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To Anushka. You were a part of my teenage years, shaping memories that still live in my journals. What we shared was neither love nor romance, but a bond that taught me kindness, warmth, and the meaning of cherished friendship. For those youthful moments and the lessons they left behind, I remain grateful.
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This book began as a series of journal entries. At the time, I wasn’t trying to write a story. I was only trying to hold on to days that felt too fleeting, to capture conversations and moments that I feared would slip away. What I wrote was never meant for an audience. It was a record of what it felt like to be young, uncertain, and full of hope.

Thirty years later, when I returned to those pages, I realized something unexpected. Hidden in the scribbles and half-thoughts was not just memory, but a story. The everyday details of school corridors, bus rides, and farewell functions formed a thread that connected into something larger—a journey of first love, friendship, and the quiet heartbreak of growing up.

This novel is not a polished reconstruction of the past. It carries with it the rawness of a teenager’s gaze—sometimes exaggerated, sometimes naïve, always sincere. I have changed the names of people and a few places, though most of the settings remain close to how they were, so that the story keeps its honesty while not making anyone uncomfortable.

I don’t claim that what lies ahead is extraordinary. In fact, its power rests in the opposite: these are ordinary moments, familiar to anyone who has ever carried unspoken feelings, exchanged secret notes, or waited for a phone call that seemed to matter more than anything else. What mattered to me then—a card, a cassette, a smile across a classroom—might seem small now. But in the heart of youth, nothing ever feels small.

As you read, I invite you to step into that time with me. To see how memory transforms into story, how a journal becomes a novel, and how the smallest gestures can stay alive in memory long after the days themselves have passed.
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Co-protagonists

Raghav: A 15-year-old Delhi student navigating school and his deep feelings for Anushka.

Anushka: Raghav’s crush, a beautiful and sensible girl who draws attention without ever asking for it.

Core school friend group

Rasika: Anushka’s friend and Raghav’s wingwoman, always nudging him toward Anushka.

Kalyani: Anushka’s close friend who shares secrets and helps Raghav connect with her.

Richa: Part of Anushka’s girl gang, often involved in bus stop chats and school antics. Lives near Anushka’s house.

Mansi: A friend in Anushka’s group, part of the lively school crew.

Rohit: Loyal and grounded, a dependable friend who balances Raghav’s impulsiveness.

Sumit: Practical and helpful, the friend who gets Raghav physically where he needs to be.

Shantanu: A friend who left school after eleventh grade and helps Raghav by talking him up to Anushka.

Other school friends and classmates

Jyotsna: Raghav’s past crush who indirectly helps Raghav meet Anushka during farewell prep. 

Ravin: A troublemaker in school who bothers Anushka, causing Raghav frustration.

Pramod: Anushka’s fleeting crush (reportedly) who causes Raghav misery.

Nitesh: A fictitious batchmate combining multiple real-life characters with small roles. 

Ragini: A junior student, confident and sharp, known for her presence on the basketball court.

Mohini: Another basketball player and Ragini’s friend, drawn into Sumit’s attention.

Raghav’s Sarita Vihar friends and family

Parag: Raghav’s close pal with a “magical throat” for predictions, always there for support. A Casanova in his own right.

Manu: A sounding board for Raghav, the safe place to unload his bottled-up thoughts. 

Gul: Manu’s sister who gets involved in fun pranks.

Shelly: Casual companion, a background presence in Raghav’s wider life.

Robin: Guitarist friend who helped Raghav form his first band.

Shipra: The teasing but caring old sister, equal parts irritation and quiet ally. 

Anushka’s Alaknanda friends and family

Ashita (Ashu): Anushka’s sister who never stops teasing her.

Vincent (Vinny): Background presence in Anushka’s world, tied to his locality and family.
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PART I: FIRST SPARKS & BEGINNINGS
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Chapters 1 – 7 

“First love is only a little foolishness and a lot of curiosity.” 

