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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, events,
and incidents are either the product of the author’s
imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual
persons, living or dead, or to actual events is purely
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Prologue
One for the Soul, One for the Kitchen

ver strolled down the narrow lanes of Patna on a slow
Esummer afternoon, where the air is filled with the scent

of samosas, rain, and something vintage? You may miss
our café. It's tucked between a useful recharging booth and
a cutesy Momo stall, which runs better than the Silicon
Valley startups. The momo seller once said, "You sell
dreams, I sell dinner. Guess who's winning?".

Well, he wasn’t wrong.
“Half Baked Tales - Where Every Wall Tells A Story”

The tagline writes itself. I didn’t choose the name because it
sounds poetic; I chose it because it felt honest, like the half-
finished stories of regular folks. Up the stairs that faintly
smell of pakodhas and wet cement, a black plank hangs
outside, paint fading around its edges, but I don’t want to fix
it. I like the vintage look. Push through the glass door to hear
the familiar ting from the not-so-fancy bell, and you will find
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A Half Baked Tale

mismatched chairs, overburdened shelves with a loyal army
of books, and people trying to chase meaning behind laptop
screens. Self-proclaimed authors, bookworms, band-aid
musicians, and the breakup survivors, there is a corner for
everyone.

Order one coffee, make it last 4 hours, and call it a soft
reboot. Been there, done that.

On drizzly evenings, the fairy lights flicker, streetlamps melt
into liquid gold, and the air fills itself with coffee, poetry, and
new beginnings. That's when I remind myself of all the times
I have had to start over, too. Again and again.

Our cafe is far from perfect. The coffee machine throws
tantrums, leaks get fixed with m-seal, a broken vase mended
with fevikwik calls itself “Indian Kintsugi”, but we laugh
our way through the mess. Every day, I watch people begin:
a boy holding his guitar bought with borrowed money, a girl
reading her first poem, two students fighting over a startup
name scribbled on a 2-ply napkin, a shy couple falling in love
over shared silence. Everyone starting over. Everything
Half-Baked, my favourite.

I remember that one evening in particular. There was a kid
with hair longer than his to-do list butchering Channa
Mereya, and the girls standing by the wall smiled every time
he sang a wrong note, which, to be honest, was all the time.
A cute couple sharing a single brownie with two forks while
the fan creaked like an old uncle stretching his back.

Then she walked in. Plain kurta, messy bun, serious face
with a notebook clutched to her chest, and a pen tucked
behind her ear.
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“Hi, I'm Zeny,” she said, sliding the pen into her hand like a
magician. “Intern with The Times of India. We talked over
mail... about the interview.”

“Yes, come. Inder Kumar. Please, have a seat,” I said.

She smiled. She chose a table near the bookshelf where
Shakespeare sat next to Chetan Bhagat, and nobody
complained. Neither did she. When she looked at the menu,
she raised her eyebrows and said, “This menu has...
quotes?”

“Helps to distract people from prices”, I smirked.

Right under Masala Omelette, it said, “There is no love more
sincere than the love of food.”, G.B. Shaw.

And under Cold Coffee, “Stay cool. It’s fine to be late.”, Inder
Kumar.

She smiled again. Two smiles. Not bad, ya.
“So, why a café?”

I could say something filmy. I could say “Passion.” I could
say “Dream.” But the real thing was simpler and less pretty.
“Because | wanted a place where the first step is allowed. A
room where trying counts.”

“Not for business or passion?”

“I started this to give people their first stage,” pointing
towards a hand-painted “Open Mic, Open Heart” sign by a
regular.

The frother screamed and gave Zeny a jumpscare. I quickly
scolded the frother as she looked at me with surprise. Sagar,
my head chef, looked up from the kitchen window and
grinned at me. Twenty-two, he had never worked in a
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kitchen, but I hired him because he used the words “please”
and “thank you” in the same sentence.

My chain of thought was broken when Zeny asked, “Who is
the manager?”

“Chandan. He holds the place together with an endless
supply of hope and duct tape. You know, once I saw he had
written, “Bossman likes bills to be stapled on the left.” [ didn’t
even know that about myself.”

Zeny quickly wrote it in her notebook.

“None of us is perfect; we're all a work in progress. Every
mural is a first draft, every cup a second chance.”

I gestured around. “See the artwork? All made by college
kids.”

“And people like this... half-baked philosophy?”

I pointed to the counter full of fluttering sticky notes: Great
chai, even better courage. I wrote my first poem here. My
app got its name at Table 4. She said yes after the samosa.
“Most notes are about people.”

In the background, a timid boy with a harmonium took a
deep breath and started performing. The first note was off.
The second was less off. The third was something, and the
people clapped. He smiled with his eyes closed and kept
playing. Zeny glanced at the sticky notes, then back at me.

“So you quit your job to follow your passion?”

I laughed. “I didn’t just jump like in the movies, guy throws
his laptop, slow-motion resignation, opens a bakery the next
day. Real life has rent, parents, and gas-cylinder bookings.”
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“Leaving your job to follow passion is a privilege,” I added.
“Not everyone has that. I didn’t. I did two jobs, one for the
kitchen, one for the soul.”

She looked at me, half amused, half curious.

“Back then, I'd work days in an office and spend nights
writing this place into existence. Sundays were for second-
hand chairs. My salary bought cups; my dreams bought
hope. Iwas exhausted, but I was building two things at once,
food for the stomach, food for the heart.”

“And when did it finally open?” she asked.

“2021,” I said. “ After engineering, cubicles, and feeling small
in big buildings. I saved, begged, borrowed, and opened the
shutter one evening. A thousand mosquitoes attended the
ribbon-cutting.”

She smirked. We could hear Sagar shouting from the
kitchen, “Order for table 3 ready: Two omelettes, one chai,
one big hope.”

Zeny tapped her pen on the notebook. “You weren't always
in the food industry, right?”

“Computers first, then cubicles. This came later.” I said.

“And now?” she asked softly, but there was something in
her tone like this question went beyond this interview.

I didn’t answer that. I wanted to say many things Things
about how some mornings feel heavier than others. How
some days feel like traps, and some nights are too long. And
about how, despite it all, I still keep going, still open the
shutter, still count the chairs, and still wait for someone to
begin.
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As Zeny could notice me drifting into thoughts again, we
were interrupted by Chandan. He came with a tray and
whispered, “Bhaiya, should we put up the new artwork?”

He meant the one that these three college kids had made on
a big canvas of a half-sun rising.

“Put it near the stage,” I said. “Also, the sticky note pile is
falling.”

I walked over and pressed them down. The top note said:
“First job call came inside this café. I cried in the loo. Thank
you for keeping the loo clean.”

When [ returned, Zeny had finished her chai. She stared at
the bottom of the cup like it had answers.

“Can I ask something personal?” she said.
“Please.”
“Did your parents... understand this? The café?”

“My mother understands anything that keeps me alive, my
father understands more quietly. You know, he once told
me, “If you have to fall, fall forward.” That was enough for

”

me.

The harmonium boy was now on his last song. He had
stopped shaking now and looked like he had grown one
extra inch in those ten minutes.

She stood up, slid the chair back inside like a good student,
and shook my hand. “I'll write this,” she said with a smile.
Then she added, “But I don’t think it will fit under ‘Food &
Beverage.””

“Try ‘Life & Miscellaneous’,” I said.

She smiled again. Third smile. Hat-trick.
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“Or "Hope & Chai’,” she said.

She started packing her things up. As she got up, she said,
“One last question?”

I said, “Sure.”

Looking around the place, she said, “This place looks like
people discover themselves here. Did you... discover
yourself?”

I didn't know the answer to that, but I am sure that the
expressions on my face had tightened, because Zeny as
quickly said, “You don’t need to answer that.”

I simply smiled, and she left.

Later, when the crowd thinned and the staff left, the café fell
quiet. Crumbs like confetti, a half-drunk chai, a napkin that
said, “If you had told me earlier, I would have...” I pocketed
it. I collect half-lines. They remind me we're all unfinished.

Before closing, I walked to the stage. The new painting
looked shy under the fairy lights, a half-sun rising, like a
mouth about to speak. Maybe that was the point. The bell
above the door chimed softly one last time. The café fell still,
the fridge humming, the city breathing just outside.

“One for the soul, one for the kitchen,” I muttered, as I closed
the cafe. My rule. My excuse. Usually, I'd take the stairs
down, start the bike, and ride home. That night, I went up
instead. Past the dance class, past the abandoned office, past
the To Let sign that always mocked me. The terrace was
empty. The drizzle soft. Patna lay below like a quiet
confession. I touched the cold wall, leaned closer. The city
blinked, unaware. People thought I had it all: a job, a café,
and dreams. I thought about stopping. Just stopping

everything. The noise, the effort, the pretending. The rain
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brushed my face. My chest felt hollow. I saw my father, his
smile behind hospital machines. Janvi, her laughter, her
silence. All the half-said things. And then my phone buzzed.
Once. Again. Relentless. I ignored it. Then pulled it out. The
screen glowed in the dark.

“Kavita calling” blinked on the screen.

I didn’t move. Didn’t answer. Just stared at the name, small,
human, real.



Small Town Boy

was there, at the gate of Barkatullah University,

spreading as far as my eyes could go on its 400 acres of
land. The sun was so sharp it cut, and the metallic letters
shone, as though they had been polished last night expressly
on account of my visit. One of my shoulders had my bag,
half of my life in it, the other half yet waiting for me back in
Patna. The air was full of dust, diesel, and fried samosas
from the vendor store on the other side of the street. I was
there reading the name of the university, and for one
moment, I felt everything was new and possible.

This was to be the beginning of my actual life. This was the
clean slate, the fresh start I needed after the debacle of my
IIT failure.

I informed myself that whatever went wrong earlier did not
matter anymore. I was finally in Bhopal, in the city that was
supposed to provide me with a second opportunity. I had
been pawing at the college site late at night before I got there,
with images of flashing computer labs, smiling faces, green
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lawns, and confident professors who seemed to be out of
place in Silicon Valley, instead of Madhya Pradesh. The
college had appeared fresh, rich, and promising, and that
was exactly what I needed to see.

And today, as I stood at the college gate, for real, I wanted to
think that everything that I had seen and imagined was true.
I strongly believed that this was where I would finally prove
something, to my father, to my family, and perhaps even to
myself. | was hopeful that the journey here, in college, would
be fun, unlike the one that had brought me to this place, that
mad, tumultuous journey of the train from Patna.

The train had been late. Not the typical Indian Railways late
that one makes jokes about, but late enough to test your
belief in timetables. I was trapped on the middle berth, the
worst position in the Indian train hierarchy. Not high
enough to stretch with ease, not low enough to sit without
hitting someone's knees. Just stuck in the middle, like a piece
of baggage stuck between other folks' lives.

Underneath me was seated an aunty in a bright orange saree,
the type who could judge the entire course of your life with
a single glance. She would not stop staring at me as if my
very presence on that berth was a crime. Above me, there
was an uncle who snored as if he were employed to check
the decibel limit of human patience. With each jolt of the
train, his body would twitch, and his snoring would alter
pitch. It felt like having a broken motorbike as a companion.

A scent of pickle and sweat, combined with the metallic
smell of the railways, made the whole compartment
pungent. My legs were tired of curling too much, and my
bag, somehow, fitted in that small space in the middle berth,
was pressing my side. The fan felt like it only buzzed with
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sound, with no intention at all to give any air. I remember
thinking that if the trip had started in this manner, where
would it really end, and how would the arrival point,
Bhopal, actually be?

However, even though the trauma of the journey, I was
oddly excited about reaching the destination, for it was the
first time in my life when I was leaving Patna, not for any
short trip or errands like attending someone’s marriage or
funeral, or visiting a family. I had left to make a life for
myself, to take a step into building my own future. I
continued to repeat the word “future,” and it had a different
kind of tone to it, like it was so magnificent, so solemnly
sounding.

The morning of that day, my parents had cried at the station.
Even in attempting to smile, my mother had grimaced. She
had put two bottles of mango pickle and a box of thekua for
me to eat in the train. She had even folded a towel that
smelled of Dettol in a nice package, just so it’s easy for me to
wipe my hands as and when I needed to. The last to speak
had been my father, his expressions and tone the usual
practical ones - “Study well. Don’t waste money. And
remember why you're going”, he said it in a checklist kind
of way. But I knew the real meaning behind those words -
“Take care of yourself, and don’t let yourself and us be
disappointed again.”

I had already disappointed him once when my IIT results
were announced. I had worked for two years for that single
examination, and when the marks came out, my name did
not even show up in the safe range. That day, my father
simply kept sitting on the verandah, gazing out into the
street for hours, not speaking even a single word, not to me,

not to my mother, not to anyone. Not because he was angry,
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he was never that kind of person. He used to get me
icecreams even when I would barely manage to pass. His
disappointment was for the fact that I did not get the fruit
for the effort I had put in. My mother attempted to tell me
that perhaps engineering wasn't everything, but I knew that
in our house, and in our world, it sort of was.

So this, Barkatullah University, Bhopal, was my redemption
strategy. It wasn't IIT, but it was a degree, an opportunity, a
way out, and I wanted to make it mean something.

As the train chugged along dusty platforms, Dehri-on-Sone,
Satna, Jabalpur, I observed other travelers getting on and off.
Every few hours, vendors would board hollering, "Chai!
Chai! Garam chai!" I would take a small sip from a paper cup
and envision myself strolling into air-conditioned
classrooms, clicking on shiny computers, and discussing
software and algorithms like those city kids did on YouTube
tutorials.

I did not know then that things had other plans, the sort that
do not even appear in prospectuses or brochures.

By the time I arrived in Bhopal, the city was hotter than I had
anticipated, with an arid atmosphere that could leave you
sweating within minutes. The roads were broad, and the
locals seemed to be quicker than the speed of light. I rode an
auto to the university with my bag held tight between my
knees. The auto driver spoke incessantly of the best hostels,
where to eat cheaply, and which seniors to steer clear of. I
nodded periodically, as if I comprehended. All I could hope
for was the first glimpse of my college.

And here I was, standing at its gate, gazing at it with an

unintentionally wide grin. From the gate, the campus

seemed gigantic, sprawling with buildings, trees, and a
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distant hum of student life in the air. The road going in was
framed with old posters, half-rent but still vibrant. Some
boys walked past, chuckling, files under their arms. For the
first time, I felt as if I belonged somewhere big, and I
mumbled to myself: “This is it.”

The moment I got there, my head was held high, and I did
not worry about the tension in my shoulders as a result of
the train. The hostel room allocation was taking long, and by
the time the warden handed me the key to my room, the sun
had already gone down. The passage was dimly fragranced
with bleaching powder and smoldering onions in the
kitchen below. My room was fitted with two single beds, a
broken fan, and a window that did not close.

Nevertheless, I unpacked like somebody starting all over
again. I arranged my books tidily on the table. I placed my
toothbrush in the corner. And finally, I placed a small picture
of my mother and father on the bedside table. As I looked at
the room, it felt like it could be a home away from home, or
rather, the beginning of it.

The following morning, the classes started. That's when the
bubble began to pop.

The building appeared okay on the outside, with spotless
walls, nameplates on doors, and the odd notice board full of
neatly typed circulars. Inside, however, was a different
world. The computer room was the first to strike me. It was
not at all as I had imagined. There were perhaps fifteen
computers for a class of ninety pupils. Several of them had
faulty keyboards, and one or two had keys missing
altogether. The monitors flickered every couple of seconds
as if panting for juice. No internet, no aircon, not even a real
lab teacher.
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Welcome to the world of Indian education.

Nevertheless, I attempted to remain positive. I reminded
myself that gear is irrelevant, but willpower is what helps
you survive. However, by the second week, it was apparent
that even willpower had to contend with malfunction. Fifty
percent of our lectures were canceled due to professors not
attending. Those who did appeared to be more fatigued than
we were. Some simply read from the textbook, some just
lectured us on notes and left. We heard rumors about
visiting professors who never made an appearance.

I felt shortchanged, but I did not say it out loud. All those
around me had resigned, as if they had accepted the fact that
it is what it is, and that was evident in their tones. One said,
“You'll get used to it, let the time pass by.” Someone else
said, “This is a place where you need to survive, and that’s a
talent, you won't be taught that in a class.” It felt like the
advice of a lifetime, because I knew that he was not really
wrong.

The first month passed like that. It was like a combination of
disbelief, confusion, and grudging accommodation. I began
sleeping in later, showing up to fewer classes, and hanging
out in the canteen more than in the classroom. It was easy to
float like that because if no one around you is serious, you
begin to think that perhaps you shouldn't be either.

By the end of the first month, I knew I needed people, people
who I could talk to, share the absurdity of everything with,
people who I could call friends. Because college without
company is like a train ride without chai, intolerable.

That's when I met Mohit, the kid who could skip a class and

yet mark attendance. He had a smile that made teachers

suspicious and friends devoted. And then there was Ranjeet,
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lanky and boisterous, who announced himself with, "Main
Thakur hoon, bhoolna mat." (Don’t forget, I am Thakur).
Shweta came along later, reserved initially, but quick with
her retorts after she loosened up. Ankit, the kid with
permanent earphones, and Aakriti, a girl from Bhopal who
ended up being our self-appointed guide, made up the team.

We started spending evenings together at the chai tapri
outside the campus. That small tea stall became our escape
from everything: broken computers, half-hearted professors,
tasteless mess food, and the collective confusion of not
knowing where our lives were headed.

Initially, I kept quiet among them. I was not accustomed to
this freedom, this freedom of speaking without holding
back, of laughing without fear of who would hear. But in no
time, their mess became familiar to me. The provoking, the
stories, and the pointless discussion of politics and movies
took the place of homesickness.

It was the first time since I had left Patna that I had this
feeling that I was not alone anymore.

The initial couple of weeks were weird. Every day was a
fresh and unfamiliar day. The excitement of living on my
own started being counterbalanced by little
disappointments, which I was not aware of how to manage.
Something between the tasteless dal in the hostel mess and
the Snickers at the chai booth, I began to have a routine.

Morning classes were not really morning. The majority of us
came into the middle of the first lecture, still yawning,
pretending to take notes. The professors didn't much care. I
had thought of college as a time where one would wander
with abandon, but here, mere survival seemed to be the only
aspiration.
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But there were moments that seemed to be alive. Afternoons
spent hanging around the busted steps outside the canteen,
discussing anything but studies. Evenings spent watching
the sky above Bhopal turn the same hue as the tea we drank,
and for a short while, I thought perhaps this was what
becoming an adult was, being somewhere in between
discipline and drift.

It was then that ragging season started.

I had heard rumors beforehand, stories of humiliation, of
crying, of defiance. I had pictured myself standing up to it if
it ever occurred. But what really happened was much less
eventful and much more embarrassing.

It began with a bunch of seniors standing at the hostel gate
one night. They approached a few of us first-years, grinning
in such a manner that wasn't menacing but tightened my
stomach nonetheless.

"Name?" one of them asked.
"Inder."
"From?"
"Patna."

The boy smiled. "Bihar! Good. Our state exports two things:
engineers and politicians. Which one do you plan to
become?

Everyone giggled. I half-smiled and was not sure what to do.
The questions continued, harmless, funny, at times
intentionally humiliating. Then the exercises. I was asked to
imitate Amitabh Bachchan in reciting a love poem,
requesting a chair to marry me, and sing a Bhojpuri song, the
lyrics of which I barely remembered.
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It was pathetic. I lost my voice in the middle of the song, as
I was singing, and they all burst out laughing. I would have
just melted into the ground, but something wonderful did
happen. One of the seniors tapped me on the back and said,
“You have a good spirit, Patna boy. Don't take it seriously.
We all went through this.”

That sentence did something to me. It transformed the entire
experience from humiliation to initiation. From that night
on, I wasn't merely a new student; I was part of something
older, something that had occurred for years prior to me and
would occur for years following.

By the week's end, the ragging had given way to discussions.
Seniors started guiding us through the labyrinth of forms,
attendance rolls, and college politics. They informed us who
the professors were to keep on our good side and which
canteen brewed the least watery tea. Some even lent their
notes.

It was odd, the same individuals who got us to dance and
sing were now instructing us on surviving the system.

Life in the hostel was at its own pace. Mornings were a rush
to the bathroom, afternoons were the mess bell, evenings
were chai, and nights were gossip that went on till dawn. I
got accustomed to living with little water, little space, and
lots of noise.

The food was nearly always a letdown. The chapatis were
paper-thin, the dal watery, and the vegetables flavored like
they were cooked in apology. But we still shared meals,
giggling at the ridiculousness of it all. We even gave fanciful
names to each dish, "Liquid Curry," "Potato Surprise," and
"Chutney of Despair."
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After dinner, we sat in the corridor, on the hard floor with
plastic cups of tea, swapping tales from home. Mohit told us
about his father's tiny shop in Rajasthan. Ranjeet bragged
about his family's land outside Gaya. Shweta said little, but
when she did, her words carried a sting of sarcasm that left
us all laughing.

I discovered solace in those evenings. We were all from
various parts of India, but the same feeling of bewilderment
bound us together. Everyone was faking to have it together,
but secretly, we were all just attempting to make sense of
what we were doing there.

A month into staying there, I began discovering another

version of me, one that my dad would have never approved
of.

I had started spending money recklessly. It began small, an
additional cold drink here, a burger there, then weekend
trips to the city. Each time I phoned home, I had a new
excuse to request more. I explained to my father that hostel
food was inadequate, that I needed cash for lab tests, for
books, and for printing projects. A part of it was true. The
majority was not.

Every time I asked, he hesitated for a moment before
acquiescing. I could hear the hesitation in his voice, but I
chose not to pay any attention to it. I was convincing myself
that I deserved it, that I was staying away from home and
surviving by myself. But the reality was more
straightforward: I enjoyed the little rush of having money to
spend, to eat whatever I wanted, to purchase things without
any guilt.

Until the day that my dad said no.
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He explained it had been a tough month at work, and I
needed to get by on what I had for a bit. I recall the anger
boiling in me. I yelled, I shouted, I blamed him for not
knowing what a struggle life was here. He listened silently,
as he always did when he didn't want to fight.

When the phone call was over, I felt the weight that wasn't
about money anymore. Deep within me, [ realized thatI had
gone too far. But instead of saying sorry, I pouted for days.
It was comfortable to remain angry rather than to confess
guilt.

Meanwhile, college life went on. The semesters were
separated into times of chaos and peace. Homework was
piled, but no one was so troubled as to lose sleep. The labs
remained in a state of shambles, the professors continued to
lecture on old notes, and the system kept on limping along,
only to such an extent that it did not collapse.

There were moments when I sat in the classroom and could
see dust floating in the sunshine, and I asked myself whether
this is really how an engineer is made. But then a joke was
made, the class laughed, and everything seemed brighter
once again.

Outside of college, life was becoming like an endless
carnival. There was always someone's birthday, someone's
breakup, someone's scheme for a late-night film, or some
spontaneous shopping trip. I didn't know it then, but I was
learning more about people than I was learning about
computers. I started to realize that each one of us here was
seeking to escape something: small-town values, family
obligations, personal failures. The campus was a sanctuary
for pretending everything was okay.
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Life went on like that, and soon we were nearing the end of
the semester. It was a week before the end-of-semester
examinations. I was in the canteen with my friends, joking
about something that was not important, when my phone
started vibrating. The screen flashed ‘Paa Calling.’

My initial reaction was that he was going to ask me whether
I had been attending lectures or ask about my preparation
for the examinations. I almost didn't answer. But something
inside me told me to.

"Hello, Paa?" I said.

There was a silence, and another voice, not his, my mother's
voice.

“Paa is unwell, beta,” she said. Her tone was trembling, and
even as all the commotion of the canteen went on, I could
feel the seriousness in her words. My humor got caught in
my throat. I came out with the phone stuck firmly to my ear.

"What happened, Ma?"

She hesitated, then answered. “He has not been in fine shape
for a few days. The physician informed us that we had to
take him to the hospital. Can you come home?"

Everything around me ceased: the talking, the swirling cups,
the humming of the fan in the ceiling, all melted down to one
ringing silence.

"T'll come," I said. "I'll catch the next train."

For a few seconds, I stood motionless with my eyes glued to
the phone after the call had been cut off. My friends shouted,
“What happened?” and I was not able to speak. Something

had broken in me, something little, but deep, deep enough
to make a difference in the sound of everything.
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I didn't sleep that night, the first since I had left Patna. I sat
and stared at the ceiling fan as it slowly turned, and all that
I had told my father went through my mind: the tantrums,
the fights, and the irresponsible spending. Guilt weighed in
my heart.

I wished for the morning to come soon and that the train to
Patna, for once, to be punctual. I hoped that when I arrived
there, I would find my father sitting on his verandah chair
with a newspaper in his hands as though nothing had
happened.

The fact, however, was that I did not know what I was going
home to.

It was my longest night of the first semester. There was
nothing different: the yellow lamp with half-watt power, the
half-open window, the snorting sound of what was being
done in the room next to mine, but there was something
different within me. The air was as thick as though it had
been thickened; all the breath was as heavy as a thought
which I did not want to think.

I raised my seat on my bed and stared at the ceiling fan that
I had been spending my time with when I was bored and
had few dreams. Its blades rotated slowly around, slicing
through the quietness, clear and unemotional.

There was laughter, vaguely along the corridor; someone
heard someone making a joke, and they kept laughing too
loudly. All the life outside my room was going on as usual.
But something within myself was reduced to a standstill.

I was hearing the words of my mother in my head. Paa is not
well. That's it. Plain, near-careless on the surface, but there
was a certain sound in her voice that frightened me. She
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didn't sound normal. Usually, she would add all the details,
what the doctor reported, how much the medication was,
and even tell what neighbor visited him. But this time, there
was a terseness to her speech. Guarded. I was most terrified
at that warning.

I had a temptation to call her back, but I did not. I did not
know how to ask her anything. More so, I feared what I
could hear would be what I did not want to hear. So I called
Mohit instead. He was the first person I could think of.

On the second ring, he responded. "Kya hua, bhai?" (What
happened?)

I informed him of the call. He made no interruption; he made
no effort to fill in the silence with sympathy. And whenIwas
finished, he merely said, “Don't worry too much. Perhaps it's
just exhaustion. You will go home, see him, and he will be
all right.”

I wanted to believe him.

He came into my room a few minutes later, carrying two
mugs of tea. We were sitting there, and not saying a word.
The tea was bad and very hot, but I swallowed it. A lone dog
was howling out there somewhere by the gate. In the far-off
distance, the lights of Bhopal glowed faintly. It was the first
time that the city appeared to be a stranger.

When Mohit departed, I packed my bag mechanically. Some
shirts, some jeans, my toothbrush, the jar of pickles my
mother had given me when I left home, most of them just
went into the bag out of habit. I continued gazing at the
photograph of my parents that I had placed over the bedside
table. My father's eyes seemed peaceful in the photo, nearly
stern, but recognizable. It was two years ago, taken at a
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wedding. I hadn't realized before how young he still
appeared.

I lightly touched the edge of the photograph and said to
myself, "He'll be okay. He must be."

I recalled the previous night when I had set out for Bhopal.
He had sat in stoic silence at the dinner table as Ma filled my
bag. The TV was on, an old news channel broadcasting
election results loudly. When I had said I would be fine, that
I would look after myself, he had nodded and muttered
softly, "Bas zyada ud mat jaana." Don't fly too high.

I had taken it as an insult then, a reminder of his small-town
prudence. But now, lying here in this narrow hostel bed, I
knew what he was saying. He wasn't saying to be ordinary.
He was saying to remain grounded and not lose track of self
or the origins.

Some lessons only come after you've dismissed them.

The following morning, I missed class. I was not concerned
about classes or assignments anymore. I spent the whole day
on the bench outside the hostel gate, hoping to get news
from home. Whenever my phone vibrated, my heart would
skip a beat. It was usually nothing, some junk message, a
friend's meme, or the class group message about canceled
lectures.

I called Ma in the afternoon. She told me the doctor had
arrived, that Paa was resting. She was not panicked, but
there was still that hesitation between sentences, the one that
conceals worry.

"Beta, tum bas araam se aa jao, me ticket krwa deti hu," she said.
(You come home safely, I'll book the tickets).
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"Main khud kar lunga, Ma," 1 informed her. (I'll book them
myself).

"Thik hai. Jitni jaldi ho sake, aa jao." (Okay, come as soon as you
can).

She did not say much after that, and neither did L

After I hung up, I had this constriction in my chest that
would not leave me anytime soon. All around me, the din of
students, motorbikes honking, and even the aroma of tea
began to seem like something artificial. I attempted to divert
myself, sat with friends for a bit in the canteen, laughed at
punchlines I didn't quite catch. But in my head, I was
elsewhere.

It is peculiar how suddenly things change in terms of
priority. Yesterday, my greatest concern was a still-
unfinished assignment and an outstanding mess bill. Today,
all that didn't matter. All I wanted was to be at home, even
if it meant sitting silently beside him without uttering
anything.

That night, I climbed to the roof once more. It had become
my place of contemplation over the months. The sky was
rust-colored, the sun half-hidden behind the faraway trees. I
observed as the light diminished, and for the first time, I
didn't find it lovely.

Mohit came up with me. We remained silent for a bit. Then
he spoke, "You'll go home tomorrow?"

I nodded.

He didn’t offer advice. He didn't try to say that everything
would be okay. Sometimes, silence is the only language that
fits the moment. We watched the city lights come alive, one

by one, until the rooftop turned dark.
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When I returned to my room, I discovered a tiny note
pushed under the door. It was from Shweta. In her tidy
script, she had written, "Don't overthink. Parents are
stronger than we believe. Call us when you reach."

It was a single sentence, and that sentence had more
meaning than any conversation could have had.

That night, [ was sitting by the window and was thinking of
the last few months and how they had passed by like a cloud.
I had come here with all the excitement and hoped that
college would be the start of something big. I imagined
myself writing code in slick laboratories, making
applications, and becoming an engineer. However, in its
place, I got disorder, broken computers, lax professors,
laughs, friends, and a thousand little lessons that had
nothing to do with books.

And maybe that is how it is supposed to be. It may not be
maturity to find perfection. It is maybe something to do with
how to live with not being perfect enough, how to exist in
between what you wanted and what you got.

I realized at that time that I had changed in some aspects that
I was not aware of. I was yet to find what I wanted out of
life, but I had begun to see what was important. None of the
fine hostel room or the fine food, not even the city dreams,
but the little steady love of the folk who had been behind me
when I fell.

That evening, I called Ma once again.
She answered promptly.

"Ma," I told her, "I've made the reservation. I'll arrive
tomorrow evening."
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"Thik hai beta," she replied gently. "Main Paa ko bata dungi.
Woh khush honge." (I will tell Paa, he will be happy.)

I do not know why, but when she said so, my eyes filled with
tears.

The next day I woke up early in the morning. The hostel
passage was cold, the air chilly. I brushed my teeth, folded
my clothes neatly, and even zipped up my bag. I gave my
last overall view of the room, of the messy desk, of the
posters on the walls, of the bed, on which, in my insomnias,
I had slept.

It was strange how accustomed it was. This was the place
that once I considered so foreign and now smelled like me,
possessed my stuff, my giggles. I felt a slight throb in my
chest as I turned to lock the door.

When I was walking out, the hostel guard smiled at me.
"Ghar ja rahe ho?" he asked. (Are you going home?)

"Haan," I replied.

He smiled weakly. "Sab thik ho jaega." (Everything will be
fine).

I wanted to believe him.

There was nothing outside the college gate to change,
beyond the fact that it stood in the first place, rusting, but
firm. I hesitated a moment, and the thought of that first
morning at the college was over me. I could easily remember
myself standing there with a hopeful look in my eyes, a
suitcase in my hand, and I was expecting that my life was
going to improve. It had. Not as I expected, however.

I scanned the road in front of me, sunlight streaming across
the path, and began to walk towards the auto stand. My
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phone rang again, Ma's message: "Paa is resting. Don't
worry."

I replied, "On my way."

And as the auto rattled toward the station, I knew something
straightforward but profound: Becoming an adult does not
come with a degree or a job offer. It comes in moments such
as these, when you no longer run from responsibility, when
you bear worry not as a weight but as a part of love.

That was the day I ceased to feel like a boy from Patna
pursuing a dream. That was the day I began feeling like a
son coming home.
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The Night of Blood

he auto bounced through Bhopal's half-awake streets.

The driver continuously honked at moving shadows. 1
was seated on the back, barely seated, as I held my bag close
to my chest. I kept gazing out, watching the city vanish
behind me. With each turn, the wheels of the auto turned
impatiently as if waiting for the next spin. I kept looking at
my phone, crossing the minutes, as though time were able to
reduce the distance between me and home.

I hoped the road would end sooner.  wished to see my father
well, speaking, reprimanding me for attendance, anything
but the stillness I had feared ever since last evening.

