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A Room with a View 

 

The two of us are like the toothbrushes at the sink we share. 

 

Mine is a modest blue and capped sterile. Sunayna's is a loud red and rests heavily on mine. My 

toothbrush avoids meeting Sunayna's full in the face, like it were avoiding beer-breath. 

Sunayna's has no such qualms. It expects to be put up with. Its bristles are widening, attempting 

to pierce through my toothbrush's armour and tickle its ear. 

 

She's the only girl at the hostel who still wears bona fide Pajamas. Pink shirt with white buttons, 

pink bottoms. The others have converted their faded office-wear, or their casuals too dismal or 

diaphanous to wear in decency. Lately, she has been waking up to find herself wrapped in 

threads of the unravelling bow at the chest of her PJs. Every morning, she wakes up confused 

and interrupts my revisions with, "Check this out! I'm becoming a larva!" 

 

I patiently explain that she turns over and over in her sleep, progressively unravelling her 

ribbon, and winding the thread round her body. She nods, then picks at the wayward zig-zag 

thread, and bites it off with her teeth, leaving it uneven and open to fray again. A stitch in time 

saves me from Sunayna, I think. I warn her of the possibility, pointing to the scissors. The next 

day she promptly wakes up and says, "I wonder when I'm going to become a butterfly." 

 

A new irritation she has introduced into my room is a pair of parallel lines of rope running 

across the only window. I instantly know what it is for. I have seen it in the other girls' rooms, 

hanging underclothes in varying states of disrepair. Panties so limpid that even two layers can't 

achieve opacity. Bras whose underwires are as orderly as old women's teeth. One girl even 

hangs out her racy petticoats. She and her roomie call it chemise or camisole or negligee. I snort. 

It is a petticoat, and they're deluding themselves into calling it fancy French underthings. 

 

I don't understand the concept of fancy underwear. Only the wearer gets to see them. And isn’t 

it too expensive a self-indulgence? Maybe these girls just want to be prepared for an emergency.  

 

It occurs to me that these girls probably have sex. Or have had sex. I know and live with people 

who have had sex?! And if I ask them, they wouldn't be lying about their encounters? 

 

Although 20 is a few years away, I'm suddenly terrified of it. 
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I tell Sunayna my reservations. I don't want to brandish my undies like a flag. Nor do I want the 

rare natural sunlight pouring into our room to be obstructed by clothes. She has no idea how 

much I begged and pleaded with Aunty to give me this room, for this big window, without an 

increment in the rent. It's not even the rainy season, and if she really wants it, we can install a 

steel rack. But please, not those ugly ropes. They just make the room so much smaller. 

 

She just waves me off with an impatient hand. 

 

I fume, and leave for college. In the bus, I make a note in my checklist, "Buy huge clutter blade". 

In my head, I can already hear the handle of the cutter making tak-tak-tak sounds against its 

grooves. I just know Sunayna will make that sound to annoy me once she gets her hands on it. 

 

-- 

 

College is especially cruel today. 

 

At lunch, I sit with the girls at the steps. We aimlessly watch people. And suddenly, I'm looking 

at everyone with new eyes. Girls have more pronounced hips, and I read new intentions when 

they flip their hair, and casually run their eyes over the crowds for familiar faces. The boys with 

their easy postures and loud laughs seem like they're performing. So this is preening. I feel like 

I've crawled out from under a rock. 

 

I nudge Leela, "Look."  It's a senior, Vishal. He has a lush moustache. He has a tiffin box at his 

table, and is reading The Grapes of Wrath. He guides a spoon of Poha into his mouth with his left 

hand, and his right thumb flicks the page. Lefties are so hot. Leela grins at me. 

 

I ask her, "You think he's done it?" 

 

Leela giggles. "God knows man. It's hard to tell." And she giggles again. 

 

I'm not sure I understand. 

 

Today, they introduce us to Differentiation. I am utterly at sea, unable to grasp how something 

this terrible is the inverse of Integration. The boys are laughing indifferently, shouting answers 

at the lecturer. I feel hot tears welling up when I look at the problem on the board. 
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I buy the blade at the stationery shop, and I'm eager to cut that stupid rope down. 

 

-- 

 

Sunayna's sitting on her bed, and camisole Sitara is applying bright blue nail polish to her right 

hand.  

 

"Come Chanda, a little nailpolish will cheer you up."  

 

Chemise Sitara grins, looking cock-eyed at Sunayna's little finger. "Don't look so offended, try it 

on your toes first. You can hide them in your sneakers. Pick a milder colour if you want." 