— George Bernard Shaw
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1 THE SCHOOL PICNIC
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3rd February 1995

Hi, I’m Raghav, just another 11th-grader from Delhi, lost somewhere between the chaos of school, crushes, and physics exams I’ve already given up on. It’s 1995, and life is full of drama, stolen glances, and moments that make my heart race. The school picnic on 3rd February turned my world upside down.

It all started a couple of weeks earlier when Jyotsna—bless her soul—came to my class and said the English teacher wanted me in the auditorium. 

Jyotsna. She’d been my crush back in 8th and 9th—back when we barely knew what a crush was. She was sharp, fun, and always had this easy laugh that made you want to keep talking. By 10th, though, things had changed. The pressure of boards hit, and Jyotsna got serious—the kind of serious that comes with hair tied back in a tight braid and oil applied like armor. Slowly, that phase passed, and so did the crush. But we stayed on good terms—acknowledged each other’s existence at the very least. 

I walked into the auditorium, expecting a lecture for I don’t know what, but instead, I saw her—Anushka. 

The auditorium wasn’t much of an auditorium really. It was just a big hall in the middle school building—a functional space with no frills. Blue colored round pillars lined the passage running through it, and the windows were covered with black chart paper to keep the room dark for performances. No curtains, no fancy stage lights, not even a stage—just a space where things happened. And that day, something was definitely happening.

She stood there, a splash of color in a sea of gray, her presence the only thing that made that room feel alive. She was practicing La Isla Bonita with our common friends Rasika and Kalyani, her eyes twinkling like they knew something I didn't. 

I’d been crushing on her since last year when 11th grade began. Those eyes, man, they could stop traffic. Sometimes I’d catch her looking at me too—and then overthink it for three days straight. Five months in, and I still hadn’t mustered the guts to say a single word. Classic Raghav move.

That day in the auditorium, I blurted out, “I can play the tune for you guys.” Smooth, right? Like SRK in slow motion—with none of the charm. Rasika, the ultimate wingwoman, introduced us that afternoon. 

Rasika’s been like a rakhi sister to me ever since second grade—not related, but always looking out for me. Every year she tied me a rakhi, and every year I pretended not to be awkward about it. She had a blunt cut, a spark in her eyes, and that constant smile that made her feel like sunshine on campus. Bold, buzzing with energy, and one of the popular girls, she was also our vice-head girl—the kind who could pull off mischief and responsibility in the same breath.

“Anushka, you wanted to know who Raghav was?” she said, and I swear my palms were sweating.

I didn’t know much about Anushka beyond my quiet admiration, but even in that instant I knew she wasn’t like the others. She carried herself with a calm, self-contained vibe—introverted but never invisible, as if she preferred to observe the world from just one step back. She rarely raised her voice, yet when she did, people listened.

Rasika’s friendliness could fill the room, and Kalyani’s chatter could keep every conversation alive, but Anushka outshone them in a subtler way. Her smile never chased the crowd—it landed where it mattered. There was no effort to draw attention, and maybe that’s what drew me in.

She was a mysterious puzzle of quiet elegance: not exotic for show, not loud for effect, yet impossible to overlook.

And somehow, even with all that mystery, she felt familiar. Like someone I could talk to for hours without ever getting bored. Even if I hadn't said more than ten words to her yet.

From then on, every second half of the school day was Anushka time. We talked, laughed, and once, I almost cried when I couldn’t see her. Yeah, I was that gone.

Fast forward to the picnic. Anushka had casually asked if I was going, and I was like, Of course, I am! On the bus ride to Badkhal Lake, I stood next to her the whole time, pretending to be cool while my heart was beating faster. When we reached, our gang—me, Anushka, Rasika, Shantanu, Rohit, and a few others—picked a spot by the lake. We played Chinese Whispers, and I was next to Rasika, who was next to Anushka. Midway through, I nudged Rasika to swap places. Now I was sitting next to her, with the perfect excuse to whisper something meaningless in her ear. Score one for Raghav.

