘Why, why is it cinnamo’sugar? Aw, Christ.’

He explains that he likes his bannocks with salted beef, not this Americanized bastardised version of his beloved basic.

‘Careful with the ones at the bottom,’ I warn him. ‘Some didn’t exactly … ah … follow the rules.’

He sifts for the bottom ones.

‘Ah, wee ones are like rocks. Good. Giv’em to the lads I don’ like.’ His eyes crinkle with mirth as I take a sip of the pungent Purple that immediately burns my throat.

‘So, Dougal,’ I cough out. ‘Why has your bar never looked this clean or seen this much traffic before?’

‘That’s cause all yer experimentin’s been drivin’ them out, ya ken, Curry?’

‘Scottish bastard.’ I grin at him.

‘I am though,’ he shoots right back with a chipped-toothed smile.

Dougal is the only person in this whole country who is allowed to call me ‘Curry’ without getting punched on the jaw. I’ve heard the term tossed around campus before. That, and well, several others. It never feels nice to be on the receiving end of random hate. But Dougal would never figure on that list.

‘So, what’s actually going on?’ I ask. Extra people aside, the bar did look a bit odd tonight. There were white and pink streamers, on the walls a few stray golden balloons, and fresh flowers on a couple of tables. ‘Because the last time anything was new around here was when that wallpaper had first been pasted on.’

Dougal chuckles at my observation. ‘Sponsorship Dinner. Happens every term. They choose my pub for some reason this year, ah dinnae ken why,’ he says with some disbelief.

‘Why? Don’t they like their livers?’

‘Hush, lass.’ He gives me a warning look that means I could lose my Purple privilege.

‘So sponsors … of what?’ I press on.

He’s deeply engrossed in wiping down some glass tumblers until they are squeaky clean. ‘A scholarship of sorts that Westley seems to fancy. Practically encourages them really. Sponsor “parents” (Dougal’s air quotes are unmissable even if you try to look away because his fingers are like sausages) decide to pay the university fees of a promisin’ student. Then every term they meet up and check the progress to ken whether they should continue the sponsorship or nay.’

He leans in closer and drops his voice. ‘A few sponsors show up nearly every week. Madness! Truly. And I don’t—’

He leaves me hanging mid-sentence to go sort out a few drink orders, but I’m used to this. It’s typical Dougal. By the time he comes back, he’ll forget what he was talking about. So I return to my Purple. Sipping on it, I mull on what Dougal has so simplistically laid out – monetary handouts from people you don’t even know, who have every right to take it away whenever they want to. I had heard of sponsor parents before, both the good things and the horror stories. A sponsor left a student in the lurch because he didn’t like how the student didn’t do the laundry everyday. Another sponsor stopped her payments because the student was three pounds over the planned meal budget every month. Three. It beats the hell out of student loans, but I couldn’t imagine myself in that position. Slogging my ass off every week, making sure everything is absolutely perfect because any week could be my last in the university. I would shatter from the sheer pressure of it all.

I drain my second Purple for the night and with that drown out any thoughts I might have of sponsorship dinners and poor sods. It wasn’t my problem right? My £1 clinks into the little coin jar as I swivel in my seat to hop off.

And then my breath suddenly catches in my throat as I spot a very familiar silhouette through the glass. I don’t have enough time to work on my reaction. The door swings open and the boy brushes his hair out of his eyes, which are icy green and shining through the dullness of the bar as he stamps his boots on the mat.

Oh, great. Another private moment for me to spy on.

Vladimir hangs his thick winter coat, the one with the perennially upturned collar, and I see he’s wearing a crisp white shirt and black jeans. There’s something informally formal about his look. He steadily makes his way to one of the empty tables but his usual effortless confidence is down by a few notches. I’m bracing myself for him to take a simple survey of the room like he always does whenever he enters a new place. And that’s when he’ll know I know his big secret … That the proud Petrov is a charity case.

God, and I just had to be here didn’t I?

But he totally misses me, because he’s clearly not at ease tonight. Since he’s so distracted, maybe now is the time I can slink away? I can just take this secret with me to the grave. Trying to wiggle off the barstool only makes me realize I was never born to be sexy. I can’t imagine how girls in tiny dresses manage to slide off this height so effortlessly.

An errant nail sticking out from the barstool catches my skirt. Suddenly I’m trying to free a half-hitched-up skirt, desperate to not flash anyone. How much attention do you think this creates on a scale of 1 to Fuck This?

The Russian, however, is too engrossed in a thick black folder he has in his arms. Systematically, he goes through the papers; his brow is creased with a deep line of worry. Once. Twice. Thrice. He’s nervous. He can’t stop checking, desperately wanting everything to be in order. A page loses its place and as he moves to catch it, his long legs hit the low table and the glass vase balanced on it totters ominously. He darts a hand out to steady it, and that’s when our eyes meet.

If I thought having my foot stuck in the vending machine was not a good look, I can’t imagine how deranged I look now, holding a piece of my own torn skirt with a deer-caught-in-the-headlights smile.

Now he knows I’m here witnessing him during a weak moment and somehow, I’m completely aware that this will make him bristle. The rush of blood to my cheeks is immediate as his mouth purses into a taut line. He’s annoyed and he closes his folder darkly. Leaning back slowly into his seat with his back straight, he spreads his legs out wider in front of him, hands occupying both arm rests, one resting under his chin. With his head held high in defiance, the message is clear. He is not weak, nor does he like being seen like this.

First I pry into his love life, and now this? And yet, somehow, this is worse; somehow this moment is more serious and private. Does he think I’m out to mock him? Like a play unfolding in front of me, his sponsor parent walks in just then and I can’t seem to look away. I’ve got front row passes to The Mysterious Life of Vladimir Petrov, and my body refuses to do the right thing and just leave!

His sponsor parent is a strict-looking elderly British gentleman, clearly from the upper class, complete with an eager assistant. As Vladimir gets up to greet him, my stomach flips as though it is somehow connected to him. Why am I nervous for him?

There are no smiles exchanged as the Parent sits down and Vladimir slides the folder across to him in one clean move. The old man picks it up and starts combing through it. Business has begun. Test results, recommendations, assignments, essay drafts, all neatly arranged. I catch glimpses of every page screaming ‘Distinction’, a good remark, or a high score. The man asks a question occasionally, pulling out a sheet, and Vladimir explains it. Notes are exchanged.

I catch Vladimir’s hand shake a little while taking one of the papers back. This is The Russian. Nothing fazes him, and yet here he is, waiting for someone to believe in him. Suddenly, in that moment, all I want is for him to come blazing through. To not just secure his funding, but to never go through this fear again. Because he definitely deserves to be at Westley.

I suddenly understand why I can’t seem to tear my eyes away from the scene unfolding in front of me – it’s because I don’t want to abandon him. I’m feeling protective for some bizarre reason and completely powerless to help him out.

A glass of wine is ordered for the table and a server comes to collect it from the bar. Dougal reaches for the slender wine stems.

‘Can I have a drink sent over?’ I blurt out without thinking.

‘Sure, whom to?’ Dougal’s a bit surprised. All the times I’ve been here, I’ve never asked for something like this.

‘Russian with the green eyes. A vodka coke?’

‘Nah, that’s ol’ Vladi. Always has a whiskey on the rocks.’

‘Whiskey on the rocks it is then.’

Dougal nods and gets to it, though I know he has questions. Something about what he said makes me speak up again.

‘Always?’ I ask, interrupting his smooth dance with the bottle.

‘Aye, he’s always here.’

I’m a bit taken aback, having never noticed Vladimir in the pub before.

‘What? At The Graduate?’

Dougal nods. ‘Dunt talk too much. Sits all the way in the back, reads the papers. Thanks me always though. Nice lad.’

I look over at Vladimir, trying to wrack my brain and remember if I have ever noticed him in the background. And has he ever noticed me? Dougal speaks up, as though reading my thoughts.

‘He always tries to buy one of yer eats. N’er missed a Thursday, that one.’

‘He likes them?’ I ask, flattered.

‘Lord, I hope not, if he has a tongue.’ Dougal guffaws while I roll my eyes. ‘Strange lad. He even liked that one dish, that … Ah dinnae ken what you were aimin’ for … the one that tasted like sweetened sawdust.’

‘I don’t think it was that bad,’ I protest.

‘Aye, really? But Vladi really liked it.’

I remember that disaster. I was trying my hand at a recipe whose description I had found so tantalizing that I had to have the combination in my mouth. Though I had poured my heart into making it, it didn’t look pretty at all as it sat sadly on the bar, ignored.

I thought no one had tasted it and felt all the love that had gone into it.

But someone had.

The drinks are delivered and the sponsor takes a quick sip of his wine. Vladimir’s eyes dart to the whiskey glass, and his face is unreadable. His focus is still fixed on the task at hand, but he knows I’m looking, so he picks it up and takes a sip.

With that I manage to untie myself from the bar and head for the door. I hope he knew I was rooting for him, and I wonder if it made any difference.
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Melting Ice
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There are a bunch of vending machines, an ATM and a photo booth a little distance from The Graduate. Though these machines are in the middle of nowhere, the presence of a photo booth is somehow weirdly comforting. Few bad things have ever happened in a photo booth. The Purples have left me a bit drunk, so I chug on a bottle of water I buy from a vending machine.

The night is so beautiful. No buildings for miles around, just dark fields singing softly in the wind. There are bright specks of stars hanging low in the sky, something I never saw in all my years in Mumbai, and so I can never get tired of this view. It’s cold and silent enough for it to feel like time has stood still, laminated by the chill of the night.

‘It went well.’

I spring to my feet and whip around, and there stands Vladimir. My frozen limbs tell me I’ve been sitting on this rough wooden bench for a while.

‘I’m so sorry! So so sorry. I swear I just happened to be there! You have to believe me!’ The words tumble out, desperate to let him know I wasn’t prying.

I expect him to say ‘I believe you’, or, more likely, ‘Piss off!’ I definitely don’t expect to look up and find that Vladimir’s icy eyes are warmer than the night. I can see he’s trying to choose his next words carefully.

‘I’m heading over to Heartbreak Street,’ he says.

‘Same,’ I nod.

‘Then let’s hurry? We might make the last bus home.’

Without me asking, he walks over and picks up my trunk as though it is as light as a feather. Our fingers brush for a second and I feel an unexpected jolt. Maybe I’m just jumpy. After all, I am going to be alone with The Russian, taking a ‘casual’ stroll.

Our feet crunch rhythmically on the gravel as a heavy silence blankets us. This boy is so incapable of sharing his thoughts with anyone that he seems to revel in absolute silence. It’s so quiet that when I sneeze it makes me jump. My mind unhelpfully races ahead, trying to find the several lonely patches in the woods where my body could be stashed, as Simran’s ominous advice rattles in my ears.

Never be alone with him.

In a weak attempt to humanize the victim (me), I try to start a conversation.

‘So, how’s it going?’

‘If you don’t mind, I’d rather be quiet.’

Okay then. We walk some more and pass a glitzy, modern bar. I hate this place. It has tried every trick in the book to beat Dougal’s, but even though it’s swanky and upscale it never wins. Perpetually empty, loud music blares out desperately trying to con someone into entering, and the bartenders look surly and angry for another wasted night. I laugh softly to myself.

‘Stop giggling,’ he orders.

‘Now I can’t even laugh? Just look at the damn name. Cracks me up every time.’

We look at the garish board that says ‘Da Bar’. It’s owned by some brand called Dacha Hospitality. Vladimir doesn’t think it’s funny. Instead he squares his jaw and actually seems angrier. But before he can lapse into another intense silence, I forge on.

‘That was as scary as my parents going through my report card,’ I joke hesitantly.

A beat.

‘It is not scary if you know what you’re doing.’

‘Hah. Well, in that case, I don’t know what I’m doing.’

‘Da, you don’t.’

I did not expect that.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Nothing.’

‘No, say it,’ I demand. ‘I’m not going to let that go.’

‘Clearly.’

I shoot him a look which he isn’t fazed by. Some more silence.

‘You always cheat me into buying your crazy “creations”, did you know that?’

I didn’t. I look up, genuinely surprised that he spoke first.

‘It is the words. They make it sound so tempting, I must have a bite,’ he continues.

‘And do you regret it?’

‘No.’

‘Be honest.’

‘Sometimes,’ he says, clearly suppressing a laugh. ‘So, why don’t you study that?’

‘What, writing? I’m not a genius; I can’t think up fascinating stories. I just get lucky with words sometimes. Besides, my parents don’t think it’s a lucrative career option. And so, I’m studying this bizarre hybrid of Computer Science and Business which obviously is a lucrative … career … option … for a job.’ I trail off.,

‘Lucrative job?’

I roll my eyes at him and add half-heartedly. ‘The cost of the degree practically pays for itself once I get a job.’

‘That is logic for buying an expensive fridge, not for choosing a career.’

‘Are you implying I sound like a teleshopping ad?’

He looks away with a half-smile and continues walking. I increase my pace to keep up with his long strides.

‘Why are you making fun of me!’

‘Well, I find it stupid because now you are no good at Computer Science, Business or writing.’

He says it so simply, without a second thought to how I would feel, that I want to pull at his stupid coat and hit him. But he hasn’t said anything wrong. Quite the opposite. He has said what I had to hear.

‘Well, what about your parents then? Must be really proud of their “sorted” son studying in England.’ It comes out a bit more harshly than I had intended.

He’s silent and for a bit, there’s only the sound of our feet crunching on gravel.

‘They do not know I am here,’ he says finally, his mouth set in a hard line.

‘What do you mean?’

‘No one knows I am here.’

‘What, did you run away? Cause that would be a first. Running away from home at the tender age of eighteen for the big, bad, glamorous world of … Accounting.’

His mouth twitches with the start of a forgotten smile. He looks down at his feet for a second, calculating how much to open up. I’ve seen the “criminal” Petrov. I’ve seen the charity-case Petrov. Clearly I’m someone who knows enough to be trusted with some more information.

‘My parents divorced when I was around three and abandoned me.’

He sets his eyes on me and, despite the seriousness of the statement, I feel a flush rising to my cheeks. The intensity of that gaze sweeping over my face, even for a second, makes my heart race unexpectedly. Are all Russians this extreme? There’s no beating around the bush with niceties; you either don’t get anything or you get to hold the bleeding, beating heart. No middle ground.

‘Abandoned?’ I try and make myself sound normal. ‘Because right now I’m imagining a child in a basket on a wintry night.’ Clearly, normal for me is having no filter .

He flashes that half-smile at me again and I cannot tell if there is sadness or happiness behind it.

‘My Mama had a boyfriend, Papa caught them. She chose to start a fresh life with that boy, and Papa found someone else. They both started new families. And I guess no one really wanted … me. A reminder of their failed marriage. She never came to visit, and he cannot bear to look at me. I have Mama’s eyes, see, and that is Papa’s weak excuse to ignore me.’

I feel equal parts privileged and burdened by his story, and though I cringe at prodding even more, I can’t seem to help myself. There is a crack in the door and I need to see more before it closes tightly again. I am confident that this is definitely the most anyone has ever heard Vladimir speak.

‘So you’ve never spoken to your parents?’

‘Not since Baba and I stopped taking their monthly support when I was eight. Now they do not need to pay anyway, because I am of legal age.’

‘Vladimir, you idiot, it’s money. Always take the damn money.’

‘I did not want it just like they did not want me,’ he says firmly and I do not want to push any more. This time he breaks the silence. ‘I speak … on and off with Papa. Only over the phone.’

‘What does your dad do?’

‘Hotels in Kazan and Moscow.’

‘Kazan?’

‘Where I was born.’

‘Nice guy?’

‘Left a small hotel in Birmingham in my name. The papers came in last week. When we had our little moment with the bunger.’

I turn a little red remembering the soup-on-crotch incident. So that’s what had been in the brown envelope. Then why did he look so upset? He had just been gifted a hotel! ‘Sounds like a really nice guy.’

Vladimir raises an eyebrow. ‘It is in a shambles, will not earn a penny. Will not sell for more. Since it will not make money, he has abandoned it. Gives you a good idea of what my Papa is like.’

I suddenly understood what makes Vladimir so responsible and resent anyone who isn’t.

‘He owns Dacha Hospitality.’

‘Oh.’ And then it hits me. ‘Wait, then Da Bar?! I’m so sorry.’ I’m totally embarrassed.

‘Do not be. It is a shit name.’ He flashes me a really rare grin.

‘And your mom?’

‘Is this a background check?’

I flush again, but he continues.

‘Works in the top office for Skype Russia.’

‘Swati would love her,’ I say and then go quiet, not wanting to look too pushy.

‘I don’t. Not spoken to Mama since she left. Don’t want to.’

I look up, surprised that he knew what I wanted to ask. The confident boy walking next to me is such a far cry from the lonely, scared child he must have been. I’m left a little in awe by his strength.

‘Who brought you up?’

‘My Baba. What you call grandmother.’ His eyes light up when he mentions her. I like the way he says the word; the lilt in his voice makes his accent sound like a song to me.

‘But she passed away last year … Now nobody knows I am here, da? I have nothing to go back to Russia for.’

‘On the plus side, you can do whatever the hell you want,’ I shrug.

He gives me a strange look, but doesn’t say what is on his mind.

‘So, Vlad—’

‘Do not call me that.’

‘All that freedom and no cocaine blackouts?’

‘Deportation risks,’ he says.

I stop in my tracks abruptly. ‘Aw, man, why did you remind me? It’s like a sword dangling over my head.’

‘You will not get deported for failing exam, Arya.’

‘Are you willing to test that theory?’

His half-smile makes another appearance.

‘If I fail, I get sent back to Russia to join the army. If anything goes wrong, if my sponsor drops me, that is it for me. Finish.’

‘The army?’

‘Conscription. Compulsory for every man over eighteen. I am not saying I do not understand your fear …’

No, he doesn’t understand. On the surface, it looks hilarious that I’m so worried about a test when actually I’m struggling just to stay afloat.

‘You’ve done everything for yourself, but my father has sacrificed everything for me. I don’t have any siblings; so every hope, dream, ambition has been planned around me. Not getting any love is bad, but getting all the love? You constantly feel like you’re letting someone down. Not “feel”, sorry. I am letting him down. He deserves some child prodigy, instead he’s saddled with me. Vladimir, I’ve been given the best of everything. Clothes, food, roof over my head, education. I’m that 1 per cent in India that gets to rise above the muck. And after all that, all I am is just the living embodiment of the word “average”. I should just legally change my name. Average Mahtani.’

My monologue floats as wisps of smoke in the cold night. My nose and cheeks are flaming from frustration or embarrassment – it’s hard to tell.

He blows a low whistle under his breath.

‘Bozhe moi … how can such a tiny body have so much insecurity?’

‘There is not ONE thing, not one single thing I haven’t failed at. I cannot fail at my degree too. I just cannot.’

I stamp on ahead, unable to face him after the ridiculous outburst. Walking away makes me feel more validated than I actually am. A cold wind howls around us, swirling up dead leaves and making the trees sing. I turn my face away to try and escape the whip, but Vladimir faces it head-on. We spot the bus stop up ahead and increase our pace in silence. With the upturned collar and his pale skin, he looks a little like a vampire on this lonely night.

We catch our breath at the bus stop. The slight glow from the street light frames us like a spotlight. There isn’t any place else to go, but I don’t think I can look at Vladimir after that over-emotional word vomit. Why can’t I coolly mull over my thoughts and speak economically like him? Reveal only those things that make me look stronger? I’m kicking myself so hard mentally that I fail to see him struggling to break the ice.

‘You talk much. You make me talk much. Not good for me.’

It makes me smile.

‘Vladimir, I’m so sorry.’

‘Not again.’

‘No, not for tonight.’ Now the words are just stumbling on themselves to come out. ‘For when we first met and I was so horrible, and didn’t stay back and dumped it all on you–’

The long overdue apology is cut off by the roar of a car that sounds louder than it should because of the quietness of the street. It zooms close to the curb and stops smoothly right in front of us.

Sahil swiftly gets out.


13

An Unwanted Coffee
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‘Hey,’ he says, blowing on his fists as the sharp wind hits him.

The surprise makes me forget all of Swati’s lessons of keeping my voice ‘floral, flirty and fruity’. What comes out is a gruff bark, because of course.

‘Hey, yourself. How did you know I’d be here?’

‘It’s Thursday; you’re always here Thursday.’ he shrugs.

‘And you never dropped in to say hello?’

‘What? In that dirty pub? It’s boring.’

Dougal would have sliced him open on the spot.

‘Did Swati tell you I’m here?’ I ask, still finding it hard to believe that he has made the effort to come all the way to see me.

‘Ay, I notice a lot more than you give me credit for.’

He expects me to reply, but I don’t because I have a silly, dazed smile glued to my face. It’s really hard to be cool when you’re trying to be cool.

‘Hey.’ He glances at Vladimir briefly, and I suddenly remember that he’s by my side.

‘Oh sorry, I totally forgot,’ I fumble.

‘It does not matter,’ Vladimir dismisses the formality. He has obviously understood that in front of Sahil, I forget everything and everyone else. ‘I should get going.’

Vladimir glances at me. I must look really stupidly happy for him to instantly understand that I wouldn’t be taking the bus tonight. He tries to hand the trunk over silently to Sahil, who ignores it.

Instead, Sahil turns his attention back to me ‘We’re going for that coffee.’

My smile falters a little. ‘This again?’ I think over this offer that I don’t want to take up. I really am in no mood to be talking about his ex over some sugary Costa crap.

‘Chalo,’ Sahil drawls like a petulant child and goes over to the car. ‘Thand mein marr raha hoon. Fucking kheti.’

Reacting almost immediately, eager to not let Sahil out of my sight, I reach for my trunk from Vladimir’s hand. Our hands dance around the tiny handle, and that same jolt shoots through me again. Stronger now, screaming that I didn’t imagine it the first time.

Sahil knocks on the window from inside, breaking the touch. Vladimir’s face doesn’t give anything away, so I try to vehemently brush off what just happened. It was just the bitter cold playing tricks.

‘Come with us; we can drop you off,’ I tell him.

Vladimir just nods at something in the distance and I turn to see the bus approaching.

‘Good night,’ he says.

As I put the case into the boot of the car I realize he has closed up again. Like our entire conversation never happened. And because that moment was so fragile, it makes me wonder if it had actually happened. I hurry into the car without a backward glance, because what would I find if I looked back?

The car door closes, and I shove my hands deep into my pockets, determined to push all thought of him away.

Vladimir disappears into a wall of light. The bus passes us.
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‘Look here.’

I turn to Sahil and find that he has leaned in unexpectedly close. This is probably the closest we have ever been and I’m suddenly quite aware of my breathing. His eyes sparkle and I notice him clutching something tightly. Tightly enough for his knuckles to turn pale. It takes me a few seconds to focus and figure out where I’ve seen it before – it’s the same cursed photo that had been stuck inside his wardrobe for months.

‘I wanted you to see this,’ he says excitedly.

‘Your ex?’

‘No, the photo.’

‘Yeah, what about it?’

And then, he rips the photo in half! Right through her smug face. And then into smaller halves.

And even tinier.

Until he can’t hold on to the pieces.

I watch him in absolute disbelief.

‘Sy! What are you trying to prove?’

He catches my hand abruptly, and I swear this whole moment can’t be real. Gently turning my palm, he presses the torn pieces into it.

‘That coffee with you, is coffee with you. Okay ?’

Those mesmerizing eyes, that dimpled smile, all for me, so close to me. Look, I’m a girl who spends all her time daydreaming. I dream in the shower, I dream while walking, I dream and dream. But my imagination could have never stitched together what is happening now.

Now this is the closest we’ve ever been. I shake my head to think more clearly.

‘Look, that’s great and all.’ I grapple around trying to control the situation. ‘But this is a bit much.’

‘What is?’ he quickly pulls back, a bit alarmed. I can see that he thinks he might have made me uncomfortable.

‘I mean, what do you want, Sahil?’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Why have you come all the way down here, in the middle of the night? To tear up a photo and get some coffee?’

Come on, Sahil. Just give me a hint. Just say something, anything along the lines of ‘It’s because I’m interested in you’. I’ve spent too long on the fringes of the field playing second best. It’s all doubt and speculation until validated. So validate it, Sahil, please.

‘Because I like spending time with you, over everyone else,’ he says softly.

Isn’t that enough? Maybe I should press on, ask for a clearer answer. But in this moment, it really feels like he has said everything that needs to be said.
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‘Huh,’ Swati says, a confused frown on her face. ‘Wow. It’s like we’re in high school, looking over every word, pause and full stop.’ She pulls out a bowl of defrosted dumplings from the microwave. ‘Arya, why do you like Sahil?’

‘What kind of question is that?’

‘I mean, what do you guys even talk about? All those pretentious quotes and lyrics crap? Don’t tell me it doesn’t bore the hell out of you.’

‘Swati, remind me, because I tend to forget who was I helping out recently with finding – to quote – “eye-catching chunni colours to dazzle in a gurudwara”? Oh, wait a minute, that was you!’

‘Arnav likes me wearing Indian clothes!’

‘Yeah, and you love your soccer shorts. Yet, here we are, matching kurti colours to bring out the “glow in your eyes”. Look, love makes you do weird things. I don’t see Sy quoting song lyrics to any other girl. It’s our thing.’

‘Okay, so pretentious crap is your thing. Cyanide suddenly makes sense.’

I toss over sachets of soya sauce from the counter. She’s already balancing a dumpling delicately between chopsticks. Despite this being a budget meal, she insists on the chopsticks to make the meal a little finer than it is.

‘But it’s not just the quotes, Swati. That’s just the frosting. I know you think I’m crazy, but he—’

‘Does other things. I know, I’ve noticed too.’

‘You have?’ I say, relieved. ‘So it’s okay that I feel this mindfucked?’

‘Dude, totally. The coffee he brought for you at the bus stop? And on our trip to Scotland with the families, he forced a souvenir shop to open after hours just so he could buy a gift for you. Aunty was so confused! By the way, he always saves a seat for you in the lecture hall.’

‘Are you sure you’re trying to help me get over him?’

‘There’s something else I forgot about. Oh ya, that candy stick he popped in your bag for you to find later—’

‘What candy stick?’

‘Obviously the one you’ll find later.’

‘So … he does like me?’ I jab at a dumpling.

‘But then you weren’t the one he took to Veer’s house party last night.’

‘So then he doesn’t like me?’

Swati regards me solemnly, as though she’s very sorry to say the next line, but she doesn’t want to hide it from me either.

‘At Veer’s, Sahil apparently spent the night glued to Ishika. Remember her?’

‘Yeah, I know. Apparently her outfit looked like she had worn her curtains and stepped out.’

‘Who told you that?‘

‘Sy. He came at 4 a.m. to my dorm after the party. Didn’t let me sleep till like seven. You know how he gets with his stories.’

She raises an eyebrow at that. ‘He came from the party to you?’

I look at her, suddenly understanding the implication of that visit, and a silence presses down on us.

‘You know what I don’t get, Arya? You guys have something that is just so strange.’

‘Very helpful. Strange. The basis of every good relationship.’

She ignores me and continues. ‘It’s like he goes clubbing with these other girls. Gets smashed, has his fun. But then he always comes back home to you. I mean you’ve seen more of his private side than Akhila. More than even me, in fact.’

‘Yeah, but what do I do with that? I don’t know where to take it from here.’

She nods. ‘It could be a friendship, it could be something else.’

I grimace at the dumpling in my mouth; it’s half-lava and half-Nordic snow, like my Could relationship with Sahil. But the flash of pain from the lava bit makes me come to a sudden decision.

‘I’m done being and feeling so pathetic. That’s it, I’m just going to tell him.’

Swati looks up sharply as I thunder on. ‘Sahil, I like you, let’s give us a shot. If it’s a no, it’s a no. At least it’ll all be clear, and that “buy three, get three free” Domino’s pizza offer is only valid till this week. I can inject cheese pizzas in my veins, get back on my feet and on with my life.’

‘Arya, no!’

‘Swati, yes. I bloody need this.’

She puts the chopsticks down, which means this is serious.

‘Do NOT do that,’ she warns.

To challenge her warning my phone buzzes urgently on the table next to the bowl. It’s Sahil. Swati stares me down and speaks over the buzzing.

‘Firstly, I know Sahil. He will chase ONLY what he can’t get. This is not some stupid outdated advice, it’s a fact.’

The phone buzzes desperately, then stops.

‘Secondly, remember we have the whole of next year left. If it IS a no, it’s going to be the most awkward senior year. You will have to face him nearly every hour because we’re all friends. And ALL desis end up hanging out together, no matter what our other friend circles are. Desis stick together for some reason and you can’t run from that.’

Now the phone lights up with a Facebook notification.

Sahil Malhotra has shared a link for a movie at the Odeon. What does this mean? Does he want to watch it together?

‘Look here, look at me,’ Swati snaps. ‘I’m not done.’

I immediately turn my attention back to her.

‘Thirdly he’s not the kind of guy to keep things in the dark. I think he definitely has a thing for you, but give it some time. He’s only just broken up.’

I scoff. Just has been months.

My Blackberry’s red light winks urgently. Sahil Malhotra has sent me a BBM.

‘Then what is all this?’ I gesture at my phone desperately.

‘This is him trying to get your attention until you look his way. He’s being a dick. And he’s confused. But, honestly, which boy isn’t?’

‘All boys are confused dicks?’

‘No, that’s just Sahil currently. He’s not like this, he usually goes straight for what he wants. But he’s not in that headspace right now, so you need to let him work it out on his own. I’ve known him for too long now, so trust me.’

It’s true. I know for a fact that Swati is simply reading from the Manual of Sahil and I have to believe her.

For a while we eat silently. I must look a little crestfallen for her to sympathetically add, ‘Arya, it’s a bit of an ego game, okay? I don’t want you to be the one putting yourself on the line and flattering him. It’ll be like all those idiots who’ve told him they’ve got a crush on him. He’d lose interest because he felt he wasn’t the one who chose them, and then he’d brush them off. This is genuine affection and Sahil is doing little thoughtful things that I’ve never seen him do before. So let it grow; he’ll find his way.’

Swati doesn’t get it. Have you ever seen the genuinely pretty Delhi girls? They’re gorgeous! All milky skin and large warm brown eyes with big eyelashes. Especially the girls who are born into money. Their poise is unmatchable by someone like me, who would prefer to spend her days in pajamas and years-old Doc Martens. So letting Sahil take his time scares me. It’s like I’m always worried that somehow he’s going to wake up and see how badly I fall short.

‘Fine, but till then I’m not talking to him at all.’

My laptop on the counter starts singing. It’s Skype and of course, it’s Sahil.

‘Set more realistic goals please.’ Swati shakes her head and continues eating.

Resistance is futile.

Half an hour later, Sahil storms in with enough piping hot chicken biryani and raita to feed our whole corridor. The aroma is enticing enough for even my neighbours to troop in; neighbours I had never interacted with. Someone even pitches in a crate of beer! Somehow being around Sahil is a celebration, so I fool myself into thinking that maybe it was a good thing that I answered the call after all.

While everyone is busy eating, Sahil finds me by the fridge.

‘I’m going to the Bullring tomorrow. Come with?’

‘And be seen in public with you? Nah.’ I grin. He smiles and leans in, and, for a moment, it feels like there’s something else he wants to say … only if Swati hadn’t burst in searching for a drink.
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A Sandwich with Sy
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I look at the dusty blue board that says ‘Burgundy Station’ in neat white letters. And a graffiti that says ‘Cunt’ right below it. Sums up the vibe of the town all right.

It’s the weekend and the train station is predictably crowded, with half the university preparing to abandon it over the much-needed break. If you’re truly posh with money to burn or have a fancy occasion to celebrate, you’ll be taking the fast train right out to London. If you’re a typical Uni student on a tight budget but cannot wait to get the hell out of Burgundy, you’ll be taking the slow train to Birmingham.

Burgundy doesn’t really offer much in terms of going out, unless you really want to get mugged. B’ham is only twenty minutes away and the train takes you straight to the Bullring, which is a humongous shopping mall. They are constantly adding shops to this place, there’s always something to distract you, and it is a pretty good place for just sauntering around without battling the constantly changing English weather.

‘Arya, chill out. It doesn’t look that bad,’ Swati tries to calm me down, and I give her a death stare. Which honestly, she didn’t deserve. But just a few hours ago, I had been so excited about the thought of spending an entire day with Sahil alone that I had woken up super early and tried to do my own make-up, forgetting that I’m actually quite shit at it. So I had messed up my eyeliner and mascara, then removed and reapplied it four times, which ended up making the whole thing a gloopy mess, gave me bloodshot eyes and the distinct impression of a fancy raccoon.

Then Swati had knocked on my door to ‘collect’ me, which was when I learnt that Sahil had casually forgotten to inform me that it wasn’t just him and me, but also Angad and Co. So my Saturday went from being romantic to romanchak.

‘Ew, Ghosla has conjunctivitis. Class. Guys, don’t look into her eyes,’ Angad greets me, wrapped up in Sharmin from the back as they rock back and forth.

‘Good morning to you too,’ I retort. Sahil waves from the back, but I determinedly don’t look at him.

‘Why are you even here then?’ Amina whines. ‘I have a date with Martin tomorrow, and I don’t want anything happening to my eyes.’

Angad looks at her. ‘I thought you had a job interview.’

‘Same thing. He’s cute. ’

‘Can I throw myself in front of the train?’ I ask Swati, who laughs.

‘Wake up, Arya!’ Sharmin excitedly claps her hands in front of my face. ‘Forever 21 has the biggest sale today; half the girls from campus are probably carrying daggers in their purses. I’ve worn my gym shoes today for god’s sake!’ Sharmin shows me the rare sight of her feet without heels on. Apparently it doesn’t matter how many Chanels one owns, a sale is a sale.

Which is the reason they’re freezing their assess off at 6:30 a.m. on a goddamn Saturday morning. Because Sharmin and Amina wanted to be right at the head of that queue. I only woke up for dickfaced Sahil.

‘You’re playing it wrong, Sharmin, that’s not an incentive for Arya,’ Sahil butts in and faces me, unable to take all the ignoring. ‘BRO! Krispy Kreme is opening TODAY! Krispy! Kreme!’