 

I ball my socks and fling them at the laundry basket. I miss and hit Sunayna's stupid wine bottle 

with its stuffing of fairy lights. I wince as the bottle teeters; my stomach clenches and I imagine a 

loud crash. The bottle rights itself. I guiltily look at Sunayna, who hasn't noticed a thing. 

 

"No." 

 

"You study no, we'll apply. We won't distract you, promise." Sunayna pesters, pointing at a spot 

negligee Sitara has missed. 

 

I make retching noises. That smell has probably made these two chicks high. I wave the air 

trying to dismiss the smell. Yuck, the whole room's full of it. 

 

The two of them are consciously quiet. They take their newspaper, and elaborate tufts of cotton, 

acetone, rattling bottles of polish, and head out. Sunayna hobbles out on her heels. Enamor 

Sitara muffles her giggles. They shut the door after them. 

 

I eye the bright pink rope. Nothing hangs from it. 

 

I pull the blade out of my bag, and slash it. That stationery man was right in hesitating before 

selling me the blade. It's bloody sharp. 

 

-- 

 



A Room with a View 

Amulya Shruthi | 4 

I suppose what differentiates a home from a house, is the way we arrange ourselves and throw 

our things about with ease. Back at home, it was the norm to find my earplugs on my father's 

desk, my retainers in my grandmother's shelf, and me, sprawled on my belly on my mother's 

bed, reading trashy girl mags. 

 

But here, I keep everything in their rightful compartments.  

 

The next morning, I wake and find Sunayna has left early for work. Must be a site visit. Her bed 

is unmade. Her hair dryer is still plugged into the socket. There's a wet towel on the floor. I 

forgive the black mounds of her bra that I see on the back of my study chair. I gingerly pick it up 

and put it on her bed, unplug the dryer, and take in the mess there. Three bags of different sizes 

throwing up an assortment of lip-glosses, wads of tissue with pink stains, ATM receipts, pens, 

and a loose pile of her visiting cards like a disbanded Uno pack: Sunayna Shah, Jr. Associate. 

Sunayna Shah, Jr. Associate. Sunayna Shah, Jr. Associate. 

 

I clear the crust from the corners of my eyes, and head to the loo. 

 

Her toothbrush stands at a civil distance from mine, making polite conversation. It's a new 

obscenely violet one, standing tall, flaunting its ergonomic curves with quiet confidence. 

 

I smile and brush. 

 

The tea clears my head, and I feel rage spurt at my temples, shouting in my ears. The bright pink 

rope is taut, and tied up where I slashed it last evening. What the fuck! 

 

I march to Aunty's office. 

 

-- 

 

I can never place where Aunty is really from. Renuka Deshpande. Miss or Mrs. depending on 

whether she remembered to draw her sindhur. Renuka Nigam if her husband hit her yesterday. 

Her Delhi history creeps in when she begins her shearing lecture. 

 

I count the number of times the offence is uttered. "You must learn to shear your space." "To 

have a roomie means to shear your ups and downs." "Shearing is kearing na?" "Sunayna really 

likes shearing her room with you." 
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I beg your pardon!? I was there first. She is sharing my room! 

 

"I said the room, baba." She says, switching to Bombay. "Not her room." She looks up to the 

heavens with her slanted eyes, and theatrically sighs. "Fine, I'll tell you when the single room 

opens up, ok? It'll cost you more. Check with your Mummy-Papa if that's okay." 

 

They'll be okay, I puff. I turn to leave. 

 

She yells for the maid in what sounds like fluent, angry Tamil. 

 

-- 

 

I'm grateful when I get an SMS from Leela. "Lab cancelled! V r goin to Jimis. Comin?" 

 

"Great. Thanks! I'll try." I say, and open my textbook to Differentiation. Two minutes later, I shut 

the book, and savour the silence. I want to relish this rare time alone. 

 

It's an unusual time of day that I'm not used to seeing. I open the window, and watch the 

sunlight of an odd time. A guilty pleasure. It feels like I should be doing something else. But fuck 

that. I watch the terraces of the different houses behind ours. A few terraces away, a lady in a 

mustard nightie combs her long hair hypnotically. She parts her hair, combs it root to tip, and 

while massaging her scalp, examines the comb in the light. She probably just shampooed 

Mediker and is ploughing out corpses of lice. Comb, massage, observe the comb. Comb, massage, 

observe the comb. She pulls out loose strands, tosses them on the floor, and clamps them with 

her foot. Comb, massage, observe the comb. 

 

I feel a pang of envy. Anyway I don't understand Differentiation. Maybe becoming a housewife 

isn’t such a bad idea. 

