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I. THE WEIGHT OF A PROMISE 

 

On most mornings, the cafeteria opened before the city 

fully woke up. 

The metal shutter would roll up at 6:45 a.m., followed 

by the familiar scent of freshly ground beans and 

toasted bread.  By seven, the first set of regulars, office 

commuters, delivery drivers, a retired schoolteacher 

who always ordered black coffee would take their 

usual seats.  For nearly two years, this routine had 

defined Arjun's life. 

But this morning was different. 

Arjun stood outside, keys in hand, staring at the 

shuttered entrance.  His phone buzzed, another 

message from the XIME Chennai admissions office.  

Final reminder: Confirm your seat by March 15th.  Fee 

payment deadline extended by 48 hours only. 

Two days.  Forty-eight hours to decide between the life 

he'd built and the life he'd deferred. 

 

II. THE BEGINNING: WHY HE STARTED 

 

Arjun was twenty-two when he started the cafeteria, 

but the decision wasn't born from ambition, it was born 

from desperation and duty. 

His final semester of undergraduate studies had been 

overshadowed by his father's hospitalization.  What 

began as routine chest pain revealed a heart condition 

requiring immediate surgery.  The medical bills arrived 

like hammer blows: ₹4.2 lakhs for the procedure, 

another ₹1.8 lakhs for post-operative care, medications 

that would continue indefinitely. 

His father, a mid-level bank employee nearing 

retirement, had always been the family's anchor.  Now, 

weakened and unable to work for six months, he sat in 

their small living room with a face Arjun had never 

seen before, defeated, ashamed, apologetic. 

"I'm sorry," his father had whispered one evening, 

unable to meet his son's eyes.  "I thought I had planned 

everything correctly." 

The family's savings evaporated.  His mother's 

teaching salary covered daily expenses, barely.  His 

younger sister, Priya, was in her second year of 

engineering, her fees were non-negotiable. 

Arjun's campus placement offers, respectable 

positions at ₹3.5-4 lakhs per annum—suddenly looked 

inadequate.  The mathematics was brutal: after taxes, 

living expenses, and sending money home, he'd barely 

manage ₹15,000-20,000 in monthly savings.  At that 

rate, clearing the debt and supporting his family would 

take years.  His father might not have years. 

That's when his uncle, Ramesh, made an offer. 

Ramesh owned a small commercial property near 

Besant Nagar junction, a narrow space that had housed 

a failed textile shop.  "The rent is ₹18,000," Ramesh 

said, "but I'll give it to you for ₹12,000 for the first 

year.  No deposit.  You pay me back when you can." 

It wasn't generosity, not entirely.  Ramesh had his own 

calculations.  "Better to have family in the space than 

strangers.  And if you fail, at least I tried to help." 

Arjun looked at the space: 400 square feet, a broken 

AC, walls stained with years of neglect.  But it had a 

commercial kitchen license and sat fifty meters from a 

bus stop that serviced three major IT corridors. 

The choice crystallized in a single conversation with 

his father. 

"I got placed at Cognizant," Arjun said carefully.  "₹3.6 

lakhs.  Good benefits." 

His father smiled weakly.  "That's very good, beta." 

"Or..." Arjun hesitated.  "Uncle Ramesh offered me 

that shop space.  I was thinking...  a small cafeteria.  

Morning coffee, snacks.  The location is good." 

His father's expression shifted, concern, hope, fear, all 

at once.  "Business is risky, Arjun.  A job is safe." 



© January 2026 | IJIRT | Volume 12 Issue 8 | ISSN: 2349-6002 

IJIRT 191978 INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INNOVATIVE RESEARCH IN TECHNOLOGY 8751 

"Safe for me," Arjun replied quietly.  "But not fast 

enough for us." 

The truth hung between them, unspoken: his father 

needed help now, not in five years.  Priya needed her 

education protected.  Their mother needed to stop 

taking private tuitions after school hours. 

Arjun made the decision that night.  He would defer 

the corporate dream—temporarily, he told himself.  

Just until things stabilized. 

He named it "Daybreak Cafeteria," opened with ₹1.8 

lakhs borrowed from three different sources, and 

learned to sleep four hours a night. 

 

III. TWO YEARS LATER: THE MACHINE THAT 

FEEDS ITSELF 

 

What began as a survival strategy had become 

something else, a functioning business that consumed 

every hour of his day and most of his dreams. 

Monthly revenues had plateaued at ₹2.8-3.2 lakhs.  

After rent, salaries for two assistants, supplies, 

utilities, and his uncle's deferred payments, Arjun 

cleared ₹45,000-50,000 in profit.  Half went to his 

family.  The rest covered his expenses and a slowly 

growing emergency fund. 

The medical debt was cleared.  His father had returned 

to work, lighter duties.  Priya was in her final year.  The 

immediate crisis had passed. 

But somewhere along the way, "temporary" had 

become indefinite. 

Arjun knew his customers by name.  He remembered 

that Mr.  Krishnan took his filter coffee with extra 

decoction, that the Zomato delivery partners preferred 

the egg sandwich over the veg option, that Mrs.  

