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​Chapter 1: Entrance Test
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Ammar adjusted the collar of his faded kurta, the one his mother had ironed with extra care that morning. It was still crisp, despite the June heat rising like smoke off the asphalt outside the examination center. Around him, students trickled in—some alone, others flanked by mothers in sunglasses or drivers juggling water bottles and bags. The air was heavy with perfume and nervous energy.

He stood near the entrance gate, a worn folder clutched tightly in his hands, trying not to look at the cars pulling up—shiny Honda Civics and black Fortuners with tinted windows, the kind of vehicles whose price tags he couldn’t even guess at. A boy in a polo shirt stepped out of one, laughing into his phone, brushing his fingers through hair that probably cost more in styling gel than Ammar had spent on books this semester.

Don’t look. Don’t compare. He repeated the line in his head like a prayer.

The guard at the gate barked something unintelligible, and the students surged forward. Ammar shuffled with them, presenting his ID card and roll number slip with both hands. The guard barely looked up.

Inside, the air-conditioning hit him like a wall. For a moment, he just stood there, stunned by the chill and the shine of the floor beneath his scuffed sandals. The hallway smelled of varnish and anxiety. Digital clocks blinked overhead. A girl beside him muttered something about her SAT score, and another boy nodded solemnly, as if decoding her worth in real time.

This wasn’t just an entrance test—it was a sorting mechanism. A silent audition for a life that had never included people like him.

His assigned room was 2B. He walked there carefully, trying not to make the kind of sound that would make people turn. When he entered, there were already ten others seated—most with MacBooks open, earbuds in, chewing gum or scrolling through PDFs like this was just another checkpoint in their predetermined lives.

Ammar sat in the second-last row. He took out his blue ink pen and a ballpoint backup. His calculator. A pack of homemade trail mix his mother had packed in a reused Ziploc bag. Everything was too quiet.

He glanced around. No one looked like him. Not quite. He could tell by the brands on their shirts, the accents in their whispered conversations, the ease in their postures. Even their boredom felt expensive.

When the invigilator entered—a tall woman in a white kameez and sharp heels—she instructed them to place their ID cards on the desks and listen carefully. The test would begin in five minutes.

Ammar looked down at his paper. He took a slow breath. Math first. Then essay. Then logic. He had practiced each section a hundred times. On his father’s rusted desktop, with a cracked screen. Under flickering tube lights when the inverter kicked in. He had read the newspaper aloud every day to fix his English. Circled unfamiliar words and memorized them. Rewritten paragraphs from DAWN editorials just to understand tone.

He had earned this chance. That much, he knew.

But as he turned the first page and heard the click of mechanical pencils, the hum of air conditioning, the soft sighs of students with backup plans in every direction—he realized something that would take years to fully name:

Some people walk into rooms knowing they belong. Others have to fight for the right to stay unseen.

And so Ammar bent over his paper and began to write—not for a seat in a classroom, but for a life he wasn’t sure would ever fully open its doors.
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​Chapter 2: The First Class
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Three weeks later, Ammar stood outside Lecture Hall D, a borrowed notebook in one hand and a cheap ballpoint pen tucked behind his ear. The sun had barely risen, but the corridors were already buzzing. Groups of students clustered like flocks—some sipping Starbucks, others swapping sarcastic remarks in English so fluent and polished it made Ammar feel like he was still outside the building.

He had made it in.

The merit scholarship covered his tuition, and he had just enough saved from tutoring to cover the bus fare and canteen meals. But as he stood outside his first university lecture, his acceptance felt more like a pass to observe than an invitation to belong.

The door swung open, and students began trickling in. He followed, choosing a seat near the back, close to the wall. From there, he could see everyone but stay unnoticed. That had become a habit—a way to study people without getting pulled into the performance.

The room was a modern amphitheater, its tiered rows filled with chrome chairs and desks that folded down with a satisfying click. A smartboard glowed at the front, and a projector hummed quietly overhead. The walls were bare but spotless.

Students wandered in, laughing and settling into cliques that had somehow already formed.

A girl near the front had highlighted notes open in a Moleskine. Another leaned back in her chair, talking about a vacation in Spain. Someone behind Ammar was trying to remember the names of the dean's kids—“They go to Roots or something?” Ammar didn't even know the dean's name.

Then, just before the professor entered, a boy dropped into the seat next to him. Late, slightly breathless, and completely unbothered. He wore a dark grey hoodie over a graphic tee, joggers, and expensive sneakers that looked like they belonged in a glass case. He carried no books. Just a phone and a bottle of imported water.

The boy nodded at Ammar casually. “Salaam. First year too?”

“Yeah,” Ammar said, cautiously.

The boy smiled, tossed his bottle onto the desk. “Great. I was supposed to be in Section A, but it was too damn early. Switched last minute.”

Ammar nodded, unsure what to say. The boy didn’t seem to need a response anyway—he had already pulled out his phone and begun scrolling.

Then the professor walked in—an older man in rimless glasses and a tweed waistcoat—and the room went quiet. He introduced the course: Introduction to Political Thought. The syllabus would cover everyone from Aristotle to Iqbal.