At the platform, the board indicated what I dreaded already:
Patna Express via Gaya - 60 minutes behind schedule.

Naturally. Indian trains adored melodrama, but today I had
no time, patience, or capacity left for it.

The station reeked of wet concrete and economy tea. Carts of
luggage were drawn by porters, with the resignation of men

to whom it was a lifelong trade. I took a seat on the metal
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bench and placed my bag on my thighs, still holding it close
to my chest. I kept looking at the tracks, hoping to see my
train coming towards the platform soon. I stood up every
once in a while, paced along the platform, and sat down
again. Nothing felt real. Not the announcements, not the din,
not even my breathing.

When the train came in at length, it was screeching into the
station as a weary animal. I sat down and sank into my seat,
the midway berth again. The coincidence would have been
humorous on any other day, but not today. I entered, drew
my knees in, and bent against the wall. The carriage was
crowded, and the snorers were ahead of the train before it
commenced moving. An elderly Bhojpuri song was playing
on the phone of a person. I needed silence. I needed the
morning.

The train jerked forward, and my brain came into fragments.
I tried to sleep but could not. As soon as I closed my eyes,
his face would appear before me. I could look at his smile,
remember his caring words as he was sending me off to
Bhopal, and even listen to his silences during the times I had
thrown tantrums about money.

I put my forehead against the window around midnight. The
wind blew in through the small openings. The stars outside
ran together at the speed. I just kept reminding myself, "He'll
be fine. He'll be fine." But I secretly knew that I was only
trying to buy into that notion.

By morning, the train was coming to rest at Patna Junction.
The city seemed familiar but far away, as if out of an old
snapshot. I picked up my bag even before the train came to
a halt. My hands were shaking while I made the call to Ma.

"Ma, I've arrived. I'll be home in half an hour," I said.
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"No, beta," she spoke low and wearily. "Come directly to
Jagdish Hospital, Rajendra Nagar."

The phone went silent after that.
"Ma, what is the matter? How is he?" I inquired.
"Just hurry," she replied and hung up.

I stood there for a few seconds, immobile by the exit gate,
with people pushing past me. The words Jagdish Hospital
rang in my mind. I rushed out, jumped into an auto, and told
the driver to go fast, faster than was probably safe. The ride
felt endless; my stomach churned with every bump, and
each red light seemed treacherous.

When hospital gates came into view, I leaped out before the
auto had fully stopped. The building was like all
government hospitals in the nation, with cracked paint, half-
killed signboards, and a line of faces that seemed longer than
hope. There was a pungent odor of antiseptic, blood, and
sweat in the air. I ran along the corridor, in squeaky shoes,
on the wet surface. I turned faces until I saw Ma.

She sat on a metal chair outside the ward, her eyes were
puffy, and her saree was messed up, as she had been waiting
for hours. She got to her feet without saying a word as she
saw me and hugged me tightly, sobbing.

I entered and saw my father. He lay on one bed, and his legs
were covered with a white sheet. The saline bag was
suspended on the stand next to him. His face was covered
by an oxygen mask. A little tube led out of his hand to the
fluid bag suspended over him. His chest came up and down
like a clockwork. I couldn't move for a second. The man
whom I had long looked up to, who was so tall, strong,

30



Rohit Vishal

dominating, and who in the home fixed everything that was
broken, was looking weak, boylike.

I moved a few steps ahead and came to stand beside his bed.
"Paa..." I whispered.

His eyes partially opened. He looked at me, smiled faintly,
and closed his eyes again. That single smile broke me more
than any silence would.

I walked over to the doctor, who was with a pen and a piece
of paper, noting something at the table in the corner.
"Doctor, what has happened to him?"

He did not lift his eyes. "Observation mein rakha hai. Tests ka
report aane do." (We have kept him under observation, let the
test reports come).

"What is that? What is wrong with him?"

He shrugged, half preoccupied. "Sugar, BP, possibly
infection. Don't worry. He'll be all right."

It came out sounding rehearsed, like something he told
everyone. | remained there feeling useless. I wanted to yell,
to shake him until he would respond. Instead, I just sat there
beside my father in a chair, and I sat still. I watched the
monitor flicker, the saline drip, and his chest rise and fall
shallowly.

Ma sat on the opposite side, hands folded together, reciting
prayers low. Occasionally, she would rise, smooth his
blanket, and sit again. The time on the wall clock ticked
resoundingly. Time had never been so cruel.

Night fell rapidly within the hospital. The corridors

dimmed, the scent of medicines more pungent. The staff

crept more slowly, their faces wretched. I could hear a child
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crying at a distance. I could also hear a nurse yelling at a
patient, just because he spilled some water. The entire
atmosphere was chaotic, and I could not really feel anything
at all. I didn’t even remember if I had anything to eat since
morning. All I could notice was a world where not a single
soul appeared to care about anyone around.

About midnight, one of my neighbors, who was lying on the
next bed, began to cough up blood. No one came as his
family cried out for help. Iran out to call. The ward boy, who
was reclining in a chair, looked up at me, annoyed, and said,
"The doctor is not here at night. He will come in the
morning." Then he went back to his phone.

When I came back, the man was no longer coughing. His
family sat next to him quietly, crying. That image became
burned in my memory. Blood and Dettol perfumed my
nostrils long after the lights went out. I continued staring at
my father, afraid that he would begin to bleed as well. I did
not blink for hours.

I had made up my mind that night that I would simply keep
awake. I did not want to go to sleep and wake up in a world
without him. I desired to stay on and protect him, and do a
thing, anything to have some mastery of this lunacy.

Outside the hospital gate, I purchased tea from a small stall.
To the vendor's right was another vendor selling used books,
who was closing up shop. Between the dusty stacks, a worn
copy of Five Point Someone drew my attention. I had heard
of it earlier; it was one of those campus novel books
everybody discussed. The cover was old, yellowed pages,
but it was affordable. I purchased it on impulse.

Back in the ward, I sat beneath the halting tube light and
opened the book. The first line said, "If you guys think there's
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anything romantic or cute about studying at IIT, you've been
brainwashed." I almost smiled while thinking about myself
and my college life, and it was like the universe was taunting
me. Then I kept on reading, and the story about three
engineering students, disappointed, rebellious, lost, seemed
too close; every paragraph was something that I had
experienced in my life.

I read at some point, "We live in a system that rewards
mediocrity and punishes originality." I surveyed the ward,
the sleeping patients, the peeling walls, the silence that
contained pain but not sound, and it seemed to be true.
Everything I saw, college, hospitals, even individuals,
seemed to be made to only work and not feel.

I read all night, page after page, my eyes suffering but not
closing. The book was my means of remaining awake, of
resisting the helplessness. Every line I read was like a friend
speaking to me in the silence. Somewhere in the middle of
the chapters, I knew [ was reading a mirror, not a story.

I remembered my father, how he had kept every rupee that
I used for my coaching lessons, how he never purchased new
clothes for himself, how I had splurged ten thousand rupees
in ten days at college without any qualms. The writing on
the page went fuzzy with guilt rising in my chest. I shut the
book and glanced at him. His hand lay flabbily on the bed,
thin and white.

"Paa," I whispered, "I'm sorry."

He did not reply, but I believed that somewhere inside that
half-sleep he had listened to me.

The morning broke with a commotion. The nurses changed,
and so did the patients, and the odor of disinfectant was
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even stronger. My eyes could not take it when I kept staying
up, reading through the night, but I did not mind. I went out
to get breakfast for Ma. The proprietor of the tea stall looked
at me curiously and said, “You have been here, na? Fear not,
bhagwan sab thik karega.” (God will make everything fall into
place).

I nodded, afraid to speak.

Ma presented me with a small piece of paper when I
returned. In a low, tired, and tensed voice, she said, “Get
down to the bank, your father’s salary has been credited,
withdraw it. We have to pay for medicines.”

I took the passbook and visited the nearest office. The queue
was lengthy and the atmosphere was full of sweat and dust.
I did the same when it was my turn, where I filled the slip
and handed it to the cashier. He verified the balance and
declared bluntly, "Only seven thousand available. How
much do you want to take?"

"Seven thousand?" I questioned. "Are you certain?"

He nodded. "Yes. Balance is seven thousand twenty-three
rupees.

I couldn't budge for a second. I was thinking perhaps the
salary hadn't been credited yet. I took out five thousand and
rushed back.

"Ma, there's only seven thousand in the account. Perhaps
Paa's salary hasn't come yet," I told her.

She gazed at me, eyes wearily calm. "That is his salary, beta.
Seven thousand. Each month."

Her words struck me more forcefully than anything the
night had to offer. He only made seven thousand rupees. The
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same father who had presented me with ten thousand each
time I scowled, who never refused even when I screamed at
him, who led a humble life that I might live debauchedly.
My throat was parched. I stood on the bench, and the notes
were trembling in my hand.

At that moment, I felt little. Little as the boy who wept over
a failing grade, little as the adolescent who was sure he knew
it all. I had blown through his entire paycheck in days, as if
it were loose change. I had never asked him how he was
doing. I had not wanted to know.

I returned to the ward and gazed at him once more. He was
no longer unconscious, the oxygen mask gone. His breathing
remained irregular, but his eyes were open. On seeing me,
he smiled feebly.

"Kaise ho?" he inquired, his voice gruff. (How are you?)
“I am all right,” I said, my eyes loosely closed. "How are you
feeling?"

“Better. Physicians inform me that I will be well in a day or

”

two.

I drew the chair nearer and grabbed his hand. “Paa, I'm
sorry. For everything. And to shout and waste money and
be stupid.”

He squeezed my hand lightly. “Pagal hai kya? Itna nahi
sochte.” (Are you mad? Don’t think too much.).

That was it. No lecture, no complaint. Just forgiveness,
instant and effortless. That's how he had always been.

We sat in silence for a bit. Ma came and readjusted his
blanket. Sunlight filtered in through the half-broken
window and lay on his face. He looked serene.
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Then he muttered, "Exams kab hain?" (When are your exams?)

"Tomorrow," I replied. "But I'm not returning. What's the
use? I'll miss the first paper anyhow.

He smiled faintly. "Nahi beta. Ja wapas. Agar ek do paper miss
bhi hua to kya hua. Poora semester chhod doge to pichhe rahe
jaoge." (No beta, go back, it's okay if you miss one or two
papers, you can manage the back in next semester, but if you
miss the entire examination, you'll have to repeat the
semester, you'll fall behind).

I shook my head. "But you're not well. I can't leave now."

He gazed at me, eyes firm. "Main thik ho jaunga. Tu bas padhai
kar." (I'll be fine, you just focus on your studies).

I had no complaint left. His words had a deep strength that
no disease could steal.

I nodded, speechless.

That night, I went shopping with Ma for medicines, sorted
the bills, and stuffed my bag again. Before I left, I kneeled,
touched his feet, and said, "I'll go, Paa. But I'll return soon."

He smiled, and that was all I needed.

I looked back on my way out of the ward. He continued to
smile the same serene smile that had kept our family on its
feet despite all that had taken place.

I borrowed Five Point Someone again on the way back to
Bhopal by train. The page that I had left open last evening
had a pencil line below a sentence: We can not change the
world, but we can attempt to change ourselves.

I stood staring at it a long, long time. The window had strips
of brown and green past the fields. This was my first

36



Rohit Vishal

experience when I understood what the life of adult people
was like, not to achieve better marks and more money, but
to learn the importance of both.

I made an unspoken vow. I would work harder. I would
spend less money. I would no longer be the boy who merely
took.

That evening in the hospital had changed me. It wasn't
merely the blood on the floor or the quietness of the sleeping
staff. It was seeing that love tends to lie behind struggle, and
that sometimes staying human is only possible by remaining
awake.

When the train took the bridge over the Ganga, I glanced at
the river shining in the moonlight and murmured to myself,
"I'll be better, Paa. I promise."
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The Tutor and The Dreamer

'By the end of the first semester, I felt as if I had completed
a track and field race without ever having agreed to run.
I had to sit out two exams, but the rest of the exams went
fairly well, better than I had expected. When it was all over,
I felt a kind of relief, something that felt like I had finally
exhaled after holding my breath for too long.

My bag was packed before the last exam, and as soon as it
was over, I boarded the first train to Patna. I didn’t bother
getting tickets because I had cracked the code to make it on
the train without one.

The TT and I had an unspoken agreement now, a folded note
slipped into his hand, a half-smile from his side, and I was
granted a middle berth again. The same cursed middle berth
that seemed to chase me across every train I took.
Somewhere in my mind, I had started thinking that the
universe was trying to teach me humility one berth at a time.

That night, I took The Alchemist with me. I enjoyed reading
short books that I could finish before sunrise. There is
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something reassuring about them being brief. The line that
struck me this time was, “When you want something, all the
universe conspires in helping you to achieve it.” I smiled at
the line, partly amused, partly envious; the universe doesn’t
have my memo yet, I guess. I liked Santiago and how
hopeful he was. The next afternoon, when I arrived in Patna,
the chaos of the station felt familiar: vendors shouting,
luggage clattering, chai and coal dust in the air. Paa looked
thinner but stronger when I spotted him at his usual place.
He was sitting in the verandah, pretending to read the
newspaper despite clearly watching me come closer. Ma
made aloo parathas, the smell like love dressed up as food. I
noticed how much quieter the house was since Paa became
ill. The radio that used to feed us songs every morning lay
silent and useless.

Two weeks later, the results came. I already knew what was
coming, but seeing the words “Backlog (2)” next to my roll
number still stung. Paa folded the sheet neatly, looked at me
for amoment, and said softly, “ Do paper reh gaye, koi baat nahi.
Zindagi mein sab kuch ek saal mein nahi hota.” (You missed 2
exams, don’t worry. You don't get everything in life at once).

He didn’t know that his calmness made me feel smaller than
disappointment ever could. It wasn’t scolding that hurt; it
was his faith. Faith ignites a desire to be a worthy recipient
of it.

As I came back to Bhopal for my second semester, there was
something inside me that had shifted. The campus looked
the same, cracked walls, bored professors, fans that spun
slower than my brain worked, but I did not feel the same.

I had begun to worry about money. Paa’s medicines were
expensive, and even though he never said it, I could feel the
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strain every time I called home. I stopped asking for money
casually, but the absence of that comfort made my days
heavier.

I started skipping the chai stall some evenings, eating less,
and counting coins before paying at the photocopy shop.
The others noticed. You can't conceal that level of concern
from your friends who see you every day.

One evening, all of us were gathered at our usual spot, a
broken cement bench in a patch of overgrown grass behind
the canteen. Ranjeet was talking about some political debate
he had had in class. Mohit was laughing so much about that,
his glasses kept sliding down his nose. Ankit was pretending
to scroll through his phone and not listen. Shweta and
Aakriti were sitting cross-legged, arguing about whether the
samosas from the canteen were actually smaller this
semester or if they just happened to get bigger.

I was quiet, lost in my own thoughts. Shweta noticed first.
“Oye, what's wrong with you? You've been quieter ever
since the semester began.”

I tried to brush it off. “Nothing, just tired.”

Mohit leaned forward dramatically. “Liar. You're not tired,
you're troubled. I can see it. My sixth sense never fails. I once
predicted when the mess would serve paneer.”

Ranjeet added with his usual swagger, “Abe bolo na, kya hua.
Thakur logon se kuch nahi chhupate. Agar paisa chahiye toh le lo,
main hoon na.” (Come on, speak up. You don’t hide things
from a Thakur. If you need money, I am there for you).

I smiled despite myself. “Thanks, Ranjeet, but I don’t need a
donation drive.”
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Aakriti chimed in, “He’s right, though, Inder. You've been
skipping chai, and last night you didn’t even show up at the
tapri. Something’s up.”

I sighed. They weren’t going to let me escape. “It’s just...

money. Things are a bit tight at home. Paa’s medicines are
costly.”

For a second, they all went silent; no one spoke a word. Then
Ranjeet puffed his chest and declared, “ Main hoon na. I'll give
you whatever you need. Main Thakur hoon, paisa to aise udta hai
mere ghar mein.” (You don’t have to worry, I am there for you.
I am a Thakur, and at my home, we spend money like water).

Shweta threw a balled-up tissue at him. “Shut up, Ranjeet.
Throwing money isn’t a solution; it’s stupidity.”

Mohit laughed. “You two should get married. You already
fight like an old couple.”

“Mohit!” Shweta snapped, half amused. “You tell me, how
do we help him?”

Mohit scratched his head. “Tu kuch kar le yaar. You're smart.
Teach people. Like home tuitions.”

I frowned. “Home tuitions? For school kids?”

Shweta shook her head. “No, for college students. You're
good at explaining. Even I understood recursion when you
taught me, and that’s saying something.”

Mohit’s eyes lit up. “Yes! You can teach! Like SRK in My
Name Is Khan! He said, ‘I can repair everything,” right? You
write ‘I can teach everything!””

Everyone burst out laughing. Even I couldn’t help it.

“That’s the worst idea I've ever heard,” I said.
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“That’s why it'll work,” Mohit said confidently. “People
remember weird things.”

Shweta tapped my shoulder. “Try it once, Inder. Worst case,
you waste some paper. Best case, you earn your own money.
And if you need my scooty for going around, take it. No
arguments.”

Aakriti nodded in agreement. “We’ll all help you paste the
posters.”

I was tempted to object to the proposal, but their enthusiasm
was impossible to resist. That night, we convened in the
common room of the hostel, sitting on the floor between
piles of A4 sheets, with markers in our hands and the smell
of instant coffee in the air. Mohit designed the layout,
Shweta handled the handwriting because mine looked like a
doctor’s prescription, and Ranjeet insisted we add a bold
line: ‘Programming, Mechanics, Physics, and Confidence.
Contact Inder - 1st Year CSE.’

I asked, “Confidence? Really?”
Shweta grinned. “You have it, so sell it.”

By the time we finished, the walls were full of our laughter
and smudged ink. We went out past midnight, riding
through quiet Bhopal streets. Mohit drove, I sat behind him
holding the posters, and Ankit carried the tape. All through
it, we were singing old Bollywood songs, especially ‘Yeh
Dosti.’

We pasted posters on hostel gates, near canteens, outside the
stationery shop, and on the poles near the girls’ hostel,
where everyone was guaranteed to notice. By the time we
returned, it was almost dawn. We sat outside the gate
drinking chai from paper cups.
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Mohit looked at me and said, “Remember, Shah Rukh Khan
didn’t repair the whole world in one day. You just need one
student.”

He was right. The next evening, my phone buzzed. A senior
from Mechanical Engineering wanted help with C
programming. I laughed at the irony, a first-year kid
teaching a senior, but said yes.

That night, I sat in the dusty computer lab, practising every
possible program he might ask about. I didn’t sleep. I just
wanted to be ready.

The next morning, I reached his home early and nervously
rang the doorbell. The senior showed up, a tall guy with
thick glasses. He was polite, serious, and completely lost in
coding. He was taking in everything that I was teaching him.
By the end of two hours, he had written his first working
program with my help and guidance. I was happy, but what
came later made me feel happier. When I was about to leave,
he handed me the envelope with my first payment, a
thousand rupees, and I felt something shift inside me.

It wasn’t pride or excitement. It was peace. For the first time,
I wasn’t just asking from home. I was earning, quietly,
secretly. I could not tell my parents. I didn't want them to
feel like their son is taking the burden of finances. I just
wanted to not trouble them with my demands anymore. So,
this was mine, my little secret victory.

Within two weeks, more calls came. Some were classmates,
some seniors who wanted crash courses before exams.
Mohit’s mausi ran tuitions for Class 11 and 12 students, and
when she needed someone to explain Introduction to Java,
Mohit recommended me. That's how my evenings got
booked.
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I started preparing all night and teaching all day, at the same
time, managing my own studies as well. The exhaustion felt
good, like proof that I was doing something meaningful.
Shweta kept her promise; her scooty became my lifeline. She
even made sure the petrol tank was always full. “Don’t
argue,” she’d say. “It’s just what friends do for each other.”

Occasionally, if I had stayed up a little too late, she would
knock on my door and hand me some Maggi or a cup of
chai.. “You'll faint before your students do,” she’d joke.

Our group had always been tight, but during those months,
we became family. Aakriti was the one who suggested I rest,
Ranjeet was cracking bad jokes to make me laugh, and Mohit
was helping me design handwritten notes to give my
students.

Some nights, after everyone had gone to bed, I would sit and
read The Old Man and the Sea, with the light on dim, at my
desk. “A man may be destroyed but not defeated.” Those
words lingered with me. I was not trying to win anymore. I
simply did not want to be defeated.

By mid-semester, I had enough students to keep my
evenings full. Teaching was not just helping me cope; it was
changing me. It was making me more calm and patient.
Every time I articulated a challenging concept and saw that
look in someone's eye, like they had understood, really
understood the concept, I felt the world had been cured of
something invisible.

And then, one morning, Ayushi walked into our class.

Ayushi came to our batch halfway through the second
semester. She had moved out of a college in Indore, and in
truth, her arrival was noticed in a second by the whole class.
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That morning, she stood near the door, with her notebook
clutched to her heart as an armour, her hair a wild mane that
insisted on refusing to be braided. She had this stillness; it
was quiet, watchful, almost as though she brought her little,
closed world with her.

The professor proceeded to introduce her and instructed her
to take any seat. She chose one out by the window, in a row
in front of mine. I had been feigning attention to the board a
bit; however, my eyes continued to wander. I observed the
manner in which she wrote notes, tiny, painstaking, each dot
and comma was put in its place, with the same delicacy as a
surgeon putting a needle in its sheath. She hardly talked to
anybody, though, but her silence was not stylish. It was
simply quiet, self-composed.

That was followed a few weeks later when I was tutoring a
limited number of students and had borrowed a classroom
from a friend. The lamps fluttered, the fan groaned, and I
had plunged into the explanation of nested loops. Ayushi
appeared at the door and waited until all were cleared off.
Then, she moved forward, and rather quietly, she asked,
“Can you explain to me what recursion is? I did not get it
very clear when Sir explained it.”

I was quite surprised and pleased to assist. We sat and I
began explaining by making boxes on the whiteboard. She
questioned, and in fact she enquired about the precise
problem. She was not even attempting to sound intelligent;
she was really interested in knowing. That was rare. When
the idea did at last dawn on her, I saw a light in her eyes as
she had broken a secret code. She thanked me and walked
away, leaving a faint smell of her shampoo, which lingered
somehow in the stuffy air.
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She was now a regular in my sessions since that evening. She
used to sit in the corner with her notebook on her lap,
writing, with her hair thrown over her face. When they left,
sometimes she would remain behind inquiring about
assignments or books. It began purely like a connection
between a teacher and a student; however, the rhythm
gradually changed. Before long, we were discussing all
about the reasons we had decided to be in engineering, our
expectations after college and how I missed home a bit.

Her parents lived in a neighbourhood that was not very
noisy and close to the old market. Her father served in an
office in the government; her mother was a schoolteacher.
One evening, she inquired whether I could come to her place
so I could help her study to do a lab test. I was reluctant to
do it, but she said that there was no problem; her parents did
not object to that. Dragging the scooty of Shweta out of her
house, I recall that I felt a different form of nervousness.

Her mother opened the door, and I immediately felt
comfortable with a warm smile. “You must be Inder. Ayushi
keeps talking about how clearly you explain things.”

“I do my best, Aunty,” I managed, smiling oddly.
“Good. Come, beta. Have some tea first.”

That became our pattern. On two or three evenings of the
week, I would be at the house of Ayushi. Her father would
even sit with us, have a tea, and he would silently enquire
how I was doing at college, how I was doing at my
hometown or how I was missing home-cooked food. He was
a monosylvanic man, yet his benevolence was a kind that
had the effect of making you feel welcomed at his place..
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We used to go to her room, which was painted in a soft blue,
and a little shelf close by her was crammed with books. That
is the way I noticed The Catcher in the Rye lying on her table.

“You like Holden Caulfield?” I asked.

She looked up, a genuine smile breaking through. “You read
it?”
“Last month, on a train.”

She laughed softly. “You read on trains?”

“Only when I'm stuck on the middle berth. It's my way of
surviving Indian Railways.”

That night, we still covered loops and conditional
statements. But later, we talked about books, and why some
characters stick with you long after the story ends. “I prefer
reading about lost souls who nonetheless still have a reason
to continue,” she said.

I did not say it out loud, but the sentence hit hard on me. I
had felt lost for months, but as we sat here and I talked to
her, I felt somewhat found.

Back at the hostel, my friends started the inevitable teasing.

“Ayushi ko padha raha hai, ya kuch aur?” Mohit quipped. (Are
you teaching Ayushi, or is it something else?)

Ranjeet winked. “Ab samjha, itna coding kyu seekh raha tha.”
(Now I understand why you were learning coding).

Shweta just threw a cushion at them. “Stop it, boys. He's
teaching. Let him live.”

I just rolled my eyes. “You guys have no other hobby, do
you?”
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Mohit smiled. “Tuitions aur tuition waali dono important
hain, bhai.” (Tuitions, and the one you're teaching, both are
important).

I couldn't help but laugh. Their jokes didn't bother me. Deep
down, I was secretly relieved that they had noticed the
change. The next few months blended into a schedule that
was as tiring as it was satisfying. College by day, a rush to
Ayushi’s in the evening, and then late nights prepping
lessons or sneaking out to the cyber café near the hostel to
code. The machines were old, the fans slow, but that small,
humming space felt entirely like my world.

I started creating little programs, interactive designs, and
small animations. I even made a digital note just for Ayushi.
I remember one evening, I designed a simple webpage with
her favourite book covers. When you clicked on one, a quote
would appear. From The Catcher in the Rye came: “Don’t
ever tell anybody anything. If you do, you start missing
everybody.”

When I showed it to her, she stared at the screen for a long
time before smiling. “You read too much for an engineer.”

“I code too much for a reader,” I replied.

Life continued beyond that little world. Paa’s health kept
seesawing. There were times I used to get calls at night with
Ma crying, and I used to take my bag and head to Patna in
the train. No ticket, a folded paper to the TT and the damned
middle berth again.

Those trips were a haven of their own. I would sit among
people I did not know and the train would shake me into
silent thoughts, reading one book at a time, or sometimes
even two. Once, I was re-reading The Old Man and the Sea,
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just for that one line more than anything else. The line that
had kept me going all along, telling me that one can not be
defeated despite being destroyed. I thought of Paa fighting
his body with quiet courage. On another trip, I finished The
Kite Runner and underlined, "For you, a thousand times
over." That was Ma, her patience, her quiet, unwavering
strength.

Every journey was a lesson in something other than
engineering. Between ticketless rides and late-night novels,
I was learning resilience in small instalments.

When [ returned, my friends wouldn't let me drown in
worry. Shweta would bring food up to my room, steaming
Maggi, or a thermos of hot chai. “You're not a robot, Inder,”
she’d scold. “Even machines need charging.”

Mohit brought me new contacts for tuitions. “My mausi has
a new batch of students,” he’d say. “They need Java. You're
famous now.”

Ranjeet bragged, as always, “Tu ab paisa kama raha hai, Thakur
ko loan chahiye.” (You're earning now. I need a loan).

Aakriti just smiled. “He won't need loans. He’s learning how
to live.”

They had no idea how much easier they made the struggles
we went through. Whether it was late nights that made us
tired and hungry, there would always be someone there
with a laugh, a quip, or a plate of food in hand.

By the start of the third semester, I had a routine established
that I didn't desire to change. Mornings at college, tutoring
in the afternoons, and evenings with Ayushi. Her parents
already treated me like family. Her mother would often
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insist I stay for dinner. Ayushi would roll her eyes at the
persistence, but I could see the affection in her gesture.

We would converse during her mother’s service when her
father was in the living room, listening. I was telling them
stuff I had never told anyone before, not the hardships, but
the little personal things, how my dad never forgot to send
me a text to remind me to eat well, how Ma never forgot to
remind me to get me socks in the winter, how the trains had
become my new friends.

Books and dreams were cast back and forth with Ayushi.
“Why do you read so much on trains?” she asked once.

I thought for a moment. “Because the stories keep me awake.
I am worried that in case I fall asleep, I'd miss my stop.

She gazed at me for a long time, and then asked in a low
tone, “You are always afraid of missing something, aren’t
you?

Maybe she was right. I was scared, scared of time, of
becoming too much, of losing people before I even had them.

I didn't say it though. There was no dramatic confession. I
just pushed the topic aside and she understood that I didn’t
want to discuss. Whatever there was between us was
growing gently, as the sunshine through a curtain. She at
times brought me a second tiffin box since she was aware
that [ had not eaten. There were days I would not go to bed
because I had to design her assignments, not because she

requested me to, but because I just desired to do that.

One day, as I was going back to the hostel in the evening, I

paused at the lake close to the campus. The streetlights were
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sparkling on the water. I kept on sitting there, pondering
over all that had changed. The boy who used to shout at his
father because he did not get money was now learning how
to make money, how to donate, and how to take care, not

just of himself, but of others as well.

I did not know where it all was going, but I did not need to
know it either. Certain things do not require labelling or

planning. They merely should be lived.

It was only at the close of the third semester that I
constructed, against all odds, my own life, small, imperfect,
and beautiful. My backlogs were gone. My savings were
small, and yet they were mine. My friends who would jibe
at me over my hardships had now come to be my safety net.
And somewhere between coding sessions and train rides,

Ayushi had turned into my quiet constant.

On the last evening before the semester break, we were all
sitting outside the chai stall. The sky was heavy and orange
with dust. Mohit was arguing with Ankit about a movie.
Shweta was threatening to burn my books if I didn’t sleep
more. Ranjeet was narrating some exaggerated story about a
girl who'd fallen for his bike. Aakriti just sat, smiling,

watching us all.

I sat back, sipping my chai, and thought of the year. The
confused, careless boy who arrived in Bhopal had slowly
become one who understood effort, friendship, and quiet
affection. I didn’t know what the next semester would bring,

but as the wind blew softly across the college gate and the
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sound of laughter filled the air, I knew I was no longer

running from life; I was finally learning to live it.
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hen I enrolled in my fourth semester, the campus was

not any different, but felt like a woman who has
grown old and yet wears her college T-shirt many years after
leaving. The walls were stained even more, the benches were
cut even fresh with heartbreaks, and the professors were
even more convinced that teaching was a punishment.
However, 1 somehow had a strange sense of belonging,
which I could not explain.

Maybe it was because I stopped expecting the college to
change. The day you stop expecting, you start surviving.

That semester's winter was soft and lazy. The smell of stale
canteen tea and chalk dust hung around the mornings. The
computer labs still had the same dozen broken systems, but
at least now we knew which three worked if you kicked
them right. The hostel corridors still clanged with buckets
being dragged down and guitars being tuned by boys who
couldn't play.
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Amidst all that chaos, my life had started finding its rhythm:
classes, tuitions, phone calls from home, and a quiet
companionship that had grown without announcement,
Ayushi.

She had joined my tuition classes in the previous semester,
and though she wasn’t my student anymore, she’d somehow
become part of my days. We weren’t anything official, not
lovers, not even “best friends.” But we had our unsaid
schedule: every evening, after college got over, either she’d
drop by at my room with her notes and that mild perfume
that smelled like rain, or I'd visit her home.

Sometimes we studied, sometimes we didn’t.

Those evenings with her were slow and warm. The sun
would peek through the window that was half broken and
fall gently on her hair as she hunched over her notebook. I
would feign attention on my homework, but would end up
gazing at her instead of the papers. She always caught me.

“Tumbhe programming se zyada mujhe dekhne mein interest hai,”
she’d tease, not looking up. (You're more interested in
looking at me than programming.)

“Observation bhi ek skill hoti hai,” I'd reply. (Observation is
also a skill.)

She would laugh, in that half-smothered way, which had the
air of being the laughter of one who was not yet acquainted
with the sensation of being heartbroken. I liked that in her,
the innocence untainted in a world already exhausted.

Most days, before we could start our study sessions, I would
get done with other tuitions I had to take. The money was
not much, but at least it made me have some dignity. My
father was beginning to have fluctuations in health again,
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and the calls back at home were increased. Ma tried to sound
strong, but I could hear the tiredness in her pauses.

One evening, while Ayushi was copying formulas from my
notebook, my phone buzzed with Ma’s name. I stepped out
to take it.

"Beta, Paa ko kal phir se doctor ke paas le jaana pada," she said
quietly. (We had to take your father to the doctor again.)

My stomach tightened. “Kya hua ab?” (What happened?)

"Same problem... thoda sa kamzori hai. Doctor keh rahe hain blood
tests karwa lo." (He has weakness. Doctor’s are asking for a
blood test).

The way she said it sounded so casual, like she had become
habitual to it. It felt as if we were meant to accustom
ourselves to fear. I didn't know what to say.

After the call, Ireturned to the room. Ayushi glanced up; her
eyes searched my face instantly. She didn’t ask, but turned
the books aside and said, “Baitho.” (Sit).