Swati puts her hands on my shoulders and shakes me. ‘Buy one box, get one box free!’ she hollers like a commercial. ‘Open kitchen! OPEN! You can see these doughnuts being fried and glazed.’

Instantly, all my hatred for Sahil vanishes at the thought of these deep-fried pieces of heaven in my gob.

‘Now even I’m excited,’ Chiraag struggles to say through a big mouthful of the chocolate ice cream bar he has just savagely taken a bite of. My teeth hurt on his behalf.

‘I’m getting some gum from the tuck. Anyone wants anything?’ Sahil asks.

Everyone says no, but he secretly gestures for me to come along with him. I understand the sign and gladly follow.

Sahil nudges me with his shoulder as we walk together. Soft and subtle, so no one notices. But it’s enough to send warmth shooting through me, making me forget my apprehensions about today.

‘Hurry up, the train will be here any second,’ Swati shouts behind us.

Not only do I hear her, but I also catch Angad’s snide ‘Why is she always stalking Sahil? Poor guy’ comment.

Perhaps our ‘romantic’ moments only looked like I was obsessed with Sahil because no one actually saw him ever initiating anything. But honestly, that’s Angad fault for being half-blind. Right…?

Sahil walks straight inside the shop, but there’s a surprise waiting for me at the door. It’s Vladimir, leaning against the wall, pulling out a smoke. The morning light is dull on this cold day, but his lighter illuminates his whole face against the crowd. A familiar bittersweetness envelopes him as he breathes out. In his sharply cut long coat, with a newspaper and that serious-looking brown envelope tucked under his arm, he looks like an old-timey British gentleman, just missing his hat.

But when his eyes meet mine, there’s no flicker of recognition. It’s like our whole conversation didn’t happen. Did it happen? Was it all just a dream? Because surely that broke some ice.

I decide to make the first move, despite his standoffish vibe.

‘So, Vladimir goes high-street shopping? This I’ve got to see.’

He chews on his cigarette for a second and then finally gives me a half-smile. Then pulls out a contract from the envelope and hands it over to me. I give it a quick once-over.

‘Vladimir Petrov, owner of Lovebirds Bed And Breakfast,’ I let out a low whistle. So, boss, what happens now?

‘I sell the godforsaken place.’

‘Hey! You only just got it.’

‘It is a two-star motel.’

‘Your two-star motel now.’

‘I visited last week. Calling it a motel is being very kind. Today, I am going to see a buyer. A little unsure because I am no good at selling,’ he confesses. There, his English is slipping; little Vlad is a touch nervous.

‘How would you know if you go in with that attitude?’

‘Because I have been meeting buyers all month. Bad motel, and my bad selling.’

‘I should have a word with your sponsor about all the money he is wasting on your business degree.’

He smiles, taking a drag of his cigarette.

‘Look, if I can sell my burnt cakes, you can definitely make this work.’

‘I should hope so. This needs to work. The money will be more than enough for me to continue without a sponsor. Freedom to do what I want to do, at my own time.’

I can see why he is so tempted to sell off Lovebirds, but it seems to be an impossible task. Through the glass window, I spot Sahil’s scowling face looking at us.

‘So, you are off to the Bullring?’

‘Only for the Krispy Kreme. I’m not a fan of Birmingham.’

‘Why not?’

I pull out a newspaper from the stand next to him and read out the headlines from Burgundy Daily with a touch of hysteria. ‘Knifing Reported Outside The Bullring Last Night. Gang Swears Revenge.’

‘Well, Arya, it is the Bullring, large space, lots of empty patches. And who is going to be hanging around at two in the morning?’

‘Police suspect it could be members from the notorious Johnsons and Burger gangs,’ I continue reading. ‘Since machine guns are now being lugged around as fashion accessories, Birmingham might unofficially become the UK’s Gun And Gang Capital.’ I shut the papers with authority, having proved my point.

‘Johnsons and Burgers do not sound very scary,’ he says.

‘You’d be surprised how machine guns can change that.’

‘Bad things do happen when you are around.’

‘Whatever. I have a long life.’

‘How do you know?’

I hold my palm up. ‘See this line? It’s my lifeline. I’ve been told that I have a long one.’

He subconsciously traces his finger across my palm gently, catching me completely by surprise. Realizing what he’s done, he retracts in a snap. That same feeling when our hands danced with each other is back. His light touch has left behind a blazing mark on my palm.

‘Of course, the palmist also said my life could feel long because it’d be so remarkably average,’ I joke, to try and make the feeling disappear.

‘I don’t believe in it.’

‘What, palmistry?’

‘Astrology, predictions, horoscopes. Any of it.’

‘It’s fun, with a little bit of truth,’ I say. ‘Everything is written.’

‘But that makes me feel like I cannot change it.’

‘We don’t decide our fate,’ I state.

‘Actually, we do. These marks on our palms are formed when we clench and unclench our fists in the womb. We make our own lines. In a way, we write our own destiny.’

Seyit calls him from a distance and Vladimir waves back to him, quickly stubbing out his cigarette.

‘Wish me luck,’ he says as he begins to walk away briskly. Though I find myself oddly wishing the sale doesn’t go through, I nod and smile as he throws a quick backward glance at me.

I’d forgotten about Sahil, who had been glued to the coffee counter all this while. When he sees me enter, he wastes no time in launching into an opinion.

‘That guy gives me the creeps,’ he says gravely, and sniffs.

‘Sorry about that?’ I mumble absentmindedly, thumbing through some paperbacks.

‘Not the time to be sarcastic, Arya. Should you really be talking to a vampire?’ The irritation in his voice makes me look up and realize he’s being serious.

‘Why not?’

He just shrugs. ‘The Russians are not normal goras. And this guy looks like a deeply troubled, emotionless bastard.’

‘Have you even spoken to him?’

‘Defend mat kariyo!’

‘Then don’t just write him off.’

‘Why not? He doesn’t feel “right”. I saw the shock on your face when he gripped your hand.’

Wait, Sahil saw that? ‘He didn’t “grip” my whole bloody hand, Sy.’

‘And his friends? I’ve heard quite a bit about them. Obviously not good things.’

‘Obviously.’ I shrug.

‘Pay attention, Arya,’ he says a touch testily. ‘One of them has insane anger issues, got into trouble quite a few times. That Boris guy, the one with all these cuts and bruises. Scars on his eyebrows and cheeks. And the tall one? Seyit? I’ve heard that he comes from a pretty violent home. I can’t imagine how messed up he must be.’ He sees that I’m not too put off by his list of flaws in Vladimir’s friends, but he tries to continue. ‘The middle guy is heavily into weed—’

‘Sahil, you smoke pot and do sheesha like your lungs are special and don’t need oxygen’.

‘Arya, they’re all frankly trouble.’

‘So okay, I won’t be friends with his friends,’ I say simply.

‘Tennessee Williams said life is partly made by the friends we choose. That says a lot about your Russian.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘People are who their friends are, Arya. So he’s probably just like them. A deranged psycho. Obviously, why else would he have a restraining order against him?’

I look up sharply, suddenly alert. ‘What? How would you know that?’

‘I like to keep tabs on who you’re hanging out with. I do have to look out for my friends, you know.’

Sounds an awful lot like the ‘looking out’ I do whenever I hear of any new girl in Sahil’s vicinity to be honest. But he charges on. ‘I found out about the crazily disturbed family life he’s had. You think a guy like that would be normal? No way in hell is he well-balanced. I’m sure he’s got some issues just waiting to come out. He’s too perfect to be real, you get me?’

‘Why the sudden interest in my life, Sy?’

Come on, I’ve handed the moment on a platter to you. Just say it instead of dragging me along. I really don’t like building a home on this middle ground.

‘Arya, I just don’t think you should. End of topic.’

He says it with so much authority, it pricks me. And for some reason, having Vladimir torn apart by him annoys me. ‘Did I ever ask you who you attended a bloody concert with without telling me? A romantic Coldplay night? Or what happened at Veer’s with Ishika? No, right? Ya, I know pretty much all you’ve been up to, but I never ask. You know why? Because I have no right to, because it isn’t my place. And now, this isn’t yours.’

‘Kya matlab hai tera?’

‘Who are you to choose my friends for me?’

He’s taken aback by my retort. I can’t remember ever having been this blunt with him before.

‘Excuse me? I’m your …’ And he can’t quite complete it.

‘You’re my what, Sahil? My what?’ I raise an eyebrow, knowing fully well that whatever control he wants to exercise isn’t available to him in the current friendship we share. And this is the first time he has realized this.

‘Forget it, never mind.’ He storms out in anger.

I’m a little torn. I was really looking forward to a nice train ride with him. We have this little routine whenever we travel – we always sit together, buy one sandwich, which we split and munch on while sharing music from the same iPod. I remember how it began too. Sahil had seen me sitting all alone with a book, thought it was much too much of a punishment, had plucked it out of my hand and passed me half of the sandwich he was eating.

Of course, for a while there I wasn’t the girl he was sitting next to, watching the world whiz by. Suddenly, it was Akhila. And just as suddenly it was back to being Cyanide again. I don’t need another lecture telling me this is stupid. I love this stupid thing because this it’s our stupid thing.

But I don’t want to be the first to apologize as usual. Which is a pity because I know he won’t either.

Not feeling as carefree as I was just a few moments ago, I head off to the platform, but can’t spot him anywhere in the swelling crowd. Everyone is rushing into the train for warmth. There are hardly any empty seats left, and I can’t find any of my friends, who must have spread out. My plan to block empty seats, call Sahil over and apologize has been dashed. Searching proves futile and when the doors start beeping as they close, I give up my hunt for two empty seats, and quickly park myself in the first one I find .

The train rumbles along and I’m alone with my thoughts. The familiar squeaky sound of wheels fills the air and I know it is the sandwich lady wheeling her trolley in. I’m not interested in it any more, so I look out the window. Bright green fields rush past, sitting prettily with a light dusting of frost, and the rising sun slowly bathes everything in a soft light.

‘For you?’ the trolley lady asks my table.

Someone orders a bowl of muesli and a bottle of water. As she scoops it off the cart and money is exchanged, I glance at the sandwiches neatly piled on top. It’s the one in the middle I notice first. A ham sandwich.

A light tapping on the table makes me look up. The passenger across me passes over one half of a cheese sandwich. I look at him questioningly and he jerks his thumb to the side. And there sits Sahil, in the next row, right opposite me.

Look, I know it means nothing, okay? But somehow this little triangle of a shared sandwich always makes my face break into the most ridiculous smile I can’t wipe off. There we go, still kinda sitting with each other, sharing a sandwich. He made it happen.

He mouths ‘Sorry’, and I bite the inside of my cheek to tone down my smile a little. It doesn’t work and I look into my lap, my face slightly warm as I chew slowly on the sandwich, bursting with absurd happiness.


15

Bearie Sweet
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As always, we’ve gathered at the Subway restaurant on Birmingham station. Angad has already gone ahead and ordered chicken tikka subs for everyone, except me.

‘Your order is like completely dumb. I can never get the hang of it, so complicated it is, yaar.’

It’s the same order as everyone else’s, but it’s fine because this is a much better excuse from the last time, when he simply went, ‘I didn’t want to. Sue me.’

Perhaps we’re slowly becoming friends?

Swati, Amina and Sharmin sprint towards Forever 21. (No, literally sprint. They don’t even wait for the escalator, taking two steps at a time.) Sahil, Angad and Chiraag decide to head towards the Armani store for casual sauntering and working up an appetite.

While trying to find something to amuse myself with, I end up being separated from the group – as usual. Time whizzes by and soon the shops open. Most days I’ll find myself drifting towards the HMV store for music and films. But this time, I’ve managed to amble into a store I have never noticed before – Build-A-Toy.

Of course, it’s overrun with kids, but who cares? Toy stores excite me. These places are unreal. Little patches of heaven, created so carefully that the inner kid in me is almost tempted to buy something. The exorbitant prices bring me crashing down to reality. Honestly, who decided that something which is going to be puked on or buried in mud should cost that much?

Wandering down the ‘Forest Road’, the shop floor renamed by the staff, I find myself in the stuffed bear section and alarmingly manage to catch the attention of an elderly helper for no fault of mine. He’s dressed like Paddington Bear, and is busy arranging stuffed bears of every kind. Mama and papa bears, nurses and firemen bears. Perhaps this is a bit much.

Then I spot a Britney Spears Bear … gyrating. Now it’s definitely too much.

‘Hello, darling girl! Welcome to Pudding Town and the Secret Forest. Ooooh,’ Ol’ Paddington wiggles his fingers at me, trying to sell me the concept.

‘Um … thank you. I’m cool with the back story.’

‘But you don’t know how the bears escaped and created Pudding Town.’

‘I think I’m getting the vibe.’

‘Aah, I sense this is your first time at the Secret Forest.’

‘You mean at this store? Yes, it is.’

‘Then choose your friend!’ he continues with what I suspect is a well-rehearsed speech. ‘Because we are Build-A-Toy and you can actually Build? A?’

‘Toy, yes.’ I mean, if he’s being so enthu about it, I can’t really be rude, can I?

‘Very good! You decide everything! How much they’re filled, the colour of their eyes, the clothes they wear. Right down to their career.’

‘Bears have careers?’

He nods.

‘Poor bears. That’s quite sad,’ I mutter.

I’ve attracted the wrong member of staff. Every place has that one employee married to his job, and this man wasn’t going to let me go until I had built a damn bear. So, out come the various stuffings and accessories for a bear I didn’t want. Apparently, I could even buy it a diamond bracelet from Cartier if I went for the Posh Bear model. And so I stand there, personally Cartier-less, wondering who are these people who invest in Cartier for their bears? Why can’t I summon up the courage to break this poor old man’s heart and shut him up? And how on earth did I get in this deep?

Mercifully my phone buzzes and I excuse myself.

‘Where are you?’ asks Sahil.

‘Build-A-Toy.’

‘What the fuck is that?’

‘A store where you build a toy. Pretty self-explanatory.’

‘Accha, stay there. We’re coming.’

‘Dude, I can’t stay here!’ I protest.

‘I’ll call the girls too, –’ he continues, ignoring me.

‘Sahil, help!’

‘–and then we’ll all head to Kripsy.’

‘Stop calling it Kripsy. It’s going to get stuck in my head and then I’m going to start calling it Kripsy like some gavaar.’

‘Hey, Arya?’

‘What?’

‘Kripsy Kripsy Kripsy. Okay bye.’

‘No, don’t go!’ I hiss urgently. But it’s too late, he has hung up. Oh, no …

‘I’ve found the perfect one!’ a voice behind me trills. With trepidation I turn around and in Paddington’s hand is a simple brown bear.

‘Isn’t he a darling?’ he croons.

Surprisingly, I’m a little taken in. Yeah, the little brown bear is actually quite darling. There is something mighty comforting about him. He knows I’m sold, so he doesn’t even wait for a response.

‘Then let’s build one for your niece or nephew!’

What the hell. Let’s have an experience.

He guides me to a section where I can assemble and tailor the toy. There he picks up a limp empty shell of the brown bear I liked and sticks it to a pipe-like thing. I have to press down on a pedal and the large glass case next to me that is filled with cotton begins to stuff the bear casing. He does warn me to be gentle because this pedal is made for kids.

But I go full throttle and Paddington freaks out.

‘Gently, madam, gently!’

It’s too late, I’ve overstuffed my bear.

‘No problem,’ he says, half-fainting. ‘I’ll simply pluck out the extra balls of cotton. Make him look sprightly once again.’

But I kinda like the look of this plump bear. It looks stuffed and happy, exactly what I aspire to be every second of my life.

‘No, don’t. I love it.’

‘But it will be much too big for a child. How old is the young person?’

‘Nineteen,’ I say, pointing to myself.

‘Oh. Well, we love our adult adorers just as much.’ He says ‘adult’ like ‘add-dolt’, and no, I don’t think they love us as much, they probably think we’re psychos.

‘Any voices you’d like to add before I stitch him up?’ he asks, pointing at a container filled with battery-operated voice boxes. When squeezed, they immediately begin rattling out messages in creepy pre-recorded voices.

‘I love you.’ ‘I miss you.’ ‘Hello, good morning.’

If I turned over in my sleep and squeezed the bear and that thing started talking, I swear I’d shoot it straight out the window. I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m not really big on the whole Child’s Play, Curse of Chucky thing.

But something else catches my attention. Plastic hearts in a little clear box.

‘What are these?’ I ask, picking one up.

‘Oh, if you press down on it, like so,’ he squeezes it, ‘it starts beating softly.’

For some reason, this was so fascinating to me that I immediately asked for it to be put into the bear. So Paddington does, stitches him up neatly and then we take it to get it all dressed up. There are little girls here practically destroying their bears and dipping them in pink. Pink shoes and bikinis, and bracelets and hats and shoes with faux heels.

But just a simple oversized blue-and-white-checked cotton shirt works for me. And I love my bear even more when no pants seem to fit the poor thing because he’s too fat. This totally takes me down memory lane, reminding me of my middle-school years going shopping for jeans with Mom and breaking down in the changing room because nothing went past my thighs.

So, screw the pants. If I had a choice in the matter back then, I would have gone pantless too.

Paddington then asks me a sentence I suppose I would never ever hear in any other toy store.

‘Name on the birth certificate?’

‘Birth certificate?’ I squawk.

‘Yes,’ he says in all seriousness, glasses perched on his nose as he types into the computer in front of him.

‘Um … Bearie Bear,’ I shoot out without thinking, while checking my phone. There’s a missed call from a number I don’t recognize. So I call it back, but the connection drops, and in this I miss the look of sheer contempt on Paddington’s face.

‘Bearie Bear?’ he seems to spit out.

‘Yeah, sure, I suppose.’

‘Fine, darling Bearie Bear,’ he pats the top of the bear’s head. ‘Hope this home treats you well.’

He hands me the brightly coloured birth certificate.

‘Do not lose this,’ he says solemnly. ‘It will be required whenever there is a problem with Bearie Bear’s health.’

Well, fuck. This guy’s sheer commitment to this bear is filling me up with guilt. Like I’m being a bad parent or something. What the hell did I sign up for?
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By the time the rest of the group gets here, I’ve already sort of gotten attached to Bearie. There is something immensely wonderful about squeezing a soft toy tightly, and Bearie is this happy-go-lucky little thing. I’ve never actually had a soft toy before. Dad always made sure he bought me games that were ‘mentally stimulating’. There was this particular one where I had to match shapes while a sand timer counted down how much time I took. I don’t remember the game entirely, but I do remember, very distinctly, the fear in my tiny little heart when Dad would closely monitor how well I could handle the task at hand.

In my family, self-loathing starts early.

Mom splurged on every kind of Barbie doll she could buy for me. The problem was that I absolutely detested Barbies. They were too skinny, too bony, and once I got past admiring how pretty they were, I never really knew what to do with them. Dad thought I was odd and ungrateful for never appreciating the dozens of toys they bought me. So between what they liked and what I hated, soft toys never made an appearance in my life.

‘Why is the mall suddenly so empty?’ Sharmin’s shrill voice brings me back to earth.

I look around and she’s right. Most employees seem to be pulling down the shutters on their shops. Odd. It’s just the start of a working day.

‘Who cares?’ shrugs Angad. ‘It’s a wonder this city is even functioning.’

‘Okay, come on, let’s go,’ says Swati. ‘I’m starving! I need doughnuts.’

‘Wait, so no one thinks this is weird?’ The worry in my voice shines through.

‘Oh god.’ Sahil rolls his eyes. ‘Let me guess, Arya, something bad is going to happen?’

‘Are these not signs enough, Sy? It’s like we’re that dumb gang that goes into the deep dark woods to stay in the creepy haunted cabin from where no one ever comes back alive.’

‘When did we do that?’ Chiraag asks, genuinely confused.

Everyone groans and starts walking in the general direction of Krispy Kreme. I reluctantly follow. The girls struggle with their bright-yellow bags. I wonder if they’ve left anything for the other shoppers. I also note that everyone is holding shopping bags from the most expensive brands, except for Sahil. His hands are empty.

‘Was Armani shut today?’ I ask jokingly.

‘Please. I’m totally over it. I’m not some South Delhi aunty ki main poora provident fund nikalu ek regular shirt khareedne ke liye jispe sirf ek logo bana hai. Serious rubbish, man.’

Sahil is over brands? Sahil is evolving? Am I dumb enough to believe this?

Yes, yes, I am dumb enough.

‘What did you buy?’ he asks.

I excitedly fish out Bearie. He gives me a dismissive look as though I’ve wasted my time.

‘You bought a soft toy? You know you need a whole new wardrobe, right?’

‘Sahil, you need a whole new personality.’

He laughs and Swati throws a look back at us.

‘Are you guys really friends or some old couple? I’ve never seen two people snap at each other so much.’

‘I live for this, Swati; you don’t understand,’ he says.

I hear some faint shouting from somewhere deep in the mall.

‘Do you guys hear that?’ I ask fearfully, stopping in my tracks. ‘It sounds like fighting.’

‘Ya, duh. You didn’t see the crowd we battled at Forever 21.’ Amina rolls her eyes.

‘Look at what your best friend bought.’ Sahil grabs Bearie and shoves him in Swati’s hands.

‘What are you, Arya, like ten?’ she grins.

Angad snatches it from her very roughly, hard enough for the heart embedded inside to go off.

‘What is this shit? Fuck, it’s fucking alive.’

‘It’s got a battery-operated heart,’ I protest.

Everyone looks at me like I’m crazy.

‘That shit is possessed with a legit beating heart?’ Angad says, turning Bearie upside down, then tossing him over to Chiraag. I grab the bear back from their probing hands.

‘I like him! Stop picking on him.’

‘Him?’ Sahil snorts.

‘It’s an IT!’ Chiraag declares.

‘Well, you’ll have your high-end toys and I’ve got mine.’

‘Arya, it’s time for you to be dressing like a doll, not playing with one,’ Amina states.

That’s enough hate for one poor stuffed bear.

‘Hey guys?’ They all turn to look at me. ‘Go fuck yourselves?’ I grin.

A sharp bang ricochets through the mall.

The whole group freezes, and I’m not sure if I’m truly standing still, what with the way my heart’s galloping. That one stinging sound has struck instant fear in us.

Shrieks, and the sound of frenzied running, seem to get alarmingly closer. We should move, we should run, but panic has a firm grip on our feet, nailing us to the spot. Frantically looking around, I feel like a sitting duck, standing right in the centre of the open lobby of the Bullring, completely exposed. Danger could now come in from anywhere and rip through us before we’d even have the time to react!

BANG! BANG!

The gunshots jolt Sahil into action.

‘Find an open shop now! We can at least lock the doors.’

As everyone rushes to find a shop that doesn’t have its shutters down, I find my phone buzzing and quickly scoop it out. It’s the same number from earlier that I didn’t recognize.

‘Where are you?’ Vladimir’s stern voice bleeds through. His is the last voice I expected to hear on my phone.

‘Hi, what’s up?’

What’s up? What’s up? Tell him you’re trapped you stupid shit.

‘Listen carefully – a gang war has broken out and right now, they’re hunting for people to take as hostages. So the police have evacuated everyone as a precaution.’

‘Oh, yeah?’ I try to stay calm even though I want to sob.

‘Arya?’

‘Yeah?’

‘You idiots are still inside, yes?’

‘How bad is it?’ I choke out.

It is the most legendary sigh I hear on the other side. I just know Vladimir is thinking ‘Stupid Indians’.

‘Find cover right now. These are trigger-happy lunatics. You do not want to be spotted by them.’

Too late, Vladimir, I think, as we come face to face with two boys, no older than us, but definitely looking a lot more menacing – because one holds a sharp dagger and the other a pistol.

‘Well, well,’ one of them grins. ‘These shall do nicely.’‘
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Krispy Kreme
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When I said I wanted to be at the grand opening of the new doughnut place, this is not what I had in mind. Now we’re being held hostage inside the brand new Krispy Kreme, with lunatics on the other side of the bolted doors, while the cops negotiate how many of us get to live.

The doughnut shop is in the basement of the Bullring, and the seven of us are in this giant arena-like space. Cheerful cardboard cut-outs of their famous doughnuts hang from the ceilings, the cashier’s desk is still active and the vat of hot oil is bubbling away gently behind the glass windows, ready to fry the doughnuts. But there is not a soul here except for us. It’s eerie. None of us talk in this desolate, dystopian place. We’re trapped like rats with no way out.

I keep glancing at the door, expecting the gunmen to walk in, line us up and shoot us.

I turn to Sahil for some comfort, but seeing his face contorted in fear, I know he needs it more than I do. Suddenly I feel Swati’s warm arm hold me tightly. I hug her back.

‘Sahil, what do we do?’ she whispers to him.

He gives her such a hopeless look, it totally deflates me. Even Angad looks like he’s pooped his bravado in his pants.

A loud yell cuts through our thick silence, followed by the sickening sound of a knife being repeatedly stabbed through flesh. There’s no mistaking those screams of anguish.

‘Officer down! I repeat, officer down!’

The voice from a walkie-talkie crackles outside and then begins to fade. More shouts, and then the gunshots begin to rain down. The sound is deafening. I can feel the vibrations in my throat and the noise rings in my ears. And then, suddenly every sound is muffled, as though I’m underwater.

It’s all in slow-motion to me: Everyone scrambling to their feet; Amina’s perfect features now frozen in utter fear; Angad slack-jawed, a scream escaping him that I cannot hear; Sharmin’s tears. This is it.

They’ll be here any second.

I’ll be lying in a pool of blood …

From a distance, I can hear someone calling out my name softly …

Arya. Arya. Arya.

Mom? My head is not on straight, I feel like I’m floating … Until someone grabs my arm and turns me around.

ARYA!

Vladimir is staring me in the face.

He’s here? How is he here? Why aren’t my feet moving? It doesn’t even register when his friends round us up and drag us from our spots.

‘Vlad, how—’

‘Not the time,’ he says through gritted teeth, pushing us all out one by one. With his hand firmly on my back, he shoves me out first.

It hits me then that we’re escaping through the kitchen exit, which must have been where he entered from. Hurrying up through the rickety service stairs, I feel like kicking myself for not thinking of this first. This is an eatery. Of course there’d be an exit through the kitchen. We were so immobilized with terror that it didn’t even cross our minds. And now we’re being shepherded by a quick-thinking Russian and his brave friends, who have jumped into the fire just to pull us out.

Vladimir races in front of me to make sure he is leading the pack, while keeping a vigilant eye out for the rest of us. Suddenly he gestures for the whole group to stop. And then we hear it too – the sound of someone coming down the stairs. Thick heavy soles, the kind of boots we saw those boys wearing. Standing on that thin staircase, where could we possibly go from here?

‘We’re trapped,’ Sahil bleats.

Vladimir looks at his friend, who gestures for us to go back down a few steps. In the darkness, we see there is another door. Quickly sliding through it, I realize I’m completely at the mercy of Vladimir and his friends, blindly following them through the maze of back entrances and stocking areas of various shops. But they probably don’t really know much more than us about this place, and we’re all just desperately searching for a way out. Minutes tick by as we scurry like ants, scampering through dimly lit shops with half-closed shutters, trying to inch closer to an exit that could help us get out of this mall.

All this while we’re comforted by the Russian chatter among Vladimir and his friends. It makes us feel like they’re planning our escape.

But what they were actually saying was:

Vladimir: We’re fucked. Now what?

Seyit: I have no clue. I just came here to study Physics.

Mischa: I’m so scared. I can’t die without frenching an English girl.

Vladimir: Shut it Mish for one second.

Mischa: Why do you think I even came all the way to this clammy country?’

But our luck runs out.

We choose the wrong door. It opens back into the main foyer from where we had been caught in the first place. And here, keeping guard, is a gang member. Is he from the rival gang? Who knows or cares – he looks just as unhinged as the others. His face is covered with tattoos and his eyes have been coloured in with a jet-black dye, making them look completely blank and utterly scary as though he was possessed. And he’s menacingly armed with a big gun and a sharp machete.

But as he tries to process this random group of people who’ve burst in from nowhere, it seems we’ve caught him by surprise.

‘Are you the cleanin’ staff?’

Oh good, we got a dumb one.

‘Yes …?’ says Vladimir, trying to take a chance.

‘You ain’t look like no cleanin’ staff.’ He cocks his gun.

Swati, fed up of being scared, suddenly steps up angrily with complete confidence, and raises her hand. Tattoo-face immediately screams in pain and clutches his eyes! What the hell did she do?

Despite the utter confusion, Vladimir reacts faster and grabs his gun, while Boris takes advantage of the assailant’s momentary weakness and pins him down. Swati turns her palm to us and nestled in it is a mini sample perfume from one of the shops. She had just bravely unloaded a whole tube of YSL into this guy’s eyes!

‘I’m going to fokin’ chop you! I have me knife!’ he hollers, blinded.

‘I have your gun,’ Vladimir says while gesturing urgently for us to rush towards the exit. ‘Don’t move, unless you want to learn which one works faster.’

For a minute, Tattoo-face is spooked. Boris and Vladimir know it won’t last, and while still pointing the gun at him, they race for the exit as well. I’m too scared to look back, fully expecting for more gang members to burst in, alerted by the fracas. It feels like a miracle when we burst through those doors and are immediately engulfed by the waiting Birmingham Police.

Around us are hordes of people and several police cars. A badly wounded cop and a gang member are being rushed into an ambulance. There is a lot of blood on the ground.

No one speaks, but I know exactly what we’re all thinking.

‘That could have been us.’

It hits me how incredibly lucky we all are, and the sheer risk Vladimir and his friends took to save us.

In the melee, I find myself separated from Vladimir and his group. I’m taken to an area with makeshift tents where my friends have already been made to sit. Hot drinks are quickly pushed into our hands. I’m quite confused by the drinks and the ‘shock blanket’ that has been placed around me. I don’t need either.

I just need Vladimir.

One by one, each of us is interrogated softly. I try to take a sip of the drink, but my hands are shaking. Why are they shaking? I put the cup away and close my eyes, taking deep breaths to calm myself down. A big fat tear randomly rolls down one cheek and I’m very surprised. I don’t even feel like crying, so what is this stupid thing doing on my face?

‘Hey, Arya?’ a phantom voice softly calls out. It’s Vladimir, and a burning desire to speak to him grips me tightly. But where is he?

‘Don’t panic,’ he continues. ‘They just want to take witness testimonies.’

I realize he’s speaking from behind the canvas wall of our tent. His group must be seated on the other side.

‘So, would you like to hear what happened with Simran?’ he asks.

‘What, like now?’ I reply in a voice as low as his. ‘Of all the places?’

‘It was the first and only time I’d met her,’ he begins and I brace myself for the giant excuse he’s going to paint. ‘Last year my friends and I were all sharing the same house. For my birthday, they bought me a doll.’

‘Okay … like a Barbie doll?’

Look, I’m no one to judge? Dude likes dolls.

‘No. Not a Barbie doll. A doll.’

‘Okay …’

‘Understand, Arya.’ He sounds a touch annoyed. I can almost picture his ears turning red slowly.

Understand what? It takes me a moment, but then I do. I understand what kind of doll he means, the one he feels so embarrassed to describe right now – the sex doll that must have come with a big fat red bow.

‘Oh. Ohhhh.’ Oh no. Now I’m assuming the worst.

‘Yes. Their idea of a joke. So they bring it for my birthday, we laugh. Joke over it. I move on. Spent the whole evening eating pirozhkis and drinking. We got drunk. Very very drunk. Even by our standards. Then came, you know, the stupid jokes. Dumb dares. I do not even remember when someone took a poster of Simran … Do you remember those? The ones with the practiced Student President smile?’

‘Oh, I remember those all right.’ I nod, even though he can’t see me. And then I immediately realize what must have happened next. ‘Don’t tell me they stuck it on the doll!’ I was not expecting that at all! The image threatens to make a smile swim on my face and I purse my lips tightly, willing myself to be an actual adult and not a freaking weirdo.

‘Well, you do not expect great judgement from drunks. We just wanted a laugh.’

‘And then?’

‘Then I do not remember, we probably forgot about it, passed out. But the next day, there is knock on the door. Who is it? Simran! Doing her door-to-door campaign. Can you imagine? It is too early in the morning. The house is too dirty and there she is. What are the chances? I could barely focus my eyes. I made her wait in one room and tried to get ready. Difficult. One boy was passed out in my bathtub.’

This is mayhem!

‘I am still trying to pull him out with my limbs aching, head hurting. And then she starts screaming. And screams so much, it is scary. And my friends? Absolutely no idea that there is a girl in the house. They think the doll has come to life for revenge.’

I’d bet anything that the only reason I’m being told this story now is because I can’t see Vladimir’s mortified face.

‘Arya, she …oh god…she saw the doll with her face and kept screaming “Sick! Sick!” So I ran out to pacify her. But I forgot I was changing. So I basically ran behind her with no pants on. Begging her to believe I am a decent man. In my boxers …’

Arya focus! Think of how embarrassing this must have been for Simran and Vladimir. You’re a lunatic for stifling a laugh.

‘And she had no idea there were other people home. So one by one, when the boys began to emerge … Imagine her shock! One was under the goddamn table! She thought we were out to get her. That she had walked into some sleazy trap. I was horrified, still am.’

‘What a fucking disaster!’ I say.

‘I cannot imagine how she must have felt.’

‘She must have gone straight to the town police then.’

‘Actually no. It was a week later. When she started dating that Manjeet boy. He blocked every attempt of me trying to reach out to Simran to explain myself. I even tried sending messages through friends. Eventually I learned that he had encouraged her to file the complaint.’

‘But why?’

‘I do not know. Seyit suspects it was because of the fight we got into with him. It was so stupid really. I had booked a practice hall, and refused to simply hand it over to Manjeet and his group just because they walked in last minute. I think he was very used to getting his way. And for some reason, this really pissed him off.’

‘Enough to get Simran involved?’

‘It is not like he was good for Simran either. He spread that rumour about her, just because she wanted to break up with him.’

‘And you don’t want to clear this up?’ I ask. ‘It is a pretty serious accusation.’

‘It is insulting, frankly, that she will think so low of me. But I will not beg.’

‘Oh my god, you idiot. Doesn’t it affect your report?’