We planned to go boating—me, Anushka, Rasika, and Rohit on a paddle boat. But, as luck would have it, that plan sank faster than my physics grades. Still, I sat with Anushka by the lake for three hours. Three hours of her smile, her just being there. 

After lunch and some soft drinks, she vanished with Rasika. I was gutted, but Shantanu and I decided to hike back to the lake. That’s when Rohit shouted there was space for two on a boat. We ran, and as I reached the lake, I heard Rasika and Anushka’s cheerful cries. I decided then and there—they had to be cheering at the sight of me. 

I hopped on the boat, and there she was—Anushka. Our eyes locked, and it was like the world blurred out. Half an hour of boating, and I was in heaven. 

Then Rasika suggested the giant wheel. As we headed there, Rasika grabbed a seat and called Anushka to join her. Shantanu didn’t even know what hit him—I practically shoved him into that seat and slid in next to Anushka like it was my life mission. Sitting there, with the wheel spinning and the picnic grounds sprawling below, I felt like the king of the world. 

When the ride was ending, she said, “Tell me something about yourself.” 

“Let’s take another round?” I asked. 

She said no at first, then smiled and agreed.

In that moment, I felt as if destiny whispered, ‘Try again.’

So, I told her about my family, my love for music, the usual stuff. Then it was her turn. She said her dad’s her idol—a scientist and a businessman, which is seriously cool. Her family used to live in France and Spain, and her sister’s studying economics at JMC. Her dad’s super adventurous, but her mom’s the opposite. She even admitted she gets scared watching her dad in his lab, like he’s about to blow something up. I was just nodding, hanging on to every word, imagining her life like some international movie.

When we got off the giant wheel, she went to Rasika, and I joined Shantanu. Half the 11th grade had seen us together, and I could feel the gossip brewing. We all sat by the lake later, and Anushka looked tired. I hummed I’m So Tired, and she laughed at the lyrics. That laugh? Worth more than topping the physics board exam. And I mean it.

On the bus back, Anushka was sitting with Richa behind me. 

Richa was the calm one in our group—soft-spoken, sweet-natured, with rosy cheeks and mostly serious. She had that “girl next door” ease, the kind that made people trust her without quite knowing why. Trouble wasn’t her scene—she was too steady for that. She dressed sharp, carried herself with quiet balance, but beneath the sweetness and her gentle voice, there was a core of steel, a strength you didn’t notice until she decided to show it.

Richa moved, and I slid in next to Anushka. We talked the whole way, and I didn’t even get off at my stop just to stay with her. After she got down, I rode back with Rohit in an auto, replaying the day in my mind over and over, and feeling like I’d won something invisible. That same day was Parag’s farewell, and I had to tell someone. Manu got the full scoop. Parag and Manu went to a different school but they’re my colony friends—closest buddies.

The next few days were magic. Anushka even came to my class on Monday to call me to the auditorium for some play by the third graders. We sat in a corner, chatting about random stuff. During the second period, she said she had to go for her maths class, or she’d get scolded by the teacher. I didn’t stop her. Before leaving, she handed me a Rs 5 note she owed me from a swing at the picnic. I kept it. It’s in my coin box now—not just five rupees, but a piece of that day.
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2 FAREWELL FEVER
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11th February 1995

It was the day of the 12th class farewell at Blue Valley Public School, a day full of music, emotions, and a certain someone who makes my heart skip a beat. Anushka, obviously.

The morning started with me driving to school. Yeah, I know, it might sound like a big deal for a 15-year-old. I learned to drive when I was 12. That’s a story for another day. When I reached school, the place was buzzing with farewell prep—decorations, flowers, and that nervous excitement you only get when seniors are about to leave. Then I saw Anushka, standing there in a blue saree, looking like she’d walked out of a magazine. I managed a quick “Hi,” but that was it for a while. I was trying to play it cool.