As Isat down, she handed me her steel water bottle and said
softly, “ Vo theek ho jaenge.” (He'll be fine).

It wasn’t a grand sentence, but it steadied me. She had a way
of making things less terrifying. We didn’t say a word for
quite some time; we just sat listening to the evening traffic
and those occasional honks, which seemed to tell the world
it was still moving.

That evening as she left, she turned at the door and said,
“Whenever you're sad, your face becomes oddly calm.”

I said nothing. Perhaps because sometimes calm is what
sadness wears to look decent.
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By then, Mohit, Ranjeet, Shweta, Aakriti, and Ankit had
grown to become a family of sorts. Life was about shared
cups of tea, snide remarks, and the ritual evening walks to
the lake at the back of the college. That lake was our
confession booth. Everything that couldn’t be said in
daylight was spoken there: fears, dreams, crushes,
complaints, and all those fragile things we carried around.

One evening, Mohit came in fuming. “Pata hai? College ne fir
se exam cancel kar diya!” (Do you know? The college has
cancelled the exams again!)

We sat on the broken parapet wall and watched the
reflection of the orange sky in the water.

"Reason?" I asked.

He shrugged. “Teachers’ salaries not released. Staff are on
strike.”

Shweta threw a pebble into the water. “So we'll just sit here
and grow old with unfinished semesters?”

“That’s the plan, apparently,” said Ranjeet, lying on the
grass like a philosopher.

It ended up being a rant, and I eventually felt that we were
all helpless, paying the fees semester after semester,
attending ghost lectures, and being invisible.

Things continued to get worse over the several weeks.
Classes were cancelled more often than they were held.
Some professors stopped showing up altogether. One
morning, we even saw our HOD being shouted at by a group
of unpaid staff.

The atmosphere was heavy. It was no longer about grades,
it was about honour.
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That is when the little defiances, acts of rebel began.

It started with a few of us signing a petition demanding
regular classes. Then came the sit-in at the dean’s office,
which lasted barely two hours before security was called.
But even those two hours felt revolutionary: for once, we
were not just complaining in the canteen; we were doing
something.

The administration reacted with silence and fake attendance
sheets. According to them, we attended lectures that actually
never took place. The farce was complete.

We would gather at night on the hostel terrace and talk
about what's next. Mohit, ever the loud one, wanted to block
the main gate. Ranjeet wanted to write to the local
newspaper. | wanted to sleep. But then something about that
hopelessness began to stitch us closer.

Some nights, Ayushi joined us, too. She didn’t speak much,
but she listened, her presence enough to make our anger
sound less ridiculous.

Once, as we sat under the sky with the faint light of the dying
hostel bulbs, she looked at me and said, "Tum sab ladte bahut
ho, par apne liye nahi, system ke liye. Mujhe lagta hai, isi wajah se
har haar bhi jeet lagti hai." (You people fight a lot, but not for
yourselves, for the system. Maybe that's why even your
defeats feel like victories.)

I did not answer, but I had her words in my mind.

Throughout the fifth semester, my world shifted between
two cities, one was my study place, Bhopal, and the other
was my father and his health which kept dragging me back
to Patna. Every time Ma called, my heart would sink a little.
I made more trips home than I could afford.
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One visit has etched itself in my memory. I reached home on
a foggy morning after an all-night train ride. The house
smelled of Vicks and worry. Paa lay in bed, reading some
old newspaper, feigning that he was doing alright.

He smiled upon seeing me. “Engineer Babu, wapas aa gaye?”
(My engineer son has come home).

“Thoda time mila tha, socha dekh lu aapko,” 1 said. (Yes, I had
some time off, so I thought I'll come, meet you)

He chuckled. “Dekha diya, ab padhai karo. Main theek hoon.”
(Good, now study. I am fine).

That is how fathers really are. They act like they are strong
even when they’re not.

The following day, sitting on the verandah taking tea, Ma
took a tiffin and murmured to me, “Beta, zyada tension mat
lena. Tumhara padhai bhi important hai.” (You don’t take stress.
Yout studies are also important).

I nodded. But guilt had a way of sitting heavier than any
exam syllabus.

Upon returning to Bhopal, the signs of exhaustion were not
lost on Ayushi. “It seems like you're preparing to give
company to owls soon. Your eyes don’t show signs of sleep
anymore, only signs of stress.”

I smiled weakly. “Neend aur fikr dono Paa ke saath chhod aaya
hoon.” (I left both sleep and worry back home with Paa.)

She didn't say anything else. She simply sat beside me, close
enough that even in the silence, I could feel her presence.

That night, we didn't study; all we did was talk about
families, how small towns breed big dreams, and at times,
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love doesn't need a name. Quiet. Unhurried. Like in the calm
before life starts spinning again.

The sixth semester had started like a storm masquerading as
a routine. The flying notices, postponed exams repeatedly,
and rumours of blacklisting our college regarding
placements started to do the rounds. Nobody knew how true
that was, but in our hearts, we feared the worst.

One evening, as I finished teaching a student, and told him
that we’d continue with the lesson the next day, he said
casually, “Bhaiya, kal se toh placement drive start ho raha hai.”
(The placement drive is starting from tomorrow).

“Placement drive?” I frowned. “Kaha pe?” (Where?)

“Arre, Radha Raman College mein. Big company aa rahi hai. Pool
placement hai, sab college ke students apply kar sakte hain.” (At
Radha Raman College. Big companies are coming. It's a pool
placement, students from all colleges can apply).

His lines came as a shock of electricity. A leading firm in
person-to-person placements, and I did not even have a clue
about it?

The moment I left his place, I dialled Mohit. “Tu ne suna kya?
Radha Raman mein placement drive hai” (Have you heard?
There’s a placement drive in St. Xavier’s).

“Ha? Humein koi bula raha hai kya?” (Yes, but are they calling
us?).

“Wahi toh problem hai,” 1 said, already sensing the answer.
(That’s the problem).

By the morning after, my doubts were confirmed. Our
college had been blacklisted from the pool placements due
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to poor academic records and issues with management. The
opportunity wasn't just missed; it was stolen.

Something in me snapped.

I traced the number of the placement officer through my
student and dialled it with shaking fingers.

"Sir, I'm Inder, a student from Barkatullah University. We
weren't informed about the pool drive at your college. Can
we participate?”

A flat voice responded, “Your college is not eligible. Sorry.”

“Sir, please, at least give us a chance. We've worked hard.
We just want to appear —”

“Look, I can’t help you. Talk to your management.”
Click. The line went dead.

I felt a sudden surge of rage, not the usual kind. It was an
anger that, for the first time in years, wasn't just personal,
but collective, sharp, and loud.

That evening, we all met in the canteen. I told them
everything. Mohit slammed the table. “Unhone humein
blacklist kar diya? Kis liye?” (They blacklisted us? Why?)

"Because our college can't keep its own promises," I said
quietly.

We discussed for hours, deliberating on possibilities which
did not exist. I returned to my room with my head banging
and mind troubled that night.

That is when desperation meets defiance, and strange ideas
are born.
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Sleep that night was a guilty friend. The fan whined over my
head and brought the heavy Bhopal air into motion, but the
sound was not so loud as my mind.

The conversation with the placement officer was still in my
mind. The careless rejection of his voice was an affront and
deep-seated helplessness. It was not only that we were being
excluded, but that we were not even considered worthy of a
second chance.

At around 10 pm, Mohit messaged on our WhatsApp group,
“Bro, do you have any idea? We can't let this go.”

I gazed and gazed upon the message. And then, before I
could think of what I was doing, my fingers started to type:
“I have the number of the placement officer. What if...
everyone calls him?”

There was a brief pause, and then the chat exploded.
“You're mad.”

“That’s brilliant.”

“He’ll block us!

“He’ll have to listen.”

By 11 pm, my room felt electric. The kind of energy that fear
and hope together. I could feel my heart race even as my
hands shook.

I typed one line in the group: “Guys, this is the number.
Don'’t be rude. Just tell him we deserve a chance.”

And T hit send.

Silence sat over the chat for a few long minutes, then the grey
ticks flipped blue and the revolt woke. Screenshots of the
placement officer’s details began to multiply. Individuals
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began to DM, call, and text. The first message was polite. The
second looked impatient. The third sounded angry. By
midnight, it was a swarm.

I lay back on my bed and watched the phone. Each vibration
felt like a small earthquake. Somewhere between daring and
dread I felt strangely alive.

Messages cascaded in: “Called him 5 times.” “He’s not
picking.” “He texted: ‘Stop spamming or I'll block the

1y

number.”” Someone posted an audio: a soft, pleading voice
of a fresher telling the officer why even a single chance
would mean everything for her family in Gaya. A forwarded

note from a mother in Patna, translated into an almost
prayer.

The group chat turned into a chorus. Some typed with the
clarity of people who had rehearsed their lines; others wrote

with the bluntness of hunger: “Sir, we've paid fees. We
deserve this.”

The energy with which everyone was messaging was crazy,
uncouth even. But for once, it was all ours, like we were a
united front.

Finally, around 1 am, the unexpected happened. My phone
buzzed, blinking “Unknown number.” My heart did
something I didn’t like and answered on instinct.

“Hello?”

“Is this Inder from Barkatullah University?” the voice asked,
businesslike but not unkind.

“Yes.”

“This is Rajesh Verma,” he said. “Placement officer, Radha
Raman College.”
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My fingers went numb, though my mouth failed to go still.
“Sir.”

There was a pause, then the sound I'd been hearing over and
over in the group: a sigh that had the shape of annoyance.
“The students of your college have made my phone
unusable. Messages, calls, forwards. Do you realize what
you have done?”

I felt like I should say something witty, something that
would make him see us in a different light. However, all I
could say was, “Sir, all we are seeking here is a fair
opportunity. Some of us have families depending on this.”

He was silent long enough that I imagined he was reading a
dozen messages on another handset. When he spoke again,
the tone had changed, less thunder, more resignation.
“Look, I don’t appreciate my number being spread. That’s
unprofessional.”

I swallowed. “Sir, what else could we have done? No one’s
listening to what we have got to say. We didn’t even know
that our college was blacklisted. If you could let us come
tomorrow, just to try —"

There was the click of paper, the small bureaucratic rituals
of someone insulated from whatever the word ‘desperation’
tasted like. “Tell the students to stop calling my personal
number,” he said finally. “Come tomorrow morning with ID
cards. We'll allow you to sit for the placement pool, and
then, we will see.

Everything became a blur for a second; the air smelled
thicker in the room as though somebody had poured syrup
over the night. I said, "Tomorrow," rather to myself than to
him.
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“Tell them to stop calling,” he repeated, a last-ditch attempt
at order. Then the line went dead. The vibration stopped; the
fan’s blade made its slow lazy arc. The normal sounds of the

hostel came back into the room, as of a wave that had come
back.

I was lying there, with the phone clamming on my palm, and
I had a little, clear object in my chest, first time in years, not
of anger or fear. It was something like astonishment. I had
moved something. Not a law or an authority, but a man
who'd been used to being left alone. His permission was
small, bureaucratic, and terribly imperfect, but it was
permission. He had told us to come.

I did not understand the scale of what had happened then. I
only knew that a cluster of digits on a screen had gone from
being an insignificant line of numbers to an instrument that
could open a door. It felt irresponsibly powerful.

As I sent the message on the WhatsApp group, it became
Crazyworld. Mohit texted in caps: “WE DID IT.” Ranjeet
messaged a sticker of a roaring lion. Shweta wrote a short,
honest line: “I can’t believe we did this.” Somewhere,
someone posted a voice note in which three seniors sounded
like they might cry.

Then, when the whooping settled a little, the other sound
arrived, a smaller, quieter chorus of doubt. Several friends
DM'd privately: “Was it right?” “Did you think about the
officer’s safety?” Someone wrote, “What if this backfires and
they blacklist us forever?” Another message: “We've crossed
a line.”

It struck me then that courage and foolishness are twins who
dress alike on certain nights. It felt good to be on the right
side of both.
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Ayushi’s name flashed on my screen. I hit call. She answered
in two rings.

“Tum thik ho?” Her voice was small with the same disbelief
that illuminated my chest. (Are you okay?).

“Yeah,” I said. My voice was unsteady. “He said we can
come tomorrow.”

A pause. “So it worked.”
“It did,” I repeated. “It actually did.”

She breathed in, the sound almost prayerful. “I'm proud of
you,” she said simply. “Doing something like this... that
took guts.” Then, quieter: “Par dhyan rakhna, Inder. Power ka
matlab responsibility bhi hota hai.” (But be careful, Inder.
Power means responsibility too).

I knew where her words were coming from. It was just
recently that we had watched Spiderman together, and this
line from the movie had really stuck with us. I liked how she
could always speak things that took me back to a moment
spent with her. But beyond that, I could understand how
relatable that dialogue really was at that time. I could feel the
truth of that in the dark. I thought of the placement officer,
alone in his office at some quiet hour, phones buzzing like
insects. I thought of the faces in our class who would cling
to that single word, “tomorrow”, and the weight it carried
for their homes. I thought of my father taking medicines
from the same bank where his salary barely stretched, of
Ma’s voice becoming careful around expenses. I thought of
those late-night tuitions and the burning bulb over them.

There was no heroism in my act; there was desperation
turning into action. Still, as I walked through my memory of
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the night, something tender settled in me. It was wrong and
right at the same time, as though I had met my little heart.

I got out of my bed and moved to the window. The window
facing the hostel was full of few silhouettes: boys smoking,
students debating on what to do next, laughter, which
sounded like an attempt to prove to the world that they were
not afraid.

My friends came over one by one. They stood in a loose
group and talked quietly. Mohit nudged me and said, unable
to keep pride out of his voice, “Who thought we would hear
‘come tomorrow’?” He smiled stupidly, as a person who has
bought a lottery ticket and discovered a penny in his pocket.

A little more likely to indulge his dramatics, Ranjeet strolled
a little farther and rubbed his palms as though he were
closing a circuit, though it was not cold. Shweta was more
silent; she gazed through the window and turned to me
saying, “You were reckless.” There was no accusation in the
tone, only an observation that sounded heavy and wise.
“And sometimes we need the reckless.”

Avyushi sat a little apart, the streetlight painting gold on her
cheek. She hadn’t joined the group ruckus; she had always
been a quieter storm. She listened mostly. When she finally
spoke, it was soft: “What you did tonight, made your voice
louder. Not a wake up call, but a warning: Voices can be
used correctly or used dangerously.”

I nodded, not sure I deserved any praise or any caution.
Maybe both were due. The thrill and the ache sat together.

We sat in that small circle and tried to make plans for
morning, how many of us would go, who would borrow ties,
who would print which certificates. It felt oddly domestic,
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those practicalities overlayed with purpose. At some point |
discovered that we were all suddenly more serious about the
neatness of our shirts than we had ever been. Maybe because
the world outside might finally look at us.

Afterwards, as the hostel lights were downed and the others
slept, Ayushi and I were walking to the gate. The streets
were damp with dust; a dog was poking the trash can. She
paused at the gate and observed me as though she was
attempting to discern the outline of my features in shadows.

“You changed something tonight,” she said. “Not the world,
maybe. Not yet. But something inside of you.”

“l felt small and then oddly big,” 1 admitted. “It's
confusing.” I would have said more, and I would have told
her how it was long nights in the hospitals, how Paa smiled
in spite of it all, how guilty I had felt most of the last year,
but I didn’t knowing that my sentences would have been too
shaky.

She put her hand into my hand, like she understood
everything without me even saying a word at all. “That’s
okay,” she said simply. “You need not know all the things
tonight. Just sleep.” She smiled a little, such a smile as might
still a troubled thought.

Later when I went back to my room I did not turn on the
light. I was lying on my back with my phone face-down on
the bed and the ceiling fan was slowly and patiently rotating.
The figure on the screen was a hinge. It had given permission
to step through a locked doorway. But permission, I knew,
could also be a test.

My mind drifted back to my father. I thought of the
smallness of his salary and the scale of his love. I thought of
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how little gestures, a phone call, a line posted in a group, a
crowd making noise, could sum up to something that felt
like rescue. The crispness of the officer’s sentence, “Come
tomorrow”, lodged inside me like a small bright stone.

I recognized, for the first time, that voice was not just an
echo. Voice had pressure. It could press against doors and
sometimes, they opened. It could also bruise if pressed the
wrong way.

I felt a complex knot of triumph and unease. The triumph
was undeniably intoxicating: we had turned a bureaucracy’s
head, if just a little. The unease smelled of consequences.
What if Radha Raman College authorities grew angry? What
if the officer retaliated later? What if tomorrow humiliated
us? These were questions that would have to be faced like
any exam, one by one.

I turned my face toward the window. The city was softer
now, houses yawning and lights dimming. For a moment I
was a small boy again, standing at the station as Paa waved
me off, repeating a checklist that felt like love. Don’t waste
money. Study well. Remember why you're going.

Tonight, as I lay in that small room in Bhopal, I realized that
“remember why” had new meanings. I remembered that
desperation can be a crude, disheveled instrument, and still
be utilized.

I thought of the petition signatures, the sit-ins, the faxes
nobody read, and the nights I'd been convinced nothing I
did mattered. I thought of the way Ayushi’s hand had
steadied me, how Mohit’s illicit grin had made everything
feel possible, how Shweta’s sarcasm was actually courage in
gloves. I thought of the friends who had stood at the canteen
and planned a blockade they didn’t know how to hold.
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The number on the phone was a small proof that persistence,
even when untidy, even when ethically grey, could be a kind
of lever. It made me taste an unapologetic pleasure that felt
both terrifying and right. For the first time since I had left
Patna, I sensed that my persistence was not merely
stubbornness but could be a craft. It could shape things.

I closed my eyes and whispered, not sure if anyone would
hear: “Maybe this is the first time my voice mattered.”

The fan hummed. The night accepted the sentence. Outside,
the city edged from darkness to the palest hint of blue. And
for the first time in a long time I slept with a noisy, hopeful
heart, not because the world had changed, but because I had
learned that sometimes the smallest insistent noises could
make the world listen.
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hen suddenly the whole college behaves like they

have entered the army, you know it is the day of
placements. People who had never ironed a handkerchief
begin to iron their clothes as though they are about to hoist
the flag of their country. Hair gel is something that becomes
a necessity, and the smell of deodorant, anxiety and
ambition are evident in the air of the hostel corridor.

But that was not happening in my room.

When Ankit came, it was already 8 am, and I was still in bed.
Yet, even through the drowsiness in my eyes, I could see
Ankit looking like a man who had eaten an entire success
advertisement.

White shirt, blue tie, blazer sharp as a razor. His shoes had
been shone so bright that you could likely see your face in
them. And beside him was his girlfriend, Jyotsana, with a
small tiffin box in a newspaper.

“For you,” she said, smiling. “Dahi. For good luck.”
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“Thanks,” I muttered, still trying to figure out why daylight
was allowed to be so bright.

Ankit’s expression said everything he couldn’t. “Inder,” he

1

groaned, “you're still sleeping? The drive starts in an hour

“An hour?” I sat up, tangled in a bedsheet that had been my
blanket, towel, and napkin for most of the semester. “Bro, I
was just, ”

“You were snoring!” he snapped. “You think the company
will wait for your dreams to finish?”

He tossed my blanket and glared at me as though I had
personally offended punctuality. My t-shirt was wrinkled
with the kind of wrinkles that carry emotional resonance,
and my track pants resembled those that had been to war.

Jyotsana sighed as she opened the box of dahi. “Just eat.
Maybe it'll help.”

I took a spoonful. “Can it also help iron clothes?”

“Clothes?” Ankit repeated, looking around the room.
“Where are your formals?”

I pointed lazily toward a pile of clothes on my study chair.
Somewhere beneath it lay my dignity.

“You didn’t iron them?” he gasped.
“I didn’t even find them,” I said.

He opened his mouth as if to speak something, but then
closed it, and ran his hand through his hair in exasperation.

I could not help but smile at him being so concerned for me.
I got up, stashed my formals in the bag, and said, “Don’t
worry, I'll change there. It will be alright.”
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“ Alright?” he screamed. “From what angle do you think you
look like you're going for a job interview?”

“Relax,” 1 said, tying my shoelaces. “The company
mentioned that they want flexible, adaptive people.”

Ankit didn’t laugh. “We're leaving in five minutes. You have
exactly that much time to find socks that match.”

I found one. That felt like a win.

Shweta was waiting downstairs with her scooty, tapping her
foot like a mother waiting for a perpetually late child. “You
two are impossible,” she said. “We're already late.”

“Blame him,” Ankit said, pointing at me. “Our man here was
meditating on unemployment.”

I climbed onto the scooty, smiling sheepishly, and said,
“Relax. The universe rewards sincerity.”

“The universe,” Ankit muttered, “is about to reward your
laziness with rejection.”

We rushed down the streets of Bhopal like outcasts. Ankit
held on to the file of certificates in his hands like it were a
newborn child. I grabbed my bag, which now harboured my
wrinkled formals, a bottle of water, and a slight amount of
panic.

By the time we reached the venue, the doors to the induction
hall were already closing. A line of students in neatly
pressed blazers marched inside like soldiers reporting for
duty. Ankit froze.

“Bro, they're starting,” he whispered, panic blooming in his
voice.
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“Then RUN!” I screamed, and we ran like two individuals
who were in a hurry to board a bus that was already full,
moving with speed.

We entered the hall just in time, and we were panting. One
of the guards looked at us as though he were composing
complaints by himself. I smiled at him, Ankit pulled his tie,
and we acted as though this was in the plan.

Ankit went in for the first round. Five minutes later, when
he came out, he looked like someone whose dreams had
been laid off.

“What happened?” I asked.
“Rejected,” he said flatly. “Didn’t even look at my resume.”

He sank onto a chair, face blank. I wanted to say something
comforting, but only managed, “At least your tie passed.”

He shot me a glare. “Go give your test. Maybe you'll get
lucky.”

I borrowed his pen and went in. My brain was not fully
awake, but my fingers were moving as they had a muscle
memory of all these nights of teaching and coding. I didn’t
even feel nervous. Maybe because I'd already seen worse,
cancelled exams, unpaid staff, and power cuts during tests.
A placement exam was nothing in comparison.

My name appeared on the list when the results were
announced. Ankit smiled briefly, then grimaced back again,
caught between happiness and heartbreak. “Good,” he said.
“Now go win something for the rest of us.”

He said it like a blessing that tasted slightly bitter.

The group discussion was next. Eleven students were in a
circle with all wearing what seemed to be their own wedding
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dresses. The topic for discussion? “Innovation in Indian
Startups.” All of them were talking in refined English,
quoting Steve Jobs and Elon Musk as though they knew
them personally.

My turn came, and I said, “In India, breakthroughs are
hardly counted as innovation. What counts is trying to figure
out how to charge your phone during a power cut. If you can
do that, you can start any company.”

There was laughter. Even the moderator cracked a smile. I
passed.

Outside, I spotted Ankit sulking near the tea stall. Jyotsana
was with him, holding his file like a casualty report. “You
cleared?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said, almost guilty.

“Good,” he muttered. “Atleast one of us will get rich enough
to pay for petrol.”

Before I could reply, Shweta ran up, flustered. “Who took
my scooty?”

We looked around. The parking lot was emptier than a
canteen after an exam. Her scooty was gone.

Ankit’s patience snapped. “That’s it! I'm done!” He took my
bag containing keys, threw his blazer over his shoulder and
walked away like a man scorned by a destiny and a two-
wheeler transportation. “There is nothing like good-lucky
dahi, good-lucky scooty that can work!”, he muttered as he
walked away.

Jyotsana ran after him. Shweta sighed. “I'll find it later. You
just go. It's your turn.”

I laughed. “Remind me to never bring dahi again.”
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The last round of the interview was in an air-conditioned
room where a panel of interviewers waited. I was still
wearing my old t-shirt and jeans. Formals were in my bag,
folded, crushed, forgotten. There was no time left to change.
I entered, smiling like someone who'd stopped caring about
impressions five minutes ago.

Three people sat across the table. Middle-aged, serious, and
clearly allergic to unshaven candidates.

“Mr. Inder,” one of them said slowly, “is this how you come
for an interview?”

I straightened up. “Sir, honestly, I didn’t think we’d even be
allowed in the drive. If I'd worn formals and they’d turned
us away, I'd have had to go home in formals. That would've
been sad and expensive.”

There was silence. Then, the faintest smirk from the lady in
the middle.

The questions began. Coding problems, logic puzzles, and
teamwork scenarios. I replied to what I knew and guessed
what I did not, and remained calm about it. The guy on the
left made some kind of an attempt to get me into a trap by
asking a trick question on debugging. I smiled and told him
how I'd once stayed up all night helping a student fix a
missing semicolon. He laughed. “So you teach too?”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “To pay rent and to remember how little I
actually know.”

He chuckled. “Fair enough.”

The conversation started flowing. They asked about group
projects, and I told them about learning more from broken
computers than working ones. They asked about leadership,

and I told them how convincing people to attend protests at
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Barkatullah was the toughest management exercise of my
life.

Finally, one interviewer leaned back and asked, “If not
engineering, what would you do?”

The question came like a curveball. I paused. “I'd write,” 1
said after a moment. “I like reading,. I like words.”

“Then why don’t you write blogs?” the lady asked.

I smiled. “I have a few drafts. But I keep waiting for them to
be perfect.”

She nodded. “Nothing is perfect, Mr. Inder. Just publish
them.”

Something about her tone stayed with me long after I left
that room.

By evening, the results were pinned on the notice board. The
crowd gathered like it was Independence Day. I elbowed my
way through and looked. My name sat there quietly in the
middle of the list, wearing no fanfare.

One student from Barkatullah University. Just one. Me.

I stared at my name on the list for more than a few seconds.
I was not sure what to feel. Pride? Relief? Maybe both. Ankit
stood nearby, arms crossed, eyes a little red. When our eyes
met, he walked over and hugged me. The kind of hug that’s
half-congratulations, half-regret. “You did it,” he said softly.

I smiled. “Guess the dahi worked after all.”
He laughed, but his voice cracked. “Yeah. Lucky you.”

Behind us, Jyotsana looked proud and slightly annoyed at
the same time. Shweta found her scooty parked two blocks
away with a note that said “Thank you for the ride.” And
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somewhere, the placement officer probably swore never to
underestimate a student WhatsApp group again.

Ayushi called that night. “So?” she asked. “Caught the
mice?”

I grinned. “Yeah. Turns out the colour didn’t matter.”
She paused, recognising the quote. “Deng Xiaoping?”

“Who else?” I said. “The colour of the cat doesn’t matter as
long as it catches mice.”

She laughed. “I'm proud of you.”

Her voice had that warmth that could calm earthquakes. For
a moment, I just listened to her breathing and the faint city
noise behind it.

Later, I called home. Ma answered first. “Result?”
“Selected,” I said, smiling even before the word finished.

She called out, “Sunte ho? Inder ka selection ho gaya!” (Listen,
Inder got selected).

Then I heard Paa’s voice. “Accha? Bahut badhiya, beta.” (Good,
very good). His tone was calm, proud, and simple. “Khush
rehna.” (Stay happy).

He didn’t ask about the company or the salary. Just said,
“Bas apna khayal rakhna.” (Take care of yourself).

That was him, steady as always. His blessings carried more
weight than any offer letter ever could.

After the call, I sat by the window for a long time. The city
outside was loud and alive. Inside, everything felt quietly
rearranged. I thought of the late nights spent teaching kids,
of writing code in cyber cafés, of Ayushi’s patient faith, of
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Paa’s voice, of every unpaid lecture that still taught me
something.

This job wasn’t luck. It was all that I had done when nobody
was looking, all the little things put together until the world
had to pay attention.

A year from now, I'd graduate. I would have a degree, a job,
and a ticket to another city, another chapter to look forward
to. However, I was not thinking about the future that night.
I contemplated how it had come to pass, a boy packing his
formals in a bag, having been late, and wanting the world to
give him an opportunity.

And somehow, it did.
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Graduation day smelled like marigolds and dust. The
college had tied orange garlands to anything that
would hold them, including a weary neem tree that had seen
more crushed hearts than degrees. The auditorium hummed
with laughter and camera clicks. I wore the same blazer I had
planned to use for the placement interview, wrinkled at the
elbows, still lucky.

Ma had called two nights before the graduation, saying,
“Beta, Paa ka tabiyat thik nahi chal raha hai. Hum nahi aa
payenge.” (Beta, Papa is not feeling well. We won’t be able to
come).

I told her it was fine. She kept apologising. I kept insisting I
understood. I really did, but the moment wasn't without its
gentle hurting. I had been imagining them sitting with other
parents since day one. I wanted Paa to see me cross the stage
and clap in that quiet way only fathers clap. But life rarely
adjusts itself to our imagination. It simply goes on, and we
learn to move along with it.
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The ceremony felt longer than it should have. The principal
spoke about courage, internships, and the value of hard
work. Students were cheering in rows as their names were
called. My turn came, and I walked up, with an attempt to
look relaxed. My palms were sweating. The lights were
bright. My friends were cheering me. Ranjeet even went to
the extent of saying, “Beta, khush rehna. We are proud of you,”
just so I would miss Paa a little less. In that moment, all my
fear and nervousness went away, and I smiled as I held my
degree.

Once the ceremony was over, it was a patchwork of
photographs in the courtyard. People wrote on the shirts of
one another. One of them tossed a cap in the air and struck
one of the professors, who acted angry to please the other
professors who were onlookers. My friends circled around
me. Ankit was repeating “This is it, this is it,” like we were
all training to complete a marathon, and we had crossed the
finish line. Jyotsana handed me a little box of sweets and said
I should open it only when I reached Pune, like a silly
blessing for the journey ahead.

I checked around until I saw Ayushi on the steps to the
library. She was sitting a little away from the chaos. Her legs
were stretched out. Her hair was loosely tied. Her bag was
resting beside her like a quiet companion. I went to her and
stood beside the stairs. She raised her eyes, her lips curving
into a smile. But it was not her usual kind of smile. It had
something held back.

“You did it,” she said. That was all at first.

I sat next to her. “You could at least pretend to be happy for

”

me.

“I am happy,” she said. “Just not for me.”
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It took a second for her words to land, and then the silence
between us grew thicker than it had ever been. We had
always operated on unspoken things. But unspoken things
have their own expiry date. So I finally said what I had
carried inside me for months.

“I like you,” I said. I didn’t soften it. I didn’t dress it up. “I
want to try a long-distance relationship with you. Pune is not
another planet. We can make it work.”

She looked down at her hands. “I like you too,” she said.
“But I can’t do long distance. I know myself. I will make
things heavier for both of us. I will worry too much, expect
too much, think too much. You deserve someone who is
sure.”

The words stung even though they came from honesty, not
cruelty. A part of me wanted to argue. The other part knew
she was right. There is a point when pushing can turn
affection into a burden.

“Alright,” I said. “But this still matters. Even if it ends here.”
She nodded, eyes shining just a little. “It matters.”

We didn’t hug. She just touched my hand once, a seal on a
moment. Later, the hostel turned into a sea of trunks, tape,
and signatures on shirts. Mohit hugged me twice. Ranjeet
promised to visit when politics dragged him to Maharashtra.
Aakriti said, “Learn to eat salad,” which I knew meant, take
care of yourself. Ankit pretended not to cry and failed.

The next morning, I boarded the train to Pune. Of course, I
got the middle berth. By then, I had made peace with the fact
that the railway system saw my name and thought the
middle berth fit this boy well. I stored my suitcase, sat
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awkwardly between a snoring uncle and a restless college
kid, and stared outside as the train rolled away from Bhopal.

The journey felt like a slow rewind of my last four years.
Hostel jokes. Mess food disasters. Failed lab experiments.
First attempts at confidence. Last attempts at running from
it. And now, a new chapter waiting outside the window.

I reached Pune around nine at night. The station felt cleaner
and louder than any I had seen before. I took a small lodge
near the office address | had printed out twice. The room had
a bed that tilted to one side. There was a window that faced
a wall so close I could have asked my neighbours for salt. I
fell asleep before I knew it.

Morning came quickly. I woke up with a mix of excitement
and nervousness. I ironed my shirt twice, even though it
didn’t need much ironing. The corporate office building was
tall, shiny, and slightly intimidating. There were thirty of us
new joiners gathered in the lobby. The HR gave each of us a
sheet filled with icebreaker questions. People jumped into
the task as if talking was a race and silence was a
disqualification.

I stood near the corner, trying to blend into the air. That was
when I noticed her.

Janvi. Short. Slightly chubby. Big, bright eyes. White shirt
tucked neatly into black trousers. A blazer that looked a little
too serious for her otherwise lively face. She was moving
around, asking people questions rapidly, making notes,
smiling at strangers like she had known them for years.