‘Of course it does. I’ve been preparing applications for internships, but I’m afraid sending it in will also involve a report from the police. So, I can’t send in any applications, because the companies will blacklist me for having a police record, and my sponsor will hear about it and withdraw my sponsorship.’

‘So basically, whether I fail the class, or you top it, we both end up jobless.’

‘I already have a full-time job. Staying safe from you.’

‘We can leave.’ Swati lightly taps me on the shoulder. ‘Were you talking to someone?’

‘Err ... no,’ I lie quickly and realize that Vladimir had successfully managed to distract me from all the stress.
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Marmite Sandwich
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It is bitingly cold as we wait for the train to arrive, but I don’t think anyone notices. What I do notice is that Chiraag, Amina and Sharmin still have their shopping miraculously intact. She catches me looking and gives me a tired smile.

‘What? I went to battle for this.’

Then, Sharmin fishes out something amazing from her bag. It’s Bearie Bear! I gratefully grab him from her hands and hold him tightly under my arm, suddenly overwhelmed with love for Sharmin. She’s far too good for Angad.

Sahil clears his throat. ‘Well, think of this as a hilarious story to tell one day …’ he says feebly.

No one’s buying it just yet. Definitely not today. I just want to stumble into the train, be whisked back to my dorm and forget this whole experience. Take me back to Burgundy please, I’ll be grateful to see the signboard with its vulgar graffiti.

The train whistles sweetly, and up ahead on the platform, I spot Vladimir and his friends getting ready to board as well. I quietly slip away from my group and head towards him. Sahil notices and our eyes meet, but when he sees me going towards Vladimir, an emotion that I can’t quite read clouds his face.

Vladimir stands at the back of his group, and I wait silently behind him, unsure of how to get his attention.

So I gently pull at the back of his coat.

He turns around and immediately makes way for me to board before him. There is a crowd behind us waiting to get in, and he puts his hand on the small of my back protectively, guiding me in. We jostle with the crowd and are moved along the aisle quite against our will, going where the flow takes us. I feel his warmth against my back. He gently clasps my elbow, and pulls me down to two empty seats. Grateful for the space, I quickly scoot inside.

‘This train will be stopping at Green Meadows, Leamington Spa, Burgundy—’ crackles the announcement.

We’re both too tired to say anything, and sit in silence. Everyone around me looks spent as well, and the lights in the train are unusually dim. As the train slowly begins to gather momentum, I look out into the darkness and only find my reflection from the glossy window staring back at me, taut and tense. Dark fields rush past, and suddenly I feel very lucky to have Vladimir by my side. He carries with him a sense of comfort and safety that is beyond his years, and beyond anything I’ve ever experienced.

He feels like what home should have always felt like, but never did.

Ours is perhaps the only table with a reading light switched on. Everyone else is listening to music or has dozed off. Vladimir has pulled out a notebook and is jotting something down. I can imagine how that very same steady hand wrote on the Oxfam page when I first saw his name.

I want to tap his arm that is lazily draped across the table and draw his attention, I want to touch his forehead that is so taut from thinking, I want to thank him and brush away the hair that is falling into his eyes. Surprised by my thoughts, I keep my hands firmly knotted in my lap and ask, ‘How was the meeting?’

He stays silent and doesn’t look up. The pen still scratches against the paper as he cancels something out. I understand the deal didn’t go through.

‘I’m sorry.’

‘No, he is ready to buy. But he offers a much lower price. Too low,’ he says with an air of disappointment.

‘What would he do with the building had he bought it?’

‘Who knows? Who cares?’

‘Probably the staff does. It’s winter and they’re going to suddenly be jobless.’

The pen stops moving abruptly. He fixes his whole attention on me.

‘You sound like you don’t want me to sell this hotel,’ he says, crossing his arms defensively.

‘Blame my Indian upbringing, we always feel property is a sound investment …’

‘Arya, you have not seen this “investment”. It is a dump. The cost of salvaging is too much. We will bleed. Why do you think Papa has so willingly jailed me to it?’

‘How old is the building?’

He pulls up a photo of Lovebirds on his phone. It is a short stubby place, with a brick façade and a quaint little pub on one corner.

I actually think there is something quite lovable about it. Where Vladimir sees ruination, I see potential. It just needs some love and care, a patient and nurturing hand to guide it.

I think the reason I feel sorry for it is because Lovebirds reminds me of myself.

God. I’m so weird.

‘It’s older than me. One of Papa’s first few purchases. It did well when it first started, but he never kept up with the times. Changed nothing, not even the staff. I inspected the plumbing and the kitchen equipment and the bedding. Oh, it is a mess.’

He cups his face in his hands. ‘But the staff has been loyal. I never thought about it before, but they have been loyal …’

He’s speaking to himself. The implications of the sale have suddenly dawned on him. The staff’s livelihoods are dependent on this place. On him.

It seems unfair to be nineteen and be straddled with so much responsiblity.

For a few minutes we only hear the rhythmic chugging of the train. A man wheels the food trolley in. He’s not as cheery as the old lady from the morning and he simply grunts gruffly to make his presence felt.

‘Sandwich?’ I ask Vladimir, glad for the distraction. He nods.

‘A ham sandwich please,’ I order for him.

‘I am not that hungry. Will you share?’ he asks.

‘Oh, I don’t eat ham.’

‘Really?’ he looks shocked. ‘Okay, any chicken or—’

‘Only cheese and Marmite left,’ the trolley man cuts in harshly.

Vladimir grimaces. Clearly the thought of Marmite doesn’t excite him.

‘You’ve had Marmite then?’ I’m pretty amused by the grossed-out look on his face.

‘No, but I have never heard good things.’

‘Awesome, we have to try it then.’

Food and money exchange hands. We split the sandwich and I hold my end up.

‘Let’s raise our bread and toast.’ I laugh at my own joke while Vladimir tries hard not to roll his eyes.

A bite in, Vladimir looks as if he wants to spit his piece out. But I absolutely love it! My eyes light up.

‘How can you continue having that taste in your mouth?’ he coughs out, finally having managed to work through his bite. ‘There is no logical way to describe what that thing is!’

‘It’s freaking divine! What are you on?’

‘Bozhe moy, we are very different!’ He smiles and puts his sandwich down. I know he has retreated back into his shell, so I rest my hand on his shoulder hoping it reassures him.

‘I do not know how to run a hotel. I know nothing about it,’ he finally says, his voice tinged with resignation.

‘That kinda sounds like me and my Accounting paper. Wish you could just hire someone like I tried hiring you,’ I laugh. ‘Wait! Actually, why don’t you?’

‘I already have a manager.’

‘No, someone who actually knows the business inside out. And with the resources to make the hotel look more “now”, instead of from the middle of the Soviet Era’

He dismisses it, but it only makes me see the idea more clearly. ‘I’m serious Vlad—’

‘Do not call me that.’

‘How about Hilton?’

He laughs. ‘Why would Hilton want to invest in this terrible hellhole?’

‘Haven’t you seen it all over London? They’ve got this brand, DoubleTree, that’s predominantly for boutique hotels. They’ve expanded their portfolio by picking up quite a few of these rundown places, and sprucing them up.’

‘How do you know this?’ he asks, curious.

‘Where do you think who we stay when we go to London? Without our parents, we certainly can’t spend the weekend at the Ritz. These places are neat, they’re within our budget and do the trick.’

‘Okay, again – why would Hilton want to invest in this terrible hellhole?’

I sigh dramatically and grab his pen and paper.

‘Let’s make a pitch. Show me the picture again.’

‘I have better ones,’ he says, and pulls out enlarged prints of various parts of the building from an envelope. ‘I made them do photoshoot.’

Suddenly there is excitement in his voice, and from Vladimir that’s like Jack Dawson screaming ‘I’m the king of the world’ atop the Titanic. He fans the photos out on the table.

‘Arya, should I talk about its few positives?’

This is a weird feeling. Someone asking me for advice. I try not to let him down.

‘Good place to start.’

‘Okay. It is five minutes from the station. Lovebirds is building number 51 on Thornton Street—’

‘Yuck,’ I cut him off. ‘That is so unromantic. No, give me a second.’

My eyes rest on a particular photo. Of a brick-lined street, boughs of trees intertwining as though they’re holding hands, creating a lush green canopy of sorts. This little building looks like a surprising oasis in the middle of all the busyness of Birmingham.

‘How about this?’ I turn to him. ‘Tucked away on a picturesque avenue, historic 51 Thornton—’

‘What is 51 Thornton?’

‘The new name of your hotel. Sounds tons better than bloody Lovebirds.’

‘What’s wrong with Lovebirds?’ He seems offended.

‘There was a brothel a few streets away from my home called Lovebirds.’

‘Why did you live close to a brothel?’ He’s taken aback.

‘I’m from Mumbai. Everything grows on top of each other. Rich, poor, muck and heaven. Now, 51 Thornton works?’

He takes a second and whispers it to himself. Then a slow smile spreads across his face, making my own smile grow.

I sift through the pictures. There is one with the entire staff. They look sullen and sour, and as old as the hills.

‘But they’re good workers,’ I say to myself.

‘What makes you say that?’

I point to their uniforms, which, though faded, are absolutely spotless.

‘They’re making this work, you should too.’

Another picture shows a dark coffee shop. The room looks small, damp and altogether quite sad through years of neglect. My eyes fall on a piece of paper which is a copy of the menu from their coffee shop. Some of the items are misspelled, while others sound terribly unappetizing. The menu is a bizarre mix of Russian, English, Indian and Chinese dishes with no descriptions.

‘How the hell would I know what a borsht is?’

‘Everyone knows what borsht is. It is a boiled beetroot soup.’

His description makes me picture a really unpalatable dish in my head. My grimace makes him quickly Google the soup while I continue to go through the menu.

‘Even if I do manage to spot the menu in all that darkness, I’m sure I won’t understand half the items on it and will probably fall asleep face first into the borsht. And where are the basics? Where’s the bread and the jams and the teas?’

He shoves his phone right under my nose.

‘Is that borsht?’ The soup I see in front of me now looks very inviting. ‘That? That should be called a hearty, healthy and warming soup, loaded with chunks of meat, potatoes, cabbage and beetroot, finished with a dollop of fresh, home-made cream. Vegetarian option available. Doesn’t that sound good?’

He looks at me as though I’ve just performed a magic trick.

‘That is fabulous!’

Speaking more to myself than him at this point, I click my tongue and immediately begin drafting a new menu.

‘You seem to like doing this,’ he says. I don’t reply, but the truth is I really, really do.

Ten minutes later, there is a brand new set of dishes specifically arranged for a coffee shop. Simple, elegant and true to the ethnicity of the owners and the place it is situated in.

‘Why is there an English afternoon tea listed here?’

‘You father was very clever in selecting this location. Thornton’s very close to all the high street shopping. The unbeatable location should be an important part of the pitch. An Afternoon Tea will attract all those shoppers who’d like to unwind with the basics, like tea, coffee, scones, jams, petits fours.’

‘What is that?’ he asks, alarmed.

‘Petits fours sec, petits fours glaces, petits fours frais, and petits fours deguises.’

He looks at me like I’m the one speaking Klingon now. My my, how the tables have turned.

‘Macarons, tiny marzipan cakes, cream-filled eclairs, fresh fruits in chocolates.’

‘Arya, you are scaring me.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll break the whole thing down explaining it and email it to you.’

‘And what is this Russian afternoon tea now?’ he asks, not looking convinced.

‘What it says on the paper.’

‘My cooks will not be able to keep up with that!’

‘What, they won’t be able to keep up with their traditional fare?’

‘Who even wants to eat Russian food? It is not exactly popular.’

‘So make it popular! Make it accessible. Because it’s not popular people don’t know what to ask for. It would be so interesting! All the pirozkhis, and babkas, those bird-milk cakes and pashkas!’

‘How do you even know all this?’

I go a little red. ‘I read about things I want to eat,’ I admit with an embarrassed shrug. Quickly changing the topic, I grab another photo which shows the façade of 51 Thornton. In each balcony I begin drawing little flowers in a bid to spruce them up.

‘See how nice this will look from the outside? When people stand on the street, it will look so neat and inviting.’

He notices the names I’ve written against the flowers.

‘White lilies, red roses, bluebells. Favourite flowers?’

‘Well, let’s have a hint of pride in your national colours.’

I don’t look up from my task, but I know he’s smiling. I like it when he smiles at me, when he thinks I’m not looking.

‘And that’s how we show them that 51 Thornton has potential. Hilton just has to see that, and they will come on board.’

‘You’re good!’ he says.

‘That’s me all right. Queen of Random Things,’ I brush him off, embarassed.

We spend the rest of the journey fine-tuning the pitch and coming up with more ideas for each section of the hotel. Bearie is used as a paperweight. By the time the train pulls into Burgundy, Vladimir has never looked happier and I have never felt more fulfilled.
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Chamomile Tea and Ristretto
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A life for a life.

That is the only thought running through my head as I wait it out in the frosty cold. This weekend, I’ve surprised myself by being alive at 6 a.m. two days in a row.

Munching on my sad breakfast of a synthetic fig jam roll, I wait for Vladimir’s friends to show up. This could be a huge risk. No one knows I’m here and Sahil’s harsh views on the trio run through my mind. What if they truly are deranged? I could have willingly walked into my own murder. Typical.

Boris is the first one to arrive, soon followed by Mischa and Seyit. They don’t look too happy to be here, but then again, they never look happy.

‘Good morning,’ says Boris, his accent thick. The tallest, most heavily built of the three, the one with the scars and rumoured anger issues, he is the quintessential image that pops up in one’s head when they say ‘Russian man’.

Seyit, whose accent is similar to Vladimir’s, gives me a look with his chin pushed out that seems to ask, ‘What the fuck are we doing here on a bloody Sunday?’

‘This better be good,’ he says, pushing his shaggy black hair behind his ear. His equally black eyes flash at me with irritation. He seems as intense as Vladimir, though leaner and much less forgiving.

‘It is,’ I say, a little intimidated by how much taller they are than me. So I try and scramble up on a low wall to deliver my next line with a flourish.

‘This,’ I say dramatically, pointing to the building behind me, ‘is home to Simran Khanna.’

Seyit simply turns around to walk away, and Boris shakes his head. Mischa groans and immediately pulls out a smoke. His answer to anything stressful seems to be a cigarette. The best-looking of the lot, Mischa could have easily been a model. I suspect he believes this too, seeing how immaculately he keeps his clothes and hair.

‘No, no. No backing out now!’ I shout at their retreating backs.

‘When you spoke to us at the station yesterday, you said you needed help with saving a life,’ Seyit tells me sternly, as though I’ve cheated him out of some heroic moment.

‘Yes! Vladimir’s!’

‘And does he know about your noble gesture?’

‘No,’ I admit slowly.

‘And what is the plan once we storm into the Bastille?’ he asks.

‘I … I haven’t exactly thought the whole plan through yet,’ I confess, spooked by his Vladimir-like line of logical questioning. Seyit sighs and turns to leave again. ‘I have important things to do,’ he huffs.

‘What could you possibly have on a Sunday that’s important?’ I ask desperately.

‘Journalling,’ he turns around and says very seriously.

If he had said ‘Murdering’, I probably would have believed him more easily. But trying to imagine this boy draped over a diary is very hard.

He shrugs. ‘What? Documenting one’s journey is important.’

‘Okay, that’s great. Journal later, please? Right now I really need you guys! I need the witnesses from that day, and I need you guys to help me break the ice, apologize and get Simran to realize the truth. Look, Vladimir is a great guy and as his friends, I think you lot should stop being so cowardly and realize how unfair this whole situation is on him. And do you think he’ll ever clear this out himself? No! He will keep suffering rather than face her. But since Vladimir saved my life yesterday, today I want to repay him. Because that’s the sort of man your friend is – he does things without expecting anything in return. He makes things all right. I’m sure he must have once done the same for you. Don’t you think it’s your turn now?’

There is silence.

‘Okay, I will do it,’ says Boris abruptly.

‘You will?’ Mischa balks.

‘Yes. It is nice of this weird little girl. To thank Vladi like this,’ he says simply. ‘Plus, she called us cowards.’

There it is. Having dealt with Sahil and Angad for so long, I can see that Russians boys are sometimes like Delhi boys. It is tempting to protest on the weird ‘little girl’ part, but I have to pick my battles here.

‘Fine. Provided it does not take all day. I have to go meet an English girl,’ says Mischa, stamping out his ciggie.

With Boris and Mischa in, I look expectantly at Seyit, who is doodling in the frost on the ground with his foot, hoping he can magically figure out some excuse. Finally, he looks up triumphantly.

‘How are we going to enter?’

‘Someone will leave or get in to the building eventually.’ I look at my watch. A few seconds to go.

‘At six in the morning on a weekend?’ Seyit scoffs. ‘I do not think so.’

The milk boy arrives on cue, with a big crate of clinking bottles. He struggles with the door, and I quickly hold it open for him. He thanks me, leaving it wide open for us, and I hurry into the warmth of the lobby.

Flashing Seyit a victorious smile, I say, ‘I do my research, sir.’

Despite me holding the glass door, Boris manages to walk right into it. So I guess that’s the real reason behind all the bruises.
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There is no one at the reception. Passing by the various doors, I finally spot the one with Simran’s number on it.

‘Will she even be up at this hour?’ Seyit asks. I really wish he would stop questioning everything I do, which, in turn, makes me question everything I do. Doesn’t he understand that once I set my mind to something, I have to see it through?

‘She wakes up at 4.30 every morning to practise her surya namaskars.’

The boys look very confused and I don’t bother explaining, turning instead to knock on the door. The hand-knitted nameplate with colourful traditional desi motifs running through it stares back at me. I feel like Indians living overseas tend to be more Indian than the Indians back home.

Just as my heart starts to thump loudly and I begin to think maybe she isn’t awake, the door is briskly opened by a vivacious Simran. Her smile washes over the group like a stream of sunshine. Me? It slaps me in the face. This is too much happiness this early in the morning for me.

‘Yes?’ she trills.

It’s like a Disney princess singing to the animals.

‘Erm … hi. Simran. Me again. Heh.’

She looks at me blankly for a second.

‘Oh, Arya! At this hour?’ She laughs, tossing her hair over her shoulder. ‘But come in! Your friends too.’

Oh, good. She doesn’t seem to recognize them.

We find ourselves in a neat little room, and the Russians carefully park themselves on a flowery couch Martha Stewart would have been proud of.

‘Odd leather,’ Boris mumbles.

‘It’s vegan,’ she says brightly.

‘Vegan leather?’ Seyit repeats with some distaste.

I head towards the window ledge instead. I’d rather stand, for fear of losing my nerve right now.

‘So, would you guys like anything? Tea, coffee, a smoothie?’ Simran offers, picking up a jug of what looks like freshly sqeezed orange juice.

I can see Boris open his mouth for something, but I swiftly move in.

‘Simran, we’re actually here, well, I’m actually here to talk about something a little important …’

‘I can tell,’ she prods me along good-naturedly.

‘These are … well … These are Vladimir’s friends.’

It gets so icy so suddenly that I think I’m in a meat freezer. Simran is so stiff that I could lift her and place her at Madame Tussauds. There is not a sound for a few seconds. Even the three ominous-looking boys sitting on her floral couch look worried and don’t dare move a muscle. Boris’s knees are very nearly tucked into his chest. And Seyit looks humble for the very first time as Simran regards them coldly. The way she tightly clutches the jug of juice she was about to pour for us looks ominous. Then she turns to me sharply and I’m immediately defensive.

‘I had … I had to bring them to you, Sim—’

‘WHY! What bloody hell possessed you to?’ She points furiously at them with the massive jug. ‘Do you even know what their friend has done? He’s VILE! Disgusting! Filthy!’

With each adjective, I can see Boris trying to protect his head just in case glass goes flying.

‘Now, before you protest,’ I cut in and reach for the jug to prevent it from landing on someone’s head, ‘I had to bring them because they are witnesses. They will tell you exactly what happened – that morning, and also the evening before when they started celebrating and drank themselves to hell.’

‘Them?’ she spits. ‘You want me to believe their word?’

‘Can I smoke in here?’ Mischa asks weakly, pulling out a cigarette. I want to kill him.

‘I don’t like smokers,’ she tells him icily. Of course she doesn’t. ‘You can leave my house.’

‘Simran, they are good guys, even if you don’t believe it. Yesterday, there was a gang war that broke out in the Bullring—’

She manages to stop shooting daggers through her eyes for a second. ‘Yes, I saw it on the news. So?’

‘Did they show you that my friends and I were caught in the middle of it? And it was Vladimir – and Boris, Mischa and Seyit – who risked their lives to save us?’

Mischa says something in Russian and I nod along because we are united in front of Simran. What he actually said was, ‘Fucking Vladi forced us to save you stupid Indians.’

I continue, ‘These guys? They’re all right. So I had to come here to request you to just give Vladimir a chance to explain himself. He has tried before, but he won’t beg, especially when he firmly believes he has done no wrong.’

‘You have no idea what he did, Arya.’ Anger flashes in her eyes.

‘I do, actually. Can you please just give him a chance to tell you his side of the story. Simran, this really affects his future. His conduct on campus is a major element of his sponsorship and any offence can hamper his degree. I’m not denying that you must have felt humiliated, but please give him a chance to explain that it was not his intention. I promise you, you will realize that the whole thing was one big misunderstanding.’

All that rangoli drawing, Bollywood dancing and eyelash-fluttering has truly helped keep under wraps how terrifying Simran’s anger really can be. She seems to get taller as she thunders, ‘You’re a disgrace to womanhood! He told you what he told you, and you just believed him?’

‘Surprisingly, yeah ...’ I’m amazed to realize this myself. The easy simplicity of my answer irks her.

‘You barely know him.’

‘I’m aware.’

‘Then why?’ she presses.

‘Because, that’s the thing with Vladimir. His intentions are never hidden. If he likes you, he likes you, if he doesn’t, he doesn’t. It’s that simple with him. If he makes a mistake, he will apologize, but if he’s innocent he’ll never beg you to believe him. You’ll just have to trust his word on it.’

‘How long have you even known him to make that shining judgment about him?’ she says scornfully.

‘Admittedly, not long enough. But I wouldn’t be standing here if I didn’t firmly believe in my heart that everyone deserves a chance to be heard.’

The boys on the couch look from one girl to another.

‘This is better than Downtown Abbey,’ Boris whispers to Mischa.

‘Look, it’s simple, because Vladimir’s simple,’ I say. ‘His morals are sturdy. You will always know where you stand with him.’

Simran begins to soften. I’m not sure what I’ve said that has resulted in this, but I can see the change. She is thinking.

‘Simran ... I know I have no right to stand here and beg you to reconsider. I’m not even asking you to change your opinion of him just yet. All I’m asking for is one meeting, one chance for him to apologize and explain his actions. Please.’

‘Wow,’ says Mischa. ‘She can really talk.’
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After my passionate plea to Simran, she agrees to meet Vladimir. Since legally, they can’t be in the same room alone, we have to meet up at a cafe. And since Vladimir wouldn’t actually show up if he knew Simran was present, I have to trick him into believing he was meeting me.

Seeing that cold anger on his face when he realizes what I’ve done, I’m certain he’s just going to turn around and leave. But for Simran, he controls himself, nods curtly at her and pulls up a chair.

He orders a stronger form of his beloved espresso, she the mildest tea on the menu. They both raise an eyebrow when the drinks arrive, because towering behind the chamomile and ristretto is my chocolate milkshake, topped high with swirly whipped cream and Nutella.

To give them some privacy, I move to a different table and watch from a distance. All I can do now is to pray that it ends well. The meeting starts. She looks angry, he looks stoic, then tense. He thumps the table in frustration and looks away, she crosses her arms across her chest. The tension climbs up a notch. The argument is reaching a breaking point. Someone is going to crumble.

Unable to take the stress, I look away and gulp down the milkshake rapidly.

When I look back at them, they’re both standing. I wonder if it has ended on a good note. Then Simran comes over and hugs me. There is a certain calmness about Vladimir, which immediately puts me at ease and tells me that all is finally well between them. Miraculously.
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Vladimir and I stand under the bus stop, waiting for our bus to Heartbreak Street, hiding from the unexpected rain lashing around us. He arranges my shopping bags carefully on the floor and we use our legs to secure them in place so they don’t go rolling around. He spots glitter tape, scissors and other stationery items inside them.

‘Looks like you’ve blown a small fortune,’ he says eyeing the bags.

‘Minor price to pay. Sahil’s birthday is coming up and I’m planning on making a gift for him. It’ll be wonderful. Absolutely touching stuff, truly memorable. I don’t know how I’m going to do it, since I’ve never actually made a gift before, but I know this one is going to be lovely. He’s never going to forget it!’

I pause for a second because he has this curious look on his face. Is it scorn? Or worse, amusement?

‘What?’ I demand.

‘Nothing.’ He looks out at the street.

‘Just say it, Vlad!’

‘Why, just why, do you insist on calling me that?’

I nudge his leg with mine to push him to say what’s on his mind.

‘I am sure you know him well, but I am just wondering if it would be better to buy him something from Selfridges or Harrods. Would he truly appreciate the value of a handmade gift?’

He asks this so earnestly and genuinely that I can’t possibly retaliate with annoyance.

‘Vlad, this is Sahil! Sahil! And he knows it’s me! He wouldn’t expect anything less than something totally different. Everyone will buy him something, you know? And my gift will stand out, because I made it with my own hands.’

‘You know best,’ he says simply.

‘You don’t like him, do you?’

‘What does it matter if I do or do not?’

‘It does matter. You’re good at judging people.’

‘It is not like that.’

‘Then what is it?’ I press.

‘Difficult to say. I guess, from one boy to another, we can read each other.’

‘And what do you read about him?’

I’ve asked him the question playfully, but in the glow of the streetlights, I see a serious look cloud his features.

‘Does he make you happy?’ he finally asks.

‘Yes!’ I reply so quickly that he seems convinced.

‘Then that is it. What I or anyone thinks must not and cannot matter.’

He gives me a reassuring smile, but in the silence that follows I suddenly feel less assured. I begin to mull on his question. What is the correct answer to this? How can someone make me happy and so incredibly sad at the same time? Every time I laugh with Sahil, is it enough happiness to overcome the constant ache in my heart? Is this whole thing really worth it?

The rain pelts the little bus stop and I think my stillness makes Vladimir uncomfortable. He breaks the silence.

‘Heard you really defended me this morning. Thank you. Because of you, Simran is going to the Burgundy police station first thing tomorrow morning and withdrawing her order.’

‘What!’ I jump up.

‘Yes. It was very embarrassing for me to bring everything up in great detail, but I did. I apologized. And she saw I meant every word. I am still quite sorry about what happened, but it was an honest accident, and I think she understood that as well. I am just glad she believed me.’

‘So, what happens now?’ I ask excitedly.

‘I can finally apply for the internships,’ he says, more at ease now as he stretches his long legs out in front of him.

‘Why is everyone so hell-bent on securing an internship? We’re only in our second year.’

‘Because if you want to have an excellent job offer from a company right after our graduation next year, it is important to get an internship with them this year.’

‘Hah,’ I scoff. ‘Job security? I expected better with your dangerous Russian vibe, Vlad.’

‘What do you want me to be? An assassin?’

‘Would have been cooler than this boring banker thing you’ve got planned. Do you really want a dull, monotonous life? Sounds taxing.’

He smiles. ‘You know, I appreciate the dull and monotonous, as you say it. Jobs bring stability. The nice house, the car, food on the table, the wife and children have nice things. Make sure they have me.’ He says the last line so softly. Almost to himself.

‘Who thinks that far?’ I punch him lightly on his arm. He laughs.

‘When you don’t have much of it, you probably always think about it,’ he replies honestly.

I understand then that a wild life full of risks and inconsistency would never hold any appeal for him since his life so far has been one big emotional rollercoaster.

‘Why do they call it Heartbreak Street?’ he asks, changing the subject.

‘It’s a mystery to me,’ I shrug. ‘But you’ll be the first to know as soon as I figure it out.’

‘You are confident.’

‘Well, I do deal with heartbreak on a daily basis. One-sided love can do that to a person.’

He whistles under his breath. ‘Sounds traumatic.’

‘Isn’t that what love is?’

‘Traumatic? No. Love is safety.’

That makes me think. Does Sahil make me feel safe? I always feel on edge, and I have always believed that thrill and anticipation are supposed to mean love.

I look down at the bags I’m holding for Sahil, and then at the man in front of me. Have I got the emotion all wrong? But all the movies and books say it cannot be love if it’s not mad, passionate, destructive love.

How can love be calm, serene and, well, boring?
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Bittersweet Songs
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The world outside is cold, dark and wet, making all the lights look like streaks of water colours. But there’s still something whimsical about traveling on a bus late at night, rushing past silhouettes of people hiding away in their coats, all hurrying to their homes and warm beds.

Vladimir has lapsed into his trademark silence, and I try to find something to amuse myself with. Taped to the back of the seat in front of me is a poster that looks familiar. ‘ANITA’S TIFFIN SERVICE,’ it proudly announces. ‘Ghar Jaisa Khaana’. My suggestions for the design were all included, and I’m so ridiculously proud of this sun yellow paper with photos of steaming hot rice and delicate phulkas with ghee.

I guess there’s something about tiffins that feels safe and nostalgic. Like the ones Mom used to pack for me. Even when she was no longer around, the cook Dad hired never changed the order of how the dabbas were filled. Rice on top, two bhaajis in the middle, curry at the bottom. My heart squeezes painfully at the thought of her and I know I’m about to fall down the rabbit hole of her memories that I’m constantly trying to block out. The bus brakes violently all of a sudden, and Vladimir holds me back just in time so I don’t crash into the seat in front. The jolt brings me back to reality; a reality in which Vladimir is still here. I keep staring at him while he goes back to typing out an email on his phone.

I rummage for my iPod and boldly risk slipping an earphone into his ear, while one stays tucked in mine. If he’s surprised he doesn’t show it, but he puts his phone away. I hand the iPod over to him.

‘You’re trusting me?’

‘Make me proud.’

While he scrolls through the list, I can’t help but grin at how he takes every task so seriously. It’s adorable. But I would never say the words ‘Vladimir’ and ‘adorable’ in one sentence out loud. I like living.

‘I don’t recognize half the songs,’ he announces finally.

‘Then just click on any one, let the iPod decide.’

So he does.

‘Jaania, haaniaaaaa …’

He looks at me a little startled as Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan starts crooning passionately.

‘Uff. Heavy.’ I nod at him. He respectfully pays attention to the tune.

‘Tu vi sikh ke de dukh sukh pholna …’

‘What is he singing?’ he asks quietly, as though Nusrat saab is right in front of us and we dare not disrupt his flow.

‘Um … he’s basically telling his lover that she should learn how to share her happiness and sorrow with him.’

‘Tere bin nahi lagda dil mera dholna …’

‘My heart is not at peace without you.’

At first I softly translate while the music plays on, but as the song progresses and washes over us, everything begins to slip away. The bus and the bumpy road, the sickening fluorescent lights inside, the watery world outside. It’s just him and me, connected by a thin wire, our hearts tied into each beat of the song. Floating in a void, we sit there hypnotized. I don’t even realize when Vladimir stops needing the words and I stop whispering. Heartbreak and pining is universal.


‘Ask the dark clouds how many monsoons have passed,

And yet the fire in my heart still burns,

Because my heart is not at peace without you.’



Eventually the song ends, the trance breaks, and we’re yanked back into the real world rather rudely. There’s this feeling stirring within me that I can’t put a finger on, and I seem to have lost my ability to form words. The very first song I share with this boy, and it had to be from the deeper end.

He clears his throat, breaking the silence. ‘Shall I choose another one?’ he offers, with the air of someone frantically searching for something, anything, that is the equivalent of dunking your head in cold water.

I can only nod gratefully as he scrolls through the list. And he clicks on the worst song for a shared earphone situation. The one where half the instruments will play in his earphone, and the vocal lines will play in mine.

Bohemian Rhapsody.

So we combine forces and sing out loud the bits missing from each other.

‘Thunderbolts and lightning,

Very very frightening,

Me!

Gallileo, figaro, magnifico-o-o-

I’m just a poor boy nobody loves me’

Someone from the back softly mumbles, ‘He’s just a poor boy from a poor family …’

We look at each other and burst out laughing, thoroughly enjoying this impromptu music session with our terrible singing.

‘Koi ni, ya, bas paagal gore,’ the girl sitting right in front of us giggles into her phone and it catches my attention. I gesture to Vladimir to tone it down immediately, feeling a little embarrassed.

‘I know, I miss you too. It has been so long,’ she purrs. ‘Haan, so? That was last weekend. Ek pura hafta ho gaya since I kissed you! Waise, come fast, okay? It will be very dark at the bus stop and I’ll be waiting alone … What! You’re already there?’ She sounds pleased that he is eager to see her too. ‘But it’s so cold; poor baby has been waiting for so long … yeah I’ll warm you up,’ she giggles.

I love to see people in love; they’re so oblivious to the rest of the world and how cheesy they’re being.

‘So what have you got planned? It’s a long weekend …’ And then she begins to giggle uncontrollably. ‘You bought a rabbit? Oh baby, you’re bad!’

I shrug. Rabbits don’t sound very gangster to me. But then again, who knows what weird things people are into these days? But this comment has made Vladimir lift his head with one eyebrow raised. Then he looks at me with a smile.

‘What?’ I ask blankly.

‘I knew that you would not get it,’ he says, and goes back to scrolling through the iPod.

‘Wouldn’t get what? You mean the rabbit?’ I try and keep my voice low. ‘Maybe she likes playing with rabbits?’

He just shakes his head with a small laugh, pulls out his phone and types something in. ‘She sure does.’

He turns his phone to me and I see a Google search for Rabbit vibrators.

‘Oh,’ I squeak and sink into my seat.

‘Heartbreak Street!’ the driver yells, mercifully distracting him from my embarrassment.

The girl in front eagerly leaps to her feet and reaches for the small suitcase she had tucked away at the top. I get a proper look at her now and she’s quite pretty. Not a patch on Sharmin or Amina, but she has large expressive eyes and soft glamorous curls I would give anything to have. I wonder if it’s totally inappropriate to ask her how she keeps it frizz-free in this damp weather.

‘No,’ Vladimir commands.

‘Now what?’

