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Part 1 – Two Worlds, Two Mentors







  
  
  Chapter 1: The Lesson That Split My Life in Two

  
  




The first time I understood money was not when I held it, but when I saw what it could do to people.

Some smiled because of it, some fought because of it, and others worked their whole lives without ever really understanding it.

I was twelve that summer — the kind of summer where the sun felt endless and dreams felt close enough to touch. My father, Harjit Singh, was a schoolteacher in a government school. Everyone called him “Master ji,” and he took great pride in that title. He wore neatly pressed shirts, carried the same leather bag every day, and spoke about honesty like it was a sacred religion.

He wasn’t poor in the dramatic sense — our bills were paid, and we never slept hungry — but every month, the same story repeated: salary in, expenses out, worry returns.

He believed in what he called “the straight path.”

“Son,” he used to say, “study hard, get a stable job, and life will take care of you.”

And I believed him. Until I met Mr. Mehta — my best friend Aarav’s father — the man who lived across the street and somehow seemed to live in another world altogether.

The Two Houses

Our house was painted pale yellow, always a bit faded by the sun. Across the road stood Mr. Mehta’s bungalow — white walls, trimmed hedges, and a gate that opened with a soft electronic hum.

Every morning, my father would leave at eight, lunchbox in hand.

Mr. Mehta, on the other hand, would sit in his garden sipping tea, reading a newspaper.

“Doesn’t he go to work?” I once asked.

My father adjusted his glasses and said, “He’s a businessman, not an employee. They live differently.”

He didn’t say it with admiration — more like a warning.

To him, businessmen were gamblers.

But to me, they were magicians.

A Doorway into Another World

One afternoon, Aarav invited me to his house to play video games. I was awestruck the moment I stepped inside — marble floors, air-conditioning, shelves filled with books that looked expensive just by their covers.

While Aarav went to get snacks, I wandered into the study. That’s where I first met Mr. Mehta properly. He was writing something in a thick leather notebook, but when he saw me, he smiled warmly.

“Ah, Arjun, the neighbor’s son. How’s school treating you?”

“It’s okay, uncle,” I said shyly.

He nodded. “Do you enjoy studying?”

I hesitated. “Sometimes… but mostly, I study because my father says it’s important.”

Mr. Mehta chuckled. “That’s a good reason to start, but not a good reason to continue.”

I didn’t understand what he meant, but the calm way he spoke made me curious.

That was the first of many conversations that changed my life.

The First Lesson

Over the next few weeks, I began visiting more often. Sometimes we’d just chat; sometimes he’d let me help in small things — sorting receipts, arranging files, fetching tea.

One day, I asked him straight, “Uncle, how come you don’t go to work like my dad does?”

He smiled, leaned back in his chair, and said, “I do work, Arjun. I just don’t go to work. My money goes instead.”

I blinked, confused.

“See this?” he said, pointing to a stack of papers. “These are my investments — small shops, a taxi business, a few apartments. They work for me, even when I sleep.”

It sounded unreal. I was twelve — I only knew about report cards, not return on investment.

He saw the puzzled look on my face and said, “Don’t worry. You’ll understand one day. For now, remember this: If you have to wake up every morning just to make money, you’re not free. Money should wake up for you.”

Those words echoed in my head the whole evening.

My Father’s Reaction

That night at dinner, I told my father what Mr. Mehta had said.

He frowned. “Nonsense. That man’s just lucky. You don’t get money without work. Remember that.”

“But he says his money works for him—”

My father cut me off. “Money doesn’t work, people do. And if you waste time thinking about shortcuts, you’ll end up with nothing.”

He wasn’t angry, just firm — the way teachers are when they think they’re saving you from a mistake.

But I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Could both men be right? One believed money was earned; the other believed it was created.

At twelve, I didn’t know who to believe.

A Strange Offer

A week later, Mr. Mehta called me and Aarav into his office. He handed each of us a broom.

“You’ll clean the storeroom every weekend for a month,” he said. “I’ll pay you fifty rupees each Saturday.”

I was thrilled — my first real job! Aarav wasn’t. He groaned, “Dad, come on, we’re just kids!”