The farewell kicked off with La Isla Bonita. 

The event was set up in the school grounds, just behind the basketball court. Shamiana-style fabric walls turned the open field into a makeshift venue. No proper stage—just a corner space with a dais and a sound system. Rows of plastic chairs were lined up for the graduating class, the sun filtering through the tent’s fabric, casting soft shadows over everything. Nothing extravagant. Just enough to make the moment feel official.

I was on my Yamaha keyboard, playing the tune while Anushka, Rasika, and Kalyani sang their hearts out. It went off without a hitch, and I did something that felt like a rockstar moment. You know how the Beatles look at each other during a performance, all encouraging and cool? I caught Anushka’s eye and flashed her a smile. Hehe, nailed it! I swear she smiled back, and for a second, I felt like Paul McCartney himself.

Later, the girls—Anushka, Rasika, Kalyani, Richa, and Mansi (the chirpy one and our school’s head-girl)—hit the stage for a dance to Humma from Bombay. Anushka was rocking a purple top and slacks, but she seemed off. I could tell something was bothering her. After most of the program wrapped up, I spotted her standing alone near the tomb (yeah, our school has a tomb—don’t ask), arms crossed, staring at the gravel like it had answers. I walked up and asked, “Why are you alone?” She looked down, her voice soft, and said, “I looked stupid on stage, didn’t I?” I mean, come on! Only if she could see herself through my eyes. I told her, “Like always, you were looking wonderful.” My voice came out steadier than I felt, and inside I was praying she believed me. She gave me a small smile, but I could tell she was elsewhere, lost in a loop of self-doubt. 

That moment caught me off guard. I’d always seen Anushka as calm, elegant, almost untouchable—but now I saw someone intensely human underneath all that grace. She wasn’t brushing it off or pretending. She really thought she hadn’t looked good, and the fact that it bothered her so much... it made me realize there was a lot more going on inside her than anyone probably noticed.

She felt things deeply—I could tell. She wasn’t the type to pretend everything was fine when it wasn’t, and she wasn’t looking for attention either. If anything, she was pulling back from it.

And that made her even more interesting. Most people in school wanted to be seen. She made you want to understand her. 

Just then, someone from her class came over and said an ex-classmate from 6th grade was waiting outside to meet her. Anushka, now back in her saree, turned to me and said she didn’t want to go alone. A quiet joy bloomed in my chest. So, I walked her to the school gate, trying to act all casual while internally freaking out. She chatted with her friend for about three or four minutes, and then we headed back to the program. 

On the way, I decided to lighten the mood. “You know,” I said, “you’re totally getting picked for Miss BVPS next year.” 

She looked at me, and that sweet smile of hers lit up her face. “Thank you,” she said, and I swear I could’ve floated back to the makeshift open-air auditorium.

The farewell wound down after that, and everyone started heading home. I drove back, replaying the day in my head—Anushka’s smile, that walk to the gate, and the way she looked in that blue saree. 

It was one of those days you know you’ll be thinking about for a long time, like a song stuck in your head.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


3 VALENTINE’S DAY
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14th February 1995

Still caught in the rollercoaster of teenage emotions, school exams, and a massive crush that’s basically running my life. It’s Valentine’s Day—and the day was like a rollercoaster, complete with highs, lows, and a twist that I least expected.

The day before, I was on a mission. I hit up Archies Gallery and picked out the perfect Valentine’s card for Anushka. I mean, this wasn’t just any card—it was my heart on paper. I stuffed it in my bag and took it to school, my nerves jangling like loose change. 

I finally caught up with Anushka in the eighth period, right after she finished her practical exam—physics or chemistry, I don’t remember and who cares? 

I walked up, trying to play it cool, and said, “Happy Valentine’s Day.” 

She smiled, and we ended up hanging out for the whole period, just the two of us, standing by the basketball court railing, chatting about nothing and everything. 