‘Whenever you pull your earlobe, you are about to do something stupid. So whatever it is, no.’

‘I don’t do that …’ I know I totally do.

He hands me some of my bags, I check for anything he has left behind, and we quickly join the queue headed towards the door. The driver looks relieved to get rid of us lot.

With a loud shriek, the girl leaps from the bus and right into the waiting arms of her boyfriend, tightly wrapping her legs around him and engulfing him in a kiss. Vladimir tries to squeeze past, annoyed at the hold up. But I quite like the open excitement and sheer abandon of this couple. I’m totally rooting for these strangers, right up till the point where they break apart and I see her boyfriend is—

‘ANGAD!’

I can’t help myself. It just bursts out.

He looks up at the fierce voice and when he spots me, he goes white, pulling away from the girl as though he’s been scalded.

‘This is the last bus,’ he says dazed.

‘SO?’

‘Where could you possibly be coming from at this hour?’

‘How the fuck does that concern you? What the hell is going on here?’

‘How the fuck does this concern you then?’

‘Because Sharmin is MY friend and … oh! So this is why you practically packed her off to London this morning to visit her aunt. For this?’

‘I’ll break the news to Sharmin. Let me be the one, please.’ I’ve never had Angad begging me before; this is a new trip.

‘What news? That you’re snogging the face off some rando?’ I turn to her briefly, ‘Sorry, your hair is lovely – when just last month you met Sharmin’s parents? What are you even doing?’

‘She’s not some rando! And you’re making this look like a big deal.’

‘Because it is a big deal, Angad, what’s wrong with you? You encouraged her father and now they’re planning a roka. Are you even aware of what’s going on?’

I look over at the girl, who is just trying to melt in the shadows, and realize she probably already knew about Sharmin. I don’t recognize her, which means she doesn’t even go to Westley. Poor Sharmin. She wouldn’t even know what hit her.

‘My parents will never accept Sharmin.’ He looks at his feet sheepishly as he says this.

‘Huh?’

‘You won’t get it, they’re not the same class as us.’

There’s that word again. I want to roll my eyes.

‘So your answer is to just go and cheat on her? She’s devoted to you, Angad. Everything she does is for you! I knew you were scum!’

‘What is your anger about? Are you just frustrated that you’re not getting some?’

I want to swing a lead bat at him.

‘You should have just dated this girl from the start instead of stringing Sharmin along, na! Fucker!’

‘I never strung Sharmin along. It’s not my fault she’s obsessed with me! You’re just fucking angry because you’re the one being strung along! Saali, Sahil’s puppet! Bloody stalker!’

His bitter words hang thickly in the stillness of the night.

‘Try and sort your shit out, you immature bastard.’ I walk off in sheer disgust. I don’t know why Angad’s cheating affects me this badly, but it does. He rushes behind me and grabs my hand.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m speaking shit.’ He looks distraught and I find my anger receding a few notches despite myself. ‘Arya, please. I don’t like you, you don’t like me, but please. Please let me be the one to break it to her. If she has to know the truth, let it be from me. Please give me that much.’

I yank my hand out from his grip.

‘Promise me…’

I get taken in by the pleading. ‘Okay, fine, whatever. I promise.’

Vladimir taps my shoulder gently, and takes me away. We walk in silence for a while.

‘He was there at the Bullring, da?’

I nod again. ‘Sahil’s friend. Sahil’s best friend actually. They’re practically like brothers.’

Angad’s words still ring in my ears as I say that. This is his opinion of me. That I’m Sahil’s puppet.

‘Forget what he said, Arya,’ Vladimir advises gravely.

‘Why is it affecting me?’

And Vladimir says simply, ‘Because he is Sahil’s friend; perhaps his opinion matters to you.’

No way does shitty Angad’s opinion matter to me. And Angad and Sharmin have never mattered to me at all; their love story has always looked quite idiotic to me.

And then I stop dead in my tracks. He is Sahil’s friend. And Sahil’s words at the Burgundy station tuck come back to haunt me. ‘Life is partly made by the friends we choose,’ he had said. ‘People are who their friends are.’

So if Angad is a bastard, then what did that make Sahil?

Now I understand why I’m so bothered by Angad’s callous behaviour.

‘Arya?’

‘Life is partly made by the friends we choose,’ I say out loud without realizing it.

‘What did you say?’

‘How did you turn out okay?’ It just shoots out from me. ‘You’re okay. We’re the ones who apparently have good homes, the money, families with strict values, and you’re the one who’s not the whiny, selfish bitch.’

‘Was I supposed to be?’

‘Sahil said you couldn’t be normal. Not with the life you’ve seen. You’re too perfect to be real.’

‘I was raised properly, perhaps that is why. Would you like to meet them?’

‘What?’
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We’re in the empty corridors of the university library. There’s not a soul here at this hour and the only sound is the gentle hum of the central heating. Yet, we keep our voices low – it’s just instinct, giving this great place the respect it commands.

‘Proust. Tolstoy. Nietzsche,’ he says softly. ‘Hemingway and Dickens, Shakespeare and Nabokov.’

He fondly goes through the books.

‘From Chekhov to Rowling. They are who raised me. Literature, good, bad and ugly. They shaped me. I read and read until these books opened doors to new worlds. Taught me things no adult I knew could ever teach.’

Can I just hug this guy?

‘And do you know which ones were my favourites?’ he cuts through my thoughts.

I shake my head. He pulls out a small comic book with a flourish.

‘Archie comics,’ he continues down the aisle pulling out more books, ‘Tintin and, of course, Calvin and Hobbes!’

I follow him, laughing as softly as I can.

‘You’re a Calvin by the way,’ he states.

‘Oh, am I?’ I protest. ‘And what? You’re Hobbes?’

‘I’m too perfect to be real, remember?’

I love that wicked grin on his face as he continues down the aisle. He turns around and calls out behind him, ‘Life is partly what we make it …’

I look at him.

‘That’s the first part of the quote.“Life is partly what we make it, and partly what it is made by the friends we choose.” Don’t forget that first bit. So I know that Sahil isn’t as bad as Angad.’

‘Oh yeah? You sure?’

‘Yes, because he chose you.’
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Tiffin and Acchar
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What my life really needs at this point is Mom’s homemade acchar. The one she packed in my tiffin box. Whenever the food was super boring, I could be sure Mom would always send ‘The Bomb’ – a family recipe for the world’s hottest and spiciest pickle, made of only red and green chillies. One bite was enough to make anyone inhale boring dry rotis and limp turai as though it was biryani. Dad never had his meals without it. Mom and Dad firmly believed acchar made life truly interesting. To me, all that pain for a few brief seconds of joy didn’t seem like it was worth it. More likely, I was just being a wimp.

But now I really need something to perk my life up, while everyone else seemed to be living theirs to the fullest. Sahil is spending the week in London at his elder brother’s house to make it easier to travel to his internship interviews. Swati has gone completely underground, practising like a madwoman during the day to impress a talent scout and spending the nights Skyping with Arnav. And Vladimir is spending most of his time shuttling between 51 Thornton and Burgundy, figuring out things at the hotel, catching up on lectures and applying for internships.

That leaves me to entertain myself. And my idea of entertainment is procrastination. Suddenly even peeling walls become a lot more interesting than the Goldman Sachs internship application on my desk. With Dad breathing down my neck, I had felt obligated to go and grab as many applications as I could. And right now on my desk lay papers from the top six financial institutions in the UK. Every desi on campus was working on these. Normal peer pressure gets one into alcoholism; Indian peer pressure gets one into a job.

All I had to do was fill them out and send them in.

Question 1:

Aaand I’ve zoned out.

Who the fuck in their right mind would ever give me a job? I think to myself while dusting glitter on Sahil’s gift. Working on it is a welcome distraction from the mountain of work I have to do. My room has never looked cleaner, and everything has been organized – twice.

Those applications are so off-putting a the girl whose ideal night out was staying in decides she needs ‘fresh air’. So I go for a ‘delightful’ walk in the biting cold while everyone sane is safe and warm inside. I wander to the furthest reaches of the campus, places I haven’t been to since last year. Suddenly the unmistakable smell of warm cookies and freshly brewed coffee fills the crisp air. It feels like one of those cartoons, where a singular wisp of an aroma would hook a person, lift him off the ground and he’d float all the way to the source.

That’s how I find myself in front of a building I’ve never seen before. It looks like the oldest building on the campus. The only modern thing about it is the automatic door that proudly swishes open. Inside, the place smells and looks like it’s perpetually tea-time and there’s a certain magic in the air. My heart suddenly begins to hammer away in excitement. But for me, that’s true for any place that has freshly baked cookies.

The warm vanilla, buttery aroma leads me to the reception where a book signing is in progress. The author is seated proudly at a table with a stack of his books, and people stand in line to meet him. Looking at the author’s name printed on the book, an odd feeling grips me completely unexpectedly. Suddenly I feel like I want that for myself, even more than a swig of coffee with a warm cookie.

I’ve stumbled into the English Department, its walls thick with literary history. I decide to grab some coffee and remain inconspicuous. Which my body perceives as an invitation to attract as much attention as a man covered in honey slapping a beehive. So of course, I must trip on something non-existent and fly across the floor.

‘Oh dear’, ‘Tut’ and ‘Tsk’.

Murmurs ring out. I want to disappear. But I slowly pick myself up and find myself kneeling in front of an ornate slate made of mahogany, nailed high up on the wall. Embossed on it in golden royal calligraphy is ‘The Writing Fellowship’. Lit up with tradition, listed underneath in masterful handwriting are the names of previous winners, dating all the way back to 1904. These are people who have gone on to become masters in their own right. Playwrights, novelists, scriptwriters.

Before I can even talk myself out of it, I grab an application form with a furtive glance and shaking hands, and run all the way back to my room as though I have stolen someone’s money. Then I firmly shut the door behind me, determined that no one should see me attempt this. Because if no one knows you’ve failed, have you really failed?

The gold lettering on the mahogany board is burnt into my mind. It feels commanding. Majestic. Respectful. Words that I want people to conjure up when they think of me. Driven by this greed, I start diving deep into my trunk for ideas and stories, forgetting that I’m only good at juggling little words to create an illusion and fool people for a second. Cheap tricks. No substance beyond that. I could never come up with a classic, and I definitely cannot come up with a story right now.

So obviously, after all that excitement, when I finally sit down to write … I’m blank.
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Wandering around the library for ‘inspiration’ was a big mistake. It only made me feel more stupid. And I made it worse by constantly Googling the Fellowship, and hyping up its importance.

The Fellowship! Very renowned! Very public! Whopping prize money! No age bar! Any genre! Any level!

Goddamn. That meant I could be right up against Tolkien with my ‘Jane Sees Dog, Jane Likes Dog’ writing. All my life I’ve been told I’m an idiot. I don’t know why I’m hell-bent on entering a competition to officially tell me that.

The peak of my writing was the draft titles for my story.

Fuck It!, Fuck it2, please GOd1! And the classic AFGHGHJFV$%^&.

Finally, and predictably, I give up, and retreat into the warmth and safety of my Cave of Mediocrity. Just like my tryst with mom’s acchar.

Overcoming the pain to get to the euphoric bit was something I never managed, both with pickles and in life.
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‘How’s the gift coming along?’

His voice crackles on the line due to poor network. I wasn’t expecting a call at all. Vladimir isn’t the sort of person to just pick up the phone for a ‘chat’. It means either he’s very excited, or everything is going very wrong.

For a second, I’m tempted to tell him about the Fellowship, but then admitting that I gave up midway would only make me look worse.

‘You should try making something for someone once, Petrov. Only then would you understand.’

‘I have not found someone worthy enough to waste all my time on.’

‘My god. Is your heart a popsicle by any chance?’

‘Popsicles are still sweet.’

I have to laugh.

‘Do something more useful with your life instead of spending it cutting up wrapping paper.’

I quickly let go of the scissors and wrapping paper, and give my full attention to the call. Hearing his voice now makes me realize I had truly missed him. He brings a certain gravity to my dumbass being.

‘How’s it going there? Is Thornton behaving?’ I ask.

He laughs lightly. ‘Yes, I just got him ready for the day’

‘So tell me everything. What eventually went down?’

‘It’s all boring stuff. You would not be interested.’

‘Yes, I would! That plan has half my ideas too. Did they work?’

That’s all the prodding he needed. He launches into his initial disappointment of the mousetrap rooms, the desperate need for new mattresses, the massive steam clean-ups for the carpets, some of which were beyond salvaging, and the stemming of a rat infestation.

The kitchen, though well kept, was extremely old school. The equipment would definitely need to be updated if the staff was to keep up with a bigger number of guests. The reception desk looked like it was straight from the 1950s, and the luggage boy was a walking mummy.

‘He instructed me on how I should carry my own luggage, and still stood there expecting a tip. And the elevator has cage doors, Arya.’

‘I like those. You can just open them at any time and the lift will stop anywhere in the shaft.’

‘Your childhood sounds dangerous.’

‘Says the Russian who was left alone for the majority of his. So you’re going to change the elevator then?’

‘But how? The shaft is so thin I can only squeeze myself and one bag in!’

‘So, basically, an all in all nightmare?’

‘Not completely,’ he says. There is a smile in his voice.

My phone starts pinging like crazy as he sends a bunch of pictures. I put him on speaker while looking at the images and see a vastly different Thornton from what it used to be. It’s brighter and more vibrant. The flooring has been changed from dark wood to marble. More lights have been added. He tells me that he sat with interior decorators, carpenters, exterminators, accountants and cooks. That the staff didn’t believe in him at all, and how he turned that around. That he’s proud of the changes, and I tell him how proud I am of him for sticking it out with something till the very end.

That’s the critical difference between Vladimir Petrov and Arya Mahtani.

‘When are you coming back?’ I ask.

‘Next week. I’ve taken a leave of absence from my classes. Seyit will get me the notes. And Hilton will complete their inspection by then.’

‘Whoa, whoa! Hang on.’ This is just like him, isn’t it? Drop a bomb in the middle of a simple conversation and think nothing of it. ‘What Hilton? What inspection?’

‘Someone from the Hilton group will come in and inspect the place,’ he says as though it’s not a big deal.

‘Already?!’

‘Well, this place looks the best it can with the little we have spent on it. I have already taken a loan to manage this much; I will not be given more. And it was very difficult to even get this inspection. I will have a meeting today with our management. I hope they have understood the seriousness of the situation.’

There is a pause as I hear him take a long swig of what I know is black coffee.

‘Have you eaten?’

I don’t think this was the question he was expecting after that spiel.

‘What?’

‘It’s 2.30 in the afternoon. Have you eaten? I suspect you haven’t.’

‘I … well, no. I guess I forgot.’

‘You don’t just forget food! How is that even a thing?’

‘If the staff meal is not done yet, I will sit down and eat with them.’

‘Yes, please. Remember, a dead Petrov is of no use to anyone.’

He chuckles heartily on the other side, and it’s so genuine I suddenly feel a desperate need to see him. His happy voice makes me realize how young he truly is. Because of his reassurances, confidence and the stoic mask he wears, everyone always forget that he is but a boy.

‘Wish me luck!’

‘You don’t need it; you make your own.’ I smile at him through the phone.

[image: Image]

I know Vladimir is the sort of guy to get so excited with work that he will bury himself into it with no time for basic ‘stupidities’ – like eating. I suspected he wouldn’t go to the kitchen and share the staff meal. So I decide to make a call.

‘Hello, Anita aunty? Yes, this is Arya. Oh! You do remember me. I’m so glad the website is doing great. I’ve actually called to order a tiffin lunch for delivery …’

Aunty assures me it would be the best dabba anyone had ever eaten. She feels it’s the least she could do for me. And I would give anything to see Vladimir’s face when, during his meeting, someone knocks and enters with a queer pile of round steel boxes.
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Old Monk Masala Chai
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The day Vladimir returns to Burgundy, he surprises Seyit by leaving him behind at the station and heading straight to my dorm. Seyit isn’t the only one surprised. I am not expecting Vladimir to be standing outside my door at 10 a.m. on a Sunday with a box of freshly glazed Krispy Kreme doughnuts.

‘Warm, fresh and soft,’ he says, and hands the box to me. I solemnly pop it open like I’m inspecting the delivery of a new batch of heroin.

‘One’s missing.’

‘That is how I know they are warm, fresh and soft.’

Seeing that figure towering in my doorway, the familiar smell of his cigarettes hanging around him, makes me so happy, I have to fight a reckless impulse to hug him.

He hesitates, so I open the door wider. He strides in and briefly points at my cheek, which I don’t think much of until I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I have thermocol balls stuck to my face and bits of flyaway crepe paper in my hair.

‘I didn’t know you were coming back to Burgundy today,’ I say as I straighten myself quickly. Why on earth am I fumbling so much?

‘Are you feeling okay?’ There’s some concern in his voice.

‘Ya, absolutely!’ Even though I know my cheeks are flushed. ‘So, when did you get here?’

‘Twenty minutes ago.’

‘And you came straight to see me?’

He looks around the room before answering, unsure where to sit. He chooses to lean against my wardrobe.

‘Just plop down there.’ I wave at my bed.

‘It is your bed.’

‘So?’

‘I just got off a train, Arya,’ he says, removing his gloves and unbuttoning his coat.

‘Okay, fine. Sit on the chair; I’ll be right back.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘To get some hot chai to go with those doughnuts.’

‘Is it not usually coffee?’ he calls out after me, but I’ve already hopped away. I’m actually quite excited to get him to try this tea. It’s the proper kadak adrak wali chai, but with added nutrients – namely Old Monk rum all the way from India. The bottle was Chiraag’s gift to Swati in a bizarre attempt of hitting on her. But it found better use in our bizarre attempt at Masala Chai 2.0. It’s spicy, kicks you hard in the face and makes warmth shoot through your body like a missile.

Excited, I carry two cups back and can’t wait to sip on them while sinking my teeth into some doughnuts. But I can see from his reflection in the mirror that Vladimir is deeply engrossed in something. It’s Sahil’s gift, sitting prettily on my table.

I’m actually quite proud of it. From the outside, it looks like just a plain box. But under the lid is a string, and pulling on it will unravel a vast collection of photos. Each photo highlights a memory I’ve shared with Sahil, chronicling my entire friendship with him. There are also paper notes in mini glass bottles that are filled with inside jokes and at the bottom of the box there are tiny gifts, just stuff I happened to notice he wanted. An intensely private gift, painstakingly made. It’s my whole heart in a box. I couldn’t think of anything more precious to give him.

I stand rooted to the spot while Vladimir goes through it slowly, an expression forming on his face that I understand, but can’t quite put into words. Is it disappointment or disgust? Is it how I felt when Jo in Little Women found out her beautiful strawberries with cream were dusted in salt instead of sugar? Or is it when I reached the part where Darcy spots Elizabeth fawning over Wickham in Pride And Prejudice?

He reacts very calmly when he realizes I’m by the door. With his back still to me, he carefully and neatly rolls everything back into the box. But the ease we had shared just a few minutes ago is gone.

‘When is his birthday?’ he asks, turning around. His emotions are masked, but his voice is no longer warm.

‘Day after tomorrow.’

He nods and begins buttoning up his coat, heading for the door.

‘I should get going.’

‘Vladimir, I know you’re disappointed,’ I say softly, looking away from him. He stops abruptly. ‘You think I didn’t do anything with my time. But that’s not true. I did try to take—’

‘Why would I be disappointed?’ he says bluntly. ‘It is your life. And this is what you want. This is what you choose. Why would I have a say in that?’

And with that, he walks out without looking back.

Doughnuts are a fucking jinx! A shrill ring on Skype cuts through the thick silence that has enveloped my room. It feels like a slap. I lumber towards my laptop.

‘Dad calling,’ the screen reads.

Holding my head in my hands, I take a moment to compose myself. This is the last conversation I want to be having right now, but if I don’t answer, there will be absolute hell to pay. So changing the expression on my face, I answer and say, ‘Hi Dad!’ as brightly as I can.

‘Did anyone reply yet?’ is the opening question. His face fills up my screen, neat Armani glasses, salt-and-pepper hair, mouth pressed into a hard line. No job interview can be more nerve-wracking than speaking to Dad.

‘No … not yet,’ I mumble.

‘Speak up,’ he orders sharply.

‘No, I haven’t heard back from any firm yet.’

‘Not even Deutsche Bank? You did email it to the correct address, right?’

‘Of course I did.’ How much of an idiot did he think I was?

‘Look at me, Arya. Did you really send your internship applications in?’

‘Yes, Dad! How many times do I have to say this?’

‘Don’t lie to me to my face, Miss Mahtani,’ he says acidly.

I flinch and push the half-written applications behind the laptop. Can he see through the damn low-res camera?

‘I had a look at your CV and it was so lackadaisical – sparse, and sprinkled with your pedestrian achievements. A disaster. The only way I thought you could get a job was if I put in a word with a few friends. But then Pratik from Deutsche calls me up, and surprise! No application from an Arya Mahtani was found. Because she is just content sitting on her father’s money, isn’t she?’

He raves on, but I zone out. I gaze at the two untouched cups of tea. I have a feeling I won’t be hearing from Vladimir any time soon.

That look on his face when he was examining Sahil’s present, I finally recognize it now.

Though why did it cross his face?

Because it was the same look I had when I saw Sahil kissing Akhila under the mistletoe.
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Dom Pérignon and Louis Vuitton
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We’re all huddled in Sahil’s kitchen around a table, pre-gaming before the main event. In less than an hour, half the student body is going to pour into Angad’s little house that he, Chiraag, Hussain and Veer share, and turn it absolutely upside-down. It is Sahil’s birthday after all, and no one throws a party like him.

Part of me is excited because I can’t wait to see Sahil’s expression when he opens my gift. And another part of me gnaws away at the thought of Vladimir, who just keeps popping up in my head. I can’t help but think he might suddenly show up; why else would he want to know when Sahil’s birthday was?

Alcohol and jokes are free-flowing. Veer and Chiraag backslap each other over the most inane things. And Angad tosses a small box on to the table. The label on top says ‘Lots of love, Angad and Sharmin’, in her handwriting.

‘Happy birthday, bro,’ says Angad, and busies himself with mixing a drink.

‘Oooh! We’re bringing out the gifts!’ Of course Amina is excited. She pulls out a glamorously wrapped package. One by one everyone puts their gifts for Sahil on the table. Each looks better than the last, making my handmade crap look shoddy in comparison. Swati had told me it was the sweetest gift on the planet, but when have I ever liked anything I’ve done? So I quietly kick mine under the table.

Sahil is overwhelmed with all the love. ‘Abhi kyun? First you guys have to get smashed with me.’

‘In case you die tonight,’ Amina coos.

‘Which is very likely,’ Veer says, chewing on his unlit cigarette.

‘So open up the gifts. Otherwise you’ll whine like a little bitch that no one loves you,’ Amina finishes. Sahil pulls a face and reaches out for the gift from her.

‘Come on, man, you guys make me sound so materialistic,’ he says shaking out a coal-black T-shirt with the words Abercrombie & Fitch scrawled on it in white.

‘You are materialistic. You’re bloody Poo from K3G, bhai’ Veer laughs.

Sahil reaches out for a plain white envelope.

‘Don’t bother opening mine. It’s just money,’ Swati quips.

‘Yeah, from us,’ I hurriedly butt in. She gives me a quizzical look.

‘What are you talking about, you’ve made—’

I tilt the drink she’s holding to spill, while handing her some tissues as a consolation. Sahil and the rest are oblivious to this Charlie Chaplin–like show.

‘Guys, I love all the gifts, no matter what you get me. The important thing is that you’re all here with me tonight and – OH MY GOD! WOW!’

He has opened Angad and Sharmin’s gift.

‘How did you know!’ Pure joy is writ large over his face. Almost reverentially he holds up the chocolate-brown Louis Vuitton wallet with his name engraved on it. ‘Oh man, is that why you guys wouldn’t let me near the LV store at the Bullring?’

Sharmin beams at Angad, who smiles back at her weakly. Man! How can she not read through his guilt; is she that thick?

‘Of course! We love you Sahil, happy birthday!’ She wraps him in a tight hug.

‘That’s what you wanted?’ The question just slips out of my mouth.

‘Ya! For like a year now! How did you guys know?’

How did I not know? Arya, are you effing blind? He’s wanted a branded wallet for a year now, a year! Swati returns to the table after wiping the drink off her dress, and slides in next to me.

‘What the fuck, Arya?’ she whispers under her breath. ‘Are you okay?’

Obviously I’m not okay, because this night has begun on the wrong note – insecurity. Vladimir was right. Of course homemade gifts could never compare to Louis freaking Vuitton. And of course Sahil hasn’t changed; he is still the boy who loves brands. And therefore, he’s still the same boy who can’t hide his feelings when he’s in love? Ergo … I was being strung along?

Get a grip, Arya. If you get nervous and screw up now, you’ll comfort-eat the whole bread aisle at Tesco’s.

But it’s hard to get a grip when I’m sitting right next to the only mirror in the whole goddamn house, and at this angle my upper arm looks like Flabby the Whale.

Everything on me has been borrowed from either Swati or Amina. This damned pastel pink dress goes a little beyond my knees, but not to my ankles. It’s just ... weird. On Amina, it is flattering as hell. But it just loathes me. It looks like a negligee, but without the sexiness. Swati has meticulously frosted my face with her MAC make-up. My curls have been straightened to within an inch of their life. And my usual Doc Martens have been swapped for heels. The kind that are so uncomfortable you’re obliged to have a resting bitch face while wearing them.

I find it really odd that I’m noticing all my glaring flaws not in the privacy of my own dorm, but bang in the middle of a party where I’m trying to impress my crush. That’s the law of the universe, I suppose.
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Amina gestures at me to come sit with her. ‘So, I heard you’re trying to be his girlfriend now,’ she shouts over the loud music.

‘Excuse me?’ I snap.

‘People have been coming up and asking me …’

‘What people?’

She just waves her hand in the general direction of the crowd. Now ‘people’ have begun to talk? People I don’t even know? Have I become that furiously obvious?

‘Accha, you guys hooked up or something?’ Hussain leans in to ask.

‘No! How did you come to that conclusion?’ I say sharply.

‘Because you did the decorations all by yourself,’ Muskaan points out.

‘That’s because Angad and Chiraag promised to help out, but then they bailed,’ I protest.

‘You bought the balloons.’ Amina says flatly.

‘Because you didn’t.’

‘Obviously. I don’t buy boring shit.’

‘Hence proven. ’

‘What about the cake?’ says Hussain.

I honestly want to punch everyone. What’s so scandalous about getting a cake? Wasn’t it enough that Sahil had organized the party by himself? Should he buy the cake for his own birthday too?

‘So you’re saying just because I was the only friend who helped out, I’m—’

‘Bloody desperate, yeah,’ smirks Amina.

I immediately get up and walk away. This party has begun to grate on my nerves. I had thought I’d get Sahil all to myself. He’d love how I was looking and wouldn’t be able to take his eyes off me. We’d sit cozily with the gift I had spent weeks over. And then he’d lean in closer — ARGH! Someone has spilt their lukewarm beer on me. Freaking lovely.
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‘What’s Angad confessing now? Sharmin looks upset.’

‘Huh?’ I’m a little dazed as I saunter into the brightness of the kitchen. But then I see what Swati is referring to. Angad and Sharmin are in a dimly lit corner of the house. He looks worried, as if he’s trying to desperately keep her from bolting.

I immediately backtrack. There’s no way in hell I want to be witness to this.

‘Where are you going?’ she asks, surprised, clearly oblivious to the magnitude of the drama unfolding a few feet from us. ‘Baahar kuch nahi hai. Yahaan rukh; all the food’s in here anyway.’

I like Swati because she knows her priorities.

‘So apparently you’ve been the perfect host,’ she says.

‘What do you mean?’ I ask.

‘Perfectly stocked pantry, crisp bowls refilled silently, drinks being topped up, opening the door and greeting each guest. At this point, I suspect there are some that haven’t even met Sahil yet, but they’ve met you.’

‘Why have you been spying on me?’

‘I’ve just been trying to find a flaw with the party.’

‘And?’

‘You’re the flaw.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Arya, it’s not your party!’

‘Not this again. What’s so wrong with helping out a friend?’

‘Nothing. But you’re pretty much on ’70s housewife duty!’

I sigh loudly, accepting defeat. ‘Okay, I admit, you’re kinda right. Some of them even gave me the gifts they had brought for him. And I didn’t even know them.’

‘Chal, popcorn kha. It’s not every day you get to watch Angad gid-gidaofying.’

I make the mistake of becoming comfortable with the popcorn bowl.

‘What’s happening out in the world?’ I ask her.

‘The usual. Veer and Tom are fighting for the aux cable, even though both their “maadddd” playlists suck. Everyone is forcing drinks down Sahil’s throat, and he is minutes away from ripping off his shirt and dancing on the table.’

‘I thought that wasn’t on the itinerary until 2 a.m.’

‘No, I think that has been reserved for “I love you, bro” time.’

Chiraag pokes his head through the doorway.

‘Guys, don’t go into the washroom. Someone has clogged the sink with puke.’

‘Muskaan,’ Swati and I say together. It has to be. Only she could get that drunk forty minutes into a party.

‘How’s the hunt going?’ I ask Chiraag as he mixes hummus and salsa into an ungodly dip. Chiraag shouldn’t exist.

‘I think I’ve worn a few of them down. Only time will tell who is the weakest of the lot,’ he grins maniacally while taking a great big bite.

Chiraag has a strategy for every party, where he chases after girls, chipping away meticulously until finally – he hopes – one of them, too drunk and too tired of saying no, eventually gives in. The strategy hasn’t worked thus far. Thankfully.

‘Fingers crossed. This could be the night.’

‘God, I hope not.’ Swati says, without looking up from the popcorn. ‘You really don’t deserve to procreate.’

Suddenly a wailing Sharmin bolts past us, heading straight to the back door.

‘Angad is such a fuck-up,’ Swati declares. She grabs a couple of beers and starts to head out after her. ‘You’re not coming?’

I vehemently shake my head.

‘Are you joking? She looks like she needs us. Chal na,’ she says, and loops her arm in mine, dragging me away from my safe place.
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Shuddering sobs wrack Sharmin’s petite frame as she sits on the stoop, head tightly buried in her lap. She looks up when she hears the clink of the bottle on the stone step.

‘It’s freezing out here, Sharmin,’ says Swati.

She only sniffs in acknowledgement. I don’t know what to say, so I just reach out slowly and pat her back.

‘Stupid, stupid. I’m so stupid I believed him!’ she says through muffled sobs.

‘No, it’s not you. He’s the stupid one,’ Swati consoles her. I wish I had something nice to say except for ‘told you so’, but I don’t. So I keep quiet.

‘No, I am!’ She breaks into fresh sobs.

‘Sharmin! Angad is a total idiot,’ Swati says sternly. ‘Arya, tell her.’

‘Yeah, Sharmin, he’s the idiot if he chose her over you. What an absolute fool! Anyone could—’

I know I’ve made a huge faux pas when I find both Swati and Sharmin staring at me.

‘What?’ Sharmin looks up at me through bleary, very confused eyes. My stomach sinks.

‘What, what?’ I squeak. Crap. Something very wrong has slipped out of my mouth.

‘Choose? Who did he choose?’ she asks. I see Swati cupping her mouth in the background, eyes very wide. Oh god, I’m dead.

‘Sharmin,’ I start immediately pulling away., ‘What…what were you crying about?’

She leaps to her feet so suddenly, it’s terrifying.

‘He wants to cancel the roka. What the hell are you talking about?’

‘Nothing at all. Haha! What did I even say?’

‘You said he chose someone else!’

She’s positively screaming now, and we’re circling each other in a slow painful dance like I’m the trainer and she’s the lion who’s about to maul me to death.

‘Oh that … I meant—’

‘YOU!’

I turn around to see who her rage has been redirected at. It’s Angad, who has come out looking for her. He takes one look at her blazing anger and at my distressed face, and immediately puts everything together.

‘Who the FUCK is this new girl? I just knew there was someone else! How could you do this to me, Angad!’ She throws herself at him, clutching the collar of his shirt.

‘I swear I didn’t say anything …’ I try to weakly clear my name as I attempt to slip past the fighting duo.

‘You’re dead, Arya. Fucking dead!’ he yells while trying to control a crazed Sharmin. I try to make my escape but he grips me tightly by my wrist.

‘Oh no; you’re going nowhere!’ He drags me back to the hellish circle. ‘This was my conversation to have with her; my problem to deal with!’

Can aliens just abduct me now or something please?

‘Why haven’t you done it yet then?’ I whimper, so nervous my stomach hurts. Angad just yells incoherently in response, and Swati steps in between us protectively.

‘Angad, control yourself.’

‘You are pathetic,’ Angad screams at me. ‘Pathetic! I hope you know that. Everyone in this party realizes that.’

‘Kya ho gaya bhai. Pakka iss Ghosla ne kuch kiya hai.’ Chiraag has rushed over to help (read – add fuel), but Angad swats him away.

‘He doesn’t love you; you’re just making it awkward for everyone. You, dressed up like that, like a fucking clown. Ha. HA. When he was in love with Akhila, the whole world could tell. You? He gives a shit about you, he’s just passing time—’

‘Angad, enough!’ Swati shouts back angrily. ‘Arya, don’t listen to him. Sahil has grown up since Akhila, we learn from our past and he doesn’t want to make the same mistake twice by jumping into something.’

‘Ohh! Are these the pearls of wisdom she’s been feeding you?’ Angad sneers, his voice dripping with derision. ‘Come on! Even you can’t be that stupid, Arya. It’s so obvious you like him. It’s so obvious he liked Akhila. Because that’s fucking love. When it’s love, it SHOWS!’

Angad wants me to feel pain, and he knows what will make me hurt most. But even then, there’s no denying what he said.

When you’re in love, it shows.

It showed in Sahil’s happiness when he was with Akhila, in Swati’s excitement every time she Skypes Arnav, in Sharmin’s anguish when she sensed Angad pulling away.

Seeing my ashen face, Angad calms down a bit, happy that he has caused some damage. I can’t even hear what Swati is yelling at me as I turn back and head inside quietly.
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This evening is shit. I’m shit. Hiding away, sitting on a staircase, alone in a corner of the house. The front door is right in front of me, and I half expect it to open and for Vladimir to walk in. Wait, there he is in my head again. Why do I keep wanting him here?

