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Chapter 1: The Weight of Expectations
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The alarm tears through my sleep at five-thirty, the same shrill beep that has marked every morning for the past three months. I reach out blindly, slap the phone silent, and lie there in the gray pre-dawn light filtering through the curtain. My body feels heavy, like something is pressing down on my chest. I tell myself it's just the blanket.

"Anirvan! Uthа!" My mother's voice carries from the kitchen, sharp and familiar. Get up.

I swing my legs out of bed and sit there for a moment, staring at the stack of books on my desk. _Concepts of Physics_ by H.C. Verma sits on top, its spine cracked from use. Beneath it, chemistry, mathematics, more physics. The tower of my future, or at least the future everyone has built for me.

The bathroom mirror shows me a face I'm still getting used to—thinner than it was six months ago, darker circles under the eyes. I splash water on my face and try to wash away the fog. I didn't sleep well again. Strange dreams I can't quite remember, just fragments—Tapan Sir's classroom, equations on a blackboard, a voice calling my name. I shake my head. Exam stress, that's all.

By the time I reach the kitchen, Deuta is already at the table with his tea and newspaper. My father doesn't look up when I enter. He never does in the morning. His routine is sacred: tea, newspaper, more tea, then the slow gathering of his things for the office. He works in the PWD, something to do with roads and contracts that he's never fully explained.

"Exam naki aji?" Ma asks as she sets a plate of roti and sabzi in front of me. Is there an exam today?

"No, just regular classes."

"Good. Khuwа, then." Eat.

I eat because that's what you do, though I'm not particularly hungry. The food tastes like it always does—fine, adequate, nothing special. Ma watches me while pretending not to, the way she's been watching me lately, as if I might disappear if she looks away.

"Your father was saying yesterday," she begins, her voice careful, "that Dixit's son got admission to NIT Silchar. Computer Science."

I keep chewing.

"He was in your HSLC batch, no? You had better marks than him."

"Hm."

Deuta turns a page of the newspaper with a crisp snap. He's listening even if he's pretending not to. This is how it works in our house—Ma delivers the messages, Deuta provides the silent weight behind them.

"IIT is still possible," Ma continues. "If you focus. Your teachers say you have the capability."

_Capability._ Such a heavy word for six in the morning.

"I'm focusing, Ma."

"That's good, that's good." She refills my tea even though the cup is still half full. "Engineering is a good field. Stable. Government job bhi lobo pari if you do well. Or private sector, Microsoft-Apple, those companies."

I nod because nodding is easier than explaining that I don't spend my nights dreaming of Microsoft or Apple. That when I lie in bed unable to sleep, I'm not thinking about integrated circuits or thermodynamics. I'm thinking about a girl in a yellow kurta I saw at the Mahatma Gandhi Road market last week. I'm thinking about a movie I watched on my phone with earphones—some romance where people actually talked to each other about their feelings. I'm thinking about a life that looks nothing like the one everyone is building for me.

"Finish quickly," Deuta says without looking up. 

"Yes, Deuta."

The auto-rickshaw is already waiting outside when I leave, the same one I take every morning. Rafiq da knows my route by now, doesn't even ask. We merge into the flow of Dibrugarh's morning traffic—cycles, motorcycles, more autos, the occasional car. The town is waking up, shopkeepers rolling up their shutters, students in uniforms heading to their schools. Somewhere a temple bell rings. Somewhere else, a pressure cooker whistles.

I watch it all pass by and feel like I'm looking at it through glass.

Pragyan Junior College sits at the edge of AT Road, a three-story building that always seems too small for the number of students crammed into it. The banner outside proclaims: "BEST RESULTS IN ASSAM HIGHER SECONDARY 2017 - 98.2% PASS RATE." Every time I see it, I feel that same pressure in my chest.

"Oi, Anirvan!"

I turn to see Bikash waving from the college gate. He's with Rahul and Mridul, the three of them in their usual spot near the notice board, probably discussing last night's football match or some new movie. Normal things. Easy things.

"Late today, bhai," Bikash grins as I approach. "We thought you finally decided to bunk."

"As if his father would allow that," Rahul laughs. "Anirvan bunking is like the Brahmaputra running dry."

"Very funny."

"Did you finish the chemistry assignment?" Mridul asks, already pulling out his notebook. "That organic chemistry problem set is killing me."

"Yeah, I did it."

"Obviously he did it," Bikash mutters. "Anirvan probably did it three times to make sure he got it right."

They're not wrong. I did do it three times. But not because I wanted to be perfect—because I couldn't focus the first two times. I kept having to restart, my mind wandering to places it shouldn't go.