Something pulled me toward her before I had time to think.
I walked up and, fumbling a little, asked her one of the
questions printed on my sheet.
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“Do you believe in love at first sight?”

She looked up for half a second, then back at her sheet.
“Yes,” she said efficiently and moved to the next person.
Heat climbed my neck. My old question started playing its
old song. Too direct. Too soft. Too much. Too little. I stood
there feeling foolish, wondering whether I had picked the
worst possible question to begin with.

After the exercise, people laughed like they spoke the
language of ease. I wanted the day to skip to evening.
Instead, it offered me lunch. When we were leaving, I
returned and stood near Janvi.

“I am sorry,” I said. “I should not have asked that. I am not
entirely strange. Or maybe I am. I just wanted to talk.”

She laughed, the kind that opens a window. “You said
nothing wrong. I just can’t multitask. My brain takes
revenge. I was born left-handed. My parents insisted I write
with my right hand. Now, if I try to do two things at once,
the door shuts.”

“So the door was shut on me,” I said.

“It was shut on everyone,” she said. “You just knocked at the
wrong second.” She nodded toward the cafeteria. “Tea?”

Tea is an easy acceptance. “Janvi,” she said.
“Inder,” I replied.

“You are not strange,” she added, stamping a certificate.
“You're nervous. Most of us are. I pretend I'm not.”

“I pretend I'm not pretending,” I said, and we both laughed.

And then began the work, although it didn’t hit us like a
wave. It was more like a slow drip. The first few days were
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filled with passwords, training modules, and ice-cold office
air. Things kept changing, shuffling among teams, projects,
and training modules. Even outside the office, I had finally
found a decent place for accommodation, and I could finally
feel the sense of independence, the feeling of living in my
own apartment. But amidst all these changes, there was one
constant: Janvi. We were somehow always in the same
teams, two people who kept landing near each other by
accident. Our desks were on the same row, us sitting only
two chairs apart. Sometimes our chairs spun at the same
moment, and before we knew it, we were facing each other.
We ended up exchanging an awkward smile before turning
back to our screens.

And then began cute, awkward moments that brought us
closer. From strangers to acquaintances to friends. During
one of the training sessions, we had to introduce ourselves
in front of the group. I fumbled through my sentence and
mixed up two tenses. My sentence came out as, “I have did
my engineering from Barkatullah University, Bhopal.”
When I sat down, she leaned slightly towards me and
whispered, “It’s done, not did. Past participle with have, not
simple past.” Her tone wasn’t mocking. It was almost gentle,
as if she were straightening a tilted picture frame.

I nodded. “Thanks,” I said, though my face felt warm.

The next day, during a training session, when I said, “This is
the most worst concept I have ever come across,” she
corrected me again. “You simply say ‘worst” No double
superlatives in a sentence.”

I gave her a helpless look. She shrugged. “You will get the
hang of it.”
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This pattern continued. Whenever [ slipped, she corrected
me lightly. Sometimes with a tiny smile, sometimes with a
raised eyebrow. I expected it to irritate me, but strangely, it
didn’t. It became a small inside rhythm between us.

Lunches were slower. I sat with my usual group for the first
week. One afternoon, when my group was still busy with
work and could not come for lunch, I landed at a table near
Janvi by coincidence. She was eating idlis from a steel tiffin.
The smell of chutney drifted across.

“Do you always eat this?” I asked.

“Only on days I feel like being good,” she said. “On bad
days, I eat fries.”

“I brought aloo paratha from a dhaba,” I said.
She looked tempted. “That smells unfairly good.”
“Want half?” I offered.

She hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “Only if you take
idlis in return.”

We exchanged food like school kids. That lunch turned into
three lunches that week. Not planned. Just easy.

We didn't talk about anything deep then. Just small things.
How the training videos were dull. How the office chairs
squeaked too much. How she disliked the phrase basically
because it was used as a filler.

Every time she corrected me, I would pretend to be
offended. She would say, “I can’t help it. It's a habit. I grew
up treating grammar like a pet to be groomed.” I told her she
was impossible. She told me I was dramatic.
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One evening, after work, we wandered into the small library
space on the ground floor. A few old paperback novels were
arranged neatly on a metal shelf. She pulled out a book and
flipped through it. I picked another. We stood there quietly,
reading the first lines.

“You like books?” she asked without looking up.
“Yes,” I said. “They were my escape in engineering.”
“Same,” she said. “I read more than I talk.”

“That’s a lot,” I teased.

She rolled her eyes. “It’s selective talking. There's a
difference.”

The next weekend, we met near FC Road. She wanted to visit
a bookstore she claimed had the best smell in Pune. We
browsed the aisles slowly. I could see the excitement on her
face. We kept picking books and putting them back. We read
random lines from our favorite books aloud. She found a
dusty copy of a poetry collection and handed it to me. “Read
this line,” she said. “Tell me what you understand.” When I
tried explaining, she laughed, correcting my English yet
again, in her same gentle manner.

We kept walking through the aisles of the bookstore,
laughing, smiling, and then she suddenly stopped in her
tracks.

“Oh,” she said, pulling out a thick yellow book. “I know this

”

one.
She turned it so I could read the cover. The Artist’'s Way.

“You have read it?” I asked.
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“Started it twice,” she said. “Never finished. It's a twelve-
week creative program. Morning pages, weekly exercises,
digging inside yourself. Very intense.”

I took the book from her hand. The cover had a quiet
calmness to it. I flipped through the pages. They were clean,
almost expectant.

“Why didn’t you finish the earlier times?” I asked.

“I didn’t have company,” she said. “It’s the kind of book you
follow better with someone.”

I felt something shift gently inside me. Not a big moment.
More like a small decision forming without noise.

“Let’s try it together,” I said.

Her eyes lifted toward me, searching to see if  meant it.
“You won't stick to it,” she said lightly.

“You haven’t seen me being disciplined.”

“Have you seen yourself being disciplined?” she teased.
“I will try,” I said. “Honestly.”

She thought for a second. Then nodded slowly. “Alright.
Morning pages start Monday.”

There was no dramatic music. No flicker of fate. Just two
people holding a book in a crowded store, agreeing on
something quietly. But even then, I felt the beginning of a
thread weaving itself between us, something delicate and
real.

And from that Monday onward, our mornings found a new
shape. I bought a cheap ruled notebook from the vendor
outside, who also sold pens that leaked and gum that lost
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flavour in three minutes. Janvi bought a thick pad that made
every scribble look like it mattered. We wrote before work,
on buses, at the cafeteria tables, sometimes in an empty
meeting room where the projector blinked a blue square like
a portal. It was strange at first, just pouring whatever came
to mind. But slowly it became a place where I could unload
things I didn't say aloud. Worries about work.
Homesickness. Doubts about myself. Moments when I felt
small in a city that looked so tall. Janvi sometimes circled my
sentences with a red pen. She wrote small notes like this
sounds honest or say this more clearly. When she corrected
my tenses in the margins, she drew tiny smileys so I would
not sulk. Her own pages were neat, almost rhythmic.

Around the same time, I had to take a leave and visit Patna.
Paa had a dizzy spell. Nothing too serious, Ma said. Her
exact words, “Tension mat le beta” (Don't take any stress).
But this, of course, meant I had to worry. I went on with the
same routine: board a train, slip a note to the TT, and just
hope the TT would be generous enough to not assign a
middle berth. Janvi walked with me to the gate after work
that day.

“Call me if you need anything,” she said.

Her tone was simple, but it held warmth. Inodded. The train
was late as usual, and I was again on the worst creation of
mankind: the inevitable middle berth. When I reached Patna,
the air felt heavy and familiar. Paa was lying on the bed,
pretending to be annoyed that I had rushed home. Ma
served me tea and kept fussing over everything. For two
days, I stayed beside them. I helped Paa sit up. I watched
him stretch his legs slowly. I saw the slight tremble in his
hands when he tried to read the newspaper. He pretended

not to notice.
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On the night before I left again, he tapped my arm gently.
“You are doing well,” he said. “Don’t let worry make your
world small. Make it wide.”

I carried those words all the way back to Pune.

When I returned, Janvi handed me my morning pages from
the week before, which she had kept aside to review.

“You are improving,” she said. “But you still confuse your
tenses when you talk too fast.”

“And you still talk too fast even when you don’t need to,” 1
replied.

She laughed her loud laugh that made her nose scrunch just
a little.

We were having a great time. We enjoyed each other’s
company and had started to hang out more often. Evenings,
we walked to the bookstore near FC Road. We read the first
pages and put the books back with respect. On Fridays, we
tried cafés, comparing cappuccinos and the volume of
music, choosing places where we could hear our own jokes.
Pune began to open its map to me. Rain rehearsed before
arriving. Trees leaned in. Streets held a polite hurry. I started
to feel I belonged to a routine and the routine belonged to
me.

One weekend, Janvi said, “Let’s go to an open mic.”
“I know listening,” I said. “I don’t know performing.”

“You don’t have to perform,” she said. “I want to. I need to
know if my voice still exists.”

The venue was a small café in a lane that smelled of pav bhaji

and ambition. A brick wall, twenty chairs, a mic that

trembled as if it had stage fright too. Posters of past events
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where poets looked surprised at their own names. We
bought two coffees in cups more photogenic than drinkable.
When Janvi went to register, the person at the counter said,
“Five hundred to perform.”

“To perform?”

He nodded, bored. “Per slot. Audience free. Artists five
hundred.”

We had enough if we skipped dinner. “We’ll pay,” she said.
“We came to speak.” She put down the money and wrote her
name at slot sixteen.

When her turn came, I watched her stand in front of the mic.
Her hands shook a little, but her voice held steady once she
began. She spoke about childhood, about silence, about
choosing her own path. It was simple. It was honest. It was
hers.

But the thing about paying, the casual remark of the
organizer about the audience being allowed free, but artists
and their voices having to pay a price, that bothered her. It
bothered me too. On the ride back, the streetlights stretched
into soft yellow lines, and she kept shaking her head.

“It feels wrong,” she said. “Why should people pay to
express themselves? Art should not be taxed like this.”

“I agree,” I said. “If anything, the audience should value the
experience. Not the performers.”

We talked about it for a while. Then the conversation paused
and drifted into other things.

We still kept going to the open mics, Janvi still kept
performing, still bothered by having to pay the price, still
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discussing it on every ride back home, with every discussion
ending in “what could we really do?”

A few weeks later, we got the answer to that question in the
form of an unexpected opportunity. Our favourite café had
a last-minute cancellation for a Sunday open mic. The owner
knew us by then. We were the two regulars who came with
notebooks and curious eyes.

“Do you want to host an open mic?” he asked. “Just fill the
room. You can keep whatever people put in the hat. I'll take
the coffee sales.”

We agreed without thinking too much. We spent the next six
hours messaging friends, colleagues, anyone we knew who
had ever written a poem in their life. We bought markers and
chart paper. We wrote “Open Mic Tonight” and taped it to
the café door. Janvi made the performance list. I arranged
chairs. People arrived slowly, then more came. By seven, the
room looked full in a warm, uneven way.

We hosted like beginners. I stumbled once. She forgot the
name of a performer and apologised with a laugh. Someone
sang. Someone recited a heartbreak poem that made the
room go quiet. When we counted the money at the end, it
was not much. Maybe enough for two coffees and a snack.
But it felt big in a way we couldn’t describe.

After that night, something changed.

We started hosting more often. We refused to charge
performers. Instead, we placed a small jar at the exit labelled
“Contribute if you can.” Some weeks, it helped us cover
expenses. Most weeks, we paid from our pockets. Our
savings slowly thinned, but neither of us said anything. The
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joy of seeing strangers gather and share their words
outweighed the dent in our finances.

The open mics had become a routine by then. Every Sunday
evening, we reached the café early, arranged chairs, tested
the mic, and argued over whether the fairy lights should
hang straight or slanted. During performances, Janvi usually
handled the sign-up list, and I managed the crowd. She was
always lively around people. But sometimes, in the middle
of the noise, I would catch her staring at her phone. The stare
was not the normal kind of way one looks at their phone. It
looked as if her phone were a window to a place she didn’t
want to visit.

Once, while we were packing up after an event, she stood
near the counter. She was holding two empty paper cups,
lost in thought. I asked if she was tired, and she nodded too
quickly. It wasn't tiredness; it was something else,
something she hadn’t said yet.

Over the next few days, I noticed the same flicker in her.
When we were walking together, she sometimes fell silent
mid-sentence. At times, when we were laughing about
something, her expression changed for a heartbeat before
she pulled herself back. I didn’t press her to tell me anything.
I knew better than that. I knew that people speak when they
are ready.

One evening, after a small crowd had left and only the soft
sound of the espresso machine remained, we stayed behind
to finish our coffee. She rested her elbows on the table,
rolling her cup slowly between her palms. Her eyes moved
between the door and the cup, as if caught between leaving
and staying.
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“Inder,” she said, after a long pause. “Can I tell you
something without you trying to fix it?”

I nodded. “You can tell me anything. I won't try to solve it.”

She kept tracing the paper rim with her finger. “I had a long
relationship once. Years, not months.”

She took a breath, as though saying it pulled a string inside
her.

“It ended. Then it half ended. Then it ended again. And even
now, sometimes he calls.” She shook her head. “I don’t want
him back. That chapter is closed. But my mind still reacts
before I do. It's like my body remembers something I have
already walked away from.”

I stayed quiet. The softness in her voice didn't ask for
judgment. It asked for space.

She looked at me then. “I thought I should tell you. Because
you are becoming part of my life in ways I didn’t expect. And
I don’'t want you to be confused if I seem distracted
sometimes.”

Her honesty hit me gently, and yet it shook something in me.
I didn't feel angry or jealous. I just felt aware of the distance
between what she had lived and what she was trying to
grow into now.

I wrapped my hands around my cup and said, “Thank you
for trusting me with this. You don’t have to rush yourself. I
getit.”

I meant what I said. But inside me, something tugged. I liked
her. More than I should have. Hearing about her past made
me feel small for a moment. Not because she did anything
wrong, but because I wasn’t sure where I fit in her world yet.
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We didn’t discuss it further. But the silence between us that
night felt heavier than usual.

Life continued. Work grew more demanding. I had to visit
Patna twice more for Paa. Each time, Janvi walked with me
to the gate, wished me well, and messaged me throughout
the journey. Each time, I returned feeling a little more
grounded and a little more worn out. Balancing home, work,
and our growing open mic community felt like juggling
without proper training.

Money grew tighter. We tried skipping autos and taking
buses. We limited eating out. Our open mic events kept
expanding. More people started coming. Some began
recognising us as the organisers. But the jar rarely collected
enough to cover everything. Sometimes we spent our entire
month’s small savings to pay for equipment or snacks.

One evening, after a particularly draining event, we sat on
the steps outside the café. The lights were dim. The traffic
hummed in the distance.

Janvi placed her notebook beside her. “Inder, we can’t keep
doing this forever. Not like this. We are almost always
spending more than we earn.”

“I know,” I said. “I have been thinking too.”

“But I don’t want to stop. There is something about these
events.” She paused. “It feels like we are nurturing a small
garden.”

I smiled. “A very hungry garden.”
She laughed. “Yes. One that eats money and sleep.”

We sat quietly for a long moment, both tired but strangely
content. Then she spoke again, slowly.
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“What if we had our own place? A small one. Not too big.
Just a café of our own.”

I liked her idea, but there was something else on my mind. I
said, “I like the idea, Janvi. But there are already too many
cafés out there. We need to offer something different,
something unique. What do you think about a book café? A
place where people can sit, read, write, and perform. A place
where we don't have to ask cafés for slots. Where we decide
how it works. Where art doesn’t come with a price tag.”

The idea landed gently but firmly.

She didn’t react immediately. She let it settle inside her, let it
stretch its arms and find its place. A room with bookshelves.
A corner with a small stage. A counter with simple food. A
place where open mics wouldn’t drain us but sustain us. A
place where stories could belong without paying for the
microphone.

Finally, she said, “That sounds right.” Then, after a pause,
“It sounds like something worth building.”

She looked at me, and her eyes lit up in a way I had not seen
before. It wasn’t excitement alone. It was recognition. As if
we both understood that everything we had done until now
had quietly been preparing us for this larger idea.

We talked late into the night. About money. About the kind
of place we wanted. About how it would smell of coffee and
paper. About how we would decorate the walls. About the
small balcony we wished it would have. About how people
could come in without hesitation and leave a little lighter
than they arrived.

The buses had stopped running by then, so we walked back
slowly. Streetlights kept our shadows long beside us. Pune
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felt a little softer that night. A little more like a city that might
let us carve a small space of our own.

In that quiet walk, with no crowd and no rush, I realised
something. I did not know where Janvi and I stood in
matters of the heart. I didn't know how to label anything.
But I knew I cared about her deeply. I knew she made the
city easier. I knew the work we were doing together felt
meaningful. And I knew that whatever came next, I wanted
to be part of it.

When she reached her lane, she paused. “Maybe it won't
happen soon,” she said. “But let’s not let it become another
unfinished idea.”

“Tt won't,” I said.
And I meant it.

We walked our separate ways, but the idea walked with me.
A book café. A place for art. A place for belonging. A place
that might one day carry our names quietly in a corner.

I reached home, placed my notebook on the table, and wrote
one line in my morning pages for the next day.

A new story has begun. And it wasn’t just mine anymore.
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Late at night, the idea finally came to take shape. The cafe
was very quiet, with chairs lying against the walls, and
the counter wiped out. There was a little yellow bulb above
our table only; otherwise, we would have been swallowed
up by the darkness. Janvi was leaning forward with her
elbows on the table. Her notebook was on her lap, and she
was tapping the pen against her chin. Her eyes had a kind of
look that was serious enough to make me sit up straight.

“I want to go forward with making it more than a dream,”
she told me. “We've been talking about this café for weeks.
It's time we make it real.”

Her tone wasn’t light anymore. The look she had was that of
focused attention, which I had observed when she was
debugging code, or before she got onto the stage during an
open mic. Determined, quiet, unafraid.

I smiled, half-nervous. “You make it sound like we're about
to launch a company.”
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She looked at me. “We are, Inder. Just not the kind that sells
things. We’'re creating a place for stories, not customers.”

She pushed the notebook toward me. It was filled with
scribbles, some lists, some half-drawn tables, some
underlined words. In her looping handwriting, the name
“Half Baked Tales” was written at the head of the page.

I followed the letters with my finger. “You're sure about this
name?”

“It feels right,” she said, eyes steady. “Because nothing in life
is ever fully done. Not people, not poems, not love.
Everything’s always a little half-baked.”

Ilooked up at her. “And you're okay putting that on a board
outside the café?”

“More than okay.” She smiled faintly. “It tells people what
to expect.”

We sat there for hours, planning. The name led to sketches
of what the place would look like: wooden tables, a stage in
the corner, a small bookshelf along the wall. I wanted a
blackboard behind the counter to list the specials; she
wanted fairy lights over the stage. We agreed on both.

“Books, coffee, and open mics,” Janvi said, scribbling
quickly. “A creative community space where food supports

”

art.

“And where words don’t have to pay rent,” I added, and she
laughed.

We made lists: furniture, lights, permits, kitchen equipment,
everything that seemed too expensive to write down. But
every time one of us started to lose hope looking at the total,
the other would say something that pulled us back.
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“We’ll find a way,” she said, closing the notebook finally.
“We always do.”

The following days became a blur of movement. During
office hours, we were employees; by evening, we were
entrepreneurs with too much hope and too little experience.
Janvi took charge of design and communication; she had that
effortless way of talking to people that made them listen. I
handled the operations: finances, calls, and the endless cycle
of forms that every new idea attracts.

We spent evenings walking through Pune’s lanes, looking
for a place that felt right. One was too small. Another too
expensive. A third had good space but no natural light. After
two weeks of walking and debating, we found it, a modest
space above a small bookshop, with cracked white walls and
a large window overlooking the street.

“This is it,” Janvi whispered as sunlight poured in through
the glass. “It already feels like a café.”

I nodded, feeling something tighten in my chest. “Half
Baked Tales,” I said aloud, as if testing how the name
sounded inside real walls.

The landlord, an old man with thick glasses, smiled when
we told him our plan. “A place for stories?” he said. “That’s
rare these days. Just don’t play loud music.”

We signed the lease a week later. When he handed us the
keys, Janvi looked at me, eyes glinting. “We actually did it,”
she whispered. “We have a place.”

Her voice carried disbelief and pride in equal measure. I
wanted to say something deep, but all I could manage was,
“I hope the electricity works.”
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It did not take long before the excitement wore out. Reality
began to knock in the form of expenses. Furniture, license
fees, painting, lighting, permits, every step came with a bill
attached. The jar we once called “our savings” began
shrinking faster than either of us could refill it. We still
hosted open mics to keep the spirit alive, but every night,
after closing, we would count the cash and realise we were
falling short again.

One evening, as we sat surrounded by receipts, Janvi threw
down her pen. “We can’t keep doing this, Inder. We're
sinking before we've even begun.”

I rubbed my eyes. “We just need time.”

“I don’t think that time is going to pay our bills,” she
snapped, then instantly softened. “I'm sorry. It's just, this
means everything to me. I can’t watch it crumble before it
begins.”

My gaze was fixed on her, and the tiredness of her words
was easy to read. “We'll figure something out,” I said
quietly. “We always do.”

After a long silence, she said, “We need to take this outside
Pune. Get people talking about Half Baked Tales.”

“Outside Pune?”

She nodded. “What about Bhopal? You went to college there,
right? You know people. We could host an open mic there,
make it a traveling version of what we want to build here.”

It made sense. The city was familiar, the crowd welcoming,
and the cost far lower than another Pune event.

“Alright,” I said, after thinking for a while. “Let’s take Half
Baked Tales to Bhopal.”
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The next few weeks were a rush of preparation. Janvi
handled the promotions, designing posters, calling café
owners, and talking to people. Her energy was endless. She
was the face of Half Baked Tales, confident, articulate, the
kind of person who walked into a room and owned it.

I, on the other hand, remained behind the curtain, as if
working under Janvi's shadow. I was the one who wrote the
emails, organized with other friends, and ensured that
nothing went wrong. But at the end, the name I signed was
“Janvi.” So, whenever anyone inquired about the project,
they would just ask about Janvi.

It didn’t bother me at first. But occasionally I heard a little
voice saying to me, “You will, in all life, be behind the
curtain.” I swept it aside, and I remembered that credit was
not as important as the dream.

Our train to Bhopal was on a Friday evening. As usual, the
bookings were made at the last moment, and we were in
different coaches. When I told Janvi, she laughed. “It's
alright. You'll survive a night without me correcting your
grammar.”

“I'll try,” I said, pretending to be offended.

The train was crowded. Families dined throughout the
berths, children scampered along the aisles, and sellers were
shouting “Chai, chai, garam chai,” in their usual singsong
tone. I kept turning around to catch a glimpse of her coach
through the crowd, and once in a while, she’d send a
message: “Still alive?” I'd reply, “Barely. Someone stole my
window seat.”

When the train at last arrived at Bhopal the following
morning, I saw her standing on the station with her
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backpack on her shoulder, her hair all messed up with sleep,
yet her eyes looked big and bright as always.

“Welcome back to your city,” she said.
“It feels smaller than I remember,” I replied.
“Maybe you just grew.”

The open mic in Bhopal was everything we’d hoped for and
more. It was hosted in a cosy café near my old college. The
owner, an old friend of a friend, let us use the place for free.
By evening, the room filled up, college students, poets,
musicians, and even a few professors who claimed they were
“just curious.”

Janvi stood on the tiny stage and introduced Half Baked
Tales, her voice calm and steady. She spoke about how art
needed spaces to breathe, how stories deserved ears, not
entry fees. Every word she said found its mark. I was at the
counter, registering people, cleaning the microphone, and
sometimes assisting the cafe employees who ran out of cups.
The moment she looked at me in the middle of a sentence
and smiled, something inside of me got relaxed.

The performances that night were raw and beautiful. A boy
sang about his father’s bicycle. A girl recited a poem about
leaving home. It all reminded me of home, and for a
moment, it felt like I was not in the cafe. Instead, I was in my
thoughts, worrying about Paa, who had not been keeping
well, not since the last time I had visited Patna. However, the
claps of people, not polite, but wholehearted, brought me
back to the cafe. When it ended, everyone stayed back,
talking, laughing, and asking questions. We didn’t earn
money that night, but we earned something far better:
belonging.
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After the event, Janvi turned to me as we stepped outside.
“This is what I want,” she said softly. “A place where people
can come alive like this.”

I nodded. “Then let’s make sure they can.”

The next morning, before leaving Bhopal, I took her to my
college. The guard at the gate recognised me instantly.
“Arre, Inder! You're back?”

I laughed. “Just for a visit, bhaiya.”

We moved around the campus, through the canteen, which
was still tainted by the scent of the burnt samosas. I walked
her to the same tree around which my friends and I had
spent a lot of time. Janvi watched everything with curiosity,
her camera clicking every few steps.

“So this is where you became you,” she said, teasing.
“Or where I learned to survive without sleep,” I replied.

We stopped near the library steps, the same place where I'd
once told Ayushi I liked her. The memory flickered but
didn’t sting anymore. Maybe that was how time healed, not
by erasing things, but by softening their edges.

Janvi looked around and said, “You know, this campus
would’ve suited Half Baked Tales. So many stories hiding
here.”

“Maybe one day,” I said. “When we open a branch here.”

We walked around the college for some more time before we

finally reached the station for our return journey. This time,

I had booked the tickets early, determined to make sure our

seats were together. This time, by some happenstance, we

had a lower berth reserved, yet the inevitable middle berth

didn’t leave the picture. We were still stuck with one middle
103



A Half Baked Tale

berth seat. But this time, I was happy that I had Janvi
accompanying me. I felt that we could have a good time
together on the train, just her and me. But fate, as usual, had
its own humour. One of my old friends, Sameer, decided to
join us at the last minute. He insisted, despite my protests,
that traveling together would be “like the old days.”

Janvi laughed when she saw my expression. “You're terrible
at saying no.”

“I'm a polite person,” I said dryly. “It's a curse.”

By the time we boarded, Sameer had already claimed that he
would take the lower berth. I tried reasoning with him,
pleading with him to let Janvi take it, but he didn’t budge.
Moreover, his frame didn’t allow anyone to share the berth
with him (just a polite way of saying, he was a fatso). I gave
up, and after some rearranging, Janvi and I ended up sharing
the middle berth. It was awkward at first, both of us
pretending to be comfortable with less than two feet of space
between us.

“I can sleep sitting,” I offered.

“Don’t be stupid,” she said, shifting to make space. “We'll
manage.”

The train began its rhythmic sway. People snored softly in
nearby berths. Outside, the night rolled by in streaks of
blurred light. We spoke quietly, about the event, about how
much work awaited us back in Pune, about how good it felt
to build something that mattered.

Then, somewhere past midnight, the silence changed. She
turned slightly, her hair brushing against my face. I could
smell the faint trace of coffee on her breath. My hand was
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resting close to hers, close enough that it almost felt
intentional.

Her voice was low when she said, “You always overthink,
don’t you?”

“Most of the time,” I whispered.
“Stop it,” she said, almost smiling.

When our eyes met, the air between us stopped moving. It
wasn't planned. It wasn’t grand. It was just a quiet moment
that knew what it wanted. When she leaned in, I did too. Our
lips met softly, like a sentence that had been waiting for the
right pause. It wasn't long, or perfect, but it was real, a spark
that neither of us wanted to put into words.

We didn’t speak after that. The train rattled on, indifferent
to what had just begun. And for the first time in life, I didn’t
resent the middle berth. In this moment, it no longer felt like
the worst creation of mankind. Instead, it felt like something
that mankind had created just to bring two people closer to
one another and tie them in a bond, unspoken, yet sacred.

Back in Pune, we threw ourselves into work. The café space
was finally ready, with fresh paint on the walls, new tables,
and the smell of varnish mixed with coffee powder. We
arranged books on the shelf, wrote “Half Baked Tales” on a
chalkboard in large, uneven letters, and hung fairy lights
that refused to stay straight. Janvi stood at the door on
opening day, holding a tray of coffee cups, greeting every
guest with her signature warmth. I stayed behind the
counter, pretending to be busy with the register.

She was the face; I was the hands. It was fine, mostly. But
sometimes, when I heard people say, “Janvi’s café is so nice,”
something in me tightened. I knew she wasn’t doing it
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deliberately; she always included me in conversations,
always said we. But the world saw her first.

We never talked about the kiss. Not once. But something had
shifted. The way she looked at me when I handed her a cup
of coffee. The small pauses before she spoke. The quiet ease
that sat between us when we didn’t have to say anything at
all. There were moments when she seemed entirely present,
laughing, planning, talking about new events. And then
there were moments when she looked distant, her smile
fading just slightly when her phone buzzed.

I noticed, but never asked. Some fears are best kept inside
until they’re ready to be spoken aloud.

We had completed the twelve weeks of The Artist’s Way, but
the habit stayed. Every morning, before work, I wrote my
pages, sometimes about the café, sometimes about home,
sometimes about things I didn’t want to admit to myself. The
words started to turn into something larger. A story. A
novel, maybe. I wasn’t sure yet. But the ending always
escaped me. No matter how many times I tried, it refused to
come.

One morning, Janvi read over my shoulder as I wrote.
“You've got something here,” she said. “This could be a book
one day.”

I smiled. “Maybe. If I ever find out how it ends.”
“Maybe you're not supposed to know yet,” she said softly.
“Maybe you're still living it.”

The days fell into a rhythm. Work in the mornings. Café in
the evenings. Open mics on weekends. Life felt full and
exhausting, and meaningful all at once. There was joy, there
was love that neither of us named, and there was a quiet
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pride in watching something we built begin to breathe on its
own.

Then one evening, as | was closing the café, my phone rang.
It was Ma.

Her voice was trembling. “Beta... come home. Paa... he’s not
well.”

The words hit me before I could make sense of them. My
hands went cold. “What happened?” I asked, heart
hammering.

“He’s very weak,” she said, her voice breaking. “The doctor
says... just come soon.”

Janvi, who was counting cash behind the counter, looked up
immediately. “What is it?” she asked.

I managed to whisper, “Paa’s not well. I have to go.”

Her expression changed instantly. She came around the
counter and took my hand. “Go, Inder. Don’t think twice. I'll
take care of everything here.”

Her grip was firm, her eyes steady, but I could see the worry
hiding behind them. “I'll call from the train,” I said.

“Just reach home,” she said quietly. “That’s all that matters.”

The next morning, I packed my bag in silence. The café was
still dark when I left. Through the glass door, I could see our
hand-painted sign, Half Baked Tales. The name looked
softer in the half-light, like it understood that life was
pausing for a moment.

As the cab pulled away, I saw Janvi standing at the corner,
waving. She didn’t say goodbye. She just mouthed, “Take
care.”
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The train to Patna was crowded, noisy, and relentless. I sat
by the window, watching the world blur by, stations, trees,
cities slipping into each other. Somewhere between two
stops, I took out my notebook and wrote one line.

Maybe every story begins as half-baked until life finishes it
for you.

I closed the notebook and leaned back. Outside, the
landscape kept changing, as it always does, no matter who's
watching.

And I prayed that, by the time I returned, both my father and
our small, fragile dream would still be waiting,.
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he hospital reeked of boiled rice and bleach and

forbearance that had long ago lost the pretence of being
hopeful. I recall how the fluorescent light made everything
small and fragile, such as paper that had spent excessive
time in the sun. I can remember dashing away with my bag
towards Ma. As I neared her, she took me up with eyes
already sunk by nights of waiting.

“Beta,” she said, and the one syllable contained a lifetime of
small alarms. She led me down a corridor that had a
hundred framed calendars on its walls, each one an attempt
to count days that did not change the truth. I had rehearsed
what I would say when I reached Paa. I had practised
strength in the train. None of it mattered when I pushed
open the curtain.

He was smaller than I remembered. That is what shock does.
It takes your old map and redraws the landmarks. Paa lay
propped on pillows, skin the color of old paper, eyes half
closed. The monitors coughed a steady rhythm. Each beep
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felt like the ticking of a distant relative's clock. When he
opened his eyes and saw me, there was a crack of recognition
that made the minutes we had missed fold back on
themselves.

“Inder,” he said, voice thin as tissue, and smiled anyway.

I wanted to say everything then. I wanted to tell him about
the café we had opened, about the fairy lights that still tilted
foolishly, about the mornings I wrote and the way Janvi
corrected my grammar with tiny smileys. Instead I sat and
took his hand, as if the warmth in that small palm could
steady the world.

The doctors were careful, in the way people use careful
words to soften the hardness of what they cannot change.
“He is serious,” they said, and the phrase landed in me like
a small stone in water, making circles I could not stop. They
tried this medicine, and that one. They spoke of scans and
tests and wait times. I listened to the jargon like a man trying
desperately to translate a language that had no verbs for
what I felt. The night collapsed into one long vigilance. I
slept in a plastic chair by the bed and woke to find the light
unchanged.