I pull out my phone and stare at the screen for a few seconds, contemplating whether or not I should send a message to Vladimir. Why should I message him? What would I even say?

As if on cue, his status switches to ‘online’ on BBM. Like an anchor in the middle of a storm. It’s so sudden, it feels surreal. Like he’s just entered the room. He must be staring at his phone just like I am. It couldn’t possibly be my text box he had opened up … Right?

I give in to an impulse and call him. The ringing matches the rhythm of my heart. And then, like a door being shut in my face, he abruptly declines the call.

Ping! He messages.

‘Sorry. In a movie.’

Vladimir went to the Odeon? This is a first.

So I type back, ‘Which one?’

‘He Loves Her.’

I can’t imagine him watching a romantic comedy.

‘You chose a rom com?!’

‘Not me, Simran.’

I stare at the screen for so long the backlight goes off.

‘Omg, a date.’ I never type ‘omg’. I’m being fake and I don’t know why.

‘Not sure. But she wanted to go; so I took her.’

On a Friday night. The ones that he used to spend with his CA, while I used to share a bag of candy with Sahil at the Odeon. Now I’m the one sitting alone. But this party is exactly where I wanted to be right? I chose this, so what is this anger sparking through me?

It takes me a few seconds more to admit to myself that what I was feeling was, unbelievably enough, jealousy. This is just incredible and impossible. But there it is, getting stronger the more I dwell on it.

‘Enough!’ I shout out loud and get to my feet. The thought of Simran and Vladimir, mixed with Angad’s bitter words and Sahil’s uncertainty was all the fuel I needed to throw caution to the wind. To hell with Swati’s advice and all the games girls are supposed to play.

It’s now or never.

I’m going to tell Sahil Malhotra how I truly feel.


23

Fickle Pickle
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Grabbing my forgotten gift from under the table, I hunt Sahil down in the crowd with single-minded devotion. I’ve never done this before, never confidently slipped my hand into his and held it firmly, never had the guts to pull him towards me and lead him to an empty room. I’m sure people were looking, whispering furiously, everyone convinced that I was finally acting on some bizarre hook-up plan in my head. Well, a polite fuck you to them.

The first room I open is already occupied with two idiots going at it with enough graceless frenzy to turn anyone off sex forever. Through his drunken stupor, Sahil quickly takes charge. He finds an empty room, makes me sit down on the bed, and stands looking at me with a serious expression on his face, like he knows something is quietly eating away at me.

‘I think you should sit down,’ I say softly, looking at my hands. Suddenly all my bravado has deserted me.

He bends down and gently kisses me on the forehead. It’s so unexpected, my breath catches and my cheeks blaze.

‘Calm down Ay,’ he says.

And how exactly am I supposed to do that?

He quietly takes a spot at the head of the bed, props some pillows behind his back and stretches out his legs.

‘You look nice. I’ve always thought you look better with straight hair.’

My hand flies to my hair, nervously patting it down.

‘Did you make this?’ he asks, reaching for the gift.

I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

He starts going through the box and it gives me some time to compose myself. The confusion in my head slowly starts to ebb away, reason begins to return and the party outside just becomes a muffled dream.

Looking over at him, softly chuckling to himself as he goes through each photograph, my heart begins to soften. Just say it Arya. Say it. No point in delaying it anymore. Get it over with.

Sahil, I like you. Sahil, I like you. Sahil ...

‘I like you.’

HORRORS! I’ve said it. Out loud, into the universe. Cemented it in the silence of the room, pasted it onto the walls.

His looks up sharply. Shit. He’s heard it, processed it. Oh god, I’ve started the plunge, now I cannot stop. Arya, speak!

‘Everyone knows, I think you do too. So I might as well say it. But I don’t know where to take it from here, and I really need you to help me. Because it only gets stronger, and this love is just—’

‘Love?’ His voice cracks. And, oh god, I feel so utterly stupid.

‘No …’ I quickly backtrack. ‘Nothing as serious as that …’ I feel compelled to downplay it because of the look on his face.

‘I … Can you wait?’ he stammers.

‘What, like ... Now?’

‘No. I … I mean, Arya … I haven’t been in a good space … Since Akhila … so, can you wait …?’

What he means is, can I string you along for more time and not change this equation?

Old me would have nodded and said ‘Of course! I understand.’ Even though it has been months and you really should get your shit together.

But in this moment, I feel very very calm. It feels good, to finally unpack all my thoughts about this.

So I begin hesitantly ‘No …’ And then even more strongly. ‘No. No, Sahil, I cannot wait. It really isn’t that difficult. You just have to say yes or no. That’s all I need to know. I don’t expect us to start behaving like the perfect couple this very second. I just need to know where I stand and, I think after everything, I deserve that much.’

He leans back and closes his eyes. I kick his foot and he wakes up with a start.

‘Dude! Focus!’

He sits up. We both know something is ending. I’m taking our harmless friendship into new territory – an awkward new place from where there will be no coming back.

‘Arya.’

‘Sahil.’

‘Ay,’ he says softly, and his eyelids get droopy once again. Unbelievable!

‘Sahil!’ I snap. ‘Just answer this, please! Put me out of my misery. Just tell me – do you like me? At all?’

‘How can I …’ he tries to slip out of giving an answer, rubbing his neck.

‘Did you ever feel a spark here?’ I press on.

‘I know how you girls twist words. No matter what I say, you will hold my words against me in some future conversation.’

What a fucking douchebag thing to say!

‘Just … just say yes or no. That’s it. Yes or no!’ I plead, pushing away all the irritation and disappointment his cowardly reaction is making me feel.

‘I can’t—’

‘It’s simple enough. Just say it. Just say it once! Yes! No! No! Yes!’

‘Fine! Yes! Okay? I did … I kinda do? … I don’t know; fuck knows man!’

‘Okay,’ I say, relieved. Not with the answer, but because he managed to string an opinion together. ‘Okay.’

‘Not okay . Now you’ll ask to give us a shot.’

‘No, I never—’

‘And my answer to that is no way! Because I get very attached. And if this doesn’t work out—’

‘I’m already attached, Sahil! In case you haven’t noticed!’

‘I can’t do it, Arya! I can’t do it like this. Before I get into anything, I need to know if you and I can work for sure. I need to know where you’re going in life. I’m going to ask questions and all, and I need detailed answers. It can’t be how it was with Akhila. Look how that ended up!’

‘She wanted to study something else—’

‘And we discovered it in the worst way possible that I can’t handle long distance!’

‘So you want to question me? Like some freaking internship interview?’

‘Argghh, that’s not what I’m saying. Fucking fuck! You’re just twisting everything I’m saying! See, I know girls do this!’

I take a deep shuddering breath to calm myself down. I need this conversation to make sense, because I don’t think I have it in me to do this again. Ever.

‘Fine,’ I say softly. ‘If that’s what you want – go ahead. Ask me whatever you want to know. Whatever you want, I’ll say it. I’ll do it. I’ll be it. Just try me, once.’

I can hear the words and it feels impossible that they’re coming out of my mouth. I’m practically begging for this boy to love me back, and shutting away all the embarrassment burning in side me. This is pathetic, but all my pitiful little heart wants right now is Sahil. Sahil and his reassurance that I can be loved back.

But all I receive from him is silence.

‘God, what am I saying?’ Sahil says finally. ‘I don’t mean any of this. I have no control over what I’m saying … I’m too drunk.’ He groans and puts his head in his hands. ‘Okay, you like me, and I have to obviously give you an answer.’

It’s my turn to remain silent. The clock behind him tells me it’s 1 a.m., and I suddenly think to myself, ‘I hope Vladimir is walking Simran home instead of taking a cab. It will give him more time to talk.’

The thought of Vladimir immediately grounds me, making me come to my senses. Suddenly, I’m aware of where I am, and what I’ve been doing. I’m aware that I’ve been sitting on a hard chair, while Sahil has been comfortably leaning into soft pillows. I’m aware I have to hold my tongue till the jury comes back in with a decision. In the silence, I hear his frenzied breathing slowly return back to normal.

‘Sahil,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry. But it’s not supposed to be this complicated. I like you, and it’s obvious. And you don’t have to like me back, but you have no right to keep me hanging. So I just thought I’d ask you; clear the air so I can move on. You understand right?’

Silence.

‘Sahil. I said I’m sorry …’

Still no response.

I move closer and shake him a little.

Okay. There are a few low points in life that one never forgets, that stamp all over your self-esteem and any confidence you held within your frail little body. This was one of them. Because while I was busy tearing my heart open to the first boy I had ever liked so deeply, the one who made me understand what a crushing love feels like, that boy had fallen asleep.

Passed out. During my confession.

‘What should I do now?’ was my second thought.

The first one was, ‘You fucking wanker.’
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Babka
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It’s over.

Those are the only two words running through my head in an endless loop.

I have lived out an entire love story, from start to end – all by myself. I didn’t want much from life. All I wanted was for Sahil to be in it. And yet, here I was, with all these intense feelings, and with not one clue what to do with them.

So, I get on the late-night bus from Heartbreak Street to the only shelter I could think of on this very odd night. A night where stoic Russians go to watch rom coms and Louis Vuitton–loving fuckboys are exposed for who they truly are.

Unrequited love hurts like a bitch. Sorry, there’s just no elegant way to put it.
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‘I thought there was yer party tonight,’ says Dougal, looking up from the bar, surprised to find me in his pub.

‘The party was shit,’ I declare.

Dougal just nods with an understanding honed through years of dealing with empty people sitting at this very bar. Without asking, he starts preparing a drink, while I scramble up on a high stool.

He sets down a tall tumbler besides me. ‘I know ye want yer Purple, but this is what ye need,’

Always trust the bartender. So I take a long deep swig from the glass without questioning. It’s warmly sweet, sharp, and intensely comforting.

‘What do you call it?’ I ask when the drink makes the world stop spinning for a moment.

‘A hug,’ he says, watching me closely.

‘Fitting. What’s in it?’

‘Alcohol,’ comes the cheeky reply.

I reach out and whack him softly. Still laughing, he turns around and pulls out something from the back of the bar.

‘Vladi left this, in case Ms Mahtani ever showed up.’

That’s the last name I expected to pop out of Dougal’s mouth tonight. I peer at a yellowed paper encased in a thin plastic sheet. It looks like a slice of Time, long forgotten.

‘Which reminds me,’ Dougal says. ‘Where is he?’

‘Out on a date.’ I try to force a carefree smile that refuses to show up.

‘Well, at least the lad’s not having a shite night.’

Very likely. What were the conditions of the fake date he had requested me to arrange? ‘I pick her up and drop her home. Complete with a goodnight kiss.’

I try to block out this memory by reading what’s written on the paper. Just because I’m unhappy, doesn’t mean the rest of the world has to be too.

The page is filled with intense Russian. Despite the handwriting being dainty and pretty, I feel attacked. But I can immediately tell that this is a recipe. A little red stamp in the corner says the only words in English- Property Of Dacha Hospitality. He brought this from Thornton for me?

I gingerly turn the sheet over to find an English word-for-word translation of the recipe.

‘Baba’s Babka. A tea time treat’

Rightaway I recognize Vladimir’s handwriting. He has painstakingly written out the whole thing for me.

‘This is his grandmother’s recipe,’ I say, startled ‘It can’t be an original?’

Knowing what his Baba means to him, Vladimir would never part with anything of hers so willingly. Dougal and I look at it carefully.

‘Lass, I think it’s the real deal.’

This is far too precious then to be left at a rough pub with a girl like me.

‘Why did he leave this for me?’

Dougal shrugs. ‘You know the boy. Hardly speaks.’

I don’t reply, because I do know the boy. And I miss being the one he speaks to.
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Cookie and I bustle around the massive steam cooker, which has been filled with coffee tins lined with parchment paper.

It had been absolute task convincing Cookie to use bitter chocolate, a man who’s signature dish is a whiskey tablet fudge. To him, bitter chocolate is a crime against humanity, since his fudge is a make-your-dentist-rich slab of sugar, sweetened condensed milk, honey butter and more sugar.

Yet, here we were, in a Scottish kitchen on a cold evening in Great Britain trying to recreate a cosy Russian afternoon filled with tea and cake. Baba’s recipe, sprinkled with her little jokes, makes my soul light. For a short while I forget the world outside and everything in it that’s making me sad.

By the time I burst back into the pub leaving the hot kitchen behind, there is flour in my hair and a welcome warmth buzzing through me.

‘Oi, Curry, Cookie thinks yer a pain in the ass,’ says Dougal as he places a hot toddy on the bar for me. ‘On the house.’

Discreetly I leave some money on the counter. Isn’t it enough he lets me scamper around in his kitchen? As I sip on the drink, I think of how pure this moment of happiness is, and therefore, how it most definitely cannot last.

On cue, like an ominous background score creeping in just before a murder, the door flies open and the cold burst of wind that rushes in brings with it a colder surprise.

Dear Dad.
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It’s no illusion. He’s really here, stamping the frost off his Hermès loafers, carrying that lingering and slightly uninviting smell of home. The shining symbol of all my failures.

He spots me almost immediately, my face frozen mid-smile. I have no idea how he has tracked me down here. I am sure I look like the living embodiment of Edvard Munch’s The Scream.

‘Dad?’ I say hesitantly as one would call out ‘hello’ in a haunted house.

‘I had a meeting on Wednesday at the Barclay’s head office. Thought it would be a good chance to catch up with you too.’

‘We spoke like a day ago. You didn’t even tell me you were coming.’

‘I know.’

His tone immediately annoys me, because it means that this is a surprise inspection, like the ones he so routinely springs on the staff at home and at his office. He wants to catch me off guard and see how I’m doing.

He has travelled thousands of kilometres just to make sure I don’t stray from his brief. It’s stifling.

‘Come on, Dad,’ I try to lighten the mood as I lead him to a table for two. ‘You can say you missed me.’

Seriously, just say it. Let’s start on a good note. Instead, he just takes a long look around the room and sniffs disapprovingly.

‘What are you doing here in this stinking pub? At this hour? Disgusting! Drinking when everyone else is working.’

‘Working’ their livers at Sahil’s is more like it.

‘I … it’s not… Dad, you know—’ Great. Here comes the Stutter Express.

He tuts. ‘Come on, let’s have a quick conversation. I have to head back to London and I don’t want to miss the last train.’

‘Then why did you even come? For a quality check and report?’

He shoots me a warning look and it makes me even more tense. It’s really weird, this whole thing. We really shouldn’t be this stiff and awkward around each other. But it has always been this way without Mom. It’s like we’ve forgotten how to behave.

I’ve seen this pattern of his for years now. When I was a kid and went for birthday parties, he would show up before time to pick me up, having decided himself how much time I should spend at the party. If there was a friend’s sleepover, he would call nearly every hour to see what I was up to. I was a running joke in my entire class. Most aunties brushed this off as the behaviour of an extremely protective single parent, but I understand now that he was only trimming me like a garden hedge; only allowing me to grow how much he thought was right.

‘You think I’m paying all these fees for you to have a gala time and run around being frivolous?’

Awesome. We’re jumping right into the fun stuff then.

‘No, Dad.’ I look at my hands knotted in my lap.

‘Don’t forget you’re only here because of me.’

‘Not just because of you,’ I say quietly.

‘What was that? Repeat it loudly,’ he orders.

‘The Dean told me that I—’

‘And does the Dean pay for your flight ticket, the food you’re eating, the warm room you’re sleeping in?’

I find myself shrinking lower and lower in my seat.

‘Do you know why your life is a mess?’

He’s going to say it’s because I’m lazy.

‘It’s because you’re lazy.’ (Tada!)

‘Life is tough,’ he continues. ‘You have to grow up and admit that you’re a coward who can’t face the real world. Arya, every time I look at you I am just disappointed. Every single time. I see right through you. You’re my daughter. And though it hurts me to admit it, I’ll have to accept that you’re useless.’

That hurtful word bounces around in my head like a never-ending echo. His taunting is destroying any shred of self-respect I have left.

‘I’m not useless,’ I murmur softly. ‘I’m just not useful in the ways you want me to be. And that has made me feel stupid all my life.’

‘That’s because you are stupid. No need to blame your failures on me,’ comes the stinging reply.

A server slides a pot of tea and a plate with cake between us.

‘We didn’t order—’

But before he can complete his sentence, I move forward, grab a knife and cut through the babka. I can’t believe it looks so perfect.

‘Arya, I’m sending it back,’ Dad says crossly.

Wisps of smoke tumble out to greet me from the hot babka. Delicate dark swirls run through it and I take a huge bite. Spicy–sweet cinnamon and the smoky bitter chocolate cut beautifully through the rum soaked sticky sugar glaze. Heaven is real, it’s on my plate and in my palm. My palm with the lines I made. Vladimir did say we write our own Fate.

‘ARYA!’

The spell is broken and I’m so mad. Mad enough to glance at my palms and say something that makes Dad nearly pass out.

‘Okay, Dad. You wanted a conversation, right? So let’s do this. But first, whiskey?’

‘What?’

‘I think it’s time some truth bombs were dropped and you might need a drink on hand.‘

I gesture to Dougal. ‘One whiskey, one Purple, please.’

Dougal’s eyebrows fly high up, but he’s a professional and gets busy with our orders.

‘Look, Dad, it’s time we understood that I can’t undo the damage of nineteen years in just a few weeks.’ The drinks are hurriedly placed in front of us. ‘Drink up.’

Dad leaps to his feet, fuming with anger.

‘Oh, please sit down,’ I tell him. ‘A conversation means two people get to talk. You can’t just monologue it and hope for the best. That’s Hamlet territory and we know how that ended.’ I take a nice long sip of the Purple. Probably going to regret more than half of this tomorrow, but currently, I’m going with whatever makes me feel better tonight. It could be hard drugs later, who knows?

‘Behave yourself! That’s it, I’m going to—’

‘Cut my funding, take me back home? It’s cool; I’m not doing so well at university either at the moment and frankly, neither is the rupee against the pound. Now, sit down, Dad, and listen.’

Miraculously, he does.

I continue, ‘You pushed for me to be sent abroad to study. You wanted me here when I was fine in Mumbai. You said you didn’t want the local colleges because they were too mediocre for you. So don’t put this one on me. I never asked you to put me in your debt.’

‘So this, this is the thank you I get? I gave you this chance for a better life, damn it!’ He thumps his fist on the armrest of the chair.

‘You gave me a chance for a life you thought was better. For years, I’ve hated things about me because I wasn’t like you. No one told me that it’s fine to be me. I’m discovering that on my own, really slowly.’

‘It’s not fine if you’re just average.’

‘And what’s wrong with being average? There are hospitals filled with people who would kill to be average and alive and healthy.’

‘This country is not our home. Everything around you is an illusion that is only fuelled by the money I have spent, by working day in and day out … for you! But you have made me so disappointed and unhappy today—’

‘You’ll survive.’

‘Excuse me?’

I’ve downed my glass of Purple and I’m feeling its effect kicking in.

‘Don’t you see it yet, Dad? You want me to make you a rope out of water when—OH!’ I put a hand over my mouth, finally understanding what Dean Hunt meant.

‘What?’ He looks at me like I’m going crazy. Maybe I am. ‘You have failed on every front, Arya. You couldn’t even make good friends. The most powerful men have sent their children here to study, but instead of socializing with them, you choose this filthy pub!’

Purple rage surges through me.

‘This “filthy pub” has made me feel more at home than you have all your life!’

If this stings him, I cannot tell just yet. I just hammer on.

‘You’re my dad, but instead of being happy to see you here like any normal daughter would be, I absolutely hate it. I’m annoyed you’re here. I’m irritated.’

‘Oh really?’ he says quietly. Suddenly there is a cold silence between us.

‘You’re not coming back to Westley next year,’ he says after a few moments. ‘I’m not going to fund it. Unless by some miracle your grades absolutely shock me, which we both know isn’t going to happen, I’m pulling the plug on this.’

‘Do it. I’ll find somewhere new to run to. Far away from you. I’ve been doing it all my life.’

He doesn’t respond, checking his watch instead. A Patek Philippe gifted by Mom. ‘This whole exercise was simply money down the drain,’ he says, mostly to himself. ‘Never mind, I’ll balance it out and write it off.’

What he means is he’ll write me off.

‘I knew I was right in dropping in for an inspection,’ he continues, looking at me now. ‘I had a feeling you were going off track.’

‘At least you admit it was an inspection,’ I say darkly and finish his drink for him.

‘Let me see how you manage to earn even a single rupee on your own when you’re back in India. I’m curious. You don’t know just how difficult life is going to get.’

I stay silent.

‘Don’t you have anything to say, Arya? I’m talking to you.’

‘I wish I never have to see your face again,’ I say bitterly.

‘I can arrange for that. Pass the year, and I’ll make sure to leave you alone.’

It is the most tempting offer he has ever given me.
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A Cherry Kiss and Popcorn
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The last thing left to do on this very lovely night is to thank Vladimir for the recipe. So I put the fresh babka into a takeaway box and place the recipe on it. It’s 5 a.m. and I doubt he’ll be up, which is why I thought now would be the perfect time to keep it outside his room and disappear.

Placing it outside his door, I think about the first time I stood here, holding two bottles of vodka and hoping he’d open the door. Now I’m praying he can’t hear me. I really don’t want to see him and hear about his perfect little date.

But the unmistakable scent of his cigarettes hangs thick in the air.

‘He’s still awake?’ I think aloud in amazement.

‘I sure am.’

I whip around to see him walking down the corridor. Hopefully I haven’t stomped on the babka box on the floor. He’s just getting back? God, how good was this date?

‘Why have you fried your hair?’ he asks casually, ignoring my stiffness. ‘I thought you liked your curls.’

He opens the door to the communal kitchen, inviting me in.

‘I’ve had a long night, Vladimir. I’m just going to go.’ I turn around, but then realize I’m being far too cold for no fault of his. ‘But … um… thank you for the recipe,’ I say, pointing to the box.

He scoops it up and opens it immediately. ‘Blin! They’re perfect. Can you … would you like to stay for coffee?’

I give him a polite smile and make to leave. There’s something about his face that’s bothering me and I can’t put a finger on it.

‘How did it go with Sahil?’ he asks suddenly.

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Okay …’ he hesitates ‘How did it go at The Graduate?’

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Arya,’ he says. ‘You can talk to me.’

It would be so easy to confess everything, unpack and unburden myself. But how can I, when he himself looks like he’s hiding something?

‘And how was your night?’

‘It is not important.’ He dismisses it with a shrug.

‘Then neither is mine.’

‘You know I will not let you go until I hear the storm that is in your heart.’

‘What do you want to know? What is there to know?’ I snap. ‘ My dad showed up for a surprise inspection to just write me off, and give me the usual spiel on how worthless I am. Which I already knew because if I wasn’t worthless then the boy I confessed to would have loved me back instead of falling asleep on me. So yeah, happy? I failed. Like that bloody Writing Fellowship, which I couldn’t even complete the application for because I’m just this giant fucking disappointment.’

Vladimir stays quiet. I don’t blame him. I came with babka and badgered the soul out of him. When he finally does speak, I imagine he’s going to start with the usual, ‘You don’t believe in yourself enough. You don’t try hard enough. Give this another shot.’ Or everyone’s favourite, ‘I know you can do it.’

‘So you did do something else with your time. Thank god,’ he says instead, then goes silent again. I stay where I am, curious to hear what else he has to say. Because when Vladimir speaks, it is always after careful consideration.

Finally, he clears his throat. ‘Okay, I have thought about it. Storm Adeen,’ he says, holding up one finger. ‘You did not fail with your writing. It is the place you escape to when everyone judges you. I think you did not want to lose the one thing you truly loved by being judged on that too.’

I’m zapped. He says it so simply, like the answer had been obvious all along.

‘Storm Dva,’ and now he holds up two fingers. ‘You finally did something right by telling Sahil. The problem is not your confession, but his reaction.’ He runs his hand through his hair that looks a bit messier than usual tonight. ‘Imagine when he wakes up, how stupid he is going to feel. A girl like you, and he passes out? Jesus. What a chance to lose.’

I bite the inside of my cheek to shut myself up.

‘Storm Tri, about your father. I think you misread him.’

Now I speak up. ‘His arguments are too detailed for me to do that.’

‘What he asks you all the time is to stand on your own feet. How he wants you to do that may be wrong, but you have never shown him the right way either.’

‘Oh, of course! The fault is mine.’

‘It is actually,’ he says sharply. ‘If you never take charge and stand up, he is always going to think of you as incapable. It is his duty as a father to make you strong.’

This is what I particularly hate about The Russian – that he’s blunt. And right.

‘If he wanted to “write you off”, like you say, he would do what Simran’s parents have planned. She wants to work, but they want her to get married as soon as she graduates.’

The mention of her name immediately changes my mood.

‘I don’t have to stand here and listen to this.’ I’m surprised at my own irritation and he’s definitely taken aback by my tone.

‘And wipe that off.’ I point at his face, finally figuring out what was bothering me.

His hand flies to the corner of his mouth and he rubs off the remnants of Simran’s cherry-coloured lipstick. We both stand silently for a beat.

‘You know, the funny bit is I actually came here tonight thinking I’d ask you once again to help me with my paper.’

‘I’ll do it,’ he says quickly. ‘For you, I will.’

‘That’s the funny thing, isn’t it? I just no longer give a shit about it any more.’

The corridor seems a lot longer when I walk away.
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My dorm building is situated at one end of the campus. A roughly hewn stone bridge behind the building leads you to fields, gently swaying in the breeze. This is it, the edge of civilization as far as the eye can see. Tonight I find myself here, because I don’t have the heart to go back to my small room just yet. Lying in the grass, I think how much I like this place. It’s lonely and quiet. Also the perfect place to be murdered, but I’ll try not to think of that now.

Looking up at the blushing sky slowly turning blue, I feel like I’m looking right into Vladimir’s eyes.
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I think Swati is going to break my door down.

‘What is it?’ I demand, finally managing to drag myself out of the bed and opening the door.

‘It’s been two days!’ She is absolutely livid. ‘Two days! And you don’t bother to talk to me? What have you even been doing cooped up in here?’

Sleeping. I didn’t feel like doing much else, and two days have slipped by without me even noticing. She swats me aside and enters my cold, dark room. It’s a mess of blankets, an empty jug of water and some bread crusts.

‘Arya …’ There’s concern in her voice. ‘You look like death. What’s going on? Even Sahil won’t speak to me.’

At the mention of his name I head for the warmth of the blankets again, and turning my back to her begin to slowly drift off. She jumps on top of me.

‘Oh, no, no!’ She yanks the blanket off me. ‘Come on, get up! We’re going out.’

‘Go away, Swati. I’ll come out in a bit.’

Mercifully, I hear her shuffling away. My eyelids feel heavy and begin to droop.

WHOOSH!

I shoot up straight, totally soaked! The shock is astounding. Swati has just dumped a whole jug of icy-cold water over me.

‘Oops,’ she says stoically.
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It feels weird to be spruced up for society again. But Swati has practically slapped me into shape and dragged me out of the dorm.

‘Where are we going?’ I try to sound bored, but I’m actually nervous. Being among people is making me anxious.

‘Veer gave us all passes for a play he’s in. It’s apparently a hilarious comedy and I think hilarious will be good for you right now.’

I groan. God. Not bloody Veer.

‘Don’t worry,’ she continues brightly. ‘If the play sucks, we can laugh at Veer.’
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I thought people were always being dramatic when they claimed to be having a panic attack. I’m so sorry for thinking that; I totally get them now. Definitely having a panic attack. Definitely, definitely.

The humongous theatre is chock-a-block with desis. There are tons of faces I have never even seen before. The chatter is grating on my nerves and immediately reminds me of Sahil’s party. I grip Swati’s arm tightly without realizing it and keep my head down.

I don’t even stop to ask myself what I have to be ashamed about.

Trusting her blindly, I sit where Swati makes me. She shoves a large, warm bag of freshly popped caramel popcorn into my hands. I take a tentative crunch and suddenly realize how long it has been since I ate anything with actual flavour.

The play begins and, in the sharp stage lights, I catch a glimpse of Sahil sitting down below us, right at the front. Even though there are several rows between us, it’s like he can sense me, and before I can look away, he turns around and our eyes meet. I draw in a quick sharp breath. Angad drapes his arm around him, forcing him to look away. Swati is engrossed in tearing the play apart with her soft commentary, so I keep quiet about the stabbing pain in my heart that refuses to fade.

The play drags on and I don’t quite follow it. Luckily, there is popcorn, and Swati’s company. And slowly I start feeling a little better. Most of the audience is quite bored as well. For a comedy, there are hardly any laughs.

Then a girl walks on stage. She’s slightly plump, dressed in a very over-the-top way, with loud make-up like that of a clown. Titters trill through the audience and suddenly, I start to pay attention. Veer lies on a bed, and when he sees her, he immediately pretends like he’s drunk.

But the girl is desperate and wants to hook up with him. She screams that she loves him, and confesses that she’s always loved him while crying. She begs him to love her back. The dialogue is just awful. The whole scene is obnoxious and vile. At one point, she tries to straddle Veer, who pushes her off and tells her that she’s disgusting.

The girl behaves like a total pig and the audience is absolutely loving it. This is the first scene that is met with uproarious laughter. Finally, Veer pretends to pass out just to get her to leave, and the audience hoots in total support.

My breathing is suddenly shallow, my back is taut. Swati looks concerned and she reaches out to grip my hand tightly. Though the play has moved on, the audience hasn’t. There are nudges and whispers. Furtive glances from absolutely random people. It feels like the whole theatre is looking at me.

Every single Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, any and every desi on campus seems to know what went down. I had become their entertainment, as mindless and worthless as the free popcorn they were munching on.

How could anyone know what happened in the room that night between the two of us? Did Sahil make me into a joke?

Is this what I deserve for pouring out my heart?

Anyone else would have walked out, but my whole body is trembling. It feels easier to sit in the darkness, dissolve into the seat. Even when the lights come on, I keep staring straight ahead at the stage, unable to look at people and yet aware that every passing person glances my way. I want to throw up.

‘Arya,’ Swati holds my arm lightly. ‘Let’s go, please. Everyone has left.’

I finally look around. The theatre is empty.

‘I’m sorry, so sorry,’ she says, looking like she’s going to cry. ‘I didn’t think this is how the evening would turn out. I wanted you to have a good time.’

‘I feel … so small.’ I say it so softly that she has to lean in close to hear me.

Even though everyone has left, it feels like the hall is still filled with their laughter.
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Snowcakes
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My desk looks strangely neat, despite the chaos of my room. On it is my ratchet laptop and the Writing Fellowship application. Those super luxe, professional-looking pages stick out like a sore thumb in my dark cave.

Staring at them, I wonder why I just didn’t do the clichéd thing of crying into tubs of Ben & Jerry’s while rewatching Casablanca. No, I have to be ‘productive’, so I determinedly pick up the application from the English department. An application I can’t even answer the very first question of. ‘Category’ it innocently asks.

I look down at the options. Fiction? Non-fiction? Creative non-fiction? Essay?

How do I describe my writing when I don’t even know what I can write yet?

So I go to my favourite place for inspiration – the kitchen. Waiting for my tea to boil, I look out of the window at the dusty-blue of the early morning sky, and then down at the ground below.

Am I dreaming? Did the world turn into ice overnight? A thin, white blanket seems to have been lovingly draped across the countryside. A few students have already ventured out, happily scrapping off whatever little they can of the fine powder to make snowballs.

Snow.

It seems impossible that something so pure and stunningly perfect could actually fall for us. That something so frigid and distant would willingly end itself and melt for us. A brief love perhaps, but a love like no other. It comes swirling down on its own, cold and alone, only to be embraced by warm arms and flushed cheeks. When the two kiss, it feels like it never lasts long enough. It is love. Because what is love if it doesn’t leave you craving for more?

I have memories of snow, depsite growing up in the sweltering heat of Mumbai. I remember balmy Decembers with a nip in the air that was just an excuse to celebrate yet another holiday. Friends and family would gather at our house for Christmas lunch and the highlight was always the overladen dining table lined with cakes. I can still taste each and every one!

Each aunt brought a dessert with her, all exciting homemade concoctions. They took great pride in presenting something made from scratch and revelled in the big shouts of joy from all the children. There were giant slabs of black forest cakes, with generous shavings of dark and milk chocolate covering every inch. There were angel’s cakes topped with whipped cream swirls and bright red maraschino cherries winking at us. There were mini molten-centred chocolate cakes, filling the air with a delicious scent of welcoming cocoa, and berry cakes that were invitingly pink and soft as a cloud. But I can never forget that dazzlingly monstrous experiment – the grand Snickers cake. Indulgent layers of gooey sticky caramel, sweet nougat and salty peanuts, garnished with actual chunks of Snickers.

There were also stately looking marbled coffee-and-walnut bundt cakes, and sultry Tiramisus that seduced the adults with the heavy Madeira soak. The kids were never interested in these “boring” cakes.

And finally, there was my mother’s dessert.

It was a large cake tightly covered in bright white marzipan, with no other bells and whistles to gather a crowd around it. There were no attractive whipped-cream swirls, lashings of chocolate or even a nice shiny ganache. The first year she made it, everyone just passed it by because from a distance there was nothing extraordinary about it. It just towered on the cake stand – imposing and silent. Standoffish even.

When the time came to pick a slice, I looked at all the happy, friendly looking cakes vying for my attention. Then I looked at the one Mom had made. To me, it looked like it was dressed in a crisply starched white dinner shirt, staring at me with an imperturbable expression. But then the afternoon light streaming through the window caught the sugar granules strewn across it, making them gleam and twinkle like tiny shards of ice. It’s that look you sometimes miraculously stumble upon when you dive deep into someone’s eyes. The promise of a surprise. Like the one you would remember forever.

So there were giggles and laughs of surprise as I turned to Mom and asked softly for a slice of the ‘snowcake’ . I had named it and unwittingly branded it forever. Mom smiled and carved out a great big wedge for me.