Mr. Mehta grinned. “You can say no if you want.”

I didn’t say no.

Every Saturday, we swept dust, arranged boxes, and carried things heavier than we should have. After three weekends, I was exhausted and honestly bored.

On the fourth weekend, when I went to collect my pay, Mr. Mehta looked serious.

“I’ve changed my mind,” he said. “No more payment.”

“What?!” I blurted out.

He laughed at my shocked face. “Don’t get upset. If you want to quit, you can. But if you stay, I’ll teach you something no one in school will ever teach you.”

I stared at him. Fifty rupees wasn’t much, but it was mine — my first taste of earning. Yet something in his tone made me stay.

That’s how my real education began.

Learning Without Pay

Next Saturday, I worked again — no money this time. Aarav quit, but I stayed.

Mr. Mehta watched silently. When I finished, he asked, “How do you feel?”

“Tired… and a bit stupid, to be honest.”

He smiled. “Good. Now you’re ready to learn.”

He opened a small box on his desk and took out a coin. “This rupee is a servant,” he said. “Most people spend their lives serving it. Smart people make it serve them.”

He placed the coin on the table and tapped it lightly. “This little thing can buy you ice cream today — or it can grow into a tree that gives you fruits for life. The difference is knowledge.”

He let me keep that coin. “Don’t spend it. It’s not money anymore. It’s a reminder.”

That night I stared at that coin for a long time. I didn’t understand how something so small could change a life, but I felt it would.

The Conflict Grows

The more time I spent at Mr. Mehta’s house, the less my father seemed to approve.

“You’re wasting your weekends,” he’d say. “Study something useful.”

“I am learning something useful,” I replied.

He shook his head. “That man fills your head with business nonsense. Remember, Arjun, only education guarantees success.”

I wanted to believe him, but deep inside, I knew education alone couldn’t explain why one man was free and another was trapped in bills.

At school, we were taught how to memorize. At Mr. Mehta’s, I was learning how to think.

And though I didn’t know it yet, that difference would decide everything about my future.
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The next few months felt like I was living in two different worlds.

At home, my father spoke the language of rules and routines.

At Mr. Mehta’s, I heard the language of choices and chances.

Both men loved me in their own way, but their advice pulled me in opposite directions.

One said, “Be safe.”

The other said, “Be smart.”

And I—just a boy trying to understand life—was standing in the middle, holding that single rupee coin like it contained the secret to both.

The Teacher’s Son

My father believed work was worship. He never missed a day at school. Even when he had fever, he’d go and say, “Children learn more from what we do than what we say.”

He’d bring home bundles of notebooks to mark, red pen bleeding through the pages until midnight. The lamp would flicker, the fan would hum, and he’d keep going.

Sometimes I’d sit beside him doing homework.

He’d glance at me and say, “Arjun, one day you’ll thank discipline for what it gives you.”

But as I looked at him—tired eyes, worried brow—I wondered if discipline alone was enough. He was doing everything right, yet still seemed trapped inside invisible walls.

The Businessman’s Son

On the other side, Mr. Mehta rarely looked busy, yet everything around him moved—shops opening, tenants paying rent, drivers reporting in. He didn’t run after money; money seemed to find him.

He once asked me to join him for a morning walk.

“Notice something?” he said as we passed a long line of people waiting for the bus.

“They all wake up early, yet still rush somewhere they don’t own.”

He looked at me. “If you don’t own your time, you own nothing.”

I didn’t answer. The air smelled of dust and diesel, and somewhere deep inside, that sentence carved itself into me.

The First Decision

A few weeks later, my school announced a science-fair competition. The best project would get a small cash prize and a scholarship recommendation. My father wanted me to join—“It’ll look good on your record,” he said.

Mr. Mehta, however, had another idea.

“Why don’t you treat it like a business?” he suggested.

“Make something useful and sell it at the fair. See what happens.”

I hesitated. “But it’s supposed to be a science project.”

He laughed. “Science built the bulb; business sold it to the world. Both matter.”