 

Far into the distance I see three blonde heads bob as they negotiate faulty footpath slabs. They 

look like they're wearing kurtas. Poor girls. God knows how many pinches, pokes and piercing 

gazes they've felt so far. Are they enjoying their trip to this vast country, or merely enduring it? 

One girl wears her hair in a high ponytail. Surely there's an upper age limit for those? 
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Closer by, a woman points at the blonde heads and force feeds her child whom she has put in 

the shade of the parapet. The child eats the last spoonfuls of an indiscernible mass of mashed 

rice sloppily with an expression of, "Woman, just get this over with." The child chews and 

examines his fat thighs. The woman looks at the disappearing blonde heads, probably 

wondering what it's like to be away from home, going on an endlessly new adventure. 

 

I miss my mother and my childhood. If this was summer, I'd be playing in some mud-pit right 

now, or reading Tinkle, or feeling my grandmother's saree on my cheek as she reads some 

magazine with her eye-magnifying spectacles. Afternoon, I had learned a long time ago, was the 

only time of luxury we women are allowed. I look at the terrace behind ours. A woman shields 

her eyes from the sun and watches as some men tug measuring tape and talk animatedly. 

 

Sunayna is probably doing the same thing somewhere. Making some hideous building, some 

hideous factory for forgettable faced people to sit in cubicles and rot under tube lights. Maybe 

one day, when I finish understanding this Differentiation rubbish, I will be one of them.  

 

Irritated, I pick up The Grapes of Wrath, and tuck myself in bed. Fuck everybody. 

 

-- 

 

I wake from my nap. The Grapes of Wrath is squashed under my arm, and the page wears a long 

dog-ear. I look at the evening light, and panic. The day has slipped, and Differentiation is still 

foggy. I bolt my lunch, take my curd to my table, and get cracking. 

 

I'm getting my head around it, and solving problems hesitantly, when the smell of perfume and 

dust enters the room like a sudden cloud. My studious reverie breaks. Sunayna. Unconsciously, 

she changes out of her day clothes right there. I try training my attention back to the problem on 

the page, but the rope screams in a brighter pink. I calmly ask, "Sunayna, why'd you put that 

rope up again?" 

 

She doesn't say anything. My head is boiling. She washes her feet, dries them vigorously on the 

mat, skips to the shag carpet, and into her tiny fluffy slippers. 

 

She doesn't say a thing. There is a strange silence. Not perfectly amicable, but with the 

consciousness that it was not entirely private, and not entirely shared. It reminds me of my time 

when I shared my room with a Doctor. I don't even remember her name. She'd lie on her bed 
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quietly, and in the confines of the room, I could hear her think: her lips moving to her inner 

monologue, dotted with muted private chuckles - perhaps at a witty comeback she'd thought of, 

long after the moment had passed. At night, I'd hear her cough to test the silence, then gingerly 

pull at the drawstrings of her pajamas, and her sharp intakes of breath -- 

 

"Chandu?" she calls. 

 

I turn around, biting the urge to correct it to Chanda. 

 

"It's just that I saw bricks, mud piles and jelly-stones outside the house at the back." 

 

She smiles looking at how this doesn't mean shit to me. 

 

"Meaning, they're building on the terrace. First there will be dust, and then, the building will 

block out the sunlight. We'll have to shut the window for good." 

 

I gasped. That's why those men were taking measurements. 

 

My window was going to become a wall. 

 

"I'm sorry sweetie. I just thought that I'd make some nice things to put on that rope. Aunty won't 

let us drive nails into the wall, so why not hang up photographs, or fairy lights, or whatever you 

want to, and cheer our room up a little?" 

 

I feel a knot bloom in my chest. I'm touched that Sunayna calls it our room, and that she thought 

of something so thoughtful. I feel like shit ratting to Aunty. I begin to think of Sunayna's 

disposition against mine. She's such a grown up, thinking of optimistic, tangible actions to cope, 

and me? I'm a fucking cry-baby, thinking of how unfair all of this is to me. She's sunny, and I'm 

the thick, dark curtain against our window. 

 

My eyes well up in confusion. She hugs me. 

 

-- 

 

She's opened her dresser, and is eyeing her clothes apprehensively. 
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I don't know if it's indecision, or simple truth in a grown-up world, but she baffles me when she 

laughs sheepishly and says, "I don't have anything to wear." 

 

"You're kidding right?" 

 

She's startled by my response. I look up from my books. She places the problem before me, "We 

have a team offsite tomorrow." She holds up a sexy dull-gold swimsuit. "And I can't wear this in 

a pool with my bosses." 