Gleaming like jewels, there were plump, juicy sultanas inside, candied orange peels and ginger, chopped and roasted almonds, cashews, pistachios … All the luxurious dried fruits and nuts gorgeously soaked in spices and golden brandy that offered just the right amount of warmth and sweetness. Dollops of creamy chocolate and warm caramel held the layers together. Each mouthful of the glorious cake was different, sometimes cinnamony and nutmegy, at other times crunchy and juicy.

Seeing me relish each crumb with such joy made my cousins feel like they were missing out on something. So the chocolates and banoffees were all suddenly discarded, and the entire pack trooped over to have a small slice themselves. When the brandy burnt its way deliciously through them, they looked at each other and giggled, feeling quite grown-up to enjoy such a cake.

Looking back, I don’t quite know how she made brandy, chocolate and caramel work together with all those fruits? Where did she stumble upon this heady recipe?

It was an instant hit and became a regular feature at our Christmas parties.

But Mom had left behind no recipe. After she … well … the Christmas parties stopped abruptly. Dad couldn’t bear all the laughter and old habits any more and stopped entertaining entirely. Mom never realized her effect on people; we were all just a little more happier and lighter around her. And without her, Dad and I discovered, quite rudely, that we had never really known how to make ourselves or others happy. No one could ever replicate her recipes, or fill her shoes. So along with a happier life, I had to suddenly say goodbye to my beloved Snowcake too.

It was a couple of years later, and Dad and I were at a friend’s lavish Diwali party. There was a fantastic array of Indian sweets – piping hot gulab jamuns lazily bobbing around with rose petals in their sweet syrup, juicy rasgullas, pistachio rolls topped with real silver, plump motichoor laddoos shining with ghee and luxurious gaajar ka halwa brimming with raisins, cashews and speckled with real gold flakes. These had been arranged so invitingly, it would make anyone’s mouth water just standing near them.

Yet, I didn’t reach out for any of them. My heart was heavy, and these perfect-looking pieces lacked the homeliness to comfort me.

When we came back home, Dad disappeared into his study and I went up to my room. Without Mom, we had settled into this comfortable routine. But then, about an hour later, I heard a soft knocking on my door. It was Dad, carrying a silver plate on which it seemed were haphazardly arranged chunks of snow.

‘I made something,’ he said sheepishly.

I was stunned. Imagining my father in the kitchen, standing over a hot stove, was impossible.

‘You? Why?’

‘Because it’s Diwali, and you didn’t have any sweets.’

I couldn’t believe he had even noticed.

‘Is this like the time you tried to boil an egg without water?’

‘No.’

‘Or the time you toasted me a sandwich with the plastic wrap still on the cheese?’

‘No,’ he said, looking cross.

‘Or the—’

‘Eat the damn thing, Arya!’

‘All right then,’ I sighed dramatically, and gingerly lifting a piece, taking the smallest bite possible.

But my teeth sank through it as though it was a soft ball of snow. In the blink of an eye, the whole creamy chunk was gone. I looked up to find him smiling like a child, a smile so rare I don’t think I’ve ever seen it since.

‘It’s coconut barfi,’ he said excitedly. ‘So easy to make. Just condensed milk heated with coconut shreds.’

‘And you just decided to make it?’ I asked in wonder.

‘Someone had brought some to the office and they were talking about how to make them – and I thought they looked a little like snow. I know they’re nothing compared to Mom’s cake. But perhaps this can be your new Snowcake?’

Just like that, my Snowcake had surprisingly come back into my life … courtesy Dad’s innocent cooking.

Barfi. The name comes from the Urdu word baraf, which means snow. Made of almond or cashew paste, its texture is like fine snow. I think I grew up thinking that this is what snowy winters are like – sweet and full of love.

Thinking on these lines makes me happy, and the words begin to flow. With renewed vigour I write about how most cultures have some version of snow creeping into their cooking. The Russians have tiny tea cakes iced with dusting sugar that sit prettily in a bowl, mimicking snow balls. Meringue-topped cakes are often fluffed up to resemble snow drifts. The Canadians have snow candy made by dumping hot maple syrup on to fresh snow and leaving it to harden.

I mark the deadline for the application on the calendar – 26 November.

I’m no longer worried what category my writing fits into; the box will just somehow have to get bigger and accommodate me.

I keep writing, and the days pass. Swati hasn’t bothered me after the Veer fiasco, but I know she has constantly hovered outside like a guardian angel, keeping people away.

And I had definitely lost patience for anything that didn’t love me back, from Accounting and Computer Science, to Sahil and friends who turn you into gossip.

As I write, I think about how emotions have flavours.

I know now that comfort tastes like salted, crisp wedges of potatoes mashed with cold, creamy butter in a crusty white roll. That friendship is comforting like warm, melted chocolate. That parental love tastes like babka, the swirls of light with the dark, generous, with some bitter lessons. And that unrequited love tastes like fat-free yoghurt, mimicking what is expected but never quite feeling like the real deal.

If I think about Mom’s Snowcake and Dad’s barfi, I realize that they taste of love.

If love was edible, it would be a Snowcake.

And if a Snowcake could be a person – smothered under a blanket of white icing, looking standoffish, yet waiting for you to choose them, it would be Vladimir Petr—

My fingers stop flying across the keyboard abruptly. What did I just type out? I wildly hammer at the delete button, but the deed is done. In trying to describe what love tastes like, something else has bled through – something I can no longer ignore.

But there is no space left in me to deal with yet another cruel unrequited love. So I firmly push the thought out of my head.

A hesitant knocking on the door tells me there’s someone very nervous on the other side … and instinctively, I know it’s Sahil. I instantly freeze, my heart thumping loudly in my chest. I thought I would be able to get over it with time, but even though more than a week has passed, the rejection still feels raw.

I hardly take another breath until I hear his footsteps walking away, and I feel a pang of regret. I should have opened the door, I should have let him in.

‘Have you spoken to Arya?

Oh. He hasn’t left, but is at Swati’s door now.

‘No.’

‘Don’t lie. Is she okay?’ he asks, something like worry in his voice.

‘Why don’t you ask her?’

‘I would, if she would talk to me.’

‘Sahil, I guess it’s all just super awkward right now … you know?’

‘I’m not talking to you about this. I know what everyone has been talking about and I know how she’s feeling. Look, is she in or not?’

I know Swati knows I’m definitely in. The loud clacking of my keyboard has been the running soundtrack of our lives since 5 this morning.

‘No,’ she says firmly.

‘No? No she’s not in?’

‘That’s what I said.’

‘Then where is she?’

‘How would I know?’

‘You live next door, Swati!’

‘She’s not my wife, Sahil. Let her be. When she feels like it, she’ll come to you.’

I hear him walk away and find myself slowly breathing again. A soft reminder chimes on my phone, drawing my attention.

Two days until the deadline, and I’ve still got 5000 words to write to meet the minimum word count! Plus, proofreading! Oh god. It’s pointless submitting something that isn’t high quality. Can I really slip in a two-minute Maggi to judges who are expecting a fine-dining experience?

A sharp knocking on the wall stops me from slumping in my chair.

‘Arya,’ Swati’s voice comes through. ‘At least talk now, ya. It’s me.’

‘I miss you,’ I give in.

‘Oh, finally! It’s been days. I thought you died in there or something, and I’d have to break the door open to recover your festering body.’

‘Well, fuck, Swati. That’s a bit morbid.’

‘If you’re feeling like shit, I figured out why.’

‘Because everyone’s laughing at me?’

‘No. Because you’re not over Sahil yet, and that’s because you haven’t gotten an answer from him. Look, he’s wrong, I know. But in his defence you did go all heavily Romeo and Juliet on him when he was beyond fucked up and drunk out of his mind. You need a solid “Yes” or “No”. Then, and only then, will you get closure, understand? Get an answer; then close the door.’

‘Closure’ is a lie. Using it as an excuse to reconnect? Truth.

So I fire up my Blackberry messenger, massacre the nice bubble I’ve spent days painstakingly building for myself and learn the hard way that people move on abnormally fast. Because the boy I now have a sudden craving to speak to has another girl (fuck knows who) in his profile picture. Couple vibes scream through the screen. Am I overreacting? No. He’s got a light-blue shirt on with white pants, she’s got a white tee on with a blue skirt. The colours of their clothes and their body language mirror each other.

I storm into Swati’s room. A few seconds later, we’re stalking this girl so hard without even knowing her name that the RAW should offer a job on the spot to women scorned.

‘Okay,’ says Swati. ‘I think I recognize her now. Her family owns a lot of land near Chattarpur, and I think Sahil’s Dad has been trying to get friendly with them for years because it would really help his business.’

‘So Sahil is pulling off an Angad.’

‘We don’t know if they’re dating for sure yet, Arya.’

I check Sahil’s recent pictures on Facebook. There’s one where he’s standing looking wistfully into the distance (douchebag) with a tasteless, gaudy pink-and-purple scarf around his neck.

‘Look,’ I show Swati the photo. ‘This sidey girl’s commented “Nice scarf. Winky face.” WINKY FACE!

What’s so flirty about a shitty scarf? I look closely at it and realize I’ve seen it hanging in his room!

‘Oh God Swati, is it Sidey’s?’

Swati goes all Minority Report on Sidey’s profile, scrolling through her photos and finds an old picture, where she’s wearing the same scarf.

‘I think you’re right,’ says Swati, wincing.

‘That’s it. He’s dead to me.‘

A new girl in under a week? Or was it even before this week? Is that why he couldn’t answer me? Was he just playing me like Angad played Sharmin? It’s worse! Sharmin actually got to call Angad a boyfriend. Me? I was labelled the stalker, the clingy girl, the pathetic one.

I comforted him when his heart ached for Akhila. I was his therapist every time he fought with his Dad. I was always there, his biggest fan. When no one was there for him, I left everything and ran to him. I know it’s wrong to expect anything in return, but I can’t help feel like it is all so phenomenally unfair. When do I get my due? When do I get loved back?

Hermit vow renewed, I stomp back to my lonely laptop on the desk. What am I even doing with my life? Why am I even writing this piece of shit, this garbage, this horrible, horrible thing that will go unnoticed, just like its writer?!

I kick my trunk in frustration and a sharp pain shoots through my big toe, just as I deserve.

‘You okay?’ Swati’s muffled voice calls from the other side as the loud metallic thunk vibrates through the floor.

‘Yeah!’ I shout out as casually as I can with tears in my eyes.

My throbbing foot has jolted me back to reality. Perhaps this anger is just what I needed to re-attack my work. Deadline in two days? Fuck that. I’m going to bang this out in under a day. It’s going to be polished and shining like a brand new penny and knock the socks off that jury panel.

I go clack clack clack on the keyboard through the night, as though I’m in hell and dancing in hot iron shoes for the devil. Dancing till the sun comes up and then some more.

And by the evening of 26 November, I have a finished manuscript in front of me. Lovingly, I stall on the cover page.

Creative Non-fiction/Essay

The Flavour of Emotions

by Arya Mahtani

I made this. On my own.

I completed something I started, for the first time ever.

Taking a minute to stop and breathe, I feel a huge weight being lifted off my shoulders.

Then I click send.

Stretching out in my chair like a cat in the sun, there is an unusual warm emotion running through me. I’ve just thrown open the doors to my secret safe space. People can come in and judge it. And it doesn’t feel scary, it feels long overdue.

With my legs feeling rusty and unused, I hobble to the kitchen and decide on a simple cup of tea to soak in the stillness of the moment. As I put the milk in a saucepan to heat, I find myself calculating the time in Mumbai – and a sudden urge to talk to dad grips me.

I rush back to the room to grab my phone but – what am I going to say, Hey Dad, I feel so freaking ecstatic with some random writing I’ve been doing that I’m seriously considering quitting my degree and starting over?

He’s going to yell and accuse me of wasting his precious money. Fuck it, I think tossing my phone back on the bed, killing the urge to hear his voice as the memories of our last fight begin to replay.

Nope. I’m not going to let his taunts spoil this moment for me. I take in the pristine view from the kitchen window-winter kissing the cold fields, blackbirds chirping in the distance, everything so calm and serene like a scene from an oil painting. It just seems impossible to believe that the whole world isn’t as happy and at peace.

Suddenly there’s frantic banging on the door!

‘ARYA!’ Swati bursts in, her face as pale as snow. ‘Your dad! I’m so sorry…’
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Burnt Milk
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Burnt food is often wrongly described as being bitter- but to me the taste is actually closer to death. Of something that has ended in pain and can never go back to being the same.

The milk on the stove had long since boiled over and burnt away. Now, only the acrid smell of it hung in the air, etched in my mind forever, as I paced the room trying to glean any information I could because miles from here, my city was burning and I was burning with it.

Every person who has Mumbai flowing through their veins will remember where they were and what they were doing at that exact moment on 26 November 2008, when they first heard the news of their city being murdered. And for the millions of Indians scattered the world over, waiting for any news from that dark night in Mumbai was agonizing.

My heart racing, there is no other thought in my head except for a singular wish – for the word ‘Dad’ to flash across my phone screen. Just once. Just so I could know that he was alive and breathing on the other end.

Huddled in Amina’s kitchen because she’s the only one with a satellite TV connection, I have no idea how I even got here. But I’m thankful that every desi has banded together to help the ites out. None of us can get through our parents because of the emergency blackout issued in the city. We’re scared and worried, flicking through every news channel for some information. News trickles out painfully slowly through the chaos, but each update is more frightening than the next. A rain of bullets at Leopold Café, the Trident under siege, bombs on the train station. Places we thought were safe had been easily broken into and violated. More places were being attacked, the terror was spreading.

Then we hear about the attack on the iconic Taj Hotel. My blood runs cold. It’s Wednesday night. Dad always hosted client dinners mid-week at Wasabi, Taj’s high-end restaurant. I hope against hope that he didn’t go, just this one night. Please God.

Amina and Muskaan bring blankets, Hussain flicks through radio stations and coffees made by Swati and Sahil are passed around. But I don’t notice as night turns to day and back to night – another night of terror for those in Mumbai.

My phone pings – it’s an email from Dad’s secretary, confirming my worst fears and sending a chill down my spine. Dad had indeed held a dinner meeting at the Taj that night and was still inside the hotel.

Is he being held hostage, or is he …?

I can’t breathe.

The first details slowly trickle in. They had come in wielding their guns, faces covered, through the door by the pool, where people were lounging about with their children. Through the main street in front of the iconic cafe. Opened fire on the platform where tired workers were about to start their commute home. It was just another Wednesday evening, but one cruelly ripped apart with bullets. For some, it was over before they even understood what was happening, bleeding into their expensive meals they never got to taste

But the night had been far worse for Danyal, a fellow student from Cuffe Parade in Mumbai. The news reaches me of how his parents had been in the group of hostages at the Taj who were taken up to the terrace. Everyone had pleaded for their lives and Danyal’s father had even promised the terrorists as much money as they wanted. They made them suffer for a whole night, and as the sun came up, they shot them all dead.

When I hear this, I can’t help but think if my dad was in the same group of hostages? Did he plead for his life too? Tears spring to my eyes as my mind immediately flits to the last conversation I had with him. Please god, please don’t let that be the last memory I have of him. Please.

A shrill ring tears through the room. It’s not anyone’s cell phone and everyone looks around, very confused. Then we see that it’s the wall-mounted, cream-coloured British Telecom landline phone, fitted in the kitchen for university emergencies. None of us had even noticed the phone before. Its clunky frame shakes with urgency and I fly towards it in my manic need for information.

‘Hello?’ I breathe through it hoarsely. ‘Hello, hello!’ But the call cruelly drops. I wait for it to ring again. It does, but the call drops once more. I slam the receiver down, frustrated. Everyone is expecting the worst.

Then it rings again, and Swati is faster than me.

‘Hello?’ This time someone on the other side speaks. ‘Yes, she’s here … ‘Yes, I’m listening.’

Someone is giving her instructions and my throat goes dry, assuming the worst.

She hangs up, looks at me and says urgently, ‘It’s going to ring again. Be quick, and just talk. You won’t get much time.’

Immediately, I feel like I’m being ushered back into that dreaded hospital room. The last few seconds before Mom’s eyes closed. With trembling hands, I pluck the ringing phone and suddenly no words come out. Fear has eaten up my very breath. I can hear the sea howling through the call, the line itself is very hazy and poor and I’m afraid that I won’t be able to hear whoever is on the other side.

‘Arya!’

Dad. It’s him! A piece of my heart on the other side. Flesh and bones and a beating heart holding a phone and saying my name. His voice is taut with pain and worry, and I’ve never heard him sound so fearful before – but it’s him.

My legs give way and I lean against the wall, tears silently streaming down my face.

‘Dad! Daddy! Are you safe? Where are you?’ Suddenly I’m five years old again, rushing up to find him in a sea of new faces on the first day of school.

‘We were evacuated this afternoon and taken to the hospital—’

‘Why! Are you hurt? Did they hurt you?’

‘No, beta, just glass and shrapnel. They did tests. I’m okay,’ his voice is heavy and rushed, trying to tell me as much as he can before the line gives way. ‘I was so scared, so scared … I begged god to let me live because I couldn’t leave you alone. I only kept thinking of you Arya.’

I want to say something, but my voice breaks with relief.

‘They’re taking me home—’ The line begins to crackle and goes dead.

But my heart is light once again. Fear has left my side and I can suddenly feel the warmth in the room. My Dad is safe. We still have each other, which is a miracle in itself, when countless families have been ripped apart. If I never get this lucky again, it’s fine with me. Because the one time it truly mattered, Fate finally decided to smile on me.

Dad’s words ring in my ears. ‘I couldn’t leave you alone.’

That was it. His greatest fear. Vladimir, who hadn’t even met him, understood that before I, his own daughter, could. That was why he kept pushing my every day. His taunts were his confused efforts on how to parent, how to make me strong even if he wasn’t around. And suddenly, all those acidic fights I had with him over the years all melted away.

Someone grips my shoulder gently, I look up to find a pale faced Amina smiling kindly at me. How thankful I am to have each and every one of them here, by my side. Through the group I spot Sahil right at the back, slipping out silently. Angad has been observing me and I break his gaze by heading to the kitchen. As I pull out some water from the fridge, Angad accosts me.

‘He’s been avoiding you.’
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Cold Water
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I take a swig from the bottle and shrug. ‘Angad, please. I don’t care, really.’

‘But you should. You know why?’

‘I know he’s dating and you must be relieved it isn’t me. It’s all good.’ I pointedly ignore him, hoping he gets the hint that this conversation is over. Is now really the time to be pining over Sahil?

‘He’s never going to tell you, but if you had kept that damn Russian of yours away you would have still had a shot with him.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Ban mat yaar Arya.’ Angad looks irritated. ‘Why did you send that guy to our house to threaten us? You could have just said what’s on your mind yourself!’

Nothing about his words seem to make sense, and seeing my confused look, it slowly dawns on Angad that I don’t have any idea what he’s referring to.

‘Oh my god, you really don’t know?’ he says. He takes a deep breath and then he proceeds to tell me that the day after Sahil’s party, Vladimir had come to their house and threatened Sahil to stay away from me, casually ignoring the other boys present. Sahil felt very insulted at being ordered around by him, but apparently he felt even more humiliated to know that I had even discussed that very private moment with Vladimir.

But most importantly, in the ensuing fracas it had been Vladimir who had unwittingly revealed that Sahil had passed out during my ‘proposal’,

And that’s how I had become a joke.

‘… and then he got into a fist fight, where he broke Chiraag arm.’

Vladimir? Impossible. He looks threatening, but he’d never do something like that.

‘Chiraag must have obviously said something stupid!’

‘Yeah, take the Russian’s side, you dipshit. That guy was getting violent. He probably has some anger issues that he has never revealed to you. Chiraag, for the first time in his life, took charge and tried to protect us, tried to get him out of the house, and then that guy just lost it.’

I see Chiraag at the back of the room with a sling on his arm, a sorry picture with his swollen cheek and purple lip. How could Vladimir be capable of doing that? I think back to when he had threatened that bunger, and then back to the Bullring episode. I had dismissed those incidents, thinking it was just a convincing act, but perhaps that anger below the surface did come from somewhere.

‘Chal, if you don’t believe me, I get it,’ Angad says, seeing that I’m unconvinced. ‘But what about Sahil? Has he ever behaved this way with you? Shouldn’t that speak for itself?’

I’m about to say something when Angad speaks up again.

‘Oh, and there’s more! Why don’t you go and see what he’s done to your jigar ka tukda? That wonderful pub.’

I feel like I’ve swallowed an ice cube.
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Nothing could have ever prepared me for this sight. The front doors that were never shut have a giant lock on them. The windows are closed, some even boarded up. Gathering by the frost on the window, this place has been closed for more than a week. The Graduate had never been this silent, this hollow. It was like looking into the eyes of a man who had lost his soul.

But had no one come to see it cleaned? Rubbing the frost off with my sleeve, I peer inside.

An eerie silence had descended within. There is no friendly Dougal by the bar, no smoke coming out from the kitchen … and it looks like there had been a fracas. Everything is in disarray – broken chairs, upturned tables, shattered bottles and glasses.

The place had been forced into closure. The Graduate had stopped breathing.

And it had everything to do with the board up in its front yard.

Property of Dacha Hospitality.

If confessing to Sahil had taught me anything it was this: Everyone had two sides to them. Most of the time you get to see the good one and fall in love with it. Then one day, you see the bad, and it shatters you.
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Ice
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Vladimir isn’t in his room. I have been knocking furiously at his door for the last five minutes. The longer I stand here, the more my fury grows. But he won’t answer his phone either.

Storming away, I take to the streets aimlessly. A flurry of images play out in the darkness, of Dougal, his happiness and the pride he took in The Graduate. His home, my shelter. He never turned anyone away without a drink and warm food in their stomach. Where is he now, how do I help him, what can I do? He’s gone. Just gone. I’ve been ridiculed and lost the place I loved. All because of Vladimir!

My legs are about give way with a rage I cannot control and I sit down heavily on a nearby bench. Suddenly, it seems as though the world around me is howling with the same anger that’s within me … I realize I’m sitting inside the Perspex bus shelter on Heartbreak Street and a storm has broken out. Hard hailstones with a fury unknown, pelt the tiny shelter and shatter on the street. No one is out at this hour; no one sensible anyway. The sound is deafening, enough to drown out my own swirling thoughts.

And in the distance, like a phantom of the night, I see the silhouette of a man rushing to find shelter as well. There is no mistaking that long coat swaying regally behind him. From the darkness he steps into the light and suddenly Vladimir and I are face to face.

‘Blin! Of all the places!’ he exclaims, surprised. ‘I went to see you. I guess I was meant to find you.

‘Just who do you think you are?’ I say quietly through gritted teeth.

‘What?’ he asks, dazed.

‘Just who do you think you are?’ I lash out, loudly this time. ‘You think you can destroy lives just because yours is fucked up?’

He goes very still and the happiness on his face is immediately masked with a stony, cool expression. The colder he gets, the more I can’t keep still, leaping to my feet.

‘What are you talking about?’ he asks sternly.

‘You know very well I’m talking about Dougal.’

‘You do not know the whole story.’

‘But do you deny that you were the one who shut The Graduate down?’

Please deny it, Vladimir, please don’t let Angad be right.

‘I do not deny it.’

It’s not just what he says, but the way he says it. Cold, without a hint of remorse.

‘How could you do that to him? How could you do that me?’ I’m positively screaming now over the din of the hailstones. ‘You betrayed me! You were the only one who knew what happened with Sahil, and you sold me out!’

‘He needed to hear it,’ he says firmly, with that same coldness, calm in the face of my fury.

‘You don’t know me or Sahil, or what we share! You had no right to get involved! You’re just some guy who just happened to—’

‘Stop!’ he says sharply, then softens. ‘Please … you do not realize the gravity of your words.’

‘I do! The more time I spent with you, the more I thought I was wrong about you. But no! I was right. You are arrogant, selfish and unfeeling. And bloody bitter.’

‘Watch whatever you’re saying very carefully,’ he moves in threateningly, his voice as stern. ‘Because you will not be able to take any of it back.’

‘I won’t take it back. I want you to hear it,’ I snap. My voice breaks a little, rebelling against saying the words, but I press on. ‘I want it to hurt you.’

He is silent for a moment.

‘Is this how you truly feel … about me?’ he asks slowly.

I think of Sahil. The laughter in the auditorium. I think of Dougal. And Cookie. And The Graduate.

‘I’ve lost the little that I had since you came into my life. I regret everything, I regret ever meeting you.’

The hailstones seem to slow down in their fury; the rhythm of them hitting the ground matching the beating of my heart. His mouth is set in a hard line; he’s thinking of his reply. Without a warning, he grips my hand tightly and takes me back to the shelter I didn’t even know I had left while pacing up and down. A single stray stone hits my arm and I realize I couldn’t actually feel its sting.

Turning to face me, he looks straight into my eyes.

‘Then I must go.’ His words are clear and firm, but those blue-green eyes hold so much disappointment. ‘Because that it is what you want. And this is what you choose.’

I stand there catching my breath, looking at the man walking back into the darkness, away from me. His back completely cold and wet, lashed by the fury of the icy stones.

He bore a storm. For me.

And now, he’s gone.
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Laundry Pods
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Picture this.

A fridge, fully stocked for the apocalypse. Milk, eggs, fruits and veg, prepped meals for the week in organized boxes.

A neat desk. A freshly made bed. A bookshelf with rows of Chaucer, Heaney, Ibsen and Shakespeare.

In the laundry hamper, there is a white shirt with blue ink on the cuffs caused by diligently completing assignments with complete focus. Dirty bedsheets and dusting cloths that keep the bathroom dry and devoid of grout. A pair of black pants dotted with glue that fell while pasting clippings from the Burgundy Daily into a folder. The clippings are restaurant reviews written by one eager and new food writer.

If 6 months ago someone had said that this new, perfectly functioning and productive, life was mine, I would have laughed in their face while eating my usual breakfast-Maltesers in 2% milk. But here I am in the Final Term of my second year at Westley, away from my friends and living at an off-campus housing society that makes a Soviet Era housing block look like the Buckingham Palace in comparison. The tenants are mostly locals. No University students living in this housing means I’m genuinely cut off from all drama. Perfect.

To bring about this grand change I had to first stop thinking about all the men in my life- Dad, Sahil, Vladimir. It was better to not feel anything and just get on with it. I guess I was slowly turning into a Petrov.

After the lovely fight in the hailstones, First Term ended and over the Christmas break I decided to finally switch my major. This meant pulling out from university, and reapplying for a new degree.

At first, it had been a thrill to escape the clutches of Computer Science. But when I didn’t hear back from Westley, the ‘Oh Fux’ set in. The thrill had quickly developed into what seizes your stomach if you jump off a cliff.

Panic. It had become panic.

Because essentially, I had voluntarily quit university- without informing Dad.

I had been so confident (reckless) in thinking I’d cinch a seat, I hadn’t even stopped to think what would happen if I didn’t.

So I finally looped him in on Christmas eve during the first party in our house after years. While Paul McCartney crooned ‘Singing, dancing, having a wonderful Christmas Time’, Dad and me were screaming, shouting, and having the piss fest of the century in the next room.

‘How can you say “No” to a degree that practically assures you a well paying job?!’

‘Exactly who’s hiring me if I fail?’

‘Who the hell goes to England to study English?’

‘I’m doing this! If you want me to stand on my own feet, you have to let me do this!’

For the first time in my life I didn’t back down, spurred on by Dad’s recent brush with death. It jolted me into realizing that life is way too short to live it in half-assery, or on anyone else’s terms.

‘Ok fine Arya, fine! When do you start?’

‘As soon as they accept me.’

He nearly burst a coronary. But that was the turning point. The universe was testing me to see if this was really what I wanted it, because once I fought for it- the dam burst. The University was ready to let me switch my department without repeating a year. Freaking miracle. With Swati away at a training camp for the whole of Second Term, I was dead to the whole world and reshaped my life with a drive I didn’t know I had in me.

And now, here we are in the final term with exams upon us, and for the first time in my life, I’m ready for them.

Matt, the building’s receptionist/security, gladly takes the loose ciggie I offer him as I enter the building. He never likes buying the whole pack, cheats himself into thinking he’s smoking less this way. Except almost everyone staying in this building is always carrying a loose cig in their pockets just for him.

‘Much thanks. It does seem like the weather for it.’

‘Ah, nothing like a lungful of warm cancer on a cold day.’

‘Cheeky.’ He winks.

He lights it up, and though I have a foot in the door- I freeze.

I had no idea that the loose cigs I had been buying were a key to a different life.

Scents are powerful. In a flash, the earthy bittersweetness calls out like a mirage.

I’m back in that smoker’s corner, green blue eyes cutting through the haze, and my heart races faster.

So far, I hadn’t run into Vladimir even once.

But then, last term I was at IKEA, picking up a wrench and plunger to fix my own plumbing, and of all the people it had been Simran in the queue just before me with her friend. They held hands and giggled like two schoolgirls, all feminine and dainty, while I looked like I had just slept out in the street. I prayed she wouldn’t turn around and see me, which meant that is exactly what happened of course.

I really didn’t need to know that the airline lost one of Vladimir’s bags and she was buying him gloves and woolen socks. She looked giddy with happiness while I just smiled like a fool, trying to ignore the fact that they were probably already in a relationship. I wasn’t the only one growing and changing.

I stopped trying to look out for Vladimir after that. It wasn’t my place.

Plus love stories are important and everything, but so is passing the year.

I busy myself with dumping the dried clothes back into the hamper, trying desperately to not think of the lonely sock stuck at the bottom of the pile without its partner.
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Dark Chocolate Orange Creams
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‘Oi, slow down! You’ve got mail!’ Matt shouts behind me as I rush out of the building, desperate to get to campus as soon as possible. Last evening, I’d received an ominous email to meet the Dean. The worry had kept me up all night, and then I’d bloody overslept.

Outside in Burgundy, the air is thick with tension. We’re in the middle of Exams Week, files of students filled with self-loathing and nervousness, wait outside exam halls, while McDonalds, Nandos and Dominos make a killing. Because let’s be honest, who’s stress-eating goddamn broccoli?’
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‘You’ll just have to wait a little longer. Sorry,’ says the receptionist when I arrive.

I nod at her. Drumming my fingers, tapping my foot, almost succeeding at reading an academic journal on the table. ‘Sorry, did they … mention … like … why I’m here or something?’

‘You’ll just have to wait a little longer. Sorry,’ goes the automatic response, now coupled with a look that makes me regret my whole existence.

‘Right. Thanks …’

After an eternity, my limp body is hauled into the Dean’s cabin. He sits there with his fingers steepled and a faint smile on his face.

‘Good morning, sir.’

‘Mmmhmmm,’ he says. ‘Ms Mahtani, I would like you to look very carefully at my face please.’

‘Um … alright.’

Have you ever seen a grey-haired Dean, all formally dressed and surrounded by his certificates of honour, roll his eyes? It’s quite a sight. Very posh and to the point.

He then slides a thin sheet of paper towards me.

‘The Writing Fellowship results came in yesterday.’

My heart thumps so fast I can no longer feel it. I realize that he’s handed me the list of winners. Could I have won?

I glance down quickly at the third spot – it’s not me.

Second spot – it’s not me.

Oh my god. I’ve won, I’m sure of it. I’m in the top place!

Nope. Not my name.

Is this some sort of cruel joke? You don’t take a perpetual loser, throw them a surprise party and then say, ‘The party’s not for you! That’s the surprise!’

I look up to find him gazing out of the window.

‘Isn’t it nice? The third-prize winner is a senior student from the University of Westley. Can you imagine? Absolutely marvellous stuff.’

‘Yes, jolly good, spiffing, lovely.’ I slump down in my seat, absolutely gutted.

He turns to me. ‘Do you know, for a writer, you do happen to be a terrible reader.’

‘I’ve read it, sir. I got the message – I didn’t win.’ Then I realize I sounded very rude, so I add a hasty, ‘But it’s the participating that counts.’

‘What a depressing young woman. How do you wake up every morning?’

‘Crying.’

He guffaws at my response. ‘I do wish you’d read the whole thing properly.’

I glance at the sheet again and realize there are more names – twenty in all, in fact.

Then I see it, scrawled at the very bottom: Arya Mahtani.

‘Bottom of the list; typical!’ goes the negative shitty voice in my head. This time, I ignore the little feck. Because this is bloody brilliant. I made the damn cut! I’m on that list! On my very first attempt.

‘I don’t believe this!’ I exclaim.

‘The Fellowship is highly reputed and its judges are esteemed literary personalities. Editors, journalists, publishers …’

I nod politely at his explanation.

‘When are you flying home?’

I’m a little thrown by the random question and it takes me a second to remember my travel dates. ‘Next week, sir.’

‘Oh. You might have to reschedule your tickets. The Times would like to see you at the end of the week.’

‘The T-Times? As in the newspaper?’

He nods.

‘What on earth do they want with me?’

‘One of the editors was on the panel of judges; he liked your style of writing and may want to discuss a possible internship with his team. If I were you, I would aspire to ace the interview and work hard. I suspect they’re quite partial at tipping you your very own food column by the end of it, because they’ve been quite keen on attracting young readers. Student’s perspective and all that.’

I don’t know what to say. Somehow, it seems I’ve managed to snag an internship interview, despite all the job offers drying up.

‘When you’re true to yourself, it opens doors,’ the Dean says, smiling. ‘And you know, I heard a pretty glowing review from Charlie Rosso too.’

This is too much for me to handle. The Charlie Rosso? The man with a string of successful Michelin-star restaurants across the globe? That man noticed me?

‘Mr Rosso was a judge?’

‘Oh no. But see, while everyone else chose themes based on love, darkness, their coming of age, psychological thrillers, and family dramas and the like, your piece made them feel. That’s the mark of a good writer.’

‘What did I make them feel?’

‘Hungry! The snack tray had to be refilled three times!’ He laughs gleefully. ‘One of the judges decided to share excerpts of your essay with his good friend Rosso, knowing that only he would be able to fully appreciate it. And here we are …’ He turns his computer screen to me and I see an email from Charlie Rosso!

‘Something unusually delicious about the words. It would be a good idea to run the new biscuit campaign by this candidate. Curious to see what product descriptions she could whip up. Send her the spot for the dark chocolate orange creams.’

‘I can have a job writing about food? Is that even a real job?’

‘Ms Mahtani, I shepherd a bunch of mostly drunk, sleepy kid–adults. Yet, we all pretend it is an actual, respectable job. With titles no less!’