I called my manager. I did the thing you do when your life
requires paperwork: I recorded the facts, slow and simple.
Father serious. Requesting extended leave. I added the
obligatory line about being reachable. I did not know
whether it was true.

“What about the cafe?” I asked Janvi when we spoke on the
phone. My voice was brittle. She moved to the line as if she
had steps of care ready to put down.
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“Don’t worry about it,” she said, in her always calm and
soothing tone. “I will keep everything here running. You
focus on him. He will be fine, don’t stress about it. Just take
care, and if you need anything, I am here, Inder.”

Her ease over the phone was a small anchor. I believed her.
For a while that belief helped me breathe.

Days measured themselves in small cycles, the beep of the
monitor, the cup of tea that Ma sipped like a benediction, the
way the TV muffled itself in the corner. I learned the
hospital’s creaks. I learned which nurse would bring the
warm blankets and which one would scold you lightly for
bringing outside food. I read the cards on the ward notice
board without feeling the words.

When Paa had the energy, he asked about little things. “How
is the cafe?” he whispered once, and I told him about a new
poster someone had drawn. He closed his eyes and smiled.
The small moments felt like carved seals on a book I did not
want to close.

The doctors were doing their best, and that phrase hurt the
most because inside it was a kind of helplessness that no
stethoscope could cover. I found myself praying more than I
had ever prayed in my life, not in grand lines but in the soft,
repetitive hopes people use when they are trying to hold on
to something. Please, I would think. Please let him breathe.

After a week of hospital routines the room changed in the
way some rooms change when winter arrives early. There
was less movement, less of the small bustle that keeps hope
elaborate. And then one morning the nurse said nothing at
first; she only made a small gesture, the kind that always
means more than the words that come after. Ma's knees
folded as if led by a muscle that had been storing its
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weakness. I went to the bed and placed my forehead on his
hand because that is what I had seen men do in old films,
and something in me recognized its truth.

He breathed out once with an effort that seemed to take
everything with it, and then, he didn’t breathe again. There
was a long silence that felt like the space between one
heartbeat and the next, but deeper. I could not make any
inventing verb to hide with. I cried then, a sound that came
from a place in me I did not know was a reservoir. It was
loud and ugly and honest. I thought of the small things my
father used to teach, how to stretch your socks to make them
last, how to bargain, how to pretend you understood the joke
when you did not. The memories rolled through me like old
films. When the final rites were done and the smoke made
its quiet circle, I felt wounded in public and quieter at home.

For Ma I became a rock, because grief demands performance
in front of those who still need you. For others, I held the
gestures that made sense, returning calls, arranging
paperwork, calling distant relatives. People said things that
were supposed to help. “Time heals,” “He is in a better
place,”, sentences that sounded like borrowed scripts. I
learned how to take their words and fold them away.

Before I left for Pune again, Ma pressed my hand and said,
“Beta, life goes on. That is what your father wanted. Keep
building.” Her voice was steady because she had the practice
of steadiness. I promised to return soon. I lied a little. I
wanted to be at the café because being busy felt like survival.

The journey back to Pune was a blur of landscapes and
stations. I had planned, foolishly, that work would help.
That mornings would be full, that customers would come in
and I would laugh and write and the ache would become a
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vignette rather than a headline in my life. But the city had
shifted under my feet. The café smelled the same: coffee,
paint, the ghost of varnish. The fairy lights still refused to
hang straight. The hat jar still sat polite and thin.

Janvi was there when I returned, and for a few days her
presence felt like a balm that had been fashioned imperfectly
but with intention. She moved through the café with the
same grace, asking vendors for receipts, tasting the soup that
had gone slightly off, greeting regulars. Once, our hands
brushed as she handed me a cup, and I smiled like I always
used to in such moments. But she didn’t return that smile.
She had changed in ways that came at first as small notes
and then arranged themselves into a melody I did not want
to hear.

She began to avoid the small touches. Where we had once let
our fingers meet over a tray, there was now a careful
distance. She suggested a joke one evening and then added
quickly, “Also, I think we should decide on a no touching
policy at work. For clarity.” She said it with a laugh, as if that
would slide the comment into something light. I laughed
too, because that is what people do when they cannot admit
their confusion.

I noticed the way her phone lit up and how her smile
changed when she picked it up. It was a small thing at first;
I made excuses for her. She had history, she had past storms,
and who was I to clamp down on that? But there is a peculiar
way suspicion grows: it is patient. It rehearses its case in the
quiet moments and offers you small proofs. And that proof
came one afternoon, when Shubhank walked into Half
Baked Tales like a man who expected his path to remain
open. He had the easy arrogance of someone sure of being

welcome.  had seen his picture on Janvi’s phone. I had heard
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his name like a passing train. Seeing him in the frame of the
café shifted something in me in ways I did not anticipate.

Janvi greeted him with a smile that was not for me, and my
throat closed as if someone had pulled a curtain across a
window. “Shubhank,” she said. “What a surprise.”

He kissed her on the cheek in the way old lovers do when
they are still practised at claiming a corner of each other’s
lives.

I asked her later, voice small. “What's he doing here?”

She told me, as if recalling a line from a play. “We saw each
other a few times. He's been... around. I told you before,
remember?”

I remembered that she had told me about an on-and-off
thing. But the admission that followed felt like a new map.
“We are trying again,” she said, as if saying it quickly would
make it less true.

“Been around... trying... what?” I tried to form words that
were not raw. My hands trembled. “You mean while I was
away?”

“While you were away,” she said. “It started as a mistake.
We spoke. Things were complicated. I didn’t know how to
tell you because nothing between us had been defined.”

“Not defined?” I repeated. The word sounded small and
brittle.

She reached for me like someone trying to explain a failed
bridge. “We had a moment. It doesn’t mean I didn’t care
about what we had. I care. ButI am also trying to make sense
of what I need. He contacted me. I went to meet him. It
happened.”
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Her words were private instruments trying to carve away at
the hurt. She tried to explain guilt, confusion, needing
attention. She called it messy and human and old mistakes.
She said a hundred small things that might have been true. I
listened and felt as if the floor was dropping me into a room
with no doors.

We argued. Not with yells because angry noise felt useless.
We argued in the quiet that usually holds conversations
between lovers who are learning to keep each other safe. She
said she had been honest in spirit, if not in timing. She spoke
about the difficulty of telling me when I was in Patna, about
not wanting to hurt me at a moment of grief. She said she
should have told me earlier. I said nothing for a long time
because sometimes silence holds the most honesty.

In the end, neither of our words built a bridge. We agreed to
keep the café running, but I didn’t know what I would even
do there. Nonetheless, I kept going to work, to the cafe,
because habit is a kind of slow anesthesia. I did my job at the
office through the day, and at night, I would be at the cafe,
steaming milk, preparing cappuccinos, and counting till the
numbers matched the daily reports. My hands learned to be
automatic, writing code, fixing issues, making coffee, setting
up the mic, going through the motions. Inside, there was a
hollowness that felt like an ache someone had hollowed out
and then used to store small, miscellaneous objects like spare
change and found keys.

Books became a refuge but not a remedy. I read self help
books first, because grief wants structures, wants lists and
steps and tasks it can do to feel less adrift. They offered
mantras and routines and the illusion that pain could be
scheduled. I moved from them to novels, to biographies,

trying to find some sentence that might close the wound.
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Nothing closed it. The words soothed only in the mechanical
way of medicine dulling pain, not removing it.

Night times were the worst. The café’s emptiness mocked
every plan we had shared. I would stand behind the counter
and feel the ache coil behind my ribs like a sleeping animal.
I thought about the kiss on the train and how we never spoke
about it again, how we placed it in a drawer and pretended
it had been a decorative object. I thought about my father
telling me, years ago, to make my world wide. I thought
about how wide my world had suddenly grown and then
shrunk to the size of a grief.

Janvi left within weeks. She said she needed space to
reconcile with Shubhank and herself. She said she was sorry
for the timing and for everything that had been broken by
the truths we had not spoken. She packed her things in a way
that felt rehearsed and boxed the rest of her in sentences that
tried to be honest. We had a final conversation where we
both said things that were true and things that were excuses.
She walked away with the same dignity she had always
carried, but the space she left behind felt like the middle of a
street after a shopfront’s shutter is pulled down.

People offered condolences and awkward help. “If you need
anything call me,” they said, and I believed them at the level
you believe weather forecasts. My father had been the axis
of a small world; his absence made every rotation feel
slightly off. The cafe lost its light for me. Its walls were the
same color but the paint had changed meaning. I stopped
opening the counter on some mornings because getting out
of bed had a weight I could not lift.

Work at the office offered me a different sort of motion. Code
is deaf to grief. It asks for logic, for precision. For a while the
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mechanical demands of tickets and deployments were a
mercy. My manager noticed that I was quieter and asked
gently if I wanted a transfer somewhere else. At first I said
no. I wanted to feel anchored. But days turned into a
monotonous loop of moving from my bed to the office, the
café, the bed, and I felt as if each repetition was another layer
of white noise around the ache.

Then the offer for a transfer to Delhi came in again, this time
without my manager asking me about it. The email was
brief. “New project needs experienced hands. Transfer
offered by HR.” The words looked official and unfeeling. I
read them in the staff room under a poster about work-life
balance and found that the idea of leaving felt less like
running away and more like answering a siren that
promised change.

I accepted without long thought because the thought itself
felt like a luxury I could not afford. I told no one for a day
because speaking it out loud would make it a decision rather
than a reflex. When I finally said it to Ma, she asked if I had
thought carefully. I had not. I had thought that maybe
stepping into something unfamiliar would help. I thought of
starting over in a city that did not know the small details of
my life, a city where my father’s absence would not hang like
a portrait on every wall.

The night before I left, I walked once more to the café. The
sign swung gently in the wind. The fairy lights were tangled
as always. I ran my fingers over the chalkboard with our
uneven letters and felt the old habit widen into something
sadder. I had not closed the cafe permanently; that was a
separate, quieter funeral. For now, it was a pause. I turned
the key in the lock and left.
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On the train to Delhi, I watched the landscape blur like a
watercolor being rinsed. I had no illusions that a new city
would erase the grief. Grief does not understand geography.
But I had learned something in these months: that motion
can make the edges of pain less sharp. The transfer felt like a
stone I could toss into a slow-moving river and watch the
ripples carry it away.

I did not hope for much. I hoped only for a thinner mulberry
of days, a time when the rawness might feel like a healed
scar. The thought of Delhi was not a plan. It was a possible
map for small acts: a different route to the office, a new
neighbourhood, coffee shops that did not know my father’s
name, colleagues who would not ask about the funeral. It felt
like a modest kindness.

When the train slid into Delhi, I stepped out and breathed
air that tasted unfamiliar and clean. For the first time since
my father’s death, I felt the possibility of being able to
rearrange the furniture of my life, but it was a cautious
feeling. Grief does not leave you fully. It settles like a book
you carry with you. I would carry this one for a long time.

I thought of Half Baked Tales and the people who had made
it a place, the poets, the regulars, the old man with thick
glasses who had rented us the space. I thought of Janvi and
of how something that had begun as a promise had become
a lesson. I had learned, painfully, that people have their own
maps, and sometimes they lead them away from you. I had
learned that running does not always mean escape.
Sometimes it is simply the only way to continue.

I folded my morning pages and put them back into my
notebook. The paragraphs had become a litany of small
attempts to name myself. I was not cured. I was not even
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certain I wanted to be. I only wanted a city that did not hold
echoes at every corner so that I could learn how to make
silence into something less heavy.

The train moved on to the next station, and I let the city of
Delhi make its own first impression on me. I had no
expectations and no illusions. All I had was this thin,
stubborn idea that another place might let me start moving
again. That felt enough for that moment.
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Some cities do not welcome you. They accept you like a
mirror accepts a stranger, without knowledge, without
sympathy, without the least effort to conceal the truth. It was
that way with me in Delhi, a mirror I was not ready to look
into.

The early morning, just after I changed my apartments to a
one-room flat in Lajpat Nagar, the sunlight had forced its
way through the sheer curtains in a manner that was more
of an intrusion. I awoke to the far roar of automobiles, the
heavy clamor of a utensils store opening, and my own
heartbeat, still weighed down with all I had brought from
Pune. During the initial few minutes, I had a sense of a weird
silence within me, not the tranquility, but a silence that
seemed to be borrowed from some deeper weariness.

I was sitting on the edge of my bed and looking at my
notebook, which was something I had always kept close to
myself. My morning pages were my ritual. But that day, the
pen rested between my fingers as if the sentences were too
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shy to come out. I wrote a few lines anyway, uneven, unsure,
and closed the book before reading anything back.

It didn’t matter what the day asked of me. I still had to go.

The Delhi office was bigger, busier, and colder in its
working. Its entrance was built of glass, and it resembled a
reflection of the road, giving the impression that the entire
city had been swallowed by the building. I stepped through
the metal detector with my ID card still fresh on its lanyard,
and the receptionist directed me where the onboarding desk
was.

People were polite. They smiled as people do when they are
trained to smile, and I tried to smile back, but something
within me was a step slow about every expression I tried.

At the initial team meeting, the members appeared to be at
home. I was sitting there like I had borrowed a chair. It was
at this moment that Kavita entered, carrying her laptop
under her arms, her hair in a sloppy bun of some kind that
yet managed to look authoritative. With the wave of
familiarity and experience, she received the team. As she sat
by me, I could feel her watching me as I continued rubbing
my palms on my trousers, trying to wake myself up.

“You're the transfer guy, right?” she asked, tapping her pen
lightly on the table.

“Yes,” Isaid. “I'm Inder.”

“I'm Kavita,” she replied. “Don’t worry. No one
understands anything on the first day. We all just pretend.”

That line, said with a half-smile and complete honesty, made
something loosen inside me.
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When the meeting ended, she showed me the floor, where to
sit, whom to ask for access rights, and which corner had the
decent coffee machine. “Not the best one,” she said, “the best
one is on the fourth floor, open to us only during late-night
deployments or lucky accidents.”

The day moved in a blur of passwords, new tools, and the
peculiar numbness that comes from trying too hard. By the
afternoon, my mind felt like a thick cloth soaking in too
much information. I rested my palms on the desk, trying to
breathe.

Kavita appeared again, holding two cups of tea. She placed
one by my elbow.

“You're overthinking,” she said. “It's written on your
forehead. Drink.”

I took the cup without argument because her tone made
refusal feel unnecessary.

“What's your background?” she asked, sitting on the edge of
my desk.

“Patna,” I said. “And then... Pune.”
Her eyes softened a little. “Long year?”
I swallowed. “Something like that.”

She nodded. “Alright. No need to talk. Just do small things
for now. Fix code. Go home. Sleep. Tomorrow is another

”

day.

Later, when I thought back on this moment, I realised that
Kavita’s way of caring was to give instructions that
disguised themselves as ordinary advice. She never
intruded. She simply rearranged small things around me
until the world felt less sharp.
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Karishma entered like light slips into a dark room, not in a
rush, not aggressively, just naturally finding its place.

We got paired on a presentation. She greeted me with a
bright, effortless smile that felt like something warm
nudging the cold air aside.

“You're Inder?” she asked. “Kavita told me you're quiet but
good.”

“I didn’t say I was good,” I replied.
“No one has to,” she said. “Kavita doesn’t praise lightly.”

We spent three days building that presentation. In the
process, I came to learn that she was from Ajmer, belonged
to a Sindhi business family that had views on all things,
including clothes to careers, and marriage schedules. She
explained this to me in a half-joking, half-serious manner
that led me to believe that she experienced the same amount
of arguments and affection in her childhood.

She laughed easily. She was an attentive listener. Instead of
waving, she hugged people in greeting. She was,
nevertheless, nothing but warmth personified all the way
through, with a hint of impatience somewhere under the
surface, as though she were endeavoring to escape
something only visible to herself.

During lunch breaks, she sometimes joined me and Kavita.
On other days, she dragged me to the cafeteria, insisting,
“You need fresh air. You look like a man who keeps breaking
inside silently.”

I didn’t know whether to laugh or feel exposed.

But she meant it as care. I could tell. The silence was never
oppressive with her.
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I did not realise that I was starting to rely on her presence
until the day that she did not turn up to work, and I found
myself walking into the cafeteria twice.

It was about this time that Ankit called.

My phone was buzzing, and 1 was leaning against the
balcony railing in the office terrace. The name appeared on
the screen, and my chest felt lighter, something I had not felt
in weeks.

“Bhai! Guess what?” he said, excitement spilling into his

voice.
“What?”

“We're engaged. Jyotsana and I, Finally. After years of
convincing our families, it's done.”

I smiled, genuinely. “That’s great, Ankit. Really great.”

He talked for ten minutes straight, about wedding venues,
guest lists, mandaps, clothes, and how Jyotsana wanted a
ring that matched her personality. I listened, happy for him,
imagining the life he was ready to step into.

We talked for a bit more before hanging up, and for a brief
moment, Delhi felt less scary. Like something good was still
happening in the world.

I didn’'t know then how quickly the shape of that good
would change.

The first time Ankit mentioned his vision problem, it was in
the most casual way imaginable. A Tuesday evening. I had
only gone home after a long day, the kind of day that leaves
you stretched in at the corners.
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“Inder, something weird happened,” he said, trying to
sound amused. “I woke up and the right side of the world

looked... foggy.”

“Foggy?” I repeated.

“Like someone smeared Vaseline on half my eye.”
I set the cup down. “Are you serious?”

“Yeah. Jyotsana is panicking more than me. She thinks it’s a
tumor,” he laughed. “I told her to stop watching medical
dramas.”

His attempt at humour didn’t sit well with me. There was a
hint of something hollow behind the laugh.

“What did the doctor say?” I asked.

“Going tomorrow. Jyots is dragging me early in the
morning. I'll keep you posted.”

He hung up before I could ask more.

That night, I lay awake listening to the faint sound of
scooters outside, the thud of footsteps on the staircase above,
and the silence between them. Something inside me kept
tugging in unease, like a small nerve being brushed
repeatedly.

The next evening, I reached the hospital to find Ankit sitting
on a plastic chair, a file of reports balanced on his knees. He
looked irritated, restless, twisting the cap of his water bottle.

“Show me,” I said, sitting down beside him.
He handed me the file.

The words inside read like a different language: optic
neuritis, demyelination, inflammatory markers,
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autoimmune response. The MRI images showed faint white
patches that the doctor had circled in pen, like warnings on
a map.

“What did they say?” I asked.

He shrugged, leaning back. “They said it's an immune
system thing. My body’s getting confused and attacking
itself. Very considerate.”

“Ankit,” I said gently, “this sounds—"
“Scary?” he finished. “Yeah. A little.”
I took a slow breath. “What happens next?”

“Steroids,” he said. “Strong ones. They’ll put me on IV for
three days. Then tablets.”

A nurse called his name then, and he stood up, brushing
imaginary dust off his jeans.

“Come?” he asked.
“T'm here,” I said.

He smiled at that, a small, grateful smile, and we walked in
together.

The days that followed were a blur of white corridors, needle
pricks, and the peculiar smell of antiseptic that clings to
clothes like a second skin. Steroids made him jittery. He
talked fast, laughed too loudly, and grew irritable over small
delays. He joked about it.

“T feel like a mix of Salman Khan and Kader Khan from
Mujhse Shadi Karoge,” he said, scratching his neck.
“Overdramatic with side effects.”
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I laughed because he needed me to. But every time he looked
away, I saw the fear stiffen his shoulders.

Jyotsana sat beside him often, notebook in hand, asking the
doctor questions at a speed even I struggled to follow. She
looked strong, focused, and determined.

She brought him home-cooked food, adjusted his pillows,
and wiped his forehead gently. There were moments where
her tenderness softened the entire hospital room.

But as the days stretched into weeks, the tension around her
eyes began to deepen.

Ankit didn’t notice immediately. But I did.

She stopped staying full days. Then she stopped staying past
lunch. Then she stopped bringing food.

Once, she stood outside the ward talking on the phone, voice
hushed but sharp. When she came back inside, her face was
composed again, but her smile didn’t reach her eyes.

One evening, while Ankit slept, she approached me quietly.

“Inder,” she said softly, “have you read the prognosis for
this?”

I looked at her carefully. “The doctor said it’s manageable.”

“But did you read the long-term possibilities?” Her voice
trembled. “Relapses... progression... dependency...”

I didn’t say anything.

She swallowed. “My parents think... they think I need to
rethink everything.”
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When she said everything, her eyes glistened, and I
understood the weight she carried, between a love she had
fought for and a future she was terrified of.

Around this time, my own life in Delhi continued moving,
almost in defiance of what was happening.

Kavita noticed the exhaustion on my face even before I
acknowledged it.

“You're splitting yourself between office and hospital,” she
said one day during a meeting break. “That’s not
sustainable.”

“TI'm fine,” I said.

“You're not,” she responded calmly, sipping her tea. “But
you don’t have to be fine. You just have to show up. One
thing at a time.”

She wasn't dismissing my struggle. She was grounding me.
Later that week, she came to my desk at nearly 8§ PM.
“Pack your laptop,” she said.

“What?”

“We're going for a walk. You need air.”

It wasn’t a suggestion. It was instructions wrapped in care.

She took me to the terrace. We walked in quiet spirals
around the boundary. She talked about her kids. How her
daughter had drawn a rocket that looked like a banana. How
her son wanted to become a cricketer one day and a
YouTuber the next.
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Listening to her stories grounded me. Her life was full,
messy, and busy. Even then, somehow she still made room
for mine. I felt a strange gratitude bloom inside me.

“You're a good boy,” she said suddenly.
I blinked. “I'm twenty-seven.”

“You're still a boy when it comes to this world,” she said
with a half-smile. “But you’ll grow, you're already
growing.”

We walked for another hour. And for the first time in weeks,
my breath felt a little lighter.

Karishma remained my emotional refuge.

She didn’t ask about Ankit unless I brought it up. She didn’t
give advice. She simply listened, the kind of listening that
feels like someone holding your words gently in their palms.

On difficult days, she dragged me to a small tea stall near the
office.

“Garma garam cutting,” she’d say. “Medicine for tired
souls.”

Sometimes, while crossing the road, she held my arm
casually. It felt as if she was trying to make sure that I didn’t
wander into traffic.

One day, I had been at the hospital all day, and when I
entered the office at the end of the day, she sat alone in the
cafeteria. Her head was bowed down on her phone, and her
hair was covering her shoulder. At the sight of me, she rose
and walked directly towards me, throwing her arms round
me in a small, close embrace.

“You look like you're carrying a mountain,” she whispered.
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I didn’t hug back at first. Then I did.

It didn’t feel romantic. It felt like safety. Like a home my grief
could sit in without being questioned.

But even in her comfort, there were moments of distance,
moments when she grew quiet, glancing at her phone
between conversations.

“Dad’s calling again,” she’d say with an exasperated sigh.
“Some boy from Mumbai I'm supposed to meet.”

Her marriage pressure started moving like a parallel river
beside my own emotional landscape. She’d rant about her
father’s suggestions, then laugh it off, then fall silent again.

“You think I should meet him?” she asked one evening.
“If you want to,” I said gently.

“T don’t know what I want,” she murmured.

I didn’t push.

Her confusion wasn’t about me. It was about the life she
imagined and the life her family imagined for her.

And I cared for her enough to let her figure it out on her own
terms.

In the meantime, Ankit and Jyotsana’s relationship was
disintegrating slowly, like cracks forming in glass.

One night, Ankit insisted on going out for chaat after his
appointment. “Life cannot be samosas and steroids only,” he
said stubbornly. “Let’s enjoy something.”

We went to a roadside stall. He held the plate with both
hands, as if grounding himself from dizziness. Jyotsana
joined us halfway, hair tied neatly, work clothes still on.
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She sat with us, but her presence was distant. She asked
Ankit about his medicines, about the next MRI, and about
his dizziness. But she didn’t touch his hand the way she used
to. And when her phone rang, she stepped away for almost
fifteen minutes.

Ankit pretended not to notice. But I saw the way his eyes
followed her figure as she walked to the side of the road.

When she returned, her face was polite again, like a door that
had been forced shut.

“I need to head home,” she said. “Papa wants to talk.”
Ankit nodded, trying to smile.

After she left, he exhaled deeply. “Sometimes I feel like she’s
slipping out of my fingers,” he said.

“Talk to her,” I said.
He shook his head. “Not now. Not when I'm like this.”

We sat in silence as the street vendors packed up. Delhi felt
colder than usual that night.

I didn’t know then that the real breaking was yet to come.

Winter had just begun settling over Delhi when the final
crack appeared.

The air had grown sharper, evenings darker, and Ankit’s
walks slower. He still attempted to make a light of it. He
made jokes about his drugs, how thin he had grown, how
his left eye was occasionally seeing stars that were not in the
sky. But there was a weariness I felt just under all the jokes
that was not physical. It was the fatigue of one seeking to
spare the people he loved from the reality that he was
starting to come to terms with.
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Jyotsana came less and less. Her eyes were circled with
fatigue when she did, and her voice was even thinner than
usual. There was an unspoken question hanging between
them each time: How long can we keep pretending this is the
same love?

One evening, I found Ankit alone on his terrace, wrapped in
a shawl, staring at the city lights.

“You think winter makes people feel lonelier?” he asked
without looking at me.

I sat beside him. “Maybe winter just removes distractions.
We start hearing ourselves more.”

He sighed. “That’s the problem. I don’t like the things I
hear.”

His voice cracked slightly, and in that moment, he looked
small, like the boy I knew in college, not the man who had
fought his family for love and built a future around
someone.

We sat a long time without saying any more. Grief could at
times only speak in silence.

This was followed by the inevitable a week later.

I was sitting on the edge of Ankit’s bed while he rummaged
through a drawer, looking for an old MRI report. His
movements were slow, the kind that come after days of
fatigue. The doorbell rang.

“Must be Jyots,” he said, trying to sound cheerful. “She said
she wanted to talk.”

He went to open the door. I stayed where I was, sorting
through the papers scattered on the bed.
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But even from the bedroom, I heard the shift in the air.
Her voice wasn’t raised. It wasn't angry. It was... defeated.
“Ankit,” she said quietly, “we need to stop pretending.”
He said something too soft for me to hear.
Then her voice again, trembling now, “I can’t do this.”

I walked to the corridor instinctively, not to intrude, but
because something inside me felt the shape of what was
coming.

Jyotsana stood near the shoe rack, eyes red, fingers twisting
her dupatta. Ankit stood opposite her, leaning slightly
against the wall for support. His breath sounded uneven.

“It’s not about love,” she said. “I still care for you. God, I care

for you so much. But I can’t carry this... for the rest of my
life.”

Ankit swallowed hard. “You think I want you to?”

“No,” she whispered. “But you will need someone. And I'm
not that strong. I'm not that person.”

He shut his eyes for a second, as if steadying himself against
something collapsing internally.

“You promised,” he said softly.

Her tears spilled over. “I know. And I fought, Ankit. I fought
my parents, my family, and even myself. But I'm losing. I
can’t convince them anymore... and I can’t convince myself
either.”

The room felt too still, too fragile.

“You're choosing them,” he said, his voice trembling with
quiet bitterness.
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“I'm choosing a life I can survive,” she whispered. “A life
where I'm not afraid every day of losing you piece by piece.”

He didn’t respond. He didn’t cry. His face went blank in that
terrifying way people go blank when their heart breaks in a
place words cannot reach.

She came nearer, hesitated, and reached over to touch his
arm.

“I just wish things were different,” she said.
He didn’t move.

She lingered a few more moments before she walked out the
door, as though they were dragging her feet.

As soon as the door shut, Ankit took in a sharp breath and

stumbled backward before uttering in a painful whisper,
“She left.”

As he looked up at me, his eyes were bright but dry.
“She left, Inder.”

I walked to him. I didn’t hug him. I didn’t say sorry or
console him. I simply stood beside him because sometimes
presence matters more than comfort.

For a moment, he leaned his head against the wall.
“I'm not angry,” he said quietly. “I'm just... tired.”

His voice broke then, not loudly, not dramatically, but like a
small piece of him had come loose without warning.

“I would have stayed for her,” he said. “Even if she fell sick.
Even if she lost everything. I would have stayed.”

I nodded. “I know.”
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He closed his eyes again. “Why doesn’t love stay, Inder?
Why does it always lose to something, fear, distance, timing,
pressure, parents... something always destroys it.”

I didn’t answer.
Because I didn’t know.

Bitterness in Ankit was manifested in minor aspects after the
breakup. He joked more darkly. He laughed over things that
were not funny. He stayed awake at odd hours.

One night, as I was visiting him, he said, “You know what
the doctor told me today? This is an illness that is
unpredictable. That's the term they use. Unpredictable. It is
their polite manner of saying that even they don’t know
what’s happening.”

He laughed, but it was a laugh with no humour in it.

“And Jyots left because unpredictability doesn’t fit into her
plans.”

I placed a hand on his shoulder. He didn’t brush it away, but
he didn’t acknowledge it either.

His anger wasn’t towards her. It was towards life, towards
the unfairness of being asked to lose everything when he had
already fought so hard for so long.

Meanwhile, Delhi continued its strange choreography
around me.

Work grew heavier. Projects overlapped. Deadlines chased
each other. And I moved through it all like someone who
had memorised the steps but forgotten the rhythm.

My mornings became slower. Some days, I found myself
staring at the ceiling for long stretches, as if waiting for the
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day to come find me. I lost track of small things: keys,
meetings, time. I felt a numbness settling inside me, quiet
and constant, the kind that doesn’t alarm anyone because it
doesn’t scream.

Kavita noticed first.

“You're drifting,” she said one evening, leaning against my
desk.

“I'm fine,” I replied.

“Don’t lie,” she said softly. “I know the difference between
tired and drifting.”

She didn’t press further. But she stayed back with me until I
finished my work, occasionally pointing out things I had
missed. At one point, she took the mouse from my hand.

“Go take a walk,” she said. “You're coding like a man half
asleep.”

I walked out and stood in the corridor, staring at the vending
machine without wanting anything. When I returned, she
didn’t ask where [ went.

Her mentorship wasn’t about guidance. It was about
noticing before I fell.

Karishma remained my soft corner.
Her marriage pressure grew with every passing week.

“Dad wants me to meet the guy,” she said one evening,
slumping into the cafeteria chair.

“You want to?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she sighed. “He’s nice. Well settled. Smart.
Everything on paper matches.”
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“That’s a good thing,” I said.

She leaned back, her head tilted toward the ceiling. “But why
doesn’t my heart feel anything?”

I didn’t answer.

She reached across the table and held my hand lightly. It was
her way of saying she felt safe enough to be confused in front
of me.

“I wish life were simpler,” she whispered.
“We all do,” I said.
Her fingers tightened slightly, then let go.

In that moment, Ankit called. He had a difficult appointment
at the hospital, and he asked me to take him to the India
Gate. I left immediately.

We sat on the grass, wrapped in our jackets, watching
families roam around, children running with paper
tricolours. The wind was cold but gentle.

“Do you think love always ends?” he asked suddenly.

I shook my head. “No. I think sometimes it changes shape.
Sometimes it becomes friendship. Sometimes responsibility.
Sometimes care.”

He looked at me quietly. “And sometimes it just leaves.”
“Sometimes,” I said.

After a while, he said, “Thank you for being here.”

“I'm not going anywhere,” I said.

He smiled, and in that smile I saw the last flicker of boyish

hope before adulthood’s full weight settled on him.
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That night, sitting by my window, notebook open on my lap,
Delhi lights blinking in the distance, I realised something
quietly painful.

Nothing stays. Not cities. Not love. Not health. Not certainty.
Everything moves, shifts, dissolves into something else.

And yet, in the middle of all that fragility, people still show
up for each other.

Kavita showed up with tough love. Karishma with warmth.
I showed up for Ankit. He showed up for me even when his
world was collapsing.

The permanence we crave doesn’t exist. But the moments we
offer each other, those are holy.

I looked down at the page and wrote slowly: Maybe
relationships are not meant to last forever. Maybe they’re
meant to heal us until they can’t. Maybe the sacredness lies
in the staying, not the staying forever.

The words settled on the paper like a quiet truth.

And for the first time in a long while, I felt something shift
inside me, not healing, not hope, but a small acceptance.

A soft understanding that even broken things can teach us
how to hold the world gently.
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believe sometimes the body knows things way before the

mind even has a clue about them. Like it attempts to warn
you in little things at first. But then you keep ignoring those
signals. And when that ignorance becomes too much for it to
bear, it speaks louder. That's how it started for me. Tiny
signs. Barely noticeable. It was some sort of heaviness that
was not exactly sadness, but was nearly close to it. A strange
quiet inside me that didn’t feel like peace.

But life outside looked fine. Good office. People who liked
me. Paychecks that came on time.