The bell rings and we shuffle inside with the crowd. Our classroom is on the second floor, science stream, forty-two students who have all chosen the same race. The same books, the same subjects, the same finish line somewhere two years ahead: the Joint Entrance Exam. IIT. NIT. Engineering.

I take my usual seat near the window, third row from the front. Close enough to show I'm serious, far enough back to occasionally drift away. The seat next to me is empty—my best friend Arnab goes to a different college across town. We still talk, but not as much as we used to. Different orbits now.

Mr. Sharma enters for first period—Physics. He's a good teacher, methodical, clear. He starts writing on the board about rotational motion, angular momentum, and I copy it all down in my notebook. My handwriting is neat. Everything in its place. But halfway through the class, I realize I haven't processed a single word he's said. I've been looking at the board but not seeing it, my mind somewhere else entirely.

A voice in my head whispers: _What are you doing here?_

I blink, shake it off. Focus. I need to focus.

"Anirvan," Mr. Sharma calls out. "Can you solve this problem on the board?"

I stand up automatically, walk to the front. He's written a problem about a rotating disc, angular velocity, moment of inertia. I pick up the chalk. My hand knows what to do even if my brain feels foggy. I write out the solution step by step, muscle memory carrying me through.

"Good," Mr. Sharma nods when I'm done. "Sit."

I return to my seat and feel forty-one pairs of eyes watching me, judging, measuring. _Anirvan can solve it. Anirvan always knows the answer._ The weight of their expectations joins the weight of my parents' expectations, my teachers' expectations, my own expectations that I'm not sure are even mine anymore.

During the break, I don't join the others at the canteen. Instead, I climb to the empty third-floor corridor where almost no one goes. From here, I can see the whole college compound, students milling about like ants in a colony, each one following their predetermined path.

I pull out my phone, open it to the folder I keep hidden—movie clips, songs, scenes from romantic films I've watched late at night. There's one I've replayed maybe twenty times: a boy and a girl sitting on a terrace, just talking. Not about exams or careers or IIT. Just... talking. About dreams that sound like dreams, not obligations.

I want that. God, I want that so badly it physically hurts.

But when I go back downstairs for the next class, I put the phone away and pick up my chemistry textbook. Because this is my life. This is what I do. I solve problems I don't care about to reach a destination I never chose.

The day continues like all the others. Classes blend together—math, chemistry, another physics period. My notes are comprehensive. My answers are correct. I am the model student.

But somewhere inside, I feel like I'm disappearing.

That evening, back in my room with my books spread out before me, I try to study. I really do. I open Verma, start reading about electromagnetic induction, but the words swim on the page. My eyes hurt. My head hurts. How long has it been since I slept properly?

Three nights? Four?

"Anirvan, khabа aha!" Ma calls. Dinner is ready.

At the dinner table, Deuta speaks. This is rare enough that both Ma and I immediately pay attention.

"I talked to Hazarika today," he says, referring to his colleague whose son is also preparing for IIT. "He said his son studies twelve hours a day. Twelve hours."

The implication hangs in the air like smoke.

"I study, Deuta," I say quietly.

"I know you study. But studying and studying properly are different things. You have capability, but capability without discipline is useless."

"He's working hard," Ma interjects. "Look at him, he's lost weight from all the studying."

"Weight doesn't matter. Results matter."

I eat my rice and dal and say nothing. This too is familiar. The conversation that isn't really a conversation, just another form of pressure wrapped in concern.

After dinner, I return to my room and close the door. I sit at my desk and stare at the books. Open one. Close it. Open another. The pages might as well be blank for all the sense they're making right now.

My phone buzzes. A message from Arnab: "Bro, want to catch that new Marvel movie this weekend?"

I type back: "Can't, have to study."

His reply comes quickly: "You always have to study. Live a little."

I don't respond. How do I explain that I'm not even sure I know how to live anymore? That the script was written before I learned to read it, and now I'm just following the lines?

I force myself to study until midnight. Or at least, I sit with the books open until midnight. Whether any information actually enters my brain is debatable. My mind keeps wandering—to movies, to imaginary conversations, to a life I don't have.

When I finally get into bed, I'm exhausted but not sleepy. I lie there in the dark, staring at the ceiling, listening to the sounds of the house settling for the night. A dog barks somewhere in the distance. A motorcycle passes on the road outside.

And then, just as I'm drifting off, I hear it.

A voice.

Faint, like it's coming from very far away or from inside my own head. I can't make out the words, just a murmur, a whisper.

I sit up, heart suddenly pounding. The room is dark and empty. The voice is gone.

"Just tired," I whisper to myself. "Just tired."