‘Aren’t jobs supposed to make you hate yourself? Monday morning blues, injecting coffee into your veins, etc.?’ I say, thinking of Dad and how he might actually burn the world down if his espresso machine died.

‘If life is kind and gives you opportunities to carve out your own path, choose that every time. Over everything else. Then it’s not a job; it’s just an extension of you.’

This warmth buzzing through me … it’s not happiness. What is it? This feeling of being complete, and at ease?

It’s satisfaction.

‘All right now, wipe that smile off your face and pip pip. You’ve warmed that chair enough.’

I jump up quickly and scurry towards the door, pausing there for a moment. Would it look too weird if I ran up and wrapped the Dean in a bear hug?

‘Sir, I got really lucky when I got into Westley.’

‘Luck had nothing to do with it.’

‘But I got to meet you. And you are just … How are you this awesome?’

What an odd thing to say to the Dean! He looks at me blankly for a second, and then with a perfectly serious face he says, ‘I take my vitamins.’
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Dear Curry

[image: Image]

‘I’ve been packing for two days straight. How is there still so much crap left?’ I exclaim in sheer frustration to my empty room. Extra locks and rolls of duct tape are strewn around me as I try to finish organizing all my stuff into boxes and bags before the end of the term.

Squeezing our lives into one measly bag and then getting through the baggage limit at check-in took massive creativity. Distraction through conversation, flirting, begging, or wearing half our wardrobe on our being so that the bag would weigh less. The lucky kids who lived in the UK simply hauled their luggage into waiting cars. The rest of us had to pack up every dot of our messy lives into boxes that were then sent to storage galas in Burgundy.

I toss piles of old newspapers and notebooks that hold only doodles, then sit down heavily on a suitcase, trying to close it. Some stuff spills out. A bright-green plastic coin rolls out towards my feet.

Wiping the sweat off my brow, I’m surprised to see I still have my bag from the orientation sessions of the first year. I scoop up the coin that is practically glaring at me.

On it, I see #23 embossed.

There’s a sickening swoop in my stomach, yanking me back to a broken frozen yoghurt machine and a boy searching for his missing partner, someone with the coin that said #23.

My head spins, what on earth is this new fuckery?

I had expected to be missing Sahil, but instead, it was Vladimir storming into my head. I had started to think of him, first every other day, then every day, then every few hours. Now, the littlest thing knocks me gently back into the rabbit hole.

To push his voice, his eyes, his damned coat out of my head, I try to think of something mundane. Like the laundry I had started. Why had the hamper felt unusually heavy this morning? Oh! ‘Heavy’ reminds me of the mail I’d finally collected from Matt. I rip it open and out plops something totally unexpected: Four solid bars of Cookie’s whiskey fudge tablet! I can’t believe Dougal has finally reached out!

I yelp loudly, pure happiness engulfing me. Taking off the wrapping, I breathe in the familiar aroma and crack the first bar in half, eager to quickly take a bite. But there’s something else – a letter painstakingly wrapped in cling film.

‘Dear Curry,’ begins the letter and my hands shake a little. I hear Dougal’s voice loud and clear, and a sharp pain pierces through my heart. As I begin reading, I realize it had probably been written out for him by his wife, who he had described as the ‘finest lady in all of England’. ‘She speaks the Queen’s English, ye know?’ he had said, and it’s evident from the writing.


‘Dear Curry,

I do hope this letter reaches you and finds you in good health. I resorted to snail-mail because I don’t have your number.

Fortunately, you had once complained about your new off-campus boarding and this is how I remembered your address.

You must have been worried, and I am truly sorry I had no time to explain everything. But I’m sure young Vladi must have filled you in on all the details. Do send him the extra whiskey tablets as a thank you for saving my pub and my life.’

This makes me sit up. He’s thanking Vladimir? I continue reading.

‘The bar down the road bullied us plenty into shutting down. But then they took it too far. They sent men to rough us up, broke many things. Disrupted business. It was awful. I still refused to close down the pub, but Cookie found out that they were going to embroil us in fake cases of Health Code Violations. They also planted drugs to make it look like I was running a second business.

By playing dirty they would have permanently given The Graduate a bad name. I would have never recovered. Nor would I be able to fight that big a company. I was in a fix.

I confided in Vladi, who suggested I shut the place down temporarily. He then befriended a couple of Da Bar’s boys and as they joked about their dirty tricks, Vladi recorded them. The lad was so very brave.

As I write this, renovation is in progress to spruce The Graduate up, paid in full by Dacha Hospitality after Vladi threatened them back with their own threats. Cheeky.

So, see you both soon for the best Purple of your lives and an ol’ chip butty. On me!

Love,

Dougal’



Vladimir Petrov had learnt jugaad?

My head is spinning. First that obnoxious green coin, taunting me for not being there for him. And now this? I’m too scared to play back our fight in my head. How hurt he must have been when I accused him and I never even gave him a chance to explain himself. How he must hate me.

Wait. No! He interfered with my relationship with Sahil, roughed up Chiraag, and ended up making me a joke throughout campus, right? Right? For reasons I haven’t figured out yet, whenever I think of Vladimir, I always glanced at Bearie.

But right now, I don’t see him, and that makes me forget all the other thoughts swimming in my mind.

Fuck.

Fuckity fuck.

Was that why the laundry bag felt heavy? I couldn’t have! Flying out from my room, I bolt across the courtyard to the laundrette. Oh god, no. Bearie has a battery-operated heart, and I’ve just mixed it with water and heavy machinery!

BOOM!

Boom is never good. Nothing nice ever follows a boom.
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Oh, crikey! Sweet Moses!’

Matt rushes in with a fire extinguisher and liberally sprays all the machines. One looks charred beyond belief. The blaring fire alarm and the feeble emergency streamers only add to the chaos. I’m just lucky the launderette is built in an open courtyard and no one stays directly above it. Tiny flames pitifully munch on my clothes. Amina would have said that this was a wardrobe improvement for me.

‘I’m so sorry …’ I manage to squeak out. ‘Matt … I’m screwed.’ I can’t even process the scene in front of me.

‘Look, love,’ Matt says. ‘I’ll just pop in and erase this footage from the security cameras. I imagine you’ll be bleeding through your arse to pay off the damages otherwise.’

The offer is tempting. I could run away from the mess I created, just like I ran away from the yoghurt fiasco.

But I’m no longer that person.

‘No, Matt. Don’t do that. I’ll own up.’

‘Are you crazy, kid?’

‘I’ll get a job; I’ll pay it off,’ I say with determination.

While he leaves to hunt for a mop, I begin pulling out the sopping wet remains of my clothes and silently calculate in my head how many extra shifts I’d have to pull at the Westley Art Centre arranging new exhibits and writing for the campus newspaper to pay this off.

God, who am I suddenly? Old me would have been the one suggesting we erase the footage. New me wants to be responsible and it’s so fucking annoying.

The sight of my Bearie, charred and forlorn, immediately silences my thoughts. I hug him absent-mindedly, as though trying to comfort him.
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Gulab Jamun
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To celebrate the end of exams and to beckon the survivors to resurface, there is a term-end party. But it’s no simple party. It’s the legendary Desi Debauchery Night.

The university required a reason for an official celebration, so the Indian and the Pakistani Society pooled their resources together, covered for each other and declared that this was a ‘Cultural Event To Promote Peace’.

‘Qawwali’ had just been the code name this year, under which everyone started prep. Crates of booze plus under-the-table dealings were done and ready. But since India Soc’s President was Simran, her involvement meant that no one should have been surprised when she took the code name quite literally and poured herself into curating the best qawwali event ever seen.

I kid you not, she arranged for proper qawwals, actual gaddas, harmoniums, tablas. The works.

Like ‘Hosh waalon ko khabar’ legit.

No one was complaining though. There was enough alcohol, the best seekhs and some pretty awesome qawwals crooning away. In any case, we all knew the DJ was going to come in post 11 p.m. and that’s when ‘Ishq tera tadpave’ would really get the party started.

Swati has been waiting for me by the entrance. This is the first time we’re meeting in months! All that training has made her even more gorgeous. She looks stunning in a glittering black-and-gold churidar kurta.

‘Aryaaaa,’ she squeals and squeezes me in a tight hug. ‘Have you lost weight?’ She begins pulling at my modest cream-coloured salwar kameez. Tiny silver stars dot the sheer dupatta.

‘Swati, are you drunk already?’ I manage to squeeze out through fish lips.

Before she can answer there is a loud peal of laughter, and Amina steps out of a cab. True to form, her traditional dress reveals more than it covers. But she’s one of the few girls who can actually carry the look off with panache.

‘Shit, you’re still alive! Shukar!’ she exclaims seeing me. ‘Let’s go in!’

I don’t know why I’d been so nervous to show up tonight. Time seems to have moved everyone along and healed everything. I was so ready to finally have a good time.

There are two events happening simultaneously. On one side is the elegant ‘Yeh jo halka halka suroor hai’, while behind a thin curtain is the real party. Parting the hallowed drapes reveals a makeshift bar with two bartenders making the most outrageous drinks, smokers and their buffet of sheesha flavours, and the insanely popular Pakistani Soc president Omar already having the time of his life.

Jostling through the crowd, Swati and I walk over and pick up glasses of what looks like milk.

‘Is it … bhang?’ I’m surprised to find that potent drink here.

‘It’s definitely not buttermilk,’ she says, eyeing it suspiciously.

I take a swig, and it sucker punches me harder than a Purple. A deathly silence envelopes me and at first I think the bhang has made my ears malfunction. But the party has indeed frozen – because Simran has pulled apart the curtains and is shocked to see this secret illicit party happening within her official party.

No one dares to move a muscle. Even the bartenders stop mixing drinks. She looks around and storms over to the bar.

‘Appletini, she says loudly. ‘Make it strong.’

A terrific cheer rips through the crowd.

My eyes can’t help but be drawn to Simran. Her large doe-eyes, her graceful walk that makes every boy stare at her as she sways out of the room. How would Vladimir ever notice me when he’s looking at that?

Swati loops her arm in mine. ‘What are you thinking?’

‘Nothing!’ I lie. We sit with the others and as the sheesha pipe travels around, so does the gossip.

‘Angad’s not coming tonight. Ask me why,’ Amina inaugurates the session and continues quickly without waiting. ‘Because he’s been depressed ever since his break-up with Sharmin.’

‘Wasn’t he the one to break up with her?’ someone asks.

‘And now he regrets it. So typical na?’

More gossip flies around.

‘Chiraag hooked up with a white girl.’

‘Finally? How much he used to cry for a hook up.’

‘He’s still crying only. Because now he’s “in love” and the girl is ghosting him.’

‘Sahil’s transferred to Nottingham,’ says someone, and almost immediately the mood changes a little, as though it’s sacrilegious to even mention his name in front of me. Like I might self-combust from the mere mention. Wow, all those years I craved to be noticed, and I didn’t realize this is how it would finally happen.

Well, that’s where his girlfriend studies, I think to myself. To get the heat off of me, I offer them some inane gossip. About some kid who whined until his dad gifted him an Audi for university. It works, and the pace picks up once again.

Swati nudges me silently. We slink away from the group and head out to the open courtyard at the back.

There are not too many people here, just some makeshift chairs and tables all covered in white in preparation for dinner. A few servers are already setting up the buffet. The silence is wonderful and there’s a slight nip in the summer air.

‘You look happier suddenly.’

‘I feel happier,’ I admit brightly, knowing I don’t have to do the whole awkward face-to-face thing with Sahil.

‘Because he’s not here?’ she grins and I laugh.

The cool wind on my face feels really nice after spending all that time inside drenched in smoke. Catching a glimpse of myself in a window, I’m surprised to find my cheeks so warm and flushed. Inside, I spot new guests entering the hall from the side and quickly joining the madness of the party.

And then, I see something I can only describe as a mirage. It doesn’t seem possible, but there is no mistaking that confident stride.

There is a boy wading through the crowd, making heads turn. A boy dressed in a simple cream-coloured kurta and churidar, his green eyes shining.

Of all the people I was nervous about running into tonight, Vladimir hadn’t even crossed my mind!

My heart skips a beat seeing him dressed in this Indian outfit. Where did he even get it from? And how the hell does a Russian pull it off so much better than all the Indian boys gathered here? There has been not one Indian boy in the history of time who could have made a plain kurta look so gorgeous.

‘Isn’t that …?’ Swati gapes. ‘Fuck. When did he get hot?’

‘He always looked like this,’ I shrug.

‘Yeah, well maybe he needed to ditch those winter coats earlier.’ Swati’s eyes are still fixed on him. And she’s not the only one who seems SO fascinated, Everyone seems to part to let him pass. It’s like there’s an invisible red carpet rolled out just for him.

‘He’s here for you,’ Swati says suddenly.

‘Obviously not.’

‘Don’t be dumb. Then why is he here?’

‘For Simran. They’re a thing, I think.’

‘Are you nuts? Why would he be here for Simran? Isn’t she a—’

‘Who cares?’ I cut in. ‘We haven’t spoken in a while.’

‘Arya! You don’t find it odd that he’s here? The only gora and the only person wearing the same colour as you? I mean look at the two of you! Everyone else is dressed in actual colours. You two chose the deadest ones in the world.’

‘I thought you said I looked nice!’

‘You do. Still a colour we wear to funerals though,’ she says and pushes me in his direction.

I don’t even know when my feet glide past the glass doors, into the crowded smoky room, following him like a beacon.

What should I even say to him? Hey, you? How’s it going? Hi? And then what happens? I’ll have to bear the full brunt of Vladimir’s coldness. We’re strangers now; I had demanded that we stay away from each other.

With no helpful words forming in my head, I find myself resorting to the only way I know to catch his attention – reaching for the back of his kurta and trying to give it a gentle tug.

But just as my fingers are about to touch him, Simran comes bounding up and pulls him into a big hug.

‘So this is the one you chose?’ she croons. ‘I liked the navy one better, Vladi.’

Vladi.

‘I felt like wearing this colour tonight,’ he says.

There’s no irritation, no chiding, no ‘don’t call me Vlad.’

I desperately try to melt back into the crowd, before they can spot me. But I can’t help throwing a backward glance at them, and I shouldn’t have.

She’s standing on her toes to gently check the underside of his collar. It’s such an intimate gesture. They’re so close and they look so adorable. It’s unbelievable to see Vladimir so at ease while being this close to … well … anyone. Hearing about him from Simran I could handle. But seeing them together, in the flesh … A lump forms in my throat.

‘It fit! I just knew it!’ And she flashes him her sunshine smile. ‘Tell me I have good taste.’

‘The best,’ he smiles back. I only remember how warm and genuine his smiles can be when I am no longer the one receiving them.

I have to look away. It feels like I’m intruding on a private moment. But the image stays with me. She chose the clothes for him to the party. She invited him. He’s here for her. He changed his style. He wore something someone else picked out. He showed up when he isn’t comfortable at most events and with large crowds.

For her.

‘Two vodka shots,’ I bark at the bartender.

He hands them over silently. The bitterness thankfully slaps me in the face.

‘Aur ahista kijiye baatein, dhadkane koi sunn raha hoga.’

I watch them as I drink. She leans into him, whispering god knows what. Probably translating the song for him. Bet that’s super romantic. He bends down to reach her, nods, smiles. It’s all too disgustingly cute.

Now someone bumps into her and some of her drink splashes on to him. Wonderful.

And she’s helping him brush it off. Nice.

Their hands touch.

Yeah, I’m turning around now.

There’s a theory about why da Vinci’s Mona Lisa is famous. Apparently, no matter where you stand, you will always feel like her eyes are following you. That’s exactly how I feel right now. That despite being across the bloody room, I can sense their love story hunt me down. Like a goddamn machete between my shoulder blades.

I should just walk over and break the ice! Okay cool, Arya. But have you considered the possibility that he may look through you and make you feel like a bigger idiot? Therefore I could walk over, but I’d prefer to walk out of the party. Being alone is infinitely better than being awkward, and I practically race towards the exit.

‘Tu vi sikh ke de dukh sukh pholna …’

Not this song! Anything but this song!

It’s too late!

In an instant I feel it – the sting of the hailstones, the warmth of his gaze, his coat brushing against my arm. Two people huddled together at the back of a bus…

My mind has no time to stop my heart from reacting. Before I can talk myself into behaving sensibly, I turn and look straight at Vladimir almost instinctively. And the part that knocks the wind out of my chest is … he’s looking right at me.

And when his green eyes find mine, they don’t let go.

It’s us and only us, and no one else.

‘Tere bin nahi lagda dil mera dholna …’

Even though Simran tugs at his sleeve to get his attention, he doesn’t flinch.

And a single word floats hazily into my head.

Longing.

How can I long for something I’ve never had?

He puts his drink down, unsure, and I find myself silently wishing that he walks towards me. Practically screaming at him in my head to take one step forward and I’d do the rest. But bloody Simran finally succeeds in catching his attention by shaking his arm and turning him towards her friends.

Oi! I thought we were having a moment!

Alright, feet, it’s all up to you now. One small step for Arya, one giant leap for my beating heart.

‘WHAT’S UP, WESTLEY!’ a familiar voice roars over the speakers.

A loud cheer breaks out, and my heart sinks. What the hell is he doing here? He’s not supposed to be here! But there he stands, onstage with his band, Sahil Malhotra brimming with swagger. And then he looks straight at me and winks! He thinks I’m going to melt. Which I do, into the crowd. No way am I going to struggle through a polite conversation with him tonight, cordially learning about who he is probably banging. What is with this night?

I’m nervous about speaking to both boys, but for different reasons. Sahil made me feel small. But I made Vladimir feel small, and this I regret. Ditching his concert and my Vladimir mission, I aimlessly wander through the party, still determined to have a good time.

By the time the DJ takes charge, I’m almost ready to go home. I find a wall to lean against, but since this is a student-budget event, it’s merely a makeshift curtain. A wall of lies. And I find myself sinking backwards, seconds away from forever being remembered as the girl who sunk the walls at Qawwali night.

Until a hand slips around my waist and I find myself much too close to Sahil. I freeze, not because I’m looking deep into his eyes, but because—

‘You’re standing on my dupatta. Move!’

‘Why do you have to ruin romantic moments?’

This irks me so much I throw his hands off me roughly. But he doesn’t seem to care; instead he grabs my hand again and twirls me around before I can even gather myself. The folds of my dress float around me like wisps of smoke.

‘Arya,’ he says softly.

‘What?’

‘Why aren’t you in a sari like all the other girls?’

‘Excuse me for not using tonight to showcase my bra.’

‘I was only joking,’ he laughs. ‘I was going to—’

‘Say I’m looking nice. Like a girl. I clean up well. Blah blah. Anything else? I really need to find him before Simran snatches him again.’

‘Whoa, snatches who? Who are you looking for?’

I slip out his grip, but surprisingly, Sahil doesn’t give up.

It’s irritating that he expects everything to be just the way it was. Like nothing has changed between us.

‘I’ve been asking about you,’ he says. ‘Swati won’t even tell me anything; I didn’t know how to get in touch with you—’

Sahil’s words fade into the distance, because I spot Vladimir. He seems to be saying goodbye to Simran. Is he leaving already? She stands on her toes to squash herself completely against him in the name of a hug.

‘Arya, are you even listening?’ Sahil swims into view again.

‘Yes, completely …’ I lie on autopilot.

In the mirror behind Sahil I see Vladimir … My heart skips a beat. Is he walking up to me? He is! Oh my god.

His reflection is blocked by a waiter who comes and stops right by us. I strain my neck in irritation to catch a glimpse of Vladimir.

‘Ah, perfect timing,’ Sahil says, scooping something off the waiter’s tray. ‘For you, madame, the love of my life.’

‘Sorry?’ I exclaim, looking away from the mirror.

He points to the two gulab jamuns in the small bowl, floating in syrupy chashni. Apparently the ‘love of his life’. Only Sahil would say something loving, and mean it for everything that isn’t me.

‘They weren’t serving this tonight, so I had the chef make some specially.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you love them, and I needed something to break the ice. If it was another girl, I’d buy a drink. But with you it’s never normal, is it?’

‘Sahil, I don’t think we—’

‘I know, I know, I am quite sweet. Wanna taste?’

‘Excuse me?’

He waves the bowl in my face cheekily, and just to get him to stop I take a bite. I look up at the mirror and there Vladimir is. Without missing a beat, Sahil grabs my spoon unexpectedly and takes a bite of the dessert himself. Vladimir stops in his tracks abruptly.

To him, we look like a regular couple, standing in the corner, happily sharing a plate of food. How I hate Sahil for this. I shove the bowl away and whip around.

But Vladimir has gone. He’s just … gone.

Sahil pulls me by the waist to turn me around. ‘Dude, I’m taking you for this movie tomorrow. See the trailer.’ He pulls his phone out, a call flashes on the screen with a number he hasn’t saved.

‘Hello?’ His face immediately lights up. ‘No, no not busy. Ya, just hang on.’

Mouthing ‘one second’ to me, he hands me the stupid bowl and quickly moves away. I stand there numbly, watching him as he paces up and down with a shy smile on his face. Why does he forget that I know him so well? I know that’s no ordinary call, not with that smile. I cram the remaining gulab jamun into my mouth and walk away.
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Swati grabs me by the arm as I leave. She had seen the whole thing unfold.

‘Why didn’t you speak to him? Stop being an idiot for one second.’

‘Because his Nottingham sidey called.’

‘Not Sahil! Who gives a fuck about him?’

She’s talking about Vladimir?

‘Why are you being so hesitant in making the first move?’

‘Because we fought, Swati! Real bad. He probably hates me. And actually, he’s at fault too. He’s the reason I became a joke.’

‘What shit are you talking about?’

So I fill her in with what Angad told me and, by the time I finish, she has a look on her face that’s reserved only for her opponents on the football field. It’s scary as hell.

‘Come on, Arya!’ she she thunders and then tells me what really happened.

Sahil had slept over at Angad’s house after everyone had left the party. The next morning Veer had pestered Sahil to divulge what went down in the room.

‘Nothing, Arya told me she liked me.’ He had shrugged it off. But Veer had pressed on.

‘Aur phir?’

‘That’s between her and me, Veer, stay out.’

The boys flocked around Sahil then and egged him on.

No one had anticipated Vladimir to come storming in at that hour. His voice crashed through the room like thunder, ‘Sahil!’

Veer apparently almost ran to the loo.

‘You, me. We speak in private.’

I can almost imagine the coldness in Vladimir’s voice.

‘You are the last person I want to speak to or be courteous to,’ Sahil had said. ‘Get out.’

‘Make me.’ Vladimir had challenged him.

‘Chal na bhai.’ Chiraag chose to throw some weight around. ‘Turn around and walk away while you still have your legs.’

‘Is that a threat?’ This was a question no average man would have asked since Chiraag is taller and bulkier than even Vladimir. That was all Chiraag needed to strike him violently, twice – first by pushing him into the bookcase, and then a neat upper hand to the jaw. Vladimir hadn’t lifted a finger in response because he thought that I, stupid Arya Mahtani, cared for them.

‘I am not going anywhere.’ He had stood his ground, though badly shaken up. ‘Anywhere. Until I make you stop playing her.’

To watch him still standing there had definitely made the rest of the boys pay attention. No one could withstand being hit like that.

‘Listen, bro, you are nobody to talk about Arya and me, okay?’ Sahil had retorted. ‘You wouldn’t know anything about our friendship or how confusing any of this is.’

‘What is so confusing?’

‘She’s my friend!’

‘We both know she is not just your friend.’

‘She’s not a girlfriend either!’ Sahil had yelled.

‘Then what is she?’ Vladimir had shouted back.

‘I don’t know! I don’t have an answer! That’s why I had PASSED OUT!’

‘What is there to know? You do not know if you like something?’

‘FUCK OFF! How can you tell someone you like them much much more than a friend, but not like at … lover level?’

Vladimir had laughed. The kind that makes you wish you had a knife to protect yourself.

‘This is Arya’s choice? Jesus. You are not men. Russian aunties would spit in your face.’

Chiraag’s ego got the green signal and he had gone straight for the kill. Only by this time, Vladimir was done wasting time because he did have a class shortly. One sharp swing was all it took to twist Chiraag’s arm and send him crashing into the floor, knocked out cold.

Vladimir didn’t have a hair out of place, but Angad nearly fainted.

‘Now, listen to me,’ Vladimir had told Sahil. ‘You will pick a side. You will make a decision.’ Each word had been sharp and clear. ‘Or you will stay away from Arya.’

‘Are you threatening me dude?’ Sahil had sputtered weakly. ‘Oi, you can’t threaten me—’

‘I just did.’ Vladimir was done with this nonsense. ‘Stay away from her. Playtime is over.’

And with that, he had walked away, leaving a tree trunk called Chiraag flat out in the middle of their messy living room.

‘Swati … how do you even know all this?’

‘Chiraag. I flirted a little, and he told me everything.’

I feel crushed under the weight of all the good he has done for me … and under the guilt of everything I’ve done to him.

I sprint for a cab to take me to Vladimir’s.
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I’ve done this walk before with two bottles of vodka, but back then, it wasn’t my heart that was on the line. Walking towards Vladimir’s dorm is stupidly brave on my part, and I don’t question myself too much or else I’ll lose all will.

I’ll say what’s on my mind, even if it sounds worthless. I’ll tell him that I miss him a bit. And by a bit I mean a lot. And if I said sorry would he believe me somehow?

As I get closer to his dorm, it becomes more difficult to move my feet. But I push myself to get into the building, walk up the stairs and finally breathe in the warm air of his corridor. Just a few more doors to go, Arya. Don’t think, just walk.
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Small things can change moments in a big way. I hear a little laugh, the clink of a bottle. Through the half-open door I catch a glimpse of Vladimir. He’s sitting on the ledge of his window, one leg outside and the other propped up on a low chair. I don’t want to go further and see who he’s looking at with such soft eyes. With that smile. But I do, and I know it’s Simran before I even see her. She’s leaning against the window frame, glass of vodka in her hand.

And I know everything’s over. I made this moment; I chose it for myself.

Willing my feet to keep walking without stopping, I exit through the fire door on the other side of the corridor. And I keep walking, out of the building, past Heartbreak Street, on and on, not looking back even once until I reach my flat. And then the loneliness hits me.

Burnt little Bearie looks back at me solemnly. In that moment, I understand why I always look at it when I think of Vladimir. Because even though everyone said that this toy was fat and had a stupid name, I adored it. Isn’t that what love is? To be loved without conditions?

That’s why I left Simran and Vladimir alone tonight. Because dying over Sahil taught me one thing: It’s better to run away than be the only one falling in love.

Fuck. Love?

I fall down exhausted on my bed and pass out without switching off the lights, still in my salwar kameez.
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Pizza
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I love pizza, because it’s exactly like life. Throw the good, the bad, the ugly into the heat, let it all struggle together and turn into something wonderful. Or perhaps I’m only talking like a raving lunatic because it’s 5 p.m., I woke up an hour ago and haven’t had a bite to eat all day.

One of the great joys of being a student is all the discounted food you get. Buy this, get that free. Common sense dictates that this is just a great way to treat students like walking garbage bags and get rid of old food. But when you’re a starving academic whose currency conversion is one pound to eighty Indian rupees, a deal is a goddamn steal. Especially if it’s drowning in fat, salt, meat and sauce. Therefore, Domino’s is a godsend. Pizza is all I’m dreaming of while scrubbing myself in the shower.

My phone rings and I manage to grab it from behind the shower curtain.

‘Hello?’ I sputter as soap runs into my mouth.

‘Yeah. You Domino’s?’ a man says in a rude lazy drawl.

‘I’m not Domino’s, are you?’

‘I’m not Dominos, I’m Max.’

Despite my growling stomach, I try not to lose my cool. This man comes with food.

‘Right, Max, are you calling from Domino’s?’

‘No, I’m calling from downstairs.‘

‘Look, Max. Do you or do you not have a pizza with you?’

‘Yeah. Got pizza. Can you hurry? You’re wasting my time.’

Arguably pizza deliveries aren’t exactly career advancement; they’re quite the opposite, so I get why this man hates his job.

‘Oh, can you wait for five minutes please? I’m in the—’

‘Sorry. I leave now.’

‘NO!’ I scream, desperate. ‘Just, just hang on, I’m hurrying up!’

I step out of the shower, soap suds still clinging to my hair, and begin wiping myself down quickly.

‘One barbeque chicken pizza, one chicken tikka pizza, extra cheese and extra garlic sauce on the side, yeah?’

‘Yes!’ My stomach is practically growling entire sentences by this point.

‘Yeah, I leave now.’

What the fuck is this dude’s problem? I throw on my towel, grab my money and race down barefoot.

The towel is nice and thick. I’ll never have to see this guy’s face again. I’ll be in and out in like a second. And, I’ll have my pizzas. It was an excellent quick solution.

It was the worst quick solution. Because after practically throwing the money at him (dude didn’t bat an eyelid, probably having seen a lot worse during deliveries.) I realize that I hadn’t brought my keys downstairs. In pure dismay, I look at the warm lobby through the glass door that has locked shut behind me.

Most of the people who live here have day jobs. Of all the days to get locked out and have Matt on leave.

Fuck! Actually just fuck it. I’m going to have my lunch right here, in my goddamn towel. I clamber on the wooden table in the courtyard (placed there for god knows what picnic), feet on the bench, and start gorging on the pizza slices.

As I eat, I hear the crunch of gravel. Remember when I said having your foot caught in the vending machine is the worst look to be caught in? Okay, I topped it.

I look up to find a wide-eyed Vladimir staring at my pathetic towel-clad form, with dripping wet hair hanging limply around my shoulders.

He has an expression I can’t quite read. So naturally I must assume the worst.

‘Yeah, I know. I am as crazy as I look, but honestly, I’m somehow magically crazier around you.’

‘No, I … You look like a painting,’ he finally says.

‘Huh?’

‘No, it is just …’ he fumbles, his ears slowly turning red.

‘Pizza?’ I put him out of his misery and hold out a slice.

For a second I think he’s considering sitting next to me, but instead, he pulls off his iconic coat and hands it over – an icebreaker after the shambles that was qawwali night.

Silent words hang frozen in the air like twinkling fairy lights.

After a moment’s hesitation, I take his coat and allow myself to sink into its warmth. He shakes his head. ‘So, I heard you quit your degree.’

‘I switched over to an English major. The most useless of all majors.’

‘Nothing is useless if it makes you stand on your feet,’ he says slowly.

‘And an English major is the way to do that?’

‘No, but I was taught to be polite.’

Ah, a joke. We’re doing well so far.

‘It took some convincing. Over Christmas. Dad is obviously not too happy.’

‘Shocking.’

‘Dougal … Dougal sent you whiskey fudges.’ My face goes warm knowing this is just one of the things I have to apologize for. ‘I’m sorry. Truly. I didn’t know—’

‘I liked your article in the Burgundy Daily,’ he cuts me off, quickly changing the topic. ‘I even saw the new menus you did for all the campus dining places. Particularly nice touch on the revamp with Varsity Diner.’

He’s been following my progress?

‘It’s all small stuff,’ I murmur.

‘So are snowflakes. But they can make a storm.’

Warmth rushes through every inch of me when I hear that. I realize that Vladimir’s praises mean more to me than anyone else’s.

‘I’m happy, Vlad.’ I mean it with all my heart.

‘Vlad,’ he smiles. ‘I do not mind nicknames any more’ He tears himself a slice of pizza carefully and neatly.

‘Of course you don’t. You’ve even opened up to Vladi,’ I say playfully, hoping I don’t come across as an obviously jealous prick.

‘Oh yes, Simran.’ The smile on his face turns my heart inside out. I suddenly remember what I should be actually telling him instead of making small talk.

‘Vladimir, I’m sorry. Taking out Sahil’s anger on you was not right.’

‘It is fine. I could tell from Swati’s voice that night was a stressful one. Which is why I went looking for you. What a night for hailstones.’ He shakes his head.

‘Swati? When did you speak to Swati?’ And then I remember her answering the kitchen phone the night of the terror attacks in Mumbai. I remember her looking at me right before I spoke to Dad.

‘Vladimir …’ My throat has seized up. ‘Did you have anything to do with that call?’

‘I arranged it.’
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He had learnt about the dangerous storm brewing outside our little bubble, and felt helpless for not knowing how to help. Pacing alone in his room, he finally picked up his phone and punched in a number he had known all his life, but was now dialling for the very first time. He was almost ready to abandon the effort and cut the call, when she answered.

‘Vlad?’ A soft tinkling voice gasped out in absolute disbelief from the other side. ‘Vlad, is that you?’ The first person who had nicknamed him Vlad. And in the very first second of that call, the game slipped entirely out of his hands.

‘How…’ he steadied himself. ‘You have my number?’

‘I always do. For whenever my son needs me.’

That line seemed like such a lie, such a farce. All those empty years, and now she made it sound so easy. That she had always been just a call away.

‘I haven’t called up for a mother–son chat,’ he said coldly. ‘This is for a friend, and it is urgent.’

‘Tell me?’

Though he had prepared an icy-cold request that got straight to the point, he was surprised by the words that actually tumbled out.

‘I need help, Mama.’

Suddenly, he was a little boy again. He didn’t mean to say ‘Mama’, he didn’t mean to say ‘help’. What he had practised was, ‘I need a favour.’

But what is it about talking to family that makes one so vulnerable? That despite the deep betrayals, there is always a small crack in the door left open for them?

There was silence at first, and when she finally spoke her voice was filled with an emotion Vladimir couldn’t quite process.

‘I never thought I’d hear you call me Mama again.’

‘Then you shouldn’t have left,’ he countered coldly, but found himself wincing at his words. No matter what, this was not a woman he wanted to hurt.

‘Sorry,’ he said quickly in a small voice.

‘No, you’re right. There is not much I can say in my defence. I cannot turn back time.’

Both fell silent, until she said, ‘Now tell me what you need.’

He told her about the terrible bloodshed in Mumbai and how most Indian lines were jammed.

‘I am not good at taking chances, but lately this same friend has made me take chances and they have worked out. So I thought I would take a huge chance now. Is it possible to pinpoint a Skype user whose location might be close to a particular hotel in Mumbai? Skype uses the internet, so it would not be dependent on telecommunication lines, correct? The odds of this are slim, I know, but I have to try something.’