If anyone asked how I was doing, I said “good” without
thinking. That lie came easily, as though it were something I
had been practicing for months.

Delhi mornings were chilly. They felt cold in the way your
hands remained numb even if you put them in your pockets.
I used to stand on my balcony before going to work and
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watch traffic jams along the road. But as I did that, I used to
be mostly blank. Not sad. Not angry. Just there. Existing like
an object someone forgot to move.

I didn’t tell this to anyone. Partly because I did not want to
sound dramatic. And partly because I did not believe that
when people had something they could not mend, they
would know what to do with it.

Kavita sensed little things in her own way. She didn’t ask
directly, never pried. She just kept me anchored without
knowing she was doing it.

Her anchoring was practical. No fuss. No softness. But she
noticed things most people didn’t. She would find me
gawking at my monitor screen with no eye movement or
even losing patience to save a file three times an hour. She
would close her eyes and say something about men not
looking after themselves, and shove her tiffin towards me.

She never asked for explanations. She just showed up. At
times, that is the only thing that keeps a person together.

Not even her presence could be made to make the sensation
that something within me was almost unscrewing itself,
gradually, like a screw turning itself.

The symptoms became more acute after the New Year. At
first, I tried ignoring them. I blamed winter. Work stress. Old
trauma. Lack of sleep. I tried to walk it off after office, hoping
fatigue would drown the heaviness. But things got weirder.

I would have no reason to have my heart race. I used to have
my palms sweating even when I was not moving. It even
seemed to me, on some evenings, that air had become thicker
round me, and my lungs weary of bearing me.
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One night, I woke up gasping and felt that something awful
had happened. I sat at my bed for twenty minutes, half
waiting until I was sure my heartbeat had subsided, half
dreaming that it would not.

I told myself this was normal. Everybody panics sometimes.
Everybody feels low now and then.

I pushed it aside.

But the next morning, while brushing my teeth, I couldn’t
recognise the eyes staring at me in the mirror. They looked
tired. And a little scared.

Still, I told myself I was fine.

It was a Thursday afternoon when I got a panic attack that
changed everything.

The AC in the office had come to a halt once again, and
everybody was impatient and complaining. [ recall that I got
up to get some water, yet halfway to the pantry, the world
went a little off-axis. My chest tightened. The room seemed
to be getting smaller.

I leaned myself up against the wall. The air felt thin. My
pulse thudded in my ears.

And all at once this idea occurred to me: what would happen
if I faint? What would happen if I ceased breathing?

My hands started shaking. My throat felt blocked. I couldn’t
swallow.

Karishma noticed before anyone else did. She always
noticed before others.

“Inder?” she called from across the room. “What
happened?”
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I tried to shake my head, but it probably looked worse
because she rushed over. Her face changed the moment she
saw mine.

“You're having a panic attack,” she said, not unkindly.

“No,”  muttered, trying to breathe through a throat that felt
like it had shrunk. “This is something else. My heart—"

“Come,” she said firmly, guiding me out.

She didn’t let me protest. She led me into the corridor, on to
the washroom, and down to the emergency staircase where
the air seemed cooler. She sat me down on the steps and
knelt in front of me.

“Look at me,” she said. Her tone was quiet in a manner that
irritated me briefly, as all in me was chaotic. But then her
eyes steadied me. “You're safe. Just breathe. Slowly.”

She breathed in with me. And somehow, I tried to follow.
Not perfectly. Not in rhythm. But enough.

Five minutes, perhaps, ten minutes later, the tightness had
eased. I could breathe again. The trembling faded. I leaned
my head on the iron railing, and I felt that I had gotten
through something I was not even aware of.

Karishma sat beside me, handing over her water bottle.
“You should see a doctor,” she said.
“I don’t,” I said, exhausted. “It’s just stress.”

“No, no,” she said, and the note in which she said it was
inescapable. “Inder, this isn't normal. You've been off for
weeks. Please. Let me help you.”

Her hand touched my arm momentarily. It was a little thing,
and more than she imagined.
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I nodded. It was not that I thought therapy was going to do
me any good, but because I did not want her to worry.

She smiled, relieved. “Good. We'll figure this out.”

Karishma was the one who found the first clinic. She checked
reviews, narrowed down options, and sent me addresses.
She practically dragged me to the appointment.

But the therapist felt... oddly distant. As if he were following
a script.

“How often do you feel anxious?” “Do you feel hopeless?”
“Rate your mood.”

I answered mechanically. He scribbled in a notebook
without looking up. At the end, he recommended gratitude
journaling and cutting caffeine.

“That’ll be eight thousand,” the receptionist said.

I walked out numb.

Karishma looked at my expression and sighed. “That bad?”
“Worse,” I muttered.

“Okay,” she said, already pulling out her phone. “We'll find
another.”

“We don’t have to.”
“Yes, we do,” she said, her voice firm.
We tried again. And again. And again.

One therapist kept interrupting me. Another lectured me
about meditation. One kept asking about childhood trauma
before I had finished explaining the symptoms.

After the fourth session, I told Karishma, “These people hear

without listening.”
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She frowned. “We’ll find someone who does both.”

My sarcasm started surfacing more. It was easier than
admitting fear.

“These guys should start billing per emotion instead of per
hour,” I said once.

Karishma didn’t laugh that time. “You're hurting,” she said
quietly. “That’s why everything feels empty.”

Her words hit too close. I didn’t know how to respond, so I
stayed silent.

Around this time, her engagement was finalised.

She told me during lunch, twisting the ring around her
finger. “He’s a good man,” she said. “Patient. Kind. He gets
my ADHD. He doesn’t judge.”

“You deserve that,” I said honestly.
She smiled, relieved. “I wasn’t sure how you’d react.”
I shrugged. “Why wouldn’t I be happy for you?”

She didn’t say anything, and we sat there silently for some
more time. I was happy for her, really. But something inside
me shifted. Not jealousy. Not longing. Just a quiet fear. The
kind that comes when someone who holds you steady starts
moving to a different orbit.

Her time became divided. Her calls shorter. Her availability
less certain.

And L... I didn’t adjust well.

Not because I loved her. But because somewhere inside, I
had started leaning on her more than I should have. And I
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did not see how much till her world became bigger and mine
seemed to be smaller.

It was the start of a gradual, agonizing disintegration neither
of us had been looking forward to.

It was not a fight that allowed the first actual division
between me and Karishma. It came during a silence.

She had cancelled our evening chai because she had to meet
her fiancé’s cousins online. I said “cool” in the uncool way.
She noticed immediately.

“You're upset,” she said.
“I'm not,” I lied.

Her eyes melted in that manner that leaves it more difficult
to conceal anything. “Inder.”

I looked away. “It’s fine, Karishma. Go. Don’t worry.”
But the line sounded dry and chipped off.

She looked at me for a second longer and said, “You know I
am not gone yet, right?”

I nodded. But somehow it did not seem true.

Once she went, the office became colder. The same weird
tightening in my heart happened once again, but it was not
a panic attack; it was a let-down in disguise. I despised

myself as I expected much. I despised myself because of the
necessity.

However, when you have been running on nothing for too
long, even little absences seem like a loss.

Kavita floated around me like a silent satellite, providing
something firm in her own manner. Her presence was
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almost motherly at times, though she’d deny it if anyone said
so. She checked my work with hawk-like precision and
scolded me for eating junk.

One afternoon, when she saw I hadn’t touched my tiffin, she
placed her own box on my desk.

“Finish it,” she ordered.
“I'm not hungry,” I said.
“You never are, unless I force you. So eat.”

I smiled weakly and took the spoon. She didn’t sit with me
or ask questions. She worked on her laptop beside me, like
feeding me was just another task on her day’s checklist.

It was strangely comforting.

With her, my days were bearable. But nights were a different
story.

Things with Ankit were layered in their own sad way.

His vision blurred one day and returned the next. He joked
about going blind like Kader Khan in that old Bollywood
film, where each day brought a new random disability.

I laughed. He laughed. But sometimes the laughter had
cracks.

The steroids made him moody, angry at small things. Once,
when I visited him, he threw a pillow at the wall because he
couldn’t open a jar of pickles.

“Useless hands,” he muttered.
“They’re fine,” I said. “You're just tired.”

“Don’t sugarcoat it,” he snapped. Then he sighed and
rubbed his eyes. “Sorry. I'm... not myself.”
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“It’s okay,” I said.

I accompanied him on his visits to hospitals. At times, he
cried, and at times, he was sarcastic. In some cases, he was
playing deaf and dumb that nothing was wrong, and in
some cases, he was unable to get out of bed.

Through all this, I felt like I was holding someone together
while falling apart myself.

And not once did I tell him.

Around the same time, Karishma and I began drifting in
slow circles around each other. Not intentionally, just life
shifting its pieces.

One evening, I called her after work. My chest had been tight
since the afternoon, and all I wanted was to hear a voice I
trusted.

She picked up, but her tone was tired. “Hey. I'm at his place.
We're having dinner with his parents.”

“Oh,” I said, trying not to sound disappointed. “Okay then.”
“You sound off,” she said gently.

“I'm fine.”

“You're not. Tell me.”

“It’s nothing. Just a rough day.”

“Can I call you in an hour?”

I paused. One hour felt far away in the moment. I knew it
was unfair to want attention right then, but sometimes need
doesn’t follow logic.

“Sure,” I said. “It's okay.”

“You're sure?”
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“Yes.”
She hesitated. “I'll call soon, okay?”
“Yeah. Enjoy.”

She didn’t enjoy. I knew she wouldn’t. She’d worry the
whole night. That thought made me feel guilty in a way 1
couldn’t express.

I stared at my phone for a long time after the call ended.
Something inside me felt bruised.

Not because she didn’t come running. But because I had
started expecting her to.

That night, lying in the dark, something in my chest
tightened again. Harder this time. My breath stuttered in
short, broken pulls. The ceiling blurred above me.

I sat up, clutching my shirt. My hands shook. My heart beat
so fast it frightened me.

The fear hit suddenly. Sharp. Like someone had flipped a
switch.

You're dying. You're alone. You're going to collapse.

I don’t know why I dialed Karishma. Maybe out of instinct.
Maybe out of hope. Maybe because she was the only person
who had seen me like this before.

She picked up.

“Inder?” Her voice had panic in it. “What happened?”

“I... I can’t breathe,” I whispered. “Please... just talk to me.”
She inhaled sharply. “Where are you?”

“At home.”

148



Rohit Vishal
“Did something trigger it?”
“I don’t know... my chest... it’s... It's not stopping.”

She went quiet for a moment. In that silence, I heard voices
behind her. Laughter. A man’s voice. Her fiancé, probably.

“Inder...” she said slowly, choosing her words. “I'm with his
family. I can’t step out.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. “I need you.”

“Inder, please listen—"

“Please,” I whispered. “I'm scared.”

Her breathing changed, half frustration, half helplessness.

“Inder, I can’t run every time this happens,” she said. “I'm
trying, but I have my life too.”

Something cold passed through me.

She continued, voice trembling now, “I can’t keep being the
one you depend on for everything. I'm tired. You don’t see
how much you expect.”

“That’s not...”

“You call me for everything,” she said, hurt rising. “Every
panic, every fear, every bad day. You don’t even ask if I'm
okay.”

I opened my mouth, but no words came out. Because she
was right. And wrong. And I didn’t know how to hold both
truths at once.

“Karishma, I...”

“I don’t care if you live or die right now,” she blurted, voice
cracking. “I can’t come. I just can’t.”
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Then the line went dead.

The silence after her voice felt like a door slammed shut
inside me.

I sat there, shaking, the phone slipping from my hand. I
pressed my palms to my face, trying to breathe through the
pain that wasn’t just panic anymore.

It was heartbreak of a different kind. The kind that doesn’t
come from romance, but from losing the one person you
thought understood you, even when you couldn’t
understand yourself.

I cried without sound. I don’t even know how long. The air
in the room felt stale, like it carried the weight of her absence.

And somewhere between the shaking breaths and the
drying tears, I knew things had changed between us in a way
we wouldn’t be able to pretend away later.

This wasn't just a fight. This was something that left a dent.
The next morning, I woke up on the floor.

I must have fallen asleep there after the panic faded, but my
body felt like I had slept under a heavy truck. My neck hurt,
my back was stiff, and my face felt swollen. For a moment, I
didn’t move. Ilay there staring at the ceiling, trying to figure
out what hurt more, my chest or the space where Karishma’s
voice used to sit inside me.

The room looked strange in the early light, like it belonged
to someone else. I didn’t recognise myself in it.

Eventually, I dragged myself to the washroom, splashed

cold water on my face, and stared into the mirror. My eyes

were dull. There was a faint red line under one of them from

crying. I didn’t look like someone who had a job, friends, or
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any semblance of stability. I looked like someone who was
slowly coming undone.

But the world doesn’t pause because someone is breaking.
So I forced myself into clothes and left for work.

At the office, I tried behaving normally, even though every
step felt heavy. I avoided looking at my phone. I avoided
looking at the empty seat near mine where Karishma usually
sat for ten minutes before her shift began. I avoided the
mirror-like surface of my laptop screen because I didn’t want
to see the tiredness in my own face.

Kavita was the first to notice.

She walked up to me, frowned sharply, and said, “Why do
you look like this?”

“Like what?” I asked.

“Like you didn’t sleep. And like you're trying too hard.”
Trying too hard. I felt that sentence in my bones.

“TI'm fine,” I said.

Kavita crossed her arms. “You're a terrible liar. Here. Eat.”

She placed a tiffin box on my desk and didn’t leave until I
opened it. I took a spoonful just to make her go, and she
nodded and returned to her seat.

That was her way of caring. Firm. Straightforward. A little
abrasive. But grounding. People assume healing comes from
grand gestures. But sometimes, the smallest ones save you.

Karishma didn’t message that day. Or the next. Or the next.

Her silence felt like a dull ache, not sharp enough to cry over
every minute, but constant enough to remind me that
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something had shifted. I didn’t blame her for snapping. I
didn’t blame her for choosing her own life. I didn’t blame
her fiancé for needing her. I didn’t blame anyone.

But I felt abandoned in a way I couldn’t explain to anyone.

I couldn’t tell Kavita, she’d scold me and call me dramatic. I
definitely couldn’t tell Ankit; he had enough storms of his
own.

So I kept it inside. And when something stays inside too
long, it finds strange ways to leak out.

My hands trembled sometimes when I typed. My breath
grew shallow at random moments. I zoned out in meetings,
staring at bullet points as if they belonged to someone else’s
job.

I had become an expert at functioning. Even as I crumbled.

Ankit’s condition became my anchor, a painful, heavy one,
but an anchor nonetheless. I visited him every other day, sat
with him during his steroid infusions, and helped him with
medications.

One evening, he said, “You look worse than me, bro.”
“Impossible,” I joked weakly.

He smiled for a second, then looked away, and we sat there
in silence. I stayed until he fell asleep. Then I walked home,
feeling the weight of his pain and my own mixing into
something heavy and silent.

My journal became the only place where I didn’t censor
myself.

I wrote at night, sitting on the floor with my back against the
wall, the fan humming above me. I wrote about panic, about
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emptiness, about Karishma’s absence, about Ankit's
bitterness, about my own confusion.

Sometimes the sentences made sense. Sometimes they
didn’t. Sometimes I scribbled half thoughts, half prayers.

I wrote to Janvi again, too. Letters I never intended to send.

You once told me creativity needs honesty. But honesty feels
like it might break me this time. I'm tired, Janvi. Not sleepy
tired. The kind of tired that sits inside your bones. I don’t
know what’s happening to me. And I don’t know how to ask
for help without feeling like a burden. Karishma snapped at
me. I don’t blame her. I think I've become too much for
people.

Writing these things didn’t fix anything. But it let some
pressure escape.

Sometimes that’s enough to survive another day.
People say high-functioning depression is invisible. I think
that’s true. But more than invisible, it's quiet.

It doesn’t scream. Doesn’t announce itself. It just moves in
slowly, replacing the colours around you with shades of

grey.
During the day, I worked. I laughed at jokes. I nodded at
meetings. I helped Ankit. I thanked Kavita for the food.

At night, I sat on the floor of my room and felt something
sinking inside me, inch by inch.

There was no big breakdown. No dramatic moment. Just a
slow undoing, like threads coming loose from a cloth.

And after Karishma’'s words, something in me stopped
reaching out for support. I didn’t want to scare anyone else
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away. I didn’t want to exhaust the little patience people had
for me.

So I pulled back quietly.

I stopped calling first. Stopped explaining. Stopped trying to
make myself understood.

The city outside kept moving, fast and bright and alive.
I moved with it. Or at least my body did.

But inside, I felt like I was walking through fog, searching
for a door that didn’t exist.

That was how things were in those weeks after the fallout:
my job stable, my friendships intact on the surface, my
responsibilities unchanged, and my inner world crumbling
quietly, without anyone hearing the sound.
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Pandemic - Silence and Survival

f not for that one day in March 2020, I would have laughed

at someone saying that the world would come to a halt.
Nothing stops, not the offices, not the cities, not life. Yet, this
day, I was packing my bag, news constantly playing the
same line - “Pandemic brings the world to a standstill.
Lockdowns all over India.”

I was not thinking of the safety measures or flattening
curves. Frankly, I did not want to stay in Delhi.

The silence that had followed the fight with Karishma had
settled in my room like dust, fine, stubborn, and impossible
to get away. She hadn’t called. She hadn’t texted. She even
failed to send the wishy-washy passive-aggressive, hope
you are okay message that one sends when wanting to seem
like they are being kind, but in truth, they are not.

Her words I do not care whether you stay alive or die now,
had already worked down the cracks in me. The days that
followed only widened them.
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I worked. I slept. I ate whatever random thing Kavita forced
into my hands. I helped Ankit over calls because his hospital
visits were reduced due to rising cases. And every night, I
sat on my bedroom floor, staring at the grey wall with the
feeling that something had snapped inside me that I didn’t
know how to put back.

When my manager announced that offices would be
shutting down and everyone had to return to their
hometowns, the relief was so immediate, so physical, that I
felt lightheaded.

Patna wasn’t an escape. Not really. I knew my mind would
follow me there. But the thought of my mother’s voice
echoing through the house, soft and persistent like
background music, felt like something I could survive in.

So I packed, booked a cab to the station, and left Delhi
without saying goodbye to anyone. Not even to myself.

The train ride felt unreal, like I was moving through a dream
someone else had written. The compartments were half
empty. People sat two berths apart. A railway policeman
kept shouting, “Distance! Mask! Distance!”

I kept thinking about Karishma. About the way she cared for
me, making sure that I ate, taking me to therapy, helping me
with everything. And then I thought about that night she
said those words - “Inder, I don’t care if you live or die right
now.” It was like touching a bruise by accident, and the pain
surprising you.

Her face, her voice, her hand on my arm during therapy
sessions, her laughter during chai breaks, all of it replayed
in a loop I didn’t ask for.
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I pressed my forehead to the window and let the wind slap
my skin until it stung. I needed the sting. It kept me from
sinking into the softness of self-pity.

By the time I reached Patna, the world had become a
different place.

Masks, shuttered shops, hand sanitizer at every corner, half-
dead trains, closed schools. The air felt thinner, like the city
was learning to breathe quietly.

Ma was waiting outside the gate, adjusting her dupatta
every two seconds, the way she always did when she was
nervous.

“Thik hai na, beta?” she asked the moment she saw me. (How
are you? All good?)

I nodded. Lying to mothers is the easiest and hardest thing
at the same time.

Inside the house, everything smelled like home, haldi, old
furniture, incense sticks, memories of my father lingering in
corners as if he was still walking from room to room.

Ma kept fussing over me. “Thak gaye hoge.” “Khaana tum Delhi
mein sahi se nahi khate ho.” “Aaj raat ko mat sochna kuch. Bas rest
kar lo.” (You must be tired. You don’t eat properly in Delhi.
Don’t think too much, not tonight, at least. Just rest).

Her voice kept coming in waves, covering me like a blanket.
I let it. She didn’t know what I felt. She didn't know about
the fight, or the panic, or how Delhi had chewed through me
bit by bit. And I wasn’t ready to tell her.

Some truths are too heavy to be spoken in rooms that have
seen gentler times.
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The first few days in Patna were strangely calm. No office.
No traffic. No Karishma. No therapists with scripted smiles.
No Delhi. Just Ma’s footsteps in the corridor. The fan’s slow
rotation. And the occasional sound of someone coughing
two houses away.

The stillness should have soothed me. Instead, it frightened
me.

Silence gives space to thoughts you've spent years trying to
outrun. And in Patna, silence was everywhere. It sat with me
during meals. Followed me to the terrace. Slept in the same
room. Woke up when I did.

I tried distracting myself the only way I knew how, with
books.

One afternoon, while searching for something to read, I
opened the old wooden cupboard in which we kept Dad’s
things. And tucked between a stack of receipts and his watch
that had stopped working years ago, I found a bundle of
diaries.

Brown, worn, with the faint smell of old paper.

My father’s handwriting was familiar. Round, slanted to the
left, each letter touching the next as if they didn’t want to be
apart. I ran my thumb across the cover and felt something
tighten in my throat.

I sat on the bed and opened the first page.

Inder worked so hard today. He carries himself like he’s
already a grown man. Proud of him.

The words blurred for a second. I blinked hard.

He has fire. He just doesn’t know how to use it yet. One day,
he will.
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Each line felt like a hand on my shoulder, steady and warm.
I kept reading.

I hope he never feels alone in this world. I wish he believes
he can build something of his own one day. Stories move
him. Maybe he will make something for people like him. A
place where stories can breathe.

I placed the diary on my lap and stared at the ceiling, breath
stuck somewhere between my chest and my throat.

He had seen me long before I had seen myself. He had
dreamt of a version of me I had forgotten existed.

A wave of grief rolled through me, grief for him, for me, for
the person I could have become if life had allowed us a little
more time together.

That night, I picked up Five Point Someone again.

The same book that had kept me awake in the hospital
corridor years ago. The same book whose pages were
stained with tea marks and worry.

I read it slowly, like I was revisiting an old conversation with
someone who used to know me well. And somewhere in the
middle of the book, I felt something shift.

Not a big shift. Not an epiphany. Just a small flicker, like
when a matchstick almost dies but catches fire at the last
moment.

What if, just what if, I built something again? Something
quiet. Something small. Something mine.

What if I rebuilt Half Baked Tales?

Not the Pune version that drowned in Janvi's unfinished
stories and our mismatched expectations. Something new.
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Something born out of what I felt now. This loneliness. This
ache. This desire. For a place where broken people could
quietly belong without needing to explain themselves.

I closed the book slowly. The idea stayed. It stayed when I
lay down to sleep. Stayed when the ceiling fan hummed
above me. Stayed when I dreamt of Dad smiling at me from
the end of a long corridor.

By morning, the idea had turned into a resolve. Not a strong
one, but enough for me to feel its presence.

I didn’t announce anything. I didn’t make a plan or a
checklist. I just woke up with the quiet knowledge that I
wanted to build something. And in a time when the world
was terrified of dying, that small desire to create felt like
rebellion.

The pandemic had paused everything. If there was ever a
moment to start over, it was now.

Half Baked Tales couldn’t be the dreamy, impulsive version
I had tried building in Pune. I wasn’t that boy anymore. My
father wasn’t alive to encourage me. Janvi wasn’t around to
argue over wooden shelves versus metal racks. And I didn’t
have the luxury of losing money again.

This time, the café had to be practical. This time, I needed to
be practical.

I started with the simplest thing, YouTube.

If someone entered my room, then they’d think I was
preparing for the UPSC of café entrepreneurship. My feed
was full of videos titled “How to start a small café in India”,
“How to design a menu with cost efficiency”, “5 things I
learned running a café for 3 years”, “Common mistakes first-

time restaurateurs make.”
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Most of them were creators who spoke in fast-paced English
with over-edited transitions. Words like ROL margins,
inventory cycle, P&L, and brand experience flew past my
ears.

I paused every few minutes to make notes in my own
language.

ROI — kitna kamaoge

Branding —naam achha lagna chahiye

Inventory rotation —saman kharab na ho, bas ye hota hai
Ambience —jagah ko dil jaisa banana hai

I realized that even though I didn’t understand half their
jargon, I understood the soul of what they were saying:
People don’t just come for coffee. They come for connection.
And after months of isolation, connection would be the one
thing everyone craved.

In between my newfound research obsession, I stayed in
touch with Ankit. He was still in Delhi, stuck at home, going
to the hospital only when absolutely necessary.

Some nights, he called, sounding tired, his voice stretched
thin like overused elastic.

“Bhai... mood nahi hai. Kabhi kabhi lagta hai, kuch bacha hi
nahi.” (Sometimes I feel like there’s nothing left)

I didn’t know how to cheer him up. I never did. But I
listened. I made stupid jokes. I pulled up old memories. I
reminded him of the time we got scolded by the WhatsApp
group placement officer. I talked until he let out at least one
reluctant chuckle.

Sometimes, that was enough. Sometimes, even that wasn't.
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But I made it a point to call every few days. It was the only
thing I could do.

Around the same time, Kavita would message me once in a
while, short, practical texts.

“Did you eat?” “ Are you sleeping or overthinking?”

I didn’t tell her anything real. I didn’t tell her about the panic
spells, the crying, the hollow days. But her presence felt
steady. Like a soft light at the end of a long corridor.

Days turned into weeks. The newspapers kept reporting
rising cases. My mother’s worry increased one notch every
morning.

“Bahaut log mar rahe hain, Inder,” she would say. (Many
people are dying, Inder.) Her voice always softened on the
last word, as though she was trying to protect it with her
tone.

I'd nod, reassure her, and avoid telling her how chaotic I felt
inside. She thought I was calm. She thought I was coping.

Some lies help people sleep at night. This was one of them.

One night, I thought of looking for spaces available on rent,
considering the COVID situation had come under control,
and the strictness in lockdowns had considerably decreased.
As I looked through some online listings, I came across a
blurry listing with a faint photo of a corner building in a
quiet lane.

“Commercial property. Reasonable rent.” The number
looked local. I called.

The broker spoke in a rehearsed tone, the kind that told me
he had shown the place to at least fifty uninterested people
before me.
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“Aap aake dekh lijiye. Jagah sasti hai. Location thik-thak. Market
200 meter.” (You can check it. The place is affordable, location
is okay, and it’s just 200 meters from the market).

He said thik-thak too confidently, which immediately made
me suspicious.

Still, I decided to go the next day.

The moment I reached the lane, something clicked inside me.
It was calm, tucked away, with a steady flow of two-
wheelers and people heading home with grocery bags. The
kind of place where life wasn’t in a hurry.

The building itself wasn’t special. In fact, it looked old,
slightly tilted, as if it were tired from standing for so many
years. But the corner space had large windows. I could
imagine sunlight filling it in the mornings.

The broker began explaining, “1000 sq ft... good
ventilation... rent negotiable... corner property premium ”

The moment he said premium, I knew he wanted
commission.

When he quoted the amount, I tried not to laugh. “Bhai, itna
toh main DLF mein bhi expect karta” 1 said. (You're quoting the
price like it's a DLF property).

He gave me a blank stare.

Eventually, I thanked him, pretended to think about it, and
left.

But the space stayed in my mind. All evening, I replayed the
image of those windows and that quiet lane.
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I opened Maps, checked nearby shops, imagined where a
board could go, how shelves could be placed, and where the
kitchen counter would stand.

By midnight, I knew I would take it. But not through the
broker.

The next morning, I went back alone. Waited outside until
someone from the building walked out. When a middle-
aged man stepped onto the balcony to hang clothes, I called
out, “Bhaiya, yeh second floor par corner wala shop kiska hai?”
(Who owns this corner shop on the second floor?).

He looked down. “Hamare chacha ka. Kyun?” (My uncle’s.
Why?)

I smiled. “Rent pe lena hai.” (Wanted to take it on rent).
He rolled his eyes in solidarity. “Aaiye.” (Come).

Five minutes later, I had the exact rent, without
exaggeration, without commission, without fake ‘premium’
talks.

It felt like a small victory.
Interior designers were my next enemy.

I don’t know what it is about designers, maybe the need to
sound posh, maybe insecurity, but every single one I met
spoke like they were auditioning for an English reality show.

“Inder, we'll go with a rustic-industrial aesthetic fused with
minimalistic sensibilities.”

“Your brand identity needs visual fluidity.”
“We'll add organic textures to enhance your narrative.”

Their quotations looked like ransom notes.
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One designer suggested a hanging bicycle as wall décor.
Another wanted to build an arch-shaped shelf that looked
like it belonged in a church. A third confidently said, “Sir,
coffee brown and mustard yellow go in good contrast. Trust
me, [ have vision.”

I didn’t want vision. I wanted honesty. Warmth. A place that
felt like inhaling after months of holding your breath.

Eventually, I realized the designer I was looking for didn’t
exist. So, like everything else in my life, I decided to do it
myself.

I spent nights sketching layouts on A4 sheets. Watched café
tour videos. Paused frames to capture how the shelves were
arranged. Zoomed into the background of pictures on
Instagram to study light placement.

When I finally had a rough sketch, I showed it to Ma.

She squinted at it. “Yeh jo tumne yahan chair banayi hai, isme
koi baith sakta hai kya?” (Can anyone sit in this chair that you
have made here?)

I laughed. My drawing skills were terrible.
“Ma, yeh chair nahi, yeh shelf hai.” (This is a shelf).

“Oh. Theek hai. Lekin thoda seedha bana na.” (Okay. But
make it a little straight)

Her confidence in me never needed logic. It made the
process feel lighter.

I hired a carpenter from two lanes away. A painter who
charged less because he worked after 7 pm. Two electricians
who argued constantly but finished work fast.
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Every evening, I cycled to the café space with a cloth mask
and a bottle of sanitizer. While the world hid inside homes,
I built something quietly.

Watching the shelves go up felt like watching a childhood
dream take its first steps. The walls became a warm shade of
yellow. The bookshelves lined the windows like a hug. Fairy
lights, simple, warm, softened the corners. I bought a
secondhand espresso machine, haggling until the seller said,
“Bhai, tum Patna wale log negotiate zyada karte ho.” (You people
from Patna negotiate a lot).

He wasn’t wrong,.

Ma helped me pick curtains. She insisted on a small basil
plant near the entrance “for positivity.”

I didn't argue.

Slowly, the café began to look like something I had once
imagined but never believed I could create.

Of course, I made mistakes. The biggest one: I forgot to plan
any ventilation for the kitchen.

The first evening we cooked Chinese-style noodles, the
entire café turned into a gas chamber. My eyes burned. The
cook coughed so loudly I thought he’d collapse. A couple
who were waiting for their coffee began waving newspapers
in front of their faces like helicopters trying to take off.

I opened all the windows. Turned on every fan. But the smell
lingered like a stubborn ghost.

I made a mental note. Add exhaust. Urgently.

There were other flaws, too. The cash counter was too close
to the entrance. The menu board was hung too high. The
lights near the back shelf flickered during power cuts.
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But people still came.
Not many. Just a handful. But enough.

Sometimes, a college kid looking for silence. Sometimes, a
couple who wanted to share fries instead of words.
Sometimes, a middle-aged man who sat with a newspaper
and pretended to read while staring into empty space.

And on some evenings, someone walked in, looked at the
books, the lights, the yellow walls, and said, “Nice place.”

That one line was enough to keep me steady for the next
week.

Running the café brought a strange balance into my life.

Mornings went to office work, laptop, emails, and muted
Zoom calls. Evenings went to the café, arranging books,
checking stock, wiping tables, listening to people laugh.

In the middle of everything, the open mic nights began.

Nothing fancy. Just four chairs, one mic, and ten people who
wanted to read poetry or share heartbreak or talk about the
loneliness of lockdown.

Some read sad poems. Some sang off-key. Some stuttered
through confessions. I didn’t judge any of them.

Every voice that cracked on the mic felt like a reminder that
I wasn’t the only one breaking quietly.

And somehow, those evenings stitched me together. Not
completely. Not permanently. But enough to survive.

On the nights when the café stayed open a little longer than
planned, I often found myself standing behind the counter,
watching people from a distance. There was something
calming about seeing strangers exist in the same room
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without trying to fix each other. Nobody asked me how I
was. Nobody tried to decode my silences. And that
anonymity, that quiet invisibility, felt like the closest thing to
peace I had experienced in a long time.

People came for many reasons: wifi, coffee, cold air, warm
lights, or simply because their homes felt too heavy.

I understood that feeling well.

Sometimes, when the last customer left, I locked the door
and sat alone in the corner seat by the window. I looked at
the street outside, empty under the soft glow of a streetlight,
and thought about how many versions of me had walked
these lanes over the years, schoolboy, college reject, son
trying to be responsible, boyfriend trying to be enough,
employee trying not to drown, friend trying to carry
someone else’s pain while secretly choking on his own.