The basketball court sat along the school’s border wall, fenced in by a two-tier iron railing with chipped paint. Right next to it was a lone tree, and under that tree stood an old iron bench painted in fading stripes of red, yellow, and blue.

Later, as we walked toward the buses at 2:20 pm, a sudden wave of panic hit me. I realized I hadn’t given her the card yet. 

It felt like the universe had conspired to make this the moment of reckoning. My heart pounded, the words spinning in my head, but my feet seemed rooted to the ground, unwilling to move. I couldn’t let this slip by. It was now or never. 

I glanced up and saw Anushka climbing the steps of the bus, the last of the afternoon sun catching her hair, making her look almost untouchable in the golden light. Every step she took felt like a ticking clock, drawing me closer to the point of no return.

This was it. My first Valentine’s Day card, equivalent to a diamond ring for a schoolboy’s proposal. My first real attempt at something that felt like a proposal—awkward, unrefined, and far from smooth. The weight of it hit me all at once. The nerves. The excitement. The fear. All of it mixed together like a storm in my chest.

I moved without thinking, my heart racing faster than my feet. “Anushka!” I called out, and the sound of my voice startled me. It was louder than I intended, too desperate. But there was no turning back now.

She turned, and for a second, time seemed to slow. Her eyes met mine, curious, waiting. My stomach flipped over itself, and I felt the heat rise to my cheeks. I wanted to disappear and reappear with something slick and charming to say, but all that came out was a strangled, “Take this card.” If this sounds stupid—wait for it—the real Hindi version sounded even stupider, “Card le le.”

The words hung in the air, awkward and clumsy, like I was a stranger in my own body. I was giving her my first card—hell, my first real confession, my first anything of this sort—and it felt as big as the entire world. My heart was on my sleeve.

The silence stretched between us, thick with uncertainty. But then, she smiled—slowly, like she was trying to figure me out. And just like that, I realized this moment would linger forever in the back of my mind, for better or worse.

She looked at me, her eyes soft but firm, and said, “We’re already such good friends, no Valentine card is needed. You can give me a card on my birthday.” 

My heart sank. 

I forced a laugh. “Take it—tear it if you want.”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to disrespect you.”

Her fingers brushed mine as she took the card, holding it like it was fragile. She didn’t open it. Just stared at it like it was a question she didn’t know how to answer. 

For a second I thought she’d keep it, but then she whispered, “I can’t.” 

She glanced at me quickly, then away. She placed it softly back in my hands, like it was fragile, like I was. It felt heavier than when I’d bought it.

I apologized, told her not to mind, and walked to my bus with a heart that felt like it had been run over by a DTC bus. Each step felt heavier, my chest hollow. Was I stupid to even try? Maybe I should’ve just stayed quiet, kept my feelings safe inside. On the ride home, I stared out the window while Cliff Richard’s All My Love played in my head, every lyric landing like it was written for me. I kept repeating to myself—Whatever God does, He does for good—but it sounded more like a lifeline than a belief.

Then came the plot twist. The next morning, Kalyani strolled into my class while Anushka waited outside. She asked for a pen—that I know she didn’t need—for her bio practical and casually dropped, “By the way, congrats.” 

I was confused. “For what?” I asked. 

She grinned and said, “Anushka likes you very much but had some problems taking the card.” 

My jaw hit the floor. I was thrilled. I waved Hi to Anushka, who was standing outside, and my heart was racing again. 

Sometime during the day, Shantanu asked Anushka, “You made Raghu sad, don’t you like Raghu?” 

Anushka’s reply? 

“No, I like him very much, but I’m not the kind of girl to accept Valentine cards.” 

I swear, I could’ve flown to the moon. 

I didn’t care what kind of girl she was—one who accepts Valentine cards or one who doesn’t—she said she liked me and that’s all that mattered. 

During the last bell, as I grabbed my bag, Anushka came to my class. 

“Hi,” I said, still buzzing. 