 

I smile. "Yeah, bet they ogle at you fully clothed." She blushes and rolls her eyes. We both giggle. 

 

"Hold on." I open my dresser, and give her my best shorts and my favourite black t-shirt. 

"Problem solved!" 

 

She hesitates. 

 

"Go ahead. Try it on." 

 

She awkwardly places the t-shirt and shorts on her bed. Before I turn away, she starts to 

unbutton her smart linen shirt. 

 

"These aren't too short, right?" 

 

I look at her. The girl can transform a simple pair of shorts and a t-shirt. She's half-tucked the 

shirt in the shorts, and rolled up the sleeves to reveal toned, bronze arms. She's tied her hair in a 

top knot. For the first time, I notice the twinkling little studs at the top of her ears. The light 

illuminates the tiny hairs on her ears’ edges. Her legs look long. I grin. "It looks great!" 

 

She appraises her profile in the full-length mirror, and wrinkles her nose. "I wish I had a butt". 

 

I roll my eyes. She smiles shyly. "You don't mind?" 

 

I shake my head. 

 

"Thank you Chandu!" 
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-- 

 

"Is that kajal!?" Leela asks loudly. Vishal, two tables away, looks up from Of Mice and Men. I 

grimace and sip my Frooti. I feel stupid. Leela, Frooti, kajal and ill-fitting jeans. Perfect. 

 

The bell mercifully rings. We trudge to class. Differentiation is finally a breeze. I don't shout 

answers, but I'm glad when I find I have arrived at the correct answer with an approach 

different from the lecturer's. In the lull between problems, I go up and show him my solution in 

my notebook. He looks it over. A girl in the last bench makes an elaborate charade of pulling her 

lower eyelid, and with a retarded expression, she lolls her tongue about and dramatically 

outlines her eye with an imaginary pencil. The other girls titter. The professor pats my back, and 

announces, good job, and proudly explains my alternate solution to the class.  

 

I gloat in my invisible fuck you to the last bench. 

 

-- 

 

Sunayna laughs, utterly pleased when she sees me in the evening. 

 

She calls me over, pulls out a small bottle of eyeliner, holds my chin steady, and tells me to close 

my eyes. I feel a brush run over my upper eyelid with sticky goo. I feel the coolness of the liquid 

settle, and wonder if my wavering eyeballs under will break the line. I open my eyes, and find 

Sunayna and Lovable Sitara looking at me, grinning smugly.  

 

"See? You should listen to us more often you know," scolds Victoria's Secret Sitara. 

 

"Arre waah! Who is this lady?" Aunty calls. 

 

Shit. Shit. I hope -- 

 

"Chanda, Muskan is moving out from that single room in a month's time. Talk to your Mummy-

Papa quickly and arrange for the advance." 

 

Shit. 

 

Aunty pinches my chin, "You look beautiful darling." Sitara purses her lips and leaves with her. 
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Sunayna half-smiles and she leaves the room, fiddling with her mobile and lighter. 

 

I look at myself in the mirror. Black tears spill over my cheeks. I look like a fucking racoon. 

 

-- 

  

I wake up, and find her bed made. Her hairdryer's cord is wound up. Her clothes are in tidy piles 

on her bed. She probably had a lot of time this morning. The room smells of her perfume. 

 

In the bathroom, her violet toothbrush has its face turned away from mine, leaning over the 

outer edge of the toothbrush stand. 

 

I don't meet my eye in the mirror. 

 

I drink my tea, pack my books and haul my bag over my shoulder. 

 

Sitting at the edge of my bed, are my shorts and my t-shirt folded neatly. 

 

-- 

 

Sunayna looks at the colourful papers strewn on the floor quizzically. 

 

I look up, and smile, "Hi!" 

 

She examines the red and pale yellow birds strung to the rope. "Did you make these?!" 

 

I nod, and point to the papers. "Do you know how to make Origami birds?" 

 

"No?" 

 

"It's super easy. Come, I'll teach you." 

 

She eyes me apprehensively. Then she looks at the birds. A light breeze flutters their wings. 

Some spin around dizzily. They make clicking sounds. 
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She puts her bag down, washes her feet, dries them furiously, clears herself a spot among the 

papers, and sits down. 

 

I instruct, "First, cut yourself a big square." 

 

She folds an orange paper obliquely, marks the line, unfolds it, then along its end, she makes a 

straight, faultless fold. She shuffles the papers about, looking for something. She spots it. 

 

She takes the big cutter, and pushes the blade out with a tak-tak-tak. I look up at her. She giggles 

and makes the tak-tak-tak again. Tak-tak-tak. 

 

Tak-tak-tak. 

 

-- 