And now, café owner.

Somewhere in that stack of identities, I felt a thin thread
connecting them all, the desire to build something that made
sense when nothing else did.

Meanwhile, my conversations with Ankit continued. Most
days, he tried sounding normal, but I could hear the fatigue
under his words.

“You seem happy, cafe and all,” he said one evening.
“Not happy,” I said. “Just stable.”

He hummed. “Stability’s good. Better than happiness
sometimes.”

We stayed quiet for a few seconds.
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Then he added, “Bhai... Jyotsana ka shaadi fix ho gaya.”
(Jyotsana is getting married).

I felt the heaviness in his voice, a mix of loss and acceptance.
“What did you say to her?”
“Nothing. What could I have even said?”

He didn’t cry. But the silence afterwards carried the weight
of unshed tears.

I wanted to be there with him, physically, but the pandemic
made everything impossible. Still, I made it a point to
message him every day, even if he didn’t respond. The least
I could do was remind him he wasn’t alone.

Kavita remained her strange, gentle constant. She didn’t ask
for explanations or dramatic updates. She checked in with
quiet consistency.

“How’s Patna?”
“How's the cafe?”

Sometimes | replied. Sometimes I didn’t. Yet she never
complained. Her presence was like a soft breeze, felt but
never intrusive.

One evening, after a long day at the café, I sent her a picture
of the freshly painted wall. She replied instantly.

“Beautiful. I'm proud of you.”

I stared at her message for a long time. It had been a while
since someone used that word for me, proud.

I typed a thank you. Deleted it. Typed again. Deleted again.
In the end, I sent a simple: “Glad you liked it.”

But somewhere inside, her message settled like warmth.
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Ma noticed the changes too. She’d sometimes come into my
room while I was sketching something or adjusting the
inventory list on my laptop.

“Hamesha kaam hi karte rehte ho,” she’d tease. “Thoda
aaram bhi kar liya karo.” (You always keep working. Take
some rest, t0o).

I'd smile and say, “Bas thoda sa baaki hai, Ma.” (Only a little is
left).

Some nights, she’d bring me halwa or cut fruits and say,
“Papa hote toh kitna khush hote.” (Papa would have been
happy).

I never knew what to say after that. Loss has a way of
reopening itself through simple sentences.

She didn’t know about my depression. She didn’t know how
many times I'd broken in Delhi. She didn’t know how much
of me was being held together by routine and chance.

But she loves in the way mothers do, by showing up with
food, not questions.

And maybe that was enough.

I still remember the day I opened the café to the public; I
didn’t tell anyone. No inauguration, no ribbon-cutting
ceremony, no Instagram post with a dramatic caption.

I simply switched on the lights, arranged the books in a neat
stack, placed two basil leaves in the entrance plant like Ma
had instructed, and wiped the counter twice for no reason.

The signboard outside glowed softly: Half Baked Tales.
The same name. A different story.

I took a deep breath and unlocked the front door.
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For the first few minutes, no one came. I stood behind the
counter pretending to check invoices that didn’t exist.

Then, a boy walked in. A teenager, probably a school
student, with messy hair and earphones dangling around his
neck.

He looked around, fascinated.
“Books milte hain yahan?” he asked. (Do you sell books here?)

“Milte hain. Padho. Time lo. Coffee bhi mil jayegi agar chahiye.”
(Yes, you can read them. Take your time. If you want, you
can get coffee too.)

He nodded shyly and picked up a book from the second
shelf.

The scene was so ordinary that it felt magical.

A few minutes later, he settled into a corner seat, knees
folded, completely lost in the pages.

I don’t know what came over me, but I stepped outside the
café and looked in through the window.

That one boy, sitting under warm lights, flipping through
pages, felt like the first breath after being underwater for too
long. And in that moment, I finally understood what my
father had written in his diary.

A place where stories can breathe.

Half Baked Tales wasn’t meant to be a business. It was meant
to be a refuge. For me, for the boy inside, for strangers who
didn’t know what they were looking for.

When I went back inside, the boy looked up at me. “Nice
place,” he said. Inodded. “Thank you.”
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That'’s all it took to pull me back into myself.

There were nights when I still broke down. Nights when
memories of Karishma or Janvi or my father hit me like a
sudden wave. Nights when I sat in the dark corner of the café
after closing and felt tears slide down my face without
warning.

But unlike Delhi, the breakdowns here didn’t feel like
endings. They felt like pauses.

Moments where my heart released what it had been holding
for too long. And when they passed, I could pick myself up,
wipe my face, turn off the lights, and walk home.

When the café finally began to find its own rhythm, I stood
in the middle of the room one evening, alone, listening to the
faint hum of the city outside.

The shelves stood steady. The lights glowed warm. The
smell of coffee lingered. The floor had a faint stain near the
kitchen from the Chinese noodle disaster. Everything was
imperfect. And yet, everything felt right.

For the first time in years, I didn't feel like I was pretending
to be okay.

I wasn’t healed. I wasn’t whole. I wasn't suddenly happy.

But I was... functioning. Breathing. Creating. Living in
small, manageable pieces.

And sometimes, that’s all a person needs.

I looked around at the café, this strange mosaic of mistakes
and effort and longing, and whispered to no one: “I'm still
here.”
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he lights became softer, and the city melted into its usual

sounds. A scooty going over wet puddles. A far-off
television bringing the laughter of someone else. The Half
Baked Tales smelled inwardly of coffee and old paper. There
was a candle flickering on the counter, the flame weak and
uninspired. I stood there with a cloth I held in my hand. I
kept wringing and unwringing it, like by so doing the same
little thing I could iron my own night.

People were now bringing their evenings here, students with
rucksacks and fresh hopes, men who could get a single
cappuccino and hang around all night, bands who were
putting on trial the limits of their courage at the open mic.
The cafe was now this fumbling, beautiful object that I had
drawn in a notebook: a place where people exchanged bits
and hoped that bits would suffice.

Most nights, there had been an overfill, chairs stacked at the
back, people sitting on the steps, someone reading a piece so
raw that half the room kept their eyes down. They left traces:
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folded napkins left behind books, a hastily drawn sketch
with a pencil on a coaster, a phone charger left wrapped on
a mug handle. They left warmth in the air, which ought to
have warmed me, but it did not. The warmth glanced off me
and went on into the night.

After the last song, after the laugh that bent a face into
something softer, Chandan had come up and said what he
always did: “Sir, main sab band karta hoon. Aap theek ho jaoge?”
(Sir, I'll close. You'll be okay?). He said the last part like it
was a question he’d been asking the world for years and had
finally directed at me.

“I'll be fine,” I said because it was the simplest lie. I closed
the shutters, checked the register, and clicked the lock with
a noise that sounded too final for such a small place.

On the walk home, two blocks that felt like a mile, I tried to
catalogue how I was doing. My legs were tired, my hands
cramped. My chest felt like a room with a door that had been
stuck for years. I could push it open for air sometimes, but it
always resisted, as if warning me not to go too far.

The next morning, the routine took its steady, ordinary
shape. There is salvation in routine: the same milk order, the
same supplier who arrived ten minutes late, the same habit
of tasting the espresso first like a man testing whether the
world still made sense. The business side of things was no
longer experimental. The margins, the inventory, the vendor
negotiations, these had teeth. Responsibility clamped down
around me, and for a while, that clamp felt useful. It kept me
upright.

But the internal part of me kept fraying.
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Ankit’s voice reached me on a Tuesday, the way rain reaches
a roof: certain, persistent, enclosed. He called when the café
was slow, when my hands had the time to be still for a few
minutes and listen.

“Bhai,” he said immediately, voice raw. “I saw Jyotsana’s
picture with him.”

The way people say names in small towns, like summoning
a memory that hasn’t yet been arranged, made him sound
younger than he was. I could hear hospital noises in the
background, beeping somewhere like a heart that needed
coaxing.

“T know,” I said.

“You know?” he spat it like a question and a blame. “How
would you know?”

“Because I've seen things end, I didn’t think they would,” I
said. “And because sometimes endings don’t make sense.
But anger, anger eats the person who keeps it.”

He was quiet for a long time. When he spoke again, it was
smaller. “Forgiveness. People say it like a single act. They
don’t tell you the work that comes after.”

“Forgiveness is ugly sometimes,” I said. “It's not a tidy thing.
It’s a long, slow relenting. You forgive not because they are
less culpable but because you don’t want to carry poison in
your fists.”

There was a small sob that he disguised as a laugh. “Easy to
say when you're not the one left behind.”

“Maybe,” I admitted. “But holding on just keeps the wound
where you can touch it. Letting go doesn’t mean forgetting.
It means putting the thing down.”
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The line went thin. I imagined him sitting on his bed, night
lamp low, holding his phone. I thought of the way he had
looked at life for months, so brittle that even small bits of
normalcy seemed like an assault. Telling someone to let go
is not magic. It's the quiet work of repeating an ounce of
truth until it becomes a habit. I said very little after that. I
waited. Every so often, I'd remind him to eat, to sleep, to take
his medication. I knew, as everyone who loves someone with
a disease learns, that the small, boring acts are the
scaffolding of survival.

The open mics became a rough therapy, unpaid, informal,
urgent. A woman read a piece about forgiving a father who
never learned how to say sorry; later, a young man
performed a song about a partner he had learned to forgive
in small, absurd ways, by watching her make tea wrong
every morning. An older poet read lines about bitter silence
and how it corrodes things. Each performance was a tiny
mirror. I found myself hearing my own lines in their mouths.
Where before I had swallowed my thoughts whole, now I
wrote them into a notebook in the back room, unfinished
sentences, questions, lists of things I had to do tomorrow so
I wouldn’t think about endings for too long.

That writing, messy, sporadic, became the slow, private
conversation that held me. [ would place the notebook under
the cash drawer, as if it were a secret deposit box. The pages
smelled faintly of coffee and ink. On bad nights, I wrote only
two lines; on better nights, a paragraph that felt like a small
unpeeling. The point of the writing wasn’t to be good. It was
to be true. To teach my hands where sighs could go.

The café’s slow growth meant more attention. One day, an

email arrived, short, polite, asking if I would meet a

journalist doing a feature on new cultural corners. She was
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young, she wrote, and she wanted to capture how places like
ours gave a different pulse to the city. I put the email aside
and then opened it again. I agreed to meet, not because I
liked attention, but because it felt like another thread to sew
into the fabric of the room.

When she arrived, Zeny, with her slightly-too-large glasses
and a recorder that she set on the table like an instrument, I
realized interviews were like open mics without the
metaphors. She asked about the name and the idea and the
practicalities; she asked about where the money came from
and whether I felt proud. I answered the questions I had
rehearsed. I told the good parts that made the piece readable
and tidy. She smiled at the lines I didn’t add, as if she had
read those too and decided to let them stay unsaid for now.

She asked, finally, with that uncomplicated arrogance youth
often has, “And you? Did you discover yourself?”

The question didn’t require a yes or no. It was something
that cut through the theater into the backstage. I felt the itch
to explain the logistics to her: profit-and-loss statements,
menu tweaks, supplier delays. Those truths would answer
the practical mind. But she wanted the human line, the small
admission. And I didn’t want to tell her that sometimes I
walked up to the terrace after closing and felt dizzy in a way
that had nothing to do with hunger. I didn’t want to tell her
I kept my father’s diary hidden in the drawer like a talisman
and sometimes read the lines that felt like conversation from
the past.

So I said nothing, and she finally said, “You don’t have to
answer that,” with a smile.

She left with a polite “thank you,” and for the next couple of
hours, I watched the rain take her figure away, the bell’s
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echo still warm in the doorway. The city took her in like it
takes everything, then lets it go. I liked that about Patna.
There was always room for forgetting.

But the forgetting was not for me.

On the nights when the cafe thinned out, those small hours
after the last person had left, I found myself drawn to the
terrace. It wasn't a dramatic thing. I climbed the narrow
stairs because I needed air that wasn’t filtered through other
people’s laughter. The terrace was a liminal space: open,
cold, honest. You could look at the city from there and
measure how small your problems appeared. It didn't make
them smaller. It just let them be as they were.

But this night after the interview was different. I had walked
to the terrace again. I watched a dog chase its echo across the
lane and thought about how many versions of me had come
up here, schoolboy trying to be anything, son trying to be
enough at home, lover trying to be steadier than he felt. Each
version had worn a different skin. The skin that remained at
the end of that string felt stretched thin.

I stood at the parapet and felt the rain smear the world. It
blurred the lights into long gold fingers, and the sound of a
scooter fading somewhere down below made my chest ache
with a sweetness that tasted dangerously like giving up. The
thought that crossed my mind was not cinematic; it was
quiet and reasonable in a way I found terrifying: what if I
stopped? What if I just let the tiredness take me?

My hands found the concrete edge. I leaned forward enough
to test the line between staying and stepping. The motion
was so small it could have been a trick, but it felt enormous.
That moment had something of the hush before a confession.
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The phone in my pocket buzzed, once, then again. I flattened
the vibrating object with the heel of my hand, annoyed at
interruptions. It buzzed a third time, urgent now, insistent. I
pulled it out with a clumsiness that felt like an apology.

“Kavita calling,” the screen read.
I had to, I thought. I had to answer.
“Hello?” My voice came out thin.

“Inder,” she said in that practical, even register she has when
she is about to declare some procedure at work. “HR has
rolled out the schedule. Office resumption is next week.
We’ll need everyone back.”

Her words were small logistics, dates, forms, timetables. But
they were a lever. A sudden, undeniable pull back into
obligation. I stood with the night breathing on me and
listened to the hum of normalcy waiting in the shape of a
corporate office.

“Okay,” I whispered. The reply felt automatic, the kind you
give to facts that have no emotion attached.

“See you then,” she said and hung up.

The call was less a rescue than a reminder. It returned me to
a life of obligations, salary slips, commutes, and open
invoices. But in its ordinariness was a kind of mercy. Not the
romantic kind. Not cinematic at all. It was the office, the
reality that I could not run away from forever, because the
world expects you to show up. There is a strange comfort in
that: obligation as tether, mundane life as anchor.

I slid my palm down the wall of the terrace until my fingers
reached the coolness of the parapet. Rain mixed with the salt
of my skin. I allowed myself to collapse into a few breaths,
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big and ugly, the kind that convulse the chest and let
something loose. The crying came like an aftershock: jagged,
sudden. It wrung out months and years. It had no audience.
It didn’t need one.

When the breath steadied and the tears tapered to a slow
leak, I brushed my fingers across my face and felt the world
come back into focus: the crooked signboard below, the
drifting fairy-lights, the far-off horn of a truck. None of it had
known what almost happened up here. None of it would
change because of it. But the sound of the office, the hum of
routine waiting in Delhi, sounded less like a trap and more
like a place to return to. Work is not always salvation. But
sometimes it is a reason to keep one foot in the world.

I remembered a line from something I'd read years ago,
about giving yourself closure, about carrying small rituals
like coins in a pocket. I thought of Ankit and the way he had
been learning to carry his days one small thing at a time. I
thought of my father’s diary with its crooked handwriting
and the instructions it had given me without meaning to: pay
the bills, fix the shelf, make tea. Those small, ordinary acts
become stitches in a life that seems too torn to mend.

I took out my notebook and wrote one sentence: Not today.
It sounded small, ridiculous, private. But the sentence felt
like a hinge.

I tucked the notebook back into the drawer, locked the
terrace door, and walked down the stairs.

The room was warm when the bell chimed over the café

door. The light inside felt like a promise I had not yet broken.

I ran a cloth across the counter, stacked the chairs, and

checked the list of tomorrow’s orders. I called Ankit and

reminded him to eat. I sent a text to Chandan about the
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morning shift. I filled the espresso machine and turned it off
again, because doing the small tasks kept me tethered to a
version of me that could still do things.

The night had taken me to a ledge, and some ordinary sound
had pulled me back, no heroic gesture, just obligation, a thin
string of things to be done. It was not dramatic. It was, in the
end, what I needed.

There is a long road ahead, I thought. But for the first time
in a while, I felt the tremor of something close to willingness.
Not healed. Not whole. But present enough to walk into
tomorrow.

I switched the sign to closed and went home to sleep in a
room that had witnessed the slow unravelling of too many
things. The darkness there was less ambiguous than before.
It still held fear, but it held the promise of work and of people
who were quietly depending on me. The next morning, I
would open the shutters again and serve coffee and listen to
poems and pretend I had a better map. A morning later, I
would be leaving for Delhi, working from there, and yet
managing the cafe from a distance with Chandan’s help, still
pretending that life was okay. But pretending is sometimes
the beginning of finding a map that fits.

For now, I slept, and in the small hours I dreamed about a
shelf of books breathing slowly, as if the world might,
someday, breathe with them.
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Coming back to Delhi, almost two years after living there
in the relative calm of my mother's routine, was like
reentering the game I had uninstalled, but somehow never
forgot how to play. The very air seemed to have changed,
and was colder and impatient, in a perpetual hurry. The city
did not even blink at my arrival. It didn’t notice. Delhi does
not take a second notice of anyone except when he is
standing in the path.

The first day I came back in the morning, I was standing in
front of the office gates with a backpack that seemed to
weigh significantly on one arm, watching as hundreds of
people entered the office like they were walking into a
stadium and not a workspace. Everyone looked unchanged,
same hurried expressions, same corporate badges swinging
like pendulums of resignation, same security guard who
nodded at me with the polite indifference he reserved for
returning employees.
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It was strange how easily the old monotony settled over me.
The lift smelled of cologne, sweat, and ambition. The floor
was overlit, as though someone believed more brightness
translated to more productivity. My desk had dust on the
keyboard, as if the months had gathered there deliberately
to ask, So, you're back?

I sat down. Took a breath. Opened my laptop. And
somewhere inside, something tightened, not out of panic,
just an old, familiar fatigue that had been waiting for me to
return.

The café in Patna was a world away. Yet it followed me.

During the first week back, I tried pretending nothing had
changed. Not me. Not Delhi. Not my life. But the pretense
only held until lunch on Monday, when I saw Karishma for
the first time in months.

She walked past the row of desks in a yellow kurti, hair tied
back in that loose bun she always made when she was
running late. She was talking to someone on the phone,
brows furrowed, hands moving like punctuation marks.
Nothing about her was extraordinary, except the way my
chest tightened when our eyes almost met.

She looked away. I looked down.

We worked in different teams now. She was somewhere in
the testing division; I was tucked into backend development.
We weren't required to interact. Which should have made
things easier. It didn’t.

Her presence, even from a distance, was a reminder of the
months we had lost. And of the bitter argument that had cut
into both of us like a sudden winter.
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For the first few days, I avoided the pantry whenever I saw
her walking in. Made excuses to refill my bottle later. Took
the longer way around the floor. Pretended to be busy
whenever she crossed the corridor.

Avoidance was easier than facing the truth that I still carried
something, not longing, not anger, not even heartbreak
anymore, just a heaviness that hadn’t found its exit yet.

Meanwhile, the café needed me. Or rather, it needed my
instructions.

Chandan, whom I had promoted to manager, called me
every day with updates.

“Sir, book stock khatam ho raha hai.”
“Sir, ek light phir se blink kar raha hai.”
“Sir, open mic full ho gaya Saturday ka.”

I handled everything after 7 PM. Never during office hours.
That was a rule I set for myself, a boundary carved out of
necessity.

One for the soul. One for the kitchen.
The café was the soul. But the office paid the rent for my life.

So I told Chandan clearly: No café calls during office hours
unless the place was burning or collapsing.

Of course, the universe loves testing rules.
On a Wednesday, around 3 PM, my phone began vibrating.
Chandan.

I ignored the call. Then another. Then another.
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I muted the phone and tried focusing on debugging an API
function that refused to behave. But a fourth call came, and
then a fifth.

By the sixth call, I felt irritation crack through my calm.

I stepped out into the corridor, pressed the phone to my ear,
and snapped, “What, Chandan?”

There was a small stutter on his end. “Bhaiya... woh... AC
suddenly band ho gaya. Poora café garmi se bhar gaya.
Customers waiting. Open mic ka crowd bhi badh raha hai.
Kya karein?” (The AC has stopped working, and the entire
cafe is boiling due to heat. The customers are waiting, and
the open mic crowd is also there. What do I do?)

I closed my eyes. Breathed once. Twice.

“Chandan,” I said slowly, “I'll call after 7. We’ll figure it out
then.”

“But, bhaiya...”
“After 7,” I repeated, and cut the call.

Inside, guilt pricked me, but so did clarity. I couldn’t fall
apart trying to fix everything at once. Boundaries were not
cruelty. They were survival.

True to my word, I called him at 7:05 PM while walking
home. Picked through solutions. Found a repair guy.
Arranged backup fans. Sorted the crowd.

By the time I ended the call, the sky was turning purple, and
my legs felt like they were dragging through a week instead
of a day.

But I had survived one more day of both lives.
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Every night, after reaching home, I sat by the window with
my dinner, staring at the city lights. Sometimes, out of
nowhere, I'd hear lines from poems back at the café in Patna
floating into my thoughts.

A girl who said, “Sometimes forgiveness is just the decision
to stop narrating the tragedy.”

A boy who whispered, “Moving on is a verb, not an
epiphany.”

Those lines stayed with me.
Especially on the nights I spoke to Ankit.

He had grown quieter. Not heavier, just quieter, like a storm
that had raged long and now rested in ruins.

One evening, he said, “Bhai... I think I'm starting to
understand. That... letting go wala concept.”

I smiled. “Hmm?”

“You know... for months, I kept thinking she wronged me.
And she did. But main khud ko khatam kar raha tha us baat se.”
(I was only hurting myself by thinking that over and over.)

“You were,” I said gently.

“But ab lagta hai,” he continued, “main theek ho raha hoon.
Aahista. Jaise... jaise koi fracture ka plaster utar raha ho.”
(But now, I feel I am getting over it, slowly, like a plaster is
coming off a fracture).

His analogy made me laugh softly.

He joined in. And for a few seconds, it felt like we were back
in college, teasing life for trying too hard.
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Then he said, voice steady for the first time in months, “I
think I'll move on, bhai.”

“Good,” I whispered.

It wasn’t a grand declaration. It was fragile and beautiful in
its ordinariness.

And somewhere inside me, something loosened, as if his
acceptance made space for mine.

It was during one of these calls, while I was lecturing him
again about the futility of holding on to resentment, that he
suddenly said, “Bhai, ek baat bolu? Tu mujhe bol raha hai let
g0... but what about Karishma? Tu khud toh chhod nahi paaya.”
(You are telling me to let go, but what about Karishma? You
didn’t let go of what happened with her either).

His words were a slap I didn’t see coming.
“I... It's not like that,” I said too quickly.

“Haan, haan. Bilkul nahi,” he teased, but his tone softened.
“Par sach bol... kitna time ho gaya. Tu abhi tak uske saath
baat nahi kar paaya.” (Yes, it's not like that. But then, why
are you not able to talk to her even after so much time?)

I stared at the ceiling. A heat rose in my chest, not anger, not
embarrassment, just truth.

“I understand her now,” I said quietly. “Her side too. I had
become... too much. Expecting. Demanding. Shouting. She
didn’t deserve that.”

Ankit hummed. “Then...?”
“I think,” I said slowly, “maybe I should talk to her.”

He laughed. “Bhai... yeh toh mujhe dharti hila dene wali baat lag
rahi hai.” (This is like moving the rocks kind of talk).
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“Shut up,”  muttered, smiling.
But the thought stayed.

And the next day, fate, or maybe the office pantry, gave me
the moment.

It was late afternoon. Most employees had drifted into post-
lunch lethargy. I walked into the pantry for tea.

And there she was. Karishma. Sipping coffee, staring at her
phone, her face half-tired, half-thoughtful.

I froze. For two seconds. Then three.
She looked up. Our eyes met.

Something softened on her face. Not forgiveness, just
surprise.

I walked toward her before my courage changed its mind.
“Hey,” I said quietly.

She nodded. “Hi.”

The silence stretched, awkward but not hostile.

Then I said it, the word I had carried like a stone inside me.
“Sorry.”

She blinked. “Sorry? For what?”

“For...” I rubbed the back of my neck. “For everything. For
shouting. For expecting too much. For... being a mess, I
guess.”

Her lips parted as if she didn't know whether to laugh or to
sigh.

“Inder,” she said softly, “you don’t have to...”
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“I do,” I interrupted gently. “I understand now. You were
adjusting to a new house, new people, and new rules. And I
kept dumping my chaos on you. It wasn't fair.”

She stared at the cup in her hand. When she spoke again, her
voice had the slight tremble of someone remembering
something too vividly.

“I was scared,” she said. “Everyone at home expected me to
behave a certain way. I didn’t know who I was supposed to
be. And you... You were falling apart, and I didn’t know
how to help. I snapped. I said terrible things.”

We both stayed quiet for a moment.

Then she continued, “But I should not have. No matter the
situation, those are not the words anyone deserves to hear. I
am sorry, Inder.”

I didn’t know what to say to her, and she kept looking at me.
Then, as if to break the silence, she half smiled and said,
“Vaise... you did shout... like a lot.”

I groaned. “Please don’'t remind me.”

She laughed, and the sound felt like reopening an old
window in a room I had locked.

“T wished we’d talked sooner,” I said.

“You'reright. Ireally wanted to talk to you, but then, I didn’t
know what I would even say... and then the lockdown...”

I nodded, feeling a slow warmth settle in my chest. A relief,
the simple kind that comes from unburdening a story.

“We're good?” I asked.

“We're good,” she said.
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And just like that, the friendship found its way back, not the
same as before, but alive in a way that felt adult and steady.

We talked a little longer, I asked her about her marriage, and
she shared that it's going great, that her husband is amazing,
and even the family treats her really well. She asked me
about what was up with me, and I told her about the café. I
could see her eyes widening when I described the open mics,
the chaos, the joy.

“Inder, that’s incredible,” she said.

Then she asked something I was hoping she wouldn’t. But
knowing her, I knew she would have been concerned.

“How are you now? I mean, are you... still seeing a
therapist?”

I shook my head gently. “No. The café... and its people...
they’ve become my therapy.”

She smiled in a way that didn’t judge, only understood.
“Good,” she said. “Just keep going.”

It felt like a blessing.

The next week, something strange happened.

At first, I didn’t notice it.

Chandan called me in the evening, sounding breathless.
“Sir... article... article aa gaya!”

“Kaunsa article?”

“Aapka! TOI wala! Zeny madam ka!”

I opened the link he sent.
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The title hit me like someone whispering my own story back
to me in a voice I didn’t recognize: “The Man Who Built a
Café Out of Grief.”

The words unsettled me. Made my stomach twist. Made me
feel exposed.

I read the piece slowly, my breath catching at parts I didn’t
expect: “Some cafés serve food. Some serve memory. Half
Baked Tales serves the kind of courage that keeps people
afloat long enough to become themselves again.”

“The owner, Inder, doesn’t call himself a healer. But the
place he has built has healed more than he knows.”

The article spread fast. Faster than I could read it twice.

My phone began buzzing with notifications: comments,
tags, Instagram reels of people using my café as their
aesthetic backdrop, strangers calling it “a sanctuary,”
influencers planning trips to Patna just to visit.

Bookings tripled in 24 hours.

Chandan nearly had a heart attack managing the calls.

17

“Bhaiya, table chahiye logon ko next month tak

“Bhaiya, ek couple ne bola unka pre-wedding shoot yahin

17

karna hai

“Bhaiya, log comment kar rahe hain ki hum aur branch open
karein. Kar lein kya?”

(Bhaiya, people are asking for bookings for up to next
month. A couple said that they want their pre-wedding
shoot done here. People are commenting that we must open
a branch. Should we?).

Branch.
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The word didn’t scare me the way it once might have.
It sat in my mind, rolling around quietly.
A second café. A bigger leap. A deeper story.

That night, sitting by the window of my Delhi room, a room
that felt smaller than ever, I thought about everything.

The grief. The struggle. The terrace. The phone call. The café.
The article. The second chance. The second possibility.
Another café. A new beginning.

Something inside me, something that had been asleep or
afraid, finally stirred.

Maybe I could build more. Maybe I could grow. Maybe I
could breathe a little bigger.

I touched the windowpane where the city lights reflected in
broken shapes, and whispered the question to myself: “What
if?”

And for the first time in a long time, the answer didn’t feel
impossible.
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he night that article went viral, I barely slept. Delhi

hummed outside my window with its usual impatience,
cars cutting through the main road, distant Bhaiyaens,
someone’s balcony TV spilling a cricket commentary into the
street. But inside my room, there was only one sound: my
heart pacing with a strange mix of fear and electricity.

A second café. In Delhi.
The thought kept circling like a moth that refused to die.
I had whispered it to myself. “What if?”

And for the first time in years, the question didn’t feel
reckless. It felt... possible.

The next morning, on my walk to the office, I called Ankit.

He picked up on the second ring, groggy. “Bhai... kya hua?
Subah-subah kis baat ka enthusiasm aa gaya tujhe?” (What
happened? What are you calling me for at this hour of the
morning?)
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“I want to open a second branch,” I blurted out.

There was a full second of silence. Then two. Then a sound
that was either a laugh or a choke.

“WHAT?”

“I'm serious.”

“Delhi mein?” he shouted, suddenly fully awake. (In Delhi?)
“Haan.” (Yes)

His voice cracked into laughter, the kind that makes your
chest warm. “Bhai... tu pagal hai. Matlab... sahi wale pagal.”
(You know, you're mad, really crazy).

“I know,” I said, smiling.

“No, not the bad kind,” he hurried. “The good kind. The
kind jo duniya thoda better bana deta hai.” (The kind that makes
world a better place).

He paused. Then his tone softened. “I'll help. Jitna ho
payega, I'll be there.”

“Tu thak jayega, Ankit,” I murmured. “Your health...” (Ankit,
you'll get tired).

“Let me get tired for something good,” he said quietly. “Mere
liye bhi acha hoga.” (It will be good for me too).

And just like that, the first person who ever believed in my
madness agreed to believe in it again.

Karishma's reaction was softer, steadier.

I caught her during a tea break in the pantry. She was adding
sugar to her cup the way she always did, tapping the spoon
twice on the rim to avoid the mess.
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“Karishma,” I said, leaning on the counter, pretending I
wasn't slightly nervous. “I'm thinking of opening a second
Half Baked Tales.”

Her hand paused mid-air. She looked at me in that assessing
way she had, as if checking whether this was another of my
dramatic phases or something real.

Then she smiled. “Good. You should.”
“You think so?”

“I know so,” she said, stirring her tea now. “You're better
when you’re building something. It organizes you.”

She took a sip, then added, “And tell me what you need. I'll
help. Even he will help,” she said, meaning her husband.
“He loves this stuff. He'll find you ten contractors and
twenty paint palettes in one day.”

I laughed. “Are you sure?”

“He owes me,” she said with mock seriousness. “I'll cash in
the favour for you.”

And just like that, the second believer joined the list.
Kavita’s reaction was the warmest.

We weren’t talking daily, but there was always this quiet
presence between us, the sort that didn’t ask for anything
but showed up when needed.

When I told her, her voice softened in a way I hadn’t heard
in months.

“You should do it, Inder,” she said. “You sound like...

yourself when you talk about the café.”

“Is that a compliment?”
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“It's a reminder,” she said gently. “That you're still
growing.”

“Will you help?”
“Of course. Even my weekends are yours.”
The simplicity of it steadied me more than her words.

Chandan, back in Patna, nearly dropped the phone when I
mentioned the second branch.

“Bhaiya... Delhi mein? Sach? Main aa jaaun? I'll pack
tomorrow!” (In Delhi... Really? Should I come? I'll come
tomorrow).

“No,” Ilaughed. “You stay there. Patna café needs you. Delhi
waale handle kar lenge.” (We'll handle the Delhi one).

But he argued. “Bhaiya, kaise? Main hi manage kiya sab. Delhi
ka cafe bhi main hi sambhal lunga!” (How? I only manage
everything. I will only manage the Delhi cafe too.)

“Chandan,” I said gently, “Patna is your home now. And it’s
thriving because of you. Stay there. Trust me a little.”

He fell silent.

Then said, voice thick with emotion, “Main bahut khush hoon,
Bhaiya. Aap second branch open kar rahe hain... feels like family
growing.” (Bhaiya, I am very happy. We are opening a
second branch, Wow!)

That stayed with me, the idea that this wasn’t just a business
anymore. This was a family expanding.

Once the decision was made, I couldn’t sit still.

The office looked different now. The lights were too bright.
The chairs were too straight. The screens were too square.
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I was back in the corporate treadmill, codes, bugs, Jira
tickets, but half my mind wandered into lanes I hadn’t found

yet.

On some days, the depression dipped low. On others, the
excitement rose high. But somewhere between those two
extremes, I kept myself steady because there was a purpose
now, something tangible, something that required me.