She said, “Let’s go.” 

I grinned, “You’ve come to pick me?” 

As we walked down the corridor, she asked, “Are you upset with me?” 

I was like, “Why should I be upset?” 

She said, “Shantanu said you were upset.” I laughed and said no way. 

She smiled, relieved, and asked, “That means you’ll talk to me?” 

I said, “Why not?” 

Then, out of nowhere, she asked with a naughty smile, “Who else did you give Valentine cards to?” 

I told her, “To no one.” 

She wanted to confirm, “Honestly?” 

I nodded, “Yes.” 

We said goodbye at the school gate and went our separate ways.

Wasn’t I the happiest person on earth that day? 

Exams have kept me busy, and it’s been over a week since I’ve had a proper chance to talk with Anushka. Whatever she said about cards or rules didn’t matter—she liked me. And one thing’s for sure—I love her. I do, I do, I do, I do, I do!
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4 MONDAY MIRACLE IN THE MD LAB
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1st May 1995

Hey, I’m back, juggling twelfth grade, dreams of music stardom, and a heart that’s hopelessly stuck on Anushka. This felt like a day complete with drama, tension, and a whole lot of hope.

Last Friday was rough. I saw Ravin talking to Anushka—smiling that same cocky smile he used to flash at every girl. She was shaking her head, clearly not into it. 

Ravin and I used to be friends back in 9th—hung out in recess together, cracked jokes, shared benches. But somewhere along the way, I realized we weren’t cut from the same cloth. He liked showing off. I liked staying real. I’d respect girls. He... didn’t. We never had a fight or anything, but by 10th, we weren’t friends anymore. 

I ignored them and walked on, pretending nothing had happened, but the unease clung to me. All day, it felt as though I’d messed up big time. Anushka and I had somehow grown distant these past couple of months, and I knew I was the reason. I’d let things drift with the girl I love. Maybe it was just my Cancerian tendency to retreat into my shell from time to time. 

When I got home, I was determined to fix it the next day. I prayed to God with all my heart, asking for a chance to make things right with her. And guess what? He listened.

The next morning, I skipped the extra class and headed to the Mechanical Drawing lab, just chilling on a stool. 

The MD lab was quiet, like it always was. Rows of slanting desks filled the space, with large sheets clipped down for students who actually cared about mechanical drawing. Two old ceiling fans spun lazily above, ticking every few seconds like a broken metronome. Up front, there was a green chalkboard, barely used. Apart from the slanting desks, it looked like any regular classroom—but the mood here was slower, almost sleepy. Perfect for overthinking.

Rasika walked in and sat next to me, and then—boom—Anushka, Kalyani, and Richa showed up. 

I said, “Hi,” to Anushka. She said Hi back with a little smile. 

I started chatting with Rasika about old times, when we were kids running around without a care. Then Anushka, looking right at me, said something that hit hard. Pointing at my contact lenses (but clearly meaning more), she said I’d changed. 

Ouch. It wasn’t just about the lenses—she was talking about us, about how I’d been distant.

Before I could respond, Kalyani pulled Rasika to go get water, and Richa tagged along. It wasn’t spoken, but I could see the kindness in their quiet exit—they knew we needed this moment. Suddenly, it was just me and Anushka in the MD lab. I slid onto the stool next to her, my heart racing like it was the last over of a cricket match. We started talking—really talking. 

She told me she’s planning to do a BSc after 12th. Then, with a laugh, she admitted she barely studies these days and has no clue how she even got promoted in 11th. I smiled to myself, thinking, It was my wishes, Anushka. Okay, maybe that’s a stretch, but a guy can dream, right?

We headed to the assembly together, and the day just felt...right. 