‘You’re asking me to look at my database of users. I’m not allowed to do that, Vlad. That is abusing my position of authority and it is a breach of the user’s privacy.’

‘I know…’

‘I’m sorry, Vlad.’

He knew he couldn’t make her risk her job and after a few apologies, he hung up.

Ten minutes later, she called back with a list of three possible users around the area.

Fuelled by a desperate need to help him, she shared the details with him under the strictest confidentiality.

‘This is impossible Vlad, the Gods must be smiling! One account belongs to a man who’s using a Skype number. I’ve already used my personal account to connect with him and filled him in with your request. He was among the evacuees.’

‘Thank you Mama, I will speak to him right away.’

‘I do not know if you will ever call me again…. so I had to help…’

‘You have done more than your share.’

‘Vlad … I hope you know that I …’

He could sense she felt hesitant to say the word she thought he wouldn’t believe. Love.

This was a Pandora’s box he knew he had to open some day, but right now, it would have to wait.

‘Not yet, Mama. But do not worry, I will call again. You have my word.’

Vladimir dialled the number, and eventually connected with Dad.

So the only reason I could speak with my father that night was because he somehow reached deep into the chaos and ‘arranged’ it.

‘Do not look at me like that, Arya,’ he says, embarrassed. ‘And I did not call you because I did not want your number to be busy in case your father called.’

I can’t believe he thought this through so carefully.

‘I did not have anyone else’s number. So I utilized the kitchen line, because they are interconnected through the dorms. But I asked Swati to not tell you it was me.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, if I am honest, my brain could only handle one emotional conversation in a day. Mama … and then you?’

He grins, but I feel like dirt. That very night, I had insulted him, instead of giving him the thanks that he deserved.

‘Why did you do it, Vlad? Going through all that trouble.’

‘I did it for you. Because I know what it feels like to not have parents. It is so funny that they’re both alive and yet made me feel like an orphan. But I would never want anyone else to feel that emptiness. It is not nice. It changes you in small ways that I cannot quite explain; leaves you feeling like there is always something missing.’

The simple honesty in his voice draws me in. We’re so close that I can see a dandelion wisp hugging his lower lash like a frozen snowflake.

‘I do not want to regret asking this,’ he says suddenly. ‘But I know I will regret it if I do not.’ He takes a deep breath. ‘Arya, will you meet me at the train station tomorrow at 9 a.m.? There’s something I want to show you.’

‘What is it?’ My voice is almost a whisper.

When someone awkwardly coughs, we break apart with a start. It’s Sahil! How long had he been standing there?

‘Bro, bro, chill,’ Sahil says warily to Vladimir. ‘I just wanted to tell Arya to not be late for our picnic tomorrow morning.’

‘Wait, what?’ Taken aback, I look at Sahil, while Vladimir leaps off the chair lightly. ‘Wait, what?’ I repeat now to Vladimir in a daze. ‘Are you leaving?’

He turns back. ‘I think I should.’

‘You were going to tell me about meeting you at the station at 9 a.m!’

‘Nothing’s happening tomorrow. Forget I even asked.’

‘Oh, yeah? Just wait for me.’ I challenge Vladimir. ‘Will you wait for me?’

He looks at me for a second, thinking. Then he pulls out a credit card from his wallet, wriggles and nestles it between the door and the lock, and the door pops open gently. He props it open for me.

‘Never stopped,’ he says softly.

I watch him leave and as he turns the corner, I storm on Sahil.

‘What goddamn picnic?!’

‘The one I wanted to surprise you with!’ Before I can react, he waves me off … ‘Accha forget this. I’ve actually come here for Swati. Tonight is her birthday dinner and I just came here to tell you to please show up.’

‘Excuse me, why on earth would I not?’

‘Because you know that I’ll be there.’

‘Please don’t flatter yourself,’ I say coldly. ‘You’re not that special.’

I turn around to enter the lobby and begin walking up the stairs.

‘Ay! So I’ll be seeing you?’

‘You want me to believe that you came all the way here, and threw in a surprise cosy picnic, just to make sure I showed up tonight?’

‘No, the picnic bit was just to get him off you,’ he grins.

‘Stop playing these shit games with me Sy.’ I look him straight in the eyes.

Okay, then show up,’ he says. ‘We started something two years ago and it’s time to end it the right way.’

Ominous.
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Raw Rice
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Charlie’s Bella Rosso is one of the few upscale restaurants in town. I’ve always wanted to eat here, so it is a pity that the one time I get to try its gorgeous Italian food is on such an emotionally loaded night.

Swati lights up when she sees me arrive.

‘Thank you for the gift,’ she whispers into my ear, referring to the Nike sneakers I had managed to scrape money together to buy.

‘I had to! Yours were totally busted.’ I reply, aware that her parents would rather gift her Louboutins than new kicks. ‘Happy birthday, Swati. Thank you for always being there for me.’

‘I love you, Arya.’

I laugh and reluctantly join the party, being careful to avoid any potential landmines – namely Sahil Malhotra. But this irks him enough to grab me by my arm and drag me out to the balcony.

‘Can you at least look at me?’ he orders.

So, I do, and notice the roses in his hand. A panic switch goes on in my head.

‘Okay, so what I wanted to talk about—’

‘Do we have to?’ I say feebly.

‘What do you mean!’ he retorts. ‘You’ve been gagging for this for years. So, it has to be now.’

Gagging? What an absolute fucknut.

‘Sahil, what do you want?‘ I ask with trepidation.

‘You! Isn’t it obvious?’

‘Me?’ I balk.

‘I mean not you you.’

‘Then which me me? This is all I am, you know.’

‘I mean, I don’t know. But I know it’s you, somehow. Argh! It’s like I don’t know if it’s love, like I knew right away with Akhi– ah, I mean, I do know I feel like shit when you’re not around. And that’s got to mean something, right?!’

The time to sort out this issue once and for all has finally come. I can’t keep running away. If Vladimir could break the ice with his mother, then I could definitely handle this.

‘Sahil, do you ever think that perhaps you’ve missed me because I wasn’t as easily available? That you lost a friend?’

‘Maybe? I don’t know. This whole thing has left me so confused!’

‘No, love is not confusion. If you know, you know,’ I say simply. ‘Sahil, do you love me?’

‘What kind of question is that?’

‘It’s a simple yes-or-no kind of question. And it’s fine if the answer is a no.’

‘I can’t answer that! Why don’t you understand how all this has affected me?’

‘Affected you? Okay. Let’s put another one out there. You are seeing someone else now, aren’t you?’

‘These questions! I just—’

‘Or have you broken up?’

‘It’s not a thing yet—’

‘So you are!’

‘It’s not that simple.’

‘I’m going to slap you.’

‘What?’ he looks up sharply.

‘You’re the one with the roses who said he wants to talk, and now you’re acting like I’ve cornered you into having this conversation. So I’ll give you the answers now. Sahil Malhotra, I don’t love you. The smell of your cologne, your name on my phone, songs on the radio – they’ve all just magically stopped affecting me. So, for the last time, I don’t miss you, I don’t want you and I definitely don’t need you.’

He takes this in slowly. ‘Wow. That’s … super cold, Arya. You could have been a little nicer.’

‘But let’s just end the torture na? I don’t want this 50 per cent discount, cheap knock-off of an actual relationship. I want the real deal.’

Yes. That’s it. I want the bloody real deal. The madness, the differences, the kind of love that shapes you into a better you. It won’t happen with someone that shows up with limp roses and uses words like ‘gagging’.

Sahil looks stunned.

‘And, Sy, the truth is I’m very sorry.’

‘About what? Tearing me apart?’

‘No, I was so in love with you that I forgot how to be a friend to you. And you know what friends do, Sahil?’

‘What?’

‘Call you out on your bullshit,’ I say, opening the door to go back inside. ‘And what you’ve done to me the last two years is just … bullshit. Go home, we’ll do sheesha tomorrow. I’m always going to be there for you, I promise. But you need to stop fucking dying over Akhila’s memories. God, pathetic.’

‘I’m pathetic?’ he shouts, but I drag him towards the bar and call for three shots.

Swati comes over and I hand a glass over to her.

‘What’s this?’

‘Celebrating – winning my friend back.’

‘She called me her friend, Swati,’ Sahil whines.

‘Good, we can go back to kicking your ass now every time you fuck up.’ She grins and downs the shot.

Suddenly the party looks ten times more fun. Bella Rosso has never seen such madness descend on it before.
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I wake up in someone’s bathtub. How the hell did I get in here? I stumble out and head to the bedroom, only to trip over Swati sprawled on the floor.

‘Fuck’s happening?’ she says groggily, waking up.

‘It’s only me, Swati.’

‘God, my head. How did we even get here?’ she mumbles. Her phone rings. That sharp noise is enough to make me want to throw up.

‘Silence your phone, Swati, man, please.’

She stands up and wobbles unsteadily on her feet, knocking over a huge jar of uncooked rice on the desk. It spills out everywhere, and amidst all the rice is my phone.

‘What’s my phone doing in rice?’ I make a grab for it.

‘What’s rice doing on my desk?’

The phone is totally dead, and super heavy. What the hell happened to it?

‘I need water,’ Swati mumbles. And I realize my mouth feels like it’s filled with sawdust. Somehow, we manage to crawl to the kitchen – and find an adorable red-and-white checkered tablecloth on which are two full English breakfasts.

‘Aah, finally they rise,’ says Arnav, making a shocking guest appearance with two steaming cups of coffee. Swati freezes in place.

I can only dumbly say, ‘What?’

‘Heavy breakfasts and coffee are the best cures for monster hangovers.’

‘What?’ I repeat.

‘How was all the fountain jumping Arya?’

‘I jumped into a fountain?’ Come on, brain, process stuff faster please.

‘You kept screaming “fresh and clean, fresh and clean!” I had to drag you girls home. And even after I gave you clothes to change into, you locked yourself up in the bathroom and turned on the shower.’

‘So that explains the bathtub.’ I look at the rock that used to be a phone. ‘I’m guessing the rice was a hack to dry it?’

He looks over at it and shrugs. ‘I did try.’ Then he notices his still frozen girlfriend.

‘Jaan? Surprise?’

She finally stirs. And then with a shrill yelp, she runs towards him. Before she can jump into his arms, I quickly grab the coffees from his hand, and then leave the two of them to it.

There is a goofy smile plastered on my face. Arnav flew ten hours just to surprise the girl he loves on her birthday. Watching the warmth between them, I can’t help feel there’s something I’m missing. Something I should be doing. Thoughts are slowly threading their way back into my head trying to scream out a message.

‘Arya, come on, sit down and eat,’ Arnav orders. ‘You girls must be starving. It’s nearly 3 p.m. After this, we can head out—’

It’s 3 p.m.? My head starts spinning worse than any hangover. I suddenly remember Vladimir, the train station and a promise. A promise I broke six hours ago.

‘Where are we going?’ Swati asks excitedly.

To hell. I’m going to hell.
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Jelly Legs And Rainbows
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Here I am, frantically knocking on his door, even though in my heart I know he isn’t in his room. Not having a bloody functioning cell phone means I have to do this the old-fashioned way – through sheer physical exertion.

I rush to the Heartbreak Street bus stop, perhaps I can head to the train station? And then … what? Take a train to where exactly? Suddenly I feel absolutely dispirited. Partly because my limbs are in shock from the sudden cardio. But mainly because I spot a handful of students with their luggage, waiting in the bus shelter, reminding me of the finality of our situation. That people like Vladimir and me don’t simply live down the road. To see each other in the flesh, we can’t just walk around the corner. We’ll have to cross actual oceans and continents.

The dismal reality makes me sit down heavily right in the middle of the street, which is unusually quiet since the university is emptying out for the holidays. Yeah, so a car might come run me over. But this recklessness feels pretty good. Change of perspective and all that.

Sunlight reflecting off the windows from the nearby building makes the entire street look golden. I feel like I’m sitting in a river of liquid gold. I lean back and stretch my legs out, like I’m lounging by the sea. Tilting my head to one side, I look at the zig-zag lines painted right down the centre of the street to prevent cars from parking by the curb, and suddenly see that it looks like two sides of a broken heart.

So this is why it’s called Heartbreak Street. And you have to be pathetically heartbroken enough to plonk yourself in the middle of a main road to see it.

Now, how can I be the first person to know the answer in eighty years and not tell Vladimir?

This stupid little thing is what gives me the burst of motivation I need to scramble to my feet and continue my sprint to the only place where I think I could get some answers – Simran’s apartment.
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‘Sorry, don’t mind the mess,’ Simran giggles as she opens her door. ‘I’m just in the midst of creating the schedule for the Rainbow Society. I started the club, you know, Westley didn’t even have one and—’

‘Where’s Vladimir?’ I ask impatiently and immediately regret it as she winces.

‘He’s in Birmingham for the opening of his hotel.’

What?

I feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach and my legs feel like jelly. That’s what he had called me for? The most important moment of his life? And he had wanted me to be there. For him.

I let him down.

I always let him down.

There is no forgiving me. I can’t even forgive myself.

‘Why aren’t you there?’ I ask. My throat has gone dry.

‘Why would I be there?’

‘Because you’re his—’ And I stop abruptly. Something doesn’t let me continue. Something about those ultra-vibrant Rainbow Society posters. The first thought in my brain is that this whacko Simran was jobless enough to start a society for chasing rainbows. In my defence, unlike an Indian college, foreign universities take great pains to encourage ideas, even if they’re quite shit. Westley itself has a goddamn Crumpet And Bread Collection Society, so who’s to say they wouldn’t want to chase rainbows and rank the best wood insects? But overwhelmingly, aren’t rainbows the symbol for something else? Something that would make more sense for Simran to spearhead?

Like goddamn Westley’s first LGBTQI club?

But … it didn’t mean she was batting for the other side, did it? DID IT?

‘Aren’t you his girlfriend?’ I ask, now hesitant.

‘Arya, are ya for real?’ She giggles at her own pun. ‘I know I told Vladi to keep it a secret, but by now everyone knows.’

When the penny finally dropped, it felt like a sledgehammer.

‘But I didn’t know!’ I wail.

‘Honestly, Arya, why is this so surprising?’

‘Because he kissed you, you guys are always all up in each other’s faces, you’ve been shopping for his bloody clothes all over the place all term!’

‘The boy needs to vent right? Someone has to be there for him.’

‘Venting about what?’

‘You, what else?’

My legs finally give way and I slump into her couch.

‘How?’ I mumble to myself. ‘How didn’t I see it?’

‘I was good at hiding it,’ Simran continues, thinking I was still talking about her. ‘In fact, it was that kiss that made him realize it, even though I initiated it.’

While I’m silently, but vehemently kicking myself for misreading everything and wasting time, she continues talking, assuming I’m interested in her story.

‘So right after our movie date, I invited him up for some coffee and kinda threw myself at him. But he had pulled back saying it felt like I was ticking off a checklist. And I remember being shocked when he said that. Because it was true!’

‘Movie date, check. Being dropped off home, check. Coffee invite, check. Isn’t that what a girl and boy are supposed to do? I was desperately trying to project a certain image…’

I suddenly find myself paying attention to what she’s saying, realizing there are demons Simran has been battling.

Vladimir had apparently walked around her living room, missing nothing, immediately piecing everything together. There was no hiding from that sweeping gaze. The family photos littering the apartment that showed the protective-looking patriarch, who lorded over the family, the strict-looking brothers and the docile mother with the chunni over her head, standing near the fireplace of their home, a conservative family still stuck in a bygone era of their home country. And that Simran looked a little doleful here, nothing compared to the vivacious girl she was with her friends. He noted how one girl made an appearance in almost all the photos. There was something about Simran and her … A tenderness in the way they looked at each other. I recognized her. She was the same girl Simran was holding hands with at IKEA. I think I know what Vladimir saw in them – longing. And when he had noticed the Matryoshka dolls lining her window sill, he had understood.

‘A secret in a secret,’ he had said to himself. Because that’s what it stood for him.

‘When we first spoke about it, I was so nervous to open up. Because I thought I had been overreacting. I kept calling it “a college phase”, a “disease” that will take time cure. And he was very annoyed. He said that I had just compared love to a common cold.’ She takes a deep breath and continues, ‘But back then I was so stressed out. I kept asking god, why me? I just felt so guilty all the time. I was afraid my parents would kill me. My whole family would turn away from me.’

While she spoke I couldn’t help thinking how odd her fears must have sounded to Vlad, who had spent his whole life without a family.

‘He told me I should not worry. “Your parents will grow old and die,” he said. It sounded brutal and I was appalled at first. But then I understood what he was saying – that in the end all that I’m left with … is me!’

I look at her then, closely, and genuinely feel sorry for her. This silly girl had put herself into an exile of sorts. No wonder she participated in so many things and keeps herself constantly busy. Her thoughts must have driven her crazy!

‘When did you know?’ I ask her.

‘Probably all my life. Then I came here and I found myself. I forced myself to date Karam because of all my worries, but it just wouldn’t click … and that’s when I knew for sure. And the truth is, Arya—’

I look up at her.

‘—life’s too short to not go for what you truly want.’

This hits me particularly hard. We’ve both been idiots wasting so much time.

‘Simran … I’ve messed up big time,’ I finally confess. ‘And I don’t know how to make things right.’

But she already knows exactly how I feel.

‘No, you haven’t. Just give him a sign that it’s him you choose. That’s all that he’s been waiting for.’

Letting her words sink in, I stand up slowly. She’s right. A new energy surges through me.

‘Ja, Arya, ja, jee le apni zindagi.’ Simran grins.
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The station signboard now has extra expletives under it. Fokin’Crap

Like the situation I lovingly made for myself.

‘SIR!’ I nearly kill the station master with my yell. ‘Sorry. Could you help me with a train to Birmingham?’

He recomposes himself. ‘Yes, darling. It’s just the one for the day I’m afraid.’ He points in the distance. ‘The one that’s just pulling out of the platform.’

I whip around in sheer dismay and see my very last bit of hope gathering speed and rushing away. No, not this time! Rushing out towards the taxi stand, I burst into a cab.

‘Birmingham!’ I scream.

‘Sorry, what?’ says the cabbie.

‘Birmingham, please, MOVE!’

‘Kids, bloody ’ell,’ the cabbie mutters as he starts the car.

We zoom past fields and meadows. Cows and sheep. The flying cab keeps my heart soaring. Vladimir can reject me for all I care, but I will tell him how I feel, what he means to me. Because who knows what next year will bring? A million things could change. He may not come back from Moscow, I may not leave Mumbai. This is not high school, we’re standing at the cusp of the real world.

Birmingham swims into view, and as the cab turns into the street I brace myself.

This is it.
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Char
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Police sirens tear through the chaos, punctured by the wails of ambulances. Metallic clangs from the firemen’s ladders ring over the urgent roar of water gushing to douse the vicious flames that had entirely engulfed what was once 51 Thornton. Celebratory streamers and balloons lie ashen, stamped into the dirt.

Vladimir’s dream is burning down in front of me,

The injured sat in a daze along the curb, covered in soot and their clothes burnt in patches. Combing through them, every second that passed without spotting Vladimir’s face made fear claw on my very insides. Frantically flagging down a cop reveals that the more gravely injured have been taken to the City Hospital.

Please be all right, Vladimir. Please.
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Hospitals are all the same the world over. The same corridors plastered with tears and prayers. The smell of cleaning liquid hanging in the air like a clean carcass. I still have nightmares of being back on that hard metal bench with Dad, helplessly watching her slowly melt away into oblivion. I hated hospitals and, with every passing day, the aversion grew. It turned into a monster so big that even the sight of an invasive needle made my stomach twist into knots.

And yet here I was, lying on a little recliner, watching my own blood collect in a baggie, and it suddenly hit me that I hadn’t even noticed when the needle was pushed through me.

The hospital didn’t scare me. The needles didn’t prick me. What killed me was waiting for Vladimir to wake up. And when the nurse came around looking for blood because he had lost so much, I was the one who had rolled up my sleeve and snapped at her for not being quick enough.
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Draining my third cup of coffee, I aimlessly pace outside Vladimir’s room. Though he’s clearly well looked after, I don’t want to leave. I find myself glancing through the slits in the blinds on the door to his room every few minutes, expecting to see him opening his eyes. Instead I only see him still hooked up with all those needles and tubes …

The nurses had to carefully cut his shirt away. It was stained with so much blood, it became difficult to remember he had worn a white shirt that morning. The doctor hadn’t been worried about the bruises outside; he expected those to heal and clear up quickly. It was the internal damage that he wanted to monitor carefully. Vladimir could wake up in a few hours and be on the road to recovery … Or succumb to internal bleeding and slip into a coma.

But his unconscious body responded to touch and stimuli. His green–blue eyes reacted to light. There was life furiously ticking away underneath, struggling to stay afloat.

After the inauguratory ribbon-cutting and team photo, the event ended and Vladimir had left the venue. He had almost reached the train station when he’d received a call about the fire which had broken out on the upper floors due to a malfunction in an old heater. He found this odd since everything installed was brand new and now, he had personally inspected it. Unable to understand how the fire could have spread so quickly, unless it had started in more than one place within the hotel, he raced back. He had rushed around, pulling people out of harm’s way and guiding them to the nearest exit. Then he had gone to the office to save all the original paperwork, but couldn’t make it to the exit in time. The fire spread to the broiler and the resultant gas explosion flung him into the walls. It took the firemen some time to dig him out of the rubble, by which time he had inhaled a substantial amount of smoke.

To his team he was a hero. To me he was a stupidly brave, noble idiot.

[image: Image]

The next hour brings with it a rather unwelcome surprise in the form of Alexis Petrov, and I knew it was Vladimir’s father right away. He had the same build and height as him, but lacked the kindness I had become accustomed to in Vladimir. His eyes were coal black, beady and calculating. So it was this ruthless-looking man who had played dirty with Dougal, and perhaps even Vladimir.

‘Anis! There you are, bud,’ he says, and I’m surprised at his American drawl.

It was obvious from his face that Anis, the manager of 51 Thornton, didn’t like this man.

‘Evening,’ Alexis Petrov turns to Seyit and me. ‘Friends of the boy?’ The nearby nurse looks too intimidated to ask him to quieten down. I make the mistake of being the first to nod, which makes him fix his eyes on me.

‘He was a good kid. Was a brave kid.’

‘Yes, it is pretty brave for him to jump in a burning building to try and save your staff,’ I say firmly and immediately feel Anis and co, freeze behind me.

‘I should have made an effort to know him more,’ he continues as if I hadn’t spoken. ‘I didn’t even know what he liked.’

‘He likes people who don’t write him off,’ I snap back unable to control myself.

Alexis narrows his eyes at me. ‘Sometimes, the smart thing to do is to keep quiet.’

‘If she had, there would be no 51 Thornton.’ Anis speaks up. ‘She’s the one who came up with the Hilton business plan.’

Vladimir gave me credit for the pitch? A weird blush creeps up on my face as all eyes turn to me.

‘Ah,’ Alexis says bitterly, as though I should feel terrible for coming up with the idea. ‘I knew that boy couldn’t have come up with this on his own. No imagination that one has.’

The way his shoulders droop, his loud commanding voice that has zero consideration for anyone else recovering in the ICU wing, the two bodyguards waiting down the corridor for him, the giant gold watch on his wrist … Everything about this man is suspect. He whips out some papers with such flourish that the air around it makes a resounding ‘crack’, and hands it over to Anis with a smile that would make a shark look meek.

Anis quickly goes through them and his face falls.

‘You sold 51 Thornton?’ His voice cracks.

‘Lovebirds,’ Alexis sharply corrects him. He then had the audacity to demand a 10 per cent cut from the sale because no one else could but him could have sold that ‘slum’ for an impressive fortune. And finally, he declared he had frozen the money in a fund in Vladimir’s name.

‘Which we will obviously have to revise now if Vladi doesn’t pull through,’ he finishes.

How on earth did he manage to do this behind everyone’s backs? It’s so obvious he’s the one who set the fire up. Holding the papers as though he was holding a dead body, to Anis the money must have felt like blood. Perhaps that’s what pushed him to speak up.

‘Sir, I’m just a manager, but Mr Petrov is of legal age. I’m sure once he’s back in the office, he will decide how his money must work for him,’ he says quietly.

‘And what would Vladimir even know about business and money?’ Alexis scoffs.

‘Well, he is the top student at the best business school in the UK, about to graduate with first-class honours—’

‘Look, Mr Manager. Lovebirds has been sold. Vladimir doesn’t need to work. End of matter.’

‘But he made it worth five times more than what he inherited from you!’ Anis can’t hold back anymore. ‘You said it so yourself, in the same meeting where you joked your own son might be better at this business than you!’

Wait, did Vladimir’s success burn his father? Alexis looks away and angrily pulls out a pill bottle from his pocket.

‘You know sir, Vladimir had already left the venue when he got the news,’ I say slowly, while handing him a cup of water.

He takes it roughly and nods.

‘I bet you weren’t planning on him turning back around.’

‘Yeah, I really wasn’t.’ It only hits him mid-swallow what he has let slip.

Anis and Seyit exchange a look, and I’m bristling with anger at what his answer has just revealed.

‘Be–because I didn’t think that my fool of a son would risk his life …’ he sputters. ‘I–I just saved his! He should be thanking me!’

‘Oh, I’m sure he’s thankful you started the fire,’ I shoot back and everyone freezes, ‘within him to succeed.’

Seyit lets out a low whistle. Alexis looks at me wildly, his eyes bulging

‘As soon as Vladimir wakes up, I’m having him moved back to Moscow. Permanently.’

Throwing one last hateful glance at all of us, he storms out of the hospital.
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Late into the evening, it’s just Seyit, Anis and me still hanging around. Seyit walks over and hands me some tea and a pack of Wotsits.

‘Sorry, this is all that was left in the vending machine,’ he says kindly.

‘Thanks, but you didn’t have to,’ I say, quite taken aback.

‘I know, but Vladi had said you weren’t to be trusted around vending machines. Hence.’

We both laugh.

‘Arya, go get some rest for the night.’

‘How can I? I can’t bear to think what Vladimir will go through once he learns that Thornton has been sold.’

‘But Vladi is never double-crossed,’ Seyit says simply.

‘What do you mean?’

And then Seyit tells me that Vladimir had already prepared a business plan on the side with Anis. It was a brand new idea for boutique hotels that catered mainly to international students. His goal was to have one such hotel right at the entrance of every major university throughout the UK. He knows how difficult it is to settle a young teen down and set-up a ‘home’ in a foreign country. The staff would be well versed in helping the student and their family navigate the city. Breakfasts and lunches would be served according to their time zones. He wanted to create an oasis for foreign students here, one that would keep their specific needs in mind.

It sounds wonderful! I’m astounded that all is not lost.

‘Anis will probably put that plan into action now that the funds are in and I’ve heard there’s enough support from their contact at Hilton,’ Seyit says and smiles. ‘They’ll start with Westley, of course.’

We see Anis rushing towards us. ‘You should come,’ he says urgently. ‘It’s Vladimir.’
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We’re ushered into Vladimir’s room. My heart thumps so loudly in my chest that I’m sure everyone can hear it. He’s pulling through! A warmth is slowly seeping back into his face. Fingers twitch. Feet move. His eyes begin to open slowly. Even the doctor is beaming.

Vladimir takes a slow look around the room. The first face his green eyes focus on is mine. He wears such a blank look that for a second I’m seized with the fear that he has forgotten me.

‘Your friends are here, honey,’ the nurse says softly. ‘What do you see?’

‘There’s an aurora,’ he blurts out, dazed and pointing at me.

‘What, the Northern Lights?’ Seyit laughs.

With a quick explanation liberally sprinkled with some medical jargon about his eyes still adjusting to the light, the nurse asks us to leave. But I didn’t even get to say hello! I’m reluctant to leave his side just yet, but I know the doctor has to complete the check-up.

It’s okay, because Vladimir’s okay. And I know I’ll have the sweetest sleep tonight because I’ll be seeing him tomorrow. And he’ll see my message. The one I left by his bedside, written on coin #23.

‘You were The One, since Day One.’
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Buffet

[image: Image]

There’s a lightness in my heart after wrapping up the most unbelievably unbelievable interview at the Times. Arya Mahtani, low-grade cement block, just cinched a glorious paid internship for a ‘hobby’. I wish I could make this moment last forever, where the future looks iced with liquid sunshine and sugar.

A job. Vladimir awake. Dad happy. Arya alive.

What do I pick first to feed my daydreams? Is that why buffets are so exciting?

I catch the fast train out to Birmingham, already knowing what my heart wants.
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It’s a Date
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Alexis Petrov had been true to his word.

He had dropped in early that morning, settled the bills and had Vladimir checked out.

Unable to take my eyes off the empty bed, I stand there numbly knowing that Alexis would keep the rest of his promise too.

Vladimir wouldn’t be returning to Westley.

Was last night the very last time I ever see him?
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51 Thornton and I stand together. Our hearts burnt out from the inside.

No longer do beautiful red, blue and white flowers frame the building. The beautiful golden nameplate has twisted into an ugly mess. Vladimir had breathed life into this place, nurtured it from its state of neglect until it blossomed. Like no one had ever done for him.

Public interest in the burnt hotel has settled down, but the mess remains. Only a few curious passers-by stop and stare at the firefighters who are still on the scene, taking shifts to painstakingly dig through the debris in the unstable building. Sometimes parts of the structure collapse suddenly and I see the men rush out, a cloud of char and cement dust close to their heels.

In silence, I bow my head respectfully, and bid this dream a goodbye.

[image: Image]

As my train to Heathrow begins to slowly pull in, the finality of the situation hits me. The moment has come where we go our different ways. London to Mumbai. London to Moscow. Different worlds. And there’s so much I didn’t get to say to him. So much I didn’t get to do for him.

I had just begun to understand what love truly meant, what it should feel like.

I had just grown up.

Closing my palms tightly, brushing away the memory of the touch of his hand, I shut my eyes. But in the darkness, I still see flashes of his burning green. And slowly, very slowly, a big fat stupid tear makes its way down my cheek. Taking its time to roll down, like a caress filled with longing. I firmly wipe it away and coax my heavy feet to climb onboard, pushing my luggage in before me.

A tug.

At the back of my jumper and in my heart.

I don’t want to turn around look. What if it’s a dream that will just disappear?

But there’s that tug again, a bit more urgent this time, and I turn.

A very determined Vladimir Petrov, though looking weak and roughed up, stands in front of me. In this sea of people rushing about with their heads down, the two of us are perfectly still.

If we had words to spare, he would have told me how it was on a depressing evening at a lonely Tesco when he found himself stupidly smiling at a bottle of cocoa-butter shampoo. And how it was this inconsequential, random moment that made him realize that he was in love. And how dumb it must sound to me.

And I would have said it would never feel stupid to the person who thought a broken-down building felt like home, just because it smelt like his favourite cigarettes.

But we never said anything because The Russian simply scoops me into his arms. His touch is gentle but firm. In the second he takes, wondering if he should give in, I shock the both of us by being the one to steal a kiss.

Because really, what else was left to say? Hadn’t we wasted enough time already?

I never thought I’d initiate my first kiss. Would I know how long to linger? What should I do with my hands? Would it taste sweet? And what if I’m terrible at it? I pull back, suddenly embarrassed. ‘I’m sorry, are you sure you—’

And he shuts me up by kissing me right back.

I realize then that a good kiss would never once let you remember any of the doubts you thought you had. Instead, it would do two things.

It would remind you of a forgotten dream where you once floated through the clouds.

And it would … just happen. As easily as breathing.

And you know what happened next?

We got married and had lots of hybrid babies.

[image: Image]

Yeah, no. It’s lucky the boy even liked me back for some reason, even though I still had a lot of making up to do.

As I sign a police report for bomb declaration, Vladimir swiftly unloads my bags on to the platform. Because this is real life and you can’t just leave bags unattended on a train. We had to race to the next station the train stopped at and somehow convince the stationmaster that the bags were, in fact, stuffed with dirty laundry and not RDX. And of course, I still did have a flight to catch, which Dad would kill me if I missed because air tickets cost a shit ton of money, let’s be real.

It’s a sheer miracle that I make it on time to the airport. Seated and buckled in, I notice my cheap new replacement phone is already out of battery. As I fish out the charger, it pulls up a crumpled piece of paper from the bottom of my backpack.

I stare at the page for a whole minute – my three impossible wishes. The one’s I had written down after my first meeting with the Dean!

They feel like they’re from a different life. I read them again, and laugh. Because in the end—

I had rejected Sahil Malhotra.

Changed my degree.

And yet somehow, the most impossible one, the one that mattered, had come true!

I was happy, without the things I thought I needed to be happy.

With that stupid smile still on my face, I glance at my phone. Chats (3)

From Swat-Kat: You wanted to know how to tell your Dad about your relationship? Are you nuts? You don’t! You’re Indian. You have an entire relationship – traumatic heartbreak and all – in complete secrecy. Upar se, he’s not even a real gora. You know, US-UK types. Plus, the odds of your very Indian father running into your very Russian boyfriend are pretty slim. I mean the odds of you even having a Russian boyfriend were pretty low to begin with na?

From V. Petrov: Have a safe flight. Message when you land.

I wanted you to be the first to know that I am being presented with the Young Entrepreneur of The Year award in Dubai next weekend…and I can bring a date.

Would you like to be my Mejdool, Omani, Zahidi?

From Aditya Mahtani: See the two pics I’ve sent. My brown suit and blue suit. Which is better? I have to pack. Have even taken out an empty suitcase for you. We’re going for Barclay’s Entrepreneur Awards next weekend in Dubai and I have to present the Young Entrepreneur of The Year award. Which color would look better on stage? Love you.

‘Miss, this is the last time! Please switch your phone off! Can you hear me? MISS! Miss? Sir! Can you check if she’s breathing?’

[image: Image]


K…/To… by Alexander Pushkin

Translated by Professor John Dougherty

И сердце бьется в упоенье,

(And my heart beat in adulation,)

И для него воскресли вновь

(And to it came the rebirth of)

И божество, и вдохновенье,

(God, and divine inspiration,)

И жизнь, и слезы, и любовь.

(And life, and tears, and love.)
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