My nights belonged to sketches, scribbles, floor plans. My
breaks belonged to phone calls. My weekends belonged to
scouting spaces.

And through all of this, the theme that had carried me till
now whispered again:One for the soul. One for the kitchen.

And I had learned, painfully, to respect both.
Finding the location wasn’t easy.

Delhi was too full of overpriced corners pretending to be
creative hubs. Every few days, I dragged Ankit along,
sometimes Kavita, sometimes Karishma, sometimes alone.

We saw rooftops that smelled of pigeons, basements that
smelled of loss, and overpriced rooms masquerading as “art
studios.”

Nothing felt right.

I needed something that looked like Patna. Not exactly, just
something that held the same bones.

A building with a second floor on a quiet corner. A fifth-floor
terrace. Enough warmth in the walls to let stories breathe.

After two weeks, after dozens of visits, after bargaining with
brokers who tried to sell me heartbreak disguised as real
estate, I finally found it.
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Humayunpur. A narrow lane lined with cafes, Korean
stores, and tiny boutiques. A five-floor building with a soft
brown exterior, a slightly crooked staircase, and a second
floor balcony that caught stray sunlight in the afternoons.

When I stepped onto the second floor, something inside me
clicked.

A small hall, raw concrete walls, windows on both sides,
space for bookshelves, and a door leading to the same kind
of narrow staircase that Patna had.

I walked up to the terrace, fifth floor, and saw a view of the
neighbourhood leaning into the evening. Laundries on lines.
Fairy lights in balconies. A quiet wind.

Not the same as Patna. But close enough. Close enough to
feel like a continuation, not a copy.

“This is it,” I whispered.

Kavita looked at me and smiled. Karishma nodded like she
had expected this moment. Ankit, breathing a little slower
than usual, leaned on the railing and said, “Bhai... is terrace
pe bhi koi na koi poetry zaroor likhega.” (Someone is surely
going to write a poetry on this terrace as well.)

I felt it then, the rightness of the place.
The second heartbeat of Half Baked Tales.
The next few weeks were a blur.

Design. Redo. Replan. Argue with contractors. Laugh with
friends. Lift boxes. Choose colours. Build shelves. Rebuild
shelves. Pay advances. Find carpenters. Lose carpenters.

The process was chaotic, messy, hilarious.

But this time, it wasn’t lonely.
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Ankit came every weekend, fragile but determined, carrying
water bottles and opinions.

“Yeh wall teal ho sakta hai,” he’d say, pointing dramatically.
(This wall could be teal).

“Teal? Seriously?” I teased.
“I'm healing, bhai. Let me have one dramatic choice.”
We laughed. We argued. We built.

Karishma handled vendor negotiations better than any
manager could.

At one point, she yelled at a carpenter who tried to
overcharge us.

“Bhaiya, humse paise nahi banenge aapke. Seedha bol rahe hai,”
she declared with pure Delhi confidence. (I am telling this to
you straight, you can’t make extra money out of us).

Even her husband came and measured distances, comparing
them to Pinterest ideas he didn’t want to admit he had saved
secretly.

Kavita handled the signboard design, simple, clean, warm.
She created a soft yellow palette, insisting it would match
my energy.

“You're a warm person,” she said casually.
I smiled at that line long after she forgot saying it.

Through all this, I noticed something: Karishma and I...
were normal again. Light. Easy. Almost like the fallout had
softened into something that became a story we didn’t need
to revisit.
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One evening, while we were placing books on the shelves,
she nudged me with her elbow.

“I hope this time you left space for an exhaust in the
kitchen.”

I groaned. “I knew you’d say that.”

She burst out laughing. “You nearly poisoned Patna with
momo fumes!”

“ONE TIME,” I protested.
“Multiple,” she corrected.

And just like that, the old banter returned, warm, harmless,
familiar.

Even with all this joy, the depression didn’t disappear.

Some nights the weight sat behind my ribs like a stone. Some
mornings my limbs felt like they had borrowed gravity from
another planet.

But something had changed.

I wasn’t alone in my struggle now. Not because people
knew, they didn’t, but because I wasn't hiding from myself.

The café was my therapy. Building it was my medicine. The
open mics, future ones, were my oxygen. And as long as I
kept moving, the darkness inside stayed manageable.

One evening, after a particularly frustrating day of paint
spills and wrong tile deliveries, we ended up sitting on the
terrace, the four of us, me, Ankit, Kavita, and Karishma.

The sun had set. The city lights were flickering into place.
There was dust on our clothes, paint on our hands, and
laughter in the air.
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Ankit suddenly said, “Bhai... pata hai? Main move on kar
gaya.” (You know what, I have moved on).

It was so casual that it took me a second to process.
“You... what?”

“Haan,” he said, shrugging. “I mean, itna drama kiya life
mein. Ab thoda aage badhne ka mann hai.” (Yeah, I have
done enough drama in life. Now, I want to move forward).

Karishma smiled softly. “Good. Took you long enough.”

He rolled his eyes. “Madam, aapki advice bhi leliya tha. Ab aap
mat sikhao.” (I took your advice too, now don't teach).

We all laughed.

But beneath the joke, there was a quiet victory. A healing. A
release.

A small part of me realized, if Ankit could move on... maybe
I had, too.

Maybe all of us had.

When the furniture was placed, the shelves filled, the lights
installed, and the first breeze of the AC hummed through the
space, I stood in the doorway of the new Half Baked Tales
and felt something shift inside me.

This place. This corner in Humayunpur. This soft yellow
glow on the shelves. This warm air that smelled like paint
and promise. It felt like a second chance. Not at business. At
life.

The boy who once bought a secondhand book to stay awake
at night in the hospital, just for his father had grown into a
man building spaces where other people could stay alive
because of stories, again, just for his father.

201



A Half Baked Tale

And somehow, the realization didn’t make me proud. It
made me humble.

Grateful. Small in the best way. Human in a way I had
forgotten to be.

I thanked Paa for guiding me. If not for his scribbles in his
diaries, I might not have started Half Baked Tales - Patna, in
the first place. Let alone having a second branch in Delhi.

That night, after everyone left, I stayed behind.

I sat on the floor. I looked around the empty room that
would soon hold poems, laughter, heartbreaks, friendships,
and strangers finding pieces of themselves in sentences.

I placed my hand on the wooden table nearest to the
window. The grain of it reminded me of Patna. Of my father.
Of all the things I had survived.

I breathed deeply. Slowly. Softly. And I whispered to myself.
Not a declaration. Not a victory chant. Just a quiet
acknowledgment of a journey no one else would ever fully
understand.

“T've come far.”

Then I turned off the lights, locked the door, and walked into
the night, steady, warm, present.

For the first time in years, Delhi didn’t feel like a jungle. It
felt like a home I was building piece by piece.
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Humayunpur had accepted us far more quickly than I
expected. The neighbourhood kids had started
dropping by after tuitions. Young professionals squeezed in
quick coffees before their shifts. Every evening, the open
mics filled the room until voices spilled out onto the narrow
staircase.

Most evenings were all the same. A packed house. People
sitting on cushions on the floor. Someone leaning over the
railing to hear better. Someone’s trembling voice made half
the room hold its breath. When it all ended, the applause
rose like a wave. Warm and full. The kind that lingers in
corners long after people leave.

The Delhi branch was doing well. Better than well, it was
alive. And I hadn’t done it alone this time.

I heard footsteps behind me, slow, uneven, familiar.

Ankit appeared from the back room, holding two empty
cups in one hand and pretending not to notice the weariness

in his own body.
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“Bhai,” he said, panting a little, “These cups. I'm keeping
them in the sink. You rest.”

“TI'm fine,” I said.

He shot me a look, that classic, unimpressed Ankit look he
had perfected in college itself.

“I'm not asking,” he said. “I'm telling.”

I laughed. “Doctor ban gaya hai tu? Orders de raha hai mujhe?”
(You've become a doctor? You're giving orders to me?)

He rolled his eyes. “Nahi bhai, bas... thoda zyada chalta hai tu.
Thak jaega.” (You'll get tired, you work a lot more than any
of us).

His concern always came wrapped in sarcasm, but the
softness beneath it was unmistakable.

He shouldn’t have been helping this much, not with the way
his health fluctuated. But he showed up whenever he could.
And when he couldn’t, he’d sit in a corner, sipping water
and doing small tasks that didn’t exhaust him.

Some people love loudly; others love in silence. Ankit loved
in small, persistent actions.

He placed the cups in the sink, leaned on the counter, and
said, “Customers bahut khush dikh rahe the. Lagta hai Delhi ko
bhi Half Baked Tales ki zarurat thi.” (Customers look happy.
Seems like Delhi really needed Half Baked Tales).

“Lagta hai,” I murmured.

“Proud of you, bhai,” he said casually, almost as an
afterthought, but it landed harder than he intended.
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Before I could respond, he checked his watch. “Meri
appointment kal subah hai. Main chalun?” (I have an
appointment tomorrow. I'll take your leave).

“Main drop kar deta hoon,” 1 said. (I'll drop you).
“No,” he said, shaking his head. “You stay. I'll take a cab.”

He left with a half-smile. Karishma and Kavita had left
earlier, Karishma after triple-checking the day’s expenses
like a self-appointed auditor, and Kavita after adjusting a
painting on the wall that she insisted had been slightly off-
centre.

Even my mother had visited the cafe while she was in Delhi,
carrying enough pride to fill the entire room.

“Dilli mein bhi apna café,” she kept repeating, touching
random surfaces as if blessing them. (We have a cafe in Delhi
too).

She even folded table napkins for an hour, humming old
Bhojpuri songs under her breath, while Chandan, visiting
from Patna for two days, stood beside her like a proud
nephew.

Seeing them together had done something to me. A kind of
grounding. A stillness.

My mother hadn’t said anything poetic. She rarely did. But
her presence in the café, laughing with customers, telling
them “Mera beta chalata hai yeh sab”, felt like the last stitch
tying together a tear I'd been carrying for years. (My son
owns the cafe).

Her voice echoed faintly in my mind, overlapping with the
laughter from the open mic, with Ankit's teasing, with
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Karishma's sharp instructions, with Kavita’s gentle
corrections.

The café wasn’t just doing well. It was holding me upright.

Then, one night, as I had just begun closing the ledger, my
phone buzzed.

Unknown number. Delhi code.

I didn’t pick up. Probably another corporate spam call.
But it rang again. Then a third time.

I sighed, wiped my hands on my jeans, and answered.
“Hello?”

A familiar voice, soft, clear, and slightly breathless, floated
through the receiver.

“Inder? Hi... It's Zeny.”
I blinked. “Zeny? Hey... hi. How are you?”

“I'm good,” she said, the smile audible in her tone.
“Actually, I'm calling because I wanted to ask something. I...
hope it’s okay to ask?”

Her hesitation was new. Almost shy.
“Of course. Go ahead.”

“Can | interview you again?” she said in one breath. “This
time for the Delhi café.”

I leaned against the wall, surprised but warmed. “You want
to? Again?”

“Yes,” she said, laughing softly. “Your Patna story had a
huge impact. And now... this second café... people would
want to read it.”
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I could hear the sincerity in her voice. And also something
else, a quiet admiration I hadn’t noticed earlier.

“Sure,” I said. “Come whenever you like.”

“Tomorrow evening? Open mic time?”

“Perfect.”

“Thank you, Inder,” she said. “I'll see you tomorrow.”
When she cut the call, the silence around me changed shape.

Something was beginning. Not a new story, just a
continuation of one that had always been waiting.

The next evening felt strangely familiar and entirely new at
the same time.

At half-past six, the café was already filling with the quiet
that precedes an open mic, chairs scraping quietly,
somebody adjusting a guitar, the laughter increasing
irregularly in waves. The scent of freshly brewed coffee
mixed with the slight scent of the candles Karishma had
insisted we purchase. It was homely.

I continued to look at the door more than normal.

It wasn’t nerves. Not quite excitement either. Just a quiet
curiosity, the kind you feel when someone who once saw a
version of you comes back to see what has changed.

And perhaps, somewhere in my heart, I wanted her to see
the difference.

It was 6:48 PM, the bell over the door struck, and Zeny
entered.
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She looked all the same, with the same short hair, the same
serious eyes, but now she bore some sort of maturity in her
pose. A steadiness, as if time also fashioned her.

She saw me and waved her hand in an inconspicuous
gesture.

“Hi,” she said, somewhat panting. “Sorry if I'm late.”

“You're early,” I smiled. “Open mic has not even started
yet.

She took a slow look around. The manner in which her eyes

”

were softening told me that she was taking in all that was
there, the shelves, the lights, the rustle of pages, the
remnants of a hundred different tales sewn into the walls.

“It’s beautiful,” she murmured.
“Thank you,” I said, and meant it.

We sat at the corner table by the window, the same place
where we had been last time in Patna, but the background
seemed warmer and more relaxed.

She placed her recorder on the table.
“Before I start,” she said, “how are you?”

The question landed differently this time. Not as a formality.
Not as a journalist’s courtesy. But as a person’s genuine
intent.

And I found myself answering honestly, without rehearsing.

“I'm... better,” I said slowly. “Still figuring things out. Still
managing stuff. But better.”

She nodded. “You look different. More... centered.”

I laughed softly. “I hope so.”
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She started the interview gently, letting it flow with the
room.

“What made you open a second café?” “How is Delhi
different from Patna for you?” “Do you feel like this space
reflects a new phase of your life?”

To each question, I found myself speaking not as someone
being profiled, but as someone sharing parts of his life that
had earned their right to be spoken.

At one point, she leaned forward. “Can I ask something
slightly personal?”

“You can ask,” I said. “I'll see if I can answer.”
She smiled at that.

“Last time, you didn't open up much. But... I sensed
something then. Something heavy. And I'm sensing
something different today. What changed?”

The café around us buzzed gently, the low hum of voices,
the faint knock of a cup being placed on a table, the strum of
a guitar as someone prepared for their performance.

I took a breath.

“I was not doing well back then,” I said quietly. “Not
emotionally. Not mentally. I was... surviving on routine.
Barely.”

She didn’t interrupt. Just listened.

“And this café, Patna, and now here, it’s not just a business.
It's my therapy. The open mics, the people, the stories...
they’ve helped me breathe. On nights when I couldn’t.”

Her eyes softened. Something like respect flickered there.
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“I'm glad you found a place like that,” she said.

I shrugged lightly. “I didn’t find it. I built it out of
desperation.”

She laughed softly but with a tenderness that wasn’t there
last time.

Then, for a moment, she hesitated, her fingers tapping the
edge of her notebook.

“Can I tell you something?”
“Of course.”

Her voice dropped to something more vulnerable, almost
fragile.

“Last time, when I met you in Patna... you inspired me.”
I blinked. “Me? Why?”
She exhaled, gathering her thoughts.

“You told me about your philosophy... One for the Soul,
One for the Kitchen.”

I felt a small smile tug at my lips. That line had once been my
survival. It still is. But I never thought it could become
someone else’s anchor.

Zeny continued, her voice gaining a soft urgency.

“I never told you this. I was in medical school back then. I
didn’t want to be there. My family pushed me into it. I was
suffocating, honestly. And working with TOI was just an
internship I took to escape from the hospital walls.”

I listened quietly. She wasn't speaking like a journalist
anymore. She was speaking like a person unburdening a
truth she had held too tightly.
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“I was genuinely planning to quit medicine,” she said. “I
even drafted an email for dropping out. But before I sent it...
I interviewed you.”

The recorder on the table blinked silently, recording every
breath.

“That philosophy of yours somehow got into me. I
understood that I did not need to sacrifice one dream and
save the other. That I might live by honouring either side of

”

me.

Her eyes glimmered, not with tears, but with a pride she had
earned.

“So I didn’t quit,” she smiled. “I decided to finish my degree.
I'm in my final year now. I'm exhausted most days, but...
I'm also writing. I'm doing both. And I'm happy.”

For a moment, I couldn’t speak.

It felt like someone had placed a soft, heavy stone of
gratitude in my chest, the kind that anchors you rather than
burdens you.

“I didn’t know that,” I whispered.

“I know,” she said. “And you weren’t supposed to. But I
wanted you to know today.”

I swallowed. The back of my eyes was pricked by something

warm.

“Zeny,” I said, “Your story, it's beautiful. Really. You should
write it.”

She smiled and flicked back her hair behind her ear. “T'll
think about it.”
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After that, the interview continued, more relaxed, less
inhibited, as though two individuals were telling each other
stories in a room that had become theirs.

At the end, she got on her feet with her recorder packed, her
notebook closed.

Before she left, she turned to me and said, “You have come
a long way, Inder. And... it shows.”

I didn’t know what to say. So I just smiled and nodded.

She went out into the night, as she had gone out in Patna,
only that this time she left behind herself something lighter,
warmer, and strangely hopeful.

After Zeny left, the café settled into that late-evening
stillness I had grown to love, the kind of silence that doesn’t
feel empty, just full of breath the world forgot to release
during the day.

The open mic was still going on. People laughed. Someone
clapped in an uneven rhythm. A poet stumbled over a line
before recovering with a shy apology.

I stood by the counter for a long moment. I was thinking
about the interview, letting it settle inside me. There was
something profoundly grounding in knowing Zeny’s story.
A sentence I had once used to keep myself alive had
somehow kept someone else from losing their way.

One for the Soul, One for the Kitchen: It had been born in
loneliness. I whispered it to myself during nights when I felt
the city closing in on me. Now it lived in other people’s lives
too. Zeny’s, the artists who performed here, the regulars
who wrote their heartbreaks on napkins and left them
behind on shelves.
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Maybe that’s all purpose is. Not something extraordinary.
Just something that grows quietly from the parts of you that
refused to die.

Mere stuff that steadily grows out of the bits of you that
would not perish.

I wiped a table, not because it was dirty or had to be wiped.
But because I needed my hands to match the rhythm of the
beat inside my chest.

Outside, the lane buzzed faintly. Cars moving up and down
the street. Someone negotiating wildly with a Momo seller.
A dog yelling at nothing. Delhi’s pulse was uneven, restless.
But it felt like a companion rather than a reminder of my own
chaos.

I glanced about the cafe. The dim lamps. The bookcases. The
chairs that Karishma had repeatedly moved until she felt
they were talking. The cushions which Kavita had sewn. The
idea of the teal wall, which Ankit had proposed, and which
I had so much ridiculed, and afterwards came to like.

I thought of my mother walking through the place for the
first time, touching the walls like blessing a child. I thought
of Chandan, overwhelmed by the Delhi crowd but trying to
absorb every detail. I thought of the terrace waiting above
me, quiet and familiar.

Something tugged inside. The night wasn't finished with me
yet.

I turned off the main lights. But I left the corner lamps
glowing. They looked like small suns at night. The open mic
wrapped up. The applause first rose softly. Then it faded
along with the closing chatter.
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One by one, the last few people walked out. They kept
waving goodnight, lingering near the door.

“Goodnight, bhaiya!” a girl called.
“Goodnight,” I smiled.
I locked the shutter. The café fell quiet.

My body felt full of something, not exhaustion, not sadness,
not even joy.

Just fullness.

And when that kind of fullness comes, it needs to be poured
somewhere.

The terrace pulled at me.

The staircase to the terrace was narrow, the tiles uneven.
Each step held the day’s footsteps like memories. I climbed
slowly, my hand brushing the railing, the air growing colder
with each floor.

By the fourth landing, my breath steadied. By the fifth, my
heartbeat softened.

When I pushed the metal latch and stepped onto the terrace,
Delhi greeted me with a cool breeze that moved like an old
friend, one who had once watched me fall apart and now
wanted to see what I had become.

The terrace looked different now. Different from the night in
Patna when I had stumbled there in the middle of my
collapse. Different from the night months ago when a cold
drizzle and one phone call had pulled me back.

This terrace was dotted with small potted plants, a line of
money plants along the parapet, a row of tulsi pots, and a
few succulents arranged in a half-circle at the corner.
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Karishma had suggested we get plants. Kavita had chosen
them. Ankit had teased me for pretending not to care while
researching which ones needed less water.

Together, they had unknowingly built a garden on the edge
of my old darkness.

I walked toward the parapet.

The sky above was deep blue, cut through with aircraft trails
and faint stars. Below, the neighbourhood pulsed with life,
laughter from a rooftop gathering, a pressure cooker whistle
from the next building, scooters zipping through the narrow
lanes.

My footsteps were slow. Measured. Intentional.

A part of me knew exactly how this must look, the quiet
walk, the stillness, the night air, the familiar path. Even
inside me, an echo stirred. A memory of a time I had come
to such edges with a very different intent.

But tonight wasn’t that night. Tonight carried something
else. A completion. A quiet victory. A circle closing without
noise.

Still, I walked all the way to the edge. Let the city hold its
breath. Let the past flicker for a heartbeat.

But I didn’t stop at the parapet. I stepped into the corner.
Bent down. And picked up the watering can.

The metal felt cool in my hand, familiar in a way that
surprised me. I tilted it gently, letting the stream fall into the
nearest plant. The water shone under the terrace lights, soft
and silver, soaking the soil, weaving itself into the roots.

Plant by plant, I moved along the parapet, watering,
pausing, listening to the faint rustle of leaves.
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No trembling hands. No shaky breaths. No hollow in the
chest. Just... coexistence.

The void still lived inside me. It always would. But I had
learned to keep it company instead of fighting it. I had
learned to walk to the edge without falling into it.

I reached the last pot, a little one with three new green
shoots. For some reason, I smiled.

The kind of smile that comes when you recognize your own
reflection in something small and unassuming.

The world below didn't change. The city didn’t stop.
Nothing dramatic happened.

And yet, something within me unfolded quietly, like a tight
fist finally learning to open.

I set the watering can down. Rested my palms on the
parapet. Looked out at the city lights stretching into the
horizon.

A thought came, soft, unannounced, honest: Life really came
full circle. Not because everything had healed. Not because
I had conquered anything. Not because the storms had
stopped. But because I had learned to stand in them. I had
found a purpose. And lived for it.

I breathed in, long, steady, letting the night fill me without
fear.

Somewhere out there in the distance, rain clouds were
collecting; another change, another unforeseeable season
was coming.

However, I was not fearful of the next thing to happen, as I
never was before.
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I was on the terrace, my hands reeking of damp earth, my
heart full of something indefinable, and murmuring at the
wind the barest fact I had had all these months: I am still
here.

The plants rustled softly. As if agreeing. As if surviving with
me.

I lingered in the terrace longer than it is my habit, and the
night came to rest in me like dust on the bookshelf that has
never been touched. Quietly. Without asking.

The chaos, the horns, the chatter, the occasional whistle of a
friend trying to attract my attention, the slow pace of the
Delhi who wanted wrongly not to sleep, went on below me.
But here, more than five floors of brick and breath up above,
it was another country. A place that moved to its own
rhythm.

Even when [ leaned at the parapet, the stones received the
warmth of the day. That warmth oozed into my palms and
solidified me, more than anything had in weeks. Maybe
months.

The thing about healing that nobody really mentions is that
it never announces itself. It doesn’t arrive with fireworks or
ceremonies. It doesn’t come with a certificate or a dramatic
moment.

It sneaks up on you when you're doing something ordinary,
tying your shoelace without feeling tired, replying to a
message without overthinking, or watering plants on a
terrace where you once nearly lost yourself.

I didn’t realize how much had changed in me until I stood
there, listening to leaves rustle softly against the night
breeze. There was no ache. No heaviness. No internal
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scream. Just a steady, gentle emptiness, the kind that leaves
room for breath instead of swallowing it.

My mind drifted through everything that had led to this
moment.

Patna. The fallout with Karishma. The collapsing days. The
nights that folded themselves tight around my chest. Maa
cooking quietly without asking questions. Paa’s diaries. The
first book café, born out of desperation more than vision. The
design flaws I'd sworn never to repeat. The smoke-filled
kitchen. The open mics that kept me breathing. The terrace
where a phone call saved my life. The second café, born out
of hope rather than escape. The friends who showed up. The
ones who stayed. The ones who grew with me.

And somewhere in the middle of all that, my own stubborn
heartbeat, refusing to quit even when I had wanted it to.

I thought of Zeny again. The way her voice trembled when
she said she chose not to quit medicine because of me. The
way she smiled when she admitted the grind was exhausting
but fulfilling.

She had carried a part of my philosophy into her life without
me knowing. And now, hearing her story had stitched
something inside me that had been frayed for years.

I had always believed that my life didn’t inspire anyone. It
barely inspired me.

But standing there, hands smelling of wet earth, I realized
something quietly world-shifting: I had mattered. Not
loudly. Not in headlines. But in small, invisible ways. The
kind that stays with people long after the moment has
passed.

And that was enough.
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A gust of wind lifted the corner of my shirt. I closed my eyes,
letting it brush against my face. For a moment, the city’s
humidity seemed to melt, replaced by a lightness I couldn’t
quite name.

The plants swayed gently, their leaves glistening with the
last drops of water. The smallest one, the one with three
fragile shoots, leaned toward the light as if reaching for
tomorrow.

I crouched beside it, touching the soil with the back of my
finger. Soft. Damp. Alive.

“You're doing well,” I whispered, feeling slightly ridiculous
but oddly peaceful.

Maybe I was talking to the plant. Maybe to myself.

When I stood up again, the sky above me had turned a
deeper shade of ink. A plane blinked across it slowly, its red
lights flashing like a heartbeat. For a second, I followed it
with my eyes, imagining all the people inside, heading
somewhere new, returning somewhere familiar, carrying
their own storms and stories.

Everyone was carrying something. Everyone was surviving
something. Everyone was building something inside
themselves that nobody else could see.

I hadn’t been the only one drowning. I had just been the one
who turned the drowning into a place where people could
come up for air.

A small laugh escaped me, quiet, almost surprising. The
kind that comes when you suddenly understand a truth that
had been waiting behind the door.
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Purpose doesn’t save you. But it keeps you facing the right
direction while you save yourself.

I stayed until the street below began to empty. Until the
momo stall shut for the night. Until even the loudest scooter
slowed into the distance. Until the city’s noise softened
enough for me to hear my own breath.

Finally, I stepped back from the parapet.

The watering can sat where I had left it, a simple object that
somehow felt sacred. I picked it up, placed it near the wall,
and dusted my palms on my jeans.

The metal door to the stairs creaked softly when I opened it.
A warm glow from the café below spilled onto the first step,
guiding me down.

Halfway down, I paused.
Turned.

Looked back at the terrace, the plants, the sky, the railings
that had once been terrifying and now felt like guardians.

And in that pause, that single, quiet moment, I understood
what full circle really meant.

Not returning to where you began. But returning as someone
who sees that place differently. Someone who doesn’t fear
the fall anymore. Someone who holds their own hand in the
dark. Someone who understands storms not as
punishments, but as seasons. And someone who knows they
will survive the next one, too.

I whispered into the still air, more to myself than the
universe, “There are storms. There will always be storms.
But I think I finally know how to walk through them.”
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The words lingered, warm and steady.

Then I headed down the stairs, closing the terrace door
behind me with a soft click. Not shutting away darkness; just
choosing light.
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Epilogue
One for the Soul

Nights at the café had their own weather. Some evenings felt
like little thunderstorms. Fast poems. Loud cheers. People
arriving in groups. People leaving in clusters of laughter.
Other nights stretched soft and slow. Like a river deciding
not to hurry.

The open mic had already begun. I slipped into my usual
corner near the bookshelf. I liked sitting there during these
events. Half-hidden by paperbacks. Close enough to hear
every tremble in a voice. Far enough to watch while not
getting noticed.

The lights reflected the colour of soft amber. The curtains
kept swaying under the ceiling fans. The tables were
decorated with vases full of fresh flowers. People sat
wherever they felt most comfortable. On the chairs. On the
cushions on the floor. Some even leaned against the wall.
The entire cafe looked like it was full of energy and
excitement.
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A girl on the stage finished her poem about her mother’s
hands. For a moment, no one spoke. And then, there was
applause. Not the thunderous one, but something that
sounds more like comfort.

Ankit clapped the loudest.

He was sitting near the front. His shoulders wrapped in his
denim jacket. His face looked like he was cooking up some
mischief in his head. As I looked at him, for a moment, I
remembered what he was like in college. He used to laugh
too easily, and he was the one who believed in me even
before I believed in myself.

He turned in his chair to look at me. He smiled and then
stood up slowly. He buttoned his jacket and then walked
towards the stage. His steps were slow, careful, deliberate.
Then, he took the mic, adjusted it with some awkwardness.
He was always this kind, doing things that would prompt
others to laugh.

“Uh... hello,” he said, eyes drifting towards me. “I actually
want to call someone on stage tonight,” he said. “Someone
who has never taken the mic. Not even once.”

A collective murmur spread through the crowd, curious,
surprised.

My stomach tightened. Oh no. Ankit grinned directly at me.
“Inder, bhai... will you come up?”

The room turned. Dozens of faces tilted toward my corner.
The regulars. The newcomers. The ones who had cried here,
laughed here, healed here. Their eyes were warm, inviting,
hopeful.

At first, I thought of saying no. To stay small. To stay in the

familiarity of my corner.
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But something in Ankit’s expression stopped me. Something
steady. Something that said, You can. You already have.

I exhaled slowly. Placed my bookmark between two pages
even though I wasn’t reading. And stood.

The room opened as | walked. A soft hush spread. the kind
that isn’t silence, but expectation.

When I reached the stage, Ankit stepped aside.

My hands trembled just slightly. It was not fear. It was the
thought of how long it had really taken me to come to this
point.

I faced the audience. The lights weren’t too bright. The air
wasn’t too heavy. My chest wasn’t too tight. Everything
felt... balanced.

I leaned toward the mic. I didn’t think much. Instead, I let
my heart do the talking.

“I don’t have a poem or a song or a story to share. Instead, I
have a thought.”

I could see people leaning in. I looked around the cafe and
began, “This place you're seeing here, Half Baked Tales... I
didn’t build it to impress. I didn’t built it to be successful
even.”

I paused. “The place came into existence in the moments of
desperation. I built it at a time I was seeking survival.”

A few heads nodded. Quiet and sincere.

“Half Baked Tales - Patna, it has saved me in ways I can
never begin to tell. And this, where we are sitting right now,
it has shown me what purpose really means. What living
actually entails.”
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My voice didn’t shake. “I learned something with time,” I
continued. “Not every story needs a happy ending. Truly, it
doesn’t.”

My eyes drifted to the corner where I had been sitting earlier.
The shadows there seemed softer now, less lonely. “Some
stories just need... a second chance.”

A breath moved through the room. One shared inhale, like
the entire audience had been waiting for that line even
before I said it.

“And for me,” I added, “that second chance was this place.
Half Baked Tales.”

Somewhere near the back, someone clapped softly. Then
another, and then the whole room.

It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t chaotic. It was warm. Like hands
cupping a fragile flame to keep it alive.

I stepped back. Ankit squeezed my shoulder as I left the
stage. Pride filled his eyes, obvious and shining.

When I returned to my corner, the poems resumed. The kind
of poems that stumbled, rose, cried, and laughed. I sat
silently, watching words weave themselves into people’s
wounds and joys.

At some point, I realized something quietly profound.

I wasn’t sitting in the corner because I was hiding anymore.
I was sitting there because I liked the view. Because I could
watch lives changing in small, hopeful ways. Because I could
feel myself changing with them. And because, finally, after
so long, I wasn’t fighting myself just to stay here.

I was choosing to stay. Choosing to live.
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Later, when the night faded and the last poem lingered in
the air. I looked around the café. My café, filled with people
who had stitched pieces of themselves into its walls.

Ankit was laughing with a stranger. Karishma was
organizing the sign-up sheets. Kavita was adjusting a
crooked frame on the wall. Someone in the back whispered
a thank you for a poem. Someone else wiped a tear they
didn’t hide.

And ... Ijust watched.

A quiet warmth rose in my chest. Not dramatic. Not
overwhelming. Just steady.

I leaned back. I let the moment settle into me. The way a soft
song settles into an empty room.

The hum of the café. The beat of footsteps. The rustle of
pages. It all blended into something simple and complete.

My story wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t neat. It wasn't healed in
every corner.

But it was alive. And that, for the first time in a long time,
was enough. More than enough.
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A little about me —Rohit Vishal,
a computer science engineer and
a data engineer by profession. A
techie who codes for a living, but
also someone who believes in
writing stories that both humans
and machines can understand.

I've been fortunate to spend
more than eight years in the IT
industry, across three corporates that have truly valued
work-life balance. The IT world has its challenges, but it also
gives us a rare philosophy: to live one life for the soul and
another for the kitchen. It teaches us to communicate better,
to nurture ideas, and to fight for bringing those ideas alive.

This is not a technical book on coding or data engineering. It
is simply a story from the soul. Not a perfect story. Not a
perfect novel. Something half-baked —because all
beginnings are.

This is just the start of a journey, imperfect yet sincere, and I
hope it connects with you in its own way.
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