That night I couldn’t sleep. Two voices argued in my head—one whispering marks, the other whispering market. In the end, curiosity won.

The Lemon-Battery Experiment

I decided to build a simple lamp powered by lemon batteries—a project I found in an old book. But I went a step further: instead of just demonstrating, I packaged it nicely, wrote “Eco-Lamp Mini” on a cardboard box, and made ten pieces.

At the fair, students displayed volcanoes and circuits. I displayed a price tag: ₹20 per lamp.

People laughed at first, but by noon, parents started buying them for their kids. By the end of the day, every lamp was gone. I made ₹200 — more than I’d ever earned in my life.

When I showed my father the money, he smiled but looked uneasy.

“It’s good you’re creative,” he said slowly, “but don’t get distracted from your studies.”

Then he added softly, “Money can make people greedy.”

Mr. Mehta, on the other hand, grinned like a proud coach.

“What did you learn?” he asked.

I said, “That lemons can make light.”

He shook his head. “No. You learned that ideas can make income.”

Shadows at Home

That evening, my parents argued quietly behind closed doors. I caught fragments of words—‘business,’ ‘child,’ ‘wrong influence.’

When my father came out, his face was heavy.

“Arjun,” he said, “I know you like helping Mr. Mehta, but from now on, limit your visits. People are talking.”

I wanted to protest, but his tone ended the discussion.

For the next few weeks, I obeyed. I went straight home after school, helped in chores, studied hard. But the silence felt heavier than any scolding.

Every time I saw Mr. Mehta’s white gate across the street, it felt like a locked door to another version of myself.

The Envelope

One evening a driver from Mr. Mehta’s office came by and handed me an envelope. Inside was a short note:


“If you stop learning because others don’t understand, you’ll always need their permission to grow.”




Below the note was a folded piece of paper with the heading ‘Basic Accounting – Lesson 1’ and a line:


“Keep records of what comes in and what goes out. Numbers tell stories words cannot.”




I hid the paper inside my notebook and started keeping track of every rupee I got—pocket money, fair profit, even coins found under cushions. For the first time, I could see my habits on paper. It was like holding a mirror up to my own behavior.

The Teacher’s Breakdown

Then came the day that changed how I saw my father forever.

The school where he taught announced budget cuts. Several teachers were told their contracts might not be renewed. My father’s name was on the list.

That night he sat at the dining table, staring at the letter.

“All these years,” he whispered, “and they can just replace me.”

It was the first time I’d ever seen him cry.

In that moment I understood something cruel: loyalty to a system doesn’t mean the system is loyal to you.

I wanted to tell him what Mr. Mehta always said—that we must build things we control—but the words felt like betrayal. I just sat beside him silently.

A Conversation in the Rain

A few days later, rain hammered the roof as I walked to Mr. Mehta’s veranda. He was sipping tea, watching the storm.

I told him about my father’s job. He listened quietly.

“Do you think he did something wrong?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “He did everything he was told to do. That’s the problem. The world changes, Arjun. Instructions don’t.”

He pointed at the rainwater flowing through the street.

“See that? Water always finds a way downhill. So does money—it flows to those who understand its path. Your father is standing uphill, waiting for it to climb.”

His words hurt because they were true.

Seeds in the Soil

The next week I helped Mr. Mehta plant saplings in his backyard.

He said, “Business is like this. You plant, you wait, you water, you lose some, but if you stop, the garden dies.”

I looked at the little plants and thought about my father’s life—decades of watering someone else’s garden.

That night, as thunder rolled far away, I promised myself that when I grew up, I’d build something that could never be taken away with a letter.
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The rains passed, but their smell lingered in the lanes for weeks.

I was thirteen now—old enough to start noticing how adults carried invisible weights on their shoulders.

The Borrowed Bicycle

One morning my father asked if I could borrow Mr. Mehta’s spare bicycle; his own was broken and he didn’t have the money to repair it until next month.

When I knocked at Mr. Mehta’s gate, he didn’t hesitate.

“Of course,” he said, handing me the keys. Then he added softly, “When you borrow, remember the difference between using and depending. Use for a reason; don’t depend for a living.”