Every morning at 9:00 sharp, the entire school would gather on the dusty ground that passed for our assembly area—no grass, just dry brown earth, occasionally watered down on dry and windy days to stop the dust from flying into our eyes. Classes from 1st to 12th stood in a giant U-shape, boys and girls in alternating rows, arranged as neatly as a military formation. The air was thick with discipline. There was an assembly commander—usually a student with a loud, commanding voice—who would shout Stand at Ease and Attention, and we’d all respond in perfect unison, like soldiers in training. The routine was fixed—morning prayer and the national anthem, sung by the school choir huddled around a single mic that often had a crackling sound. Then a nervous student would read the news, followed by a ‘thought of the day’ or a short speech on whatever topic the teacher had forced someone to prepare. Sports sir, Sanskrit sir, or Director sir might come up for an announcement. And once in a blue moon, someone big—like Kapil Dev—would show up and the whole school would go crazy. Then came PT—exercises in sync with the school band of bagpipers and kids with snare drums harnessed around their necks. Finally, we’d march back to class, lines crossing in opposite directions, while a few designated students on duty stood in the middle acting like traffic cones pretending to manage the flow.

Later, at the end of the eighth period, I was leaving the chemistry lab when I saw Anushka outside, slipping on her shoes. I asked, “What are you doing here?” 

She said she had music class and was playing the harmonium because she couldn’t get the hang of the guitar. I pictured her—focused and maybe a little frustrated, still trying to make music. And beautiful. 

It was such a small moment, but it felt huge, especially after the long communication gap between us.

That was it for the day, but it was enough. Yesterday, I’d sworn on Anushka that I’d fix things, and today, it felt like God was on my side. I love her, I really do, and now I know God loves us both. 

I’m even starting to love God more—for pulling this off. 

Here’s to more days like this, where the universe gives you a second chance to make things right with the one who matters most.
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5 DREAM ABOUT THE FUTURE
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11th May 1995

These past few days have been a rollercoaster of small victories, heartaches, and moments that prove love is both a blessing and a curse—and somehow still worth it. 

It all started last Tuesday. I hadn’t talked to Anushka till recess, and I was feeling antsy. I was walking back from the canteen alone, stressing about my physics viva prep, when I ran into the gang—five girls, laughter spilling louder than the bell. I asked if anyone had a physics lab manual. Rasika and Mansi, being their cheeky selves, demanded a treat in return. So, I got them two Thums Ups and a Maaza. Rasika held out her Thums Up and said, “Take a sip.” I shook my head—my throat was scratchy. Then she grinned, “Anushka just took a sip, now you have no choice.” 

My heart flipped. Anushka had sipped from it? Then I had no choice. I took a sip, thinking, Jhootha peene se pyar badhta hai. 

As they stood outside the sports room, sipping their drinks, I looked at Anushka and said, “Let’s walk to the class?” I was hoping to steal a moment alone with her. Kalyani, bless her soul, caught my vibe, and said, “Both of you go.” So there we were—just me and Anushka—walking down the path like the rest of the world had disappeared. 

She said, “Say something.” 

My throat dried up. My mind went blank, every clever line vanishing like chalk in the rain. 

All I could muster was that my physics test at tuition went badly. She laughed and said she’d probably get a 3 out of 12 in some bio test. We said, “See you,” and parted ways.

Fast forward to that Saturday. I hadn’t seen Anushka all morning and thought she was absent. My mood tanked and the whole day felt gray. But when the seventh period started, there she was in her class. At 2:20, when the bell rang, I spotted her near the school gate and rushed over. 

I told her I had maths tuition at 5:00 that morning, and she teased, “You woke up on time?” I admitted I hadn’t seen her till seventh period and thought she was absent. She said, “I also thought you were absent because I didn’t see you either.” 

For a second, her words hung in the air. She had noticed. She had wondered. It wrapped around me like sunlight—proof that I mattered to her, that she’d felt my absence just as I’d felt hers.

Her bus was late, and she grumbled, “Someone’s our enemy—when we come early, the bus comes late.”

I laughed, but my bus was early. “My bus driver also seems to have some personal vendetta against me.” We shared a smile that lingered just a second too long.