I lie back down and eventually, finally, sleep comes.

But the voice lingers at the edges of my dreams, trying to tell me something I can't quite hear.
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Chapter 2: Echoes
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Three days pass like water through a sieve—I know time is moving but I can't seem to hold onto any of it. Classes, notes, meals, sleep that doesn't come easily. The voice from that night hasn't returned, or maybe it has and I'm just not hearing it. Either way, I tell myself it was nothing. Exhaustion playing tricks.

It's Thursday morning, chemistry period, and Mr. Das is explaining organic reactions on the board. Something about nucleophilic substitution, SN1 versus SN2 mechanisms. I'm taking notes, my pen moving across the page in neat lines, but the information isn't sticking. It's like trying to grab water with open fingers.

"...and the leaving group departs, forming a carbocation intermediate..."

The words float past me. I blink, refocus. Write down "carbocation intermediate" even though I'm not entirely sure what I just wrote.

That's when I hear it.

A whisper.

Not loud, not clear, just a murmur underneath the sound of Mr. Das's voice. Like someone is talking in the next room and I'm catching fragments through the wall. I look around. Everyone else is focused on the board or their notebooks. No one is whispering.

"...stability of the carbocation determines the reaction rate..."

There it is again. A sound that isn't quite a sound. More like a feeling of sound, if that makes any sense. Which it doesn't. Nothing makes sense when you haven't slept properly in a week.

I press my fingers to my temples. Maybe I'm getting sick. A fever coming on. That would explain the fog in my head, the difficulty concentrating.

"Anirvan?"

I look up. Mr. Das is staring at me, along with the rest of the class.

"Sir?"

"I asked if you could explain why tertiary carbocations are more stable than primary."

The answer is somewhere in my head, buried under the fog. "Because... because of hyperconjugation. And the inductive effect. More alkyl groups means more electron donation to the positive charge."

"Correct." He turns back to the board, and I release a breath I didn't know I was holding.

Bikash leans over from the next row. "You okay, bhai? You look like you've seen a ghost."

The word sends an unexpected chill down my spine. "I'm fine. Just tired."

"You're always tired these days," he whispers. "Maybe you should actually sleep instead of studying all night."

If only he knew. If only I could explain that I'm not studying all night. I'm lying awake, staring at the ceiling, my mind racing with thoughts that go nowhere. Or I'm watching movie clips on my phone, imagining conversations I'll never have, lives I'll never live.

The class ends and we shuffle to the next period. I try to shake off the strange feeling, but it clings to me like humidity. In the corridor, students jostle past, their voices blending into a wall of noise that somehow makes me feel more alone.

Lunch break arrives and I skip the canteen again. Instead, I find myself on the third-floor corridor, my refuge. I lean against the railing and look out over the college grounds. The heat shimmers off the concrete. A few students are playing cricket in the field beyond the building, their shouts carrying on the breeze.

I pull out my phone, but instead of opening my hidden folder of movie clips, I find myself scrolling through news articles. I don't even know what I'm looking for. My thumb moves automatically, article after article blurring together. Politics. Sports. Entertainment. None of it registers.

Then I stop.

An article about psychic phenomena. Someone claiming to communicate with the dead. I almost scroll past it, but something makes me pause. I read about mediums, about people who say they can hear voices from beyond. The article is skeptical, presenting scientific explanations—pattern recognition, confirmation bias, the brain filling in gaps.

I close the browser quickly, feeling foolish. Why am I even reading this? I'm a science student. I know better than to believe in such things.

But the whispers...

No. It's just stress. Just exhaustion. Just my mind playing tricks because I'm not taking care of myself properly.

"Excuse me?"

I turn sharply. A girl is standing a few feet away, holding a notebook. I've seen her before—she sits three rows ahead of me in most classes. Priyanka, I think her name is. She's wearing a green kurta today, her hair pulled back in a simple ponytail.

"Sorry, I didn't mean to startle you," she says. "I just... you're in my physics class, right? Third row, window seat?"

"Yeah." My voice comes out rougher than intended. "Yes."

"I'm Priyanka. I sit in the front."

"I know. I mean, I've seen you. In class."

She smiles, and I notice she has a small gap between her front teeth. "I wanted to ask... do you have the notes from last week's physics class? Thursday, I think? I was absent and Reshmi said your notes are really good."

"Oh. Yeah, I can... I can share them."

"Really? That would be great. I tried to copy from Reshmi but her handwriting is..." she laughs, "let's just say it's creative."

I find myself almost smiling. "Sure. I'll bring them tomorrow?"

"Perfect. Thank you so much." She turns to leave, then pauses. "Are you okay? You look a bit..."