“Great,” the boy next to Ammar muttered under his breath. “Dead men and long words. This should be fun.”

Ammar stifled a smile. He didn’t want to. But he did.

The professor began with a question: “What does power mean to you?” Hands shot up instantly. The same hands. Confident, trained. Answers came wrapped in terms like discourse, institutional control, dialectics. Ammar had read most of those words before—but they sounded different spoken aloud. Like code words in a language only some were raised to speak.

He didn't raise his hand. He scribbled quietly, focused. But as he glanced to his side, he saw the boy next to him doodling lazily on the margins of the attendance sheet.

Then came the break.

Outside, in the lawn, students spread out like pieces on a game board. Ammar bought a lukewarm cup of tea and stood near a wall. Watching.

The boy found him again.

“You looked like you knew what was happening in there,” he said. “I didn’t catch your name.”

“Ammar.”

“Sameer,” he said, offering a fist bump like they’d known each other for years. “You’ll sit next to me next class too, yeah? I need someone smart to explain the boring bits.”

And just like that, it began.

A friendship Ammar hadn’t seen coming.
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​Chapter 3: Bunked Lectures & Car Rides
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The second week of classes felt less like university and more like a performance. Same corridors. Same glossy faces. Laughter that echoed just a little too loudly. But now, Ammar wasn’t entirely on the outside.

Sameer had made sure of that.

By the third class, he was already waving Ammar over from the other end of the lecture hall. “Oye, I saved your seat,” he’d say, half-standing to signal across the room, completely unbothered by the stares. Ammar would pretend not to notice the attention, but part of him—quietly, guiltily—liked it.

Sameer was unpredictable. He’d show up late, hijack a class discussion with an offhand joke, or lean over in the middle of a lecture and whisper, “Let’s ditch this and get better tea.”

At first, Ammar resisted.

But one day, after a particularly dull class on Plato’s theory of forms, he gave in.

“Why do all political philosophers talk like they don’t want to be understood?” Sameer grumbled as they walked toward the parking lot.

Ammar laughed. “It’s not that complicated. Plato’s just saying the world we see isn’t the real world. There’s a truer version somewhere—like the blueprint behind the building.”

Sameer smirked. “So, this parking lot isn’t real, but there’s a perfect parking lot somewhere with no potholes and no Suzuki Mehrans?”

They both laughed.

Sameer’s car—an old but shiny black Civic—was parked under a neem tree. He opened the passenger door for Ammar without ceremony. “You’re the map today. I just need chai and silence.”

They drove in silence at first. Ammar gave directions to a dhaba near the canal—one of those places with plastic chairs, chipped cups, and unbeatable tea.

Sameer parked without hesitation. “This is the kind of place my mom would call ‘doubtful.’ Which usually means it's the good kind.”

They sat outside under a lazily spinning fan. The waiter knew Ammar by name. Sameer ordered two cups and miraculously didn’t comment on the cracked table or wobbly stool.

The conversation drifted.

Sameer talked about growing up in a big house with too many rooms and not enough people. About his father—stern, silent, constantly traveling. About how he never cared about school until he almost flunked his O Levels and his mom shipped him to boarding school in the UK.

“I learned to survive on microwave meals and fake confidence,” he said, stirring his chai. “Came back, applied wherever my dad’s accountant told me to, and somehow ended up here.”

He glanced at Ammar.

“And you? What’s your origin story?”

Ammar hesitated.

Then quietly, he said, “Government school. Books from secondhand stalls. My father’s a retired Urdu teacher. We share WiFi with the neighbors. I teach O Level kids math in the evenings. That’s how I bought this notebook.” He tapped his clothbound journal.

Sameer didn’t flinch. He just nodded. “Damn. And here I thought I was the one with depth.”

That made them both laugh again. Not the polite kind. The real kind.

Over the next few weeks, these car rides became a ritual.

Some days they went to the dhaba. Other times they just drove aimlessly—Sameer blasting old Junoon songs or Coke Studio mashups, Ammar offering critiques like a music professor. It was the most freedom either of them had felt in years.

Sameer talked. A lot. About girls, friends, parties. But he also listened. And Ammar found himself saying things he’d never said aloud—not even to his brother. About the fear of never making it out. About watching classmates go abroad while he worried about gas bills. About how he sometimes stayed up all night wondering if success was just a nice word rich people used for inheritance.

Sameer didn’t always understand. But he didn’t pity him either. And that was enough.

Still, a quiet imbalance lingered—an invisible weight in the car between them.

Sameer never looked at price tags. Never paused before ordering. Never counted change.

Ammar always did.

And sometimes, when Sameer dropped him off at the bus stop outside his neighborhood, Ammar caught the flicker of discomfort on his friend’s face. Like he was suddenly remembering the world he didn’t live in.

Sameer never asked to see where Ammar lived. Ammar never offered.

But that semester, they were inseparable.

And as Lahore turned gold with winter, Ammar began to believe—for the
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