“Bye, see you,” I said, but her presence stayed with me all the way home.

The day before, I’d only managed a quick wave as she stood in her bus, but even that brief moment had felt like a thread tying us together.

My mind was buzzing with things I wanted to tell her. Like how I read in my sister Shipra’s Ladies Oracle book that the person I love loves me back just as much. I imagined her asking, “Who do you love?” and me asking back, “Don’t you know?” She’d say no and I’d reply, “Your best friends know, so how come you don’t?” 

Or how there’s this little girl in first grade on my bus with a smile like Anushka’s, and that’s why I adored her. I’d tell her I first saw her in the hall when 11th started, and I was a goner by the end of that week. I even kept a chit from chemistry practical with someone else’s name on it, thinking it was hers. 

I wanted to ask if we’ll stay in touch after school, if she’ll come to my birthday, maybe even go on a date. And there’s this quote I read in Reader’s Digest: “Love does not consist in gazing at each other but in looking outward together in the same direction.” I wanted to ask her, Anushka, shouldn’t we at least dream about the future?

But when it came to saying the words aloud, I froze. The feeling was always there—overflowing, undeniable—but never direct. I wrapped it in jokes, in stories, in small gestures I hoped she’d decode. I tried to slip it into conversations sideways, as if the essence would reach her even if the words never did. Every sign, every glance, every half-sentence was my way of saying what I could not bring myself to declare outright: that I loved her.

∞

Shipra, by the way: My annoying sister is three years older than me and thankfully in college now. She went to the same school as me, which used to be a bit of a problem—mainly because I had to constantly watch myself. One tiny stunt and it would somehow reach her ears before the day ended. But now, with her gone, school feels like freedom. We still share a room at home, and like any brother-sister duo worth their salt, we fight almost daily. We’ve mastered the art of ignoring each other unless absolutely necessary. Still, between all the banter and cold wars, there’s the usual unspoken sibling alliance. If I’m honest though, I’m definitely the more annoying one—she’d agree instantly, and for once, she wouldn’t be wrong.

Then came Monday—with an eventful recess. I was walking back from the canteen with Rohit when I saw Anushka and Kalyani heading there. Kalyani asked me to join them, so I did, no questions asked. They were there because Kalyani needed to talk to a guy from a junior class, who kept teasing her. She was always in the middle of some drama.

The school canteen was just a hijacked classroom where the air always smelled of frying samosas and bread pakoras. For two rupees you could get a Dipsy pouch, if you didn’t mind it leaking all over your shirt.

Outside the canteen, Anushka suddenly said, “You use a very good perfume. I like it very much.” I told her it was Brut, trying not to turn bright red. Turned out her dad uses it too. 

Somehow, we ended up alone for the rest of recess. We strolled back to class, and I admitted Sundays are boring. 

She nodded, “Yes, Sundays are boring,” and I felt like she got me. 

She teased that all the students in D, C, and A sections say something about her, but she’d tell me later. We stood at the middle gate, talking about my future piano lessons and how 11th was great. She said, “Even 12th grade is fun.” I asked her to meet me at the end of the day, and she said, “OK,” but it didn’t happen. Maybe she was keeping her distance, I don’t know.

At the end of the school day, I walked out with Rohit and saw her with Richa. I asked if I could join, and Richa said, “Of course.” Then this guy who liked Mansi in 10th showed up, and Anushka said to Richa, “Isn’t he smart?” 

Those words stabbed me.

Sometimes, I wonder if this love—grown from a crush—will ever be more than this weight in my chest. But then I remember her smile, that sip of Thums Up, and I’m back to believing God’s got a plan for us.
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6 SHE LOVES YOU (YEAH, YEAH, YEAH)
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20th May 1995

The past few days spun me through doubts and prayers, highs that lifted me to the clouds, and crashes that left me hollow—but somehow, I kept floating back up. 
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