"Tired. Everyone keeps saying that."

"Maybe you should be less perfect at taking notes and more perfect at sleeping," she says, and there's something kind in her voice, not judgmental. "See you tomorrow, Anirvan."

She leaves and I stand there for a moment, replaying the conversation. A normal interaction. A simple favor. And yet it's the most real thing that's happened to me in days.

The afternoon classes pass in a blur. More math, more physics. I take notes mechanically. My hand knows what to do even when my brain has checked out. It's a skill I've perfected over the past few months—the appearance of attention while my mind is somewhere else entirely.

When I get home that evening, Ma is in the kitchen preparing tea. The smell of fresh pakoras fills the house.

"How was college?" she asks, like she asks every day.

"Fine."

"Any tests coming up?"

"Not this week."

"Good, good." She brings me tea and pakoras, sets them on my desk. "Eat. You need energy for studying."

After she leaves, I sit there looking at the food. The pakoras are still hot, steam rising from them. I should be hungry. I haven't eaten much today. But the thought of food makes my stomach clench.

I force myself to eat one, then push the plate aside.

My books are arranged on the desk like sentries. I open the physics textbook to the chapter on electromagnetic induction. Faraday's law. Lenz's law. I read the same paragraph three times and still can't tell you what it says.

The whispers are back.

Faint. Indistinct. Like radio static when you're between stations. I try to ignore them, focus on the textbook. Maybe if I just push through, they'll go away.

"...electromagnetic flux..."

That's Mr. Sharma's voice in my memory, from the lecture. That's normal. Remembering your teacher's voice is normal.

"...changing magnetic field..."

But this isn't Mr. Sharma's voice. This is different. Familiar in a way that makes my chest tight.

I close the book and sit very still, listening. The house is quiet. Ma is in the kitchen, I can hear the clatter of dishes. Deuta isn't home yet from the office. The ceiling fan whirs overhead.

And underneath it all, that whisper. Those whispers.

I can almost make out words now. Almost but not quite. Like trying to remember a dream that's already fading.

My phone rings and I nearly jump out of my skin. It's Arnab.

"Bhai, finally you pick up," he says when I answer. "I've been trying to reach you for two days."

"Sorry, I've been busy."

"Too busy for your best friend? That's cold, man." He's joking but there's an edge to it. "How's the studying going?"

"It's... going."

"That doesn't sound convincing."

"I'm just tired, that's all."

There's a pause on the other end. Then Arnab says, carefully, "You don't sound like yourself. Is everything okay?"

How do I answer that? How do I explain that I don't feel like myself? That I'm going through the motions of being Anirvan but it's like watching someone else live my life?

"I'm fine," I say. "Really. Just exam stress, you know how it is."

"Yeah, I know. But bro, seriously, you need to take a break sometime. Come hang out this weekend. We can go to that new cafe near Chowkidingee. Just talk, like we used to."

"I'll think about it."

"That means no," he says, and I can hear the disappointment. "Fine. But I'm here if you need me, okay? Don't forget that."

After we hang up, I sit there holding the phone. Arnab is right. I should go out, see friends, do something normal. But the thought of it exhausts me. The effort of pretending to be fine, of making conversation, of being present—it all feels like too much.

I try to study for another hour but give up when I realize I've been staring at the same equation for twenty minutes without processing it. My mind keeps drifting, and every time it does, those whispers seem to get a little louder, a little clearer.

At dinner, Deuta is in a good mood. Unusual enough that both Ma and I notice.

"I got the approval for the new road project," he announces. "The one I've been working on for six months. Hazarika was saying they might promote me to Executive Engineer next year."

"That's wonderful!" Ma beams. "See, hard work pays off."

Deuta looks at me across the table. "Hard work always pays off, if you're consistent and focused. No shortcuts, no distractions. Just dedication."

The message is clear. It's always clear.

"Congratulations, Deuta," I say, and I mean it. My father is good at his job, dedicated, respected. I should be proud.

I am proud.

So why do I feel so hollow?

That night, I lie in bed and try to sleep. My body is exhausted but my mind won't shut down. Thoughts spiral and loop—chemistry equations, physics formulas, that conversation with Priyanka, the whispers I can't quite hear, the life I'm living versus the life I want.

And then, clear as a bell, I hear it.

"Anirvan."

My name.

Someone is calling my name.

I sit up in bed, heart hammering. The room is dark except for the faint glow of streetlight through the curtain. Empty. Silent.

"Hello?" I whisper.

No response.

I must have imagined it. Falling asleep and dreaming. That's all.

But I'm wide awake now, every nerve on alert. I strain my ears, listening for... what? I don't even know.
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