I didn’t fully grasp it, but I saw the flicker of embarrassment in my father’s eyes when I brought the bicycle home. He hated owing anyone anything.

That night he muttered, “It’s just temporary.”

But something in his tone told me that temporary was a word people used to hide how stuck they really felt.

Counting Shadows

My father started taking private tuitions in the evenings to earn extra income. The house smelled of chalk and sweat and strong tea. He looked older every week.

Sometimes, when he wasn’t looking, I peeked at his notebook—the pages filled with figures circled in red ink, calculations of what he owed rather than what he owned.

At Mr. Mehta’s office, the same kind of notebook existed—but his columns listed investments, not debts.

One counted shadows, the other counted seeds.

The Price of Pride

One Saturday I helped Mr. Mehta tally some bills. He noticed I was distracted.

“What’s wrong, Arjun?”

“My father’s worried about money. He’d never admit it, but he is.”

Mr. Mehta nodded. “Pride is expensive, son. People would rather stay broke than look weak.”

“Should I help him?” I asked.

“You can’t lift someone standing on a belief they won’t question. But you can learn, and later build something that proves a new way exists.”

He paused, then smiled. “That will help him more than any loan.”

School Lessons, Street Lessons

At school, our teacher taught compound interest using dry numbers.

That evening, Mr. Mehta explained it using a street vendor selling roasted corn.

“Each cob costs him five rupees,” he said. “He sells for ten. With every sale he doubles his seed. That’s compound growth—done with smoke and salt, not formulas.”

For the first time, math smelled like life, not paper.

My First Loan

The annual school trip was announced—₹800. My father sighed, “Maybe next year.”

I wanted to go more than anything, so I went to Mr. Mehta.

“Can I borrow eight hundred? I’ll pay you back from my pocket money.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Why not earn it?”

I thought for a moment. “How?”

He pointed at his old storeroom. “You know how to clean and organize. Offer that to neighbors for a small fee.”

It took me two weeks, three households, and a hundred excuses, but I earned it. When I handed the money back to him, he said, “Keep it. You paid your debt before taking it. Remember this feeling.”

That trip became my first taste of freedom bought with effort, not charity.

The Fire in the Library

One evening, a short circuit in our school library burned several books. No one was hurt, but classes were suspended.

When my father returned home, he was furious—not at the fire, but at how easily the administration blamed teachers for negligence.

“They’ll cut our bonuses for this,” he said bitterly. “As if we earn enough to replace a library.”

That night I lay awake, listening to rain on the window, realizing how fragile his security was. One spark, one decision, and years of service meant nothing.

I thought of Mr. Mehta’s calm voice: “If you don’t own your time, you own nothing.”

The Whisper of Opportunity

A few weeks later, Mr. Mehta invited me to join him on a short trip to the outskirts of the city. We visited a small piece of land—a dusty patch surrounded by wild grass.

“What do you see?” he asked.

“Empty space,” I said.

He smiled. “I see a shop, a bakery, maybe even homes. Most people see nothing because they wait for someone else to imagine it first.”

He bought that land that very day. I watched the signatures, the handshake, the quiet confidence. It was the first time I understood what creating looked like.

Cracks in the Wall

My mother began to notice my growing admiration for Mr. Mehta.

One night she whispered, “Your father works hard for you. Don’t forget that.”

“I haven’t,” I said. “But maybe hard work isn’t the only way.”

Her eyes softened. “Just promise me you won’t forget kindness in your race to be rich.”

I nodded, though inside I wasn’t chasing riches—I was chasing freedom.

A Letter from the Future

Before summer ended, Mr. Mehta handed me a sealed envelope.

“Open it when you’re fifteen,” he said. “It’s a lesson that only time can teach.”

I kept it hidden in my drawer, unopened. The curiosity burned in me like an ember, but I respected his instruction.

Meanwhile, life kept testing us—bills rose, tuitions increased, and my father’s health began to falter under stress. But I also started noticing that my small acts—helping neighbors, saving coins, thinking before spending—made me calmer.

I was crossing a bridge—half built from my father’s values, half from my mentor’s vision.
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