Saraswathi, the retired schoolteacher always arrived at 

7:15 a.m.  and stayed until 8, reading the newspaper 

slowly. 

The cafeteria was not glamorous, but it was stable.  

And stability, Arjun had learned, was a seductive trap. 

 

IV. THE VOICES: A TUESDAY MORNING 

 

It was 8:30 a.m., the morning rush has passed.  Three 

regular customers remain. 

Mrs.  Saraswathi folded her newspaper and looked at 

Arjun with the directness of someone who had taught 

teenage students for thirty years. 

"You seem distracted today," she said.  "What's 

troubling you?" 

Arjun wiped down the counter, considering his 

response.  Mrs.  Saraswathi had become something of 

a confidante, her presence was calming, her questions 

always sharper than they first appeared. 

"I got accepted," he said finally.  "PGDM program.  

XIME Chennai." 

Her eyebrows rose.  "That's wonderful news.  You 

applied?" 

"Six months ago.  Didn't think much of it.  But I got 

through." 

Mr.  Iyer, a software architect who worked from the 

cafeteria two mornings a week, looked up from his 

laptop.  "XIME? That's a solid program.  Expensive 

though.  Two-year opportunity cost plus fees, you're 

looking at ₹15-20 lakhs total investment." 

Arjun nodded slowly.  He'd done the math a hundred 

times. 

"So what's the confusion?" Mrs.  Saraswathi asked.  

"You want to go." 

"I don't know what I want," Arjun admitted.  "Two 

years ago, I knew exactly what I wanted, to save my 

family.  Now that's done, and I'm...  stuck." 

Vikram, a delivery partner who'd just walked in for his 

usual chai, laughed.  "Boss, stuck? You have your own 

business! I work twelve hours delivering food to make 

what you probably make in a week." 

Arjun felt the familiar guilt.  "It's not about the money, 

Vikram." 

"It's always about the money," Vikram replied, but not 

unkindly.  "You're just far enough from the problem to 

forget." 

Mr.  Iyer closed his laptop.  "He's right and wrong.  

Money matters, but so does trajectory.  Arjun, can I be 

blunt?" 

"Please." 

"This business won't scale.  Not the way you're 

running it.  You're the chef, manager, and accountant.  

You work eighty hours a week to make ₹50,000 profit.  

That's ₹625 per hour—less than what I pay my junior 

developers." He paused.  "You're very good at what 

you do.  But you're underpriced and overworked." 

Mrs.  Saraswathi interjected gently, "But it's his 

business.  That means something." 

"It does," Mr.  Iyer agreed.  "But at twenty-four, should 

'means something' be enough?" 

The question lingered. 

Vikram leaned against the counter.  "You know what 

my father told me? 'Beta, there are people who own 

one autorickshaw and drive it themselves.  And there 
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are people who own ten and employ drivers.' You're 

driving your own auto, boss.  Nothing wrong with that.  

But don't pretend it's the same as owning ten." 

 

V. THE COLLISION: SUNDAY DINNER 

 

Arjun arrived at his home for an evening meal. 

His father served rice onto everyone's plates with 

careful precision, the way he'd done for twenty years.  

Priya was scrolling through placement offers on her 

laptop.  His mother brought steaming sambar from the 

kitchen. 

"Priya got pre-placement from Infosys," his mother 

announced proudly.  "₹7 lakhs package." 

His father beamed.  "That's excellent.  See? Education 

pays." 

Arjun felt the comment land, even though it wasn't 

directed at him. 

Priya looked up, sensing tension.  "Anna is thinking 

about going back to study too." 

His mother paused mid-motion.  "What?" 

"PGDM," Arjun said carefully.  "At XIME Chennai.  I 

got accepted." 

The silence that followed was thick. 

His father set down his spoon.  "Arjun...  the cafeteria 

is doing well.  Why would you want to—" 

"It's not doing well," Arjun interrupted, surprising 

himself with his vehemence.  "It's surviving.  There's 

a difference." 

"Surviving built this family back up," his father said, 

voice hardening.  "Surviving paid for your sister's 

education.  Surviving gave us dignity again." 

"I know, Appa.  And I'm grateful I could do that.  But 

that emergency is over.  Now what? I run this cafeteria 

until I'm forty?" 

His mother sat down heavily.  "What if you fail? 

Business school doesn't guarantee anything." 

"Neither did the cafeteria," Arjun shot back.  "But I 

tried anyway." 

Priya, ever the engineer, tried to mediate.  "What's the 

ROI, anna? Two years out of work, ₹20 lakhs in fees 

and expenses.  You'd need to make at least ₹15-18 

lakhs per year after graduation just to break even 

within five years." 

"It's not a spreadsheet, Priya." 

"Everything is a spreadsheet," she replied.  "That's 

what you taught me when you sat down with me to 

explain why you were starting the cafeteria instead of 

taking that Cognizant offer." 

The truth of it stung. 

His father spoke quietly, the anger replaced by 

something sadder.  "I never asked you to sacrifice your 

plans for us." 

"You didn't have to ask, Appa." 

"And now you resent it." 

"No," Arjun said, but he wasn't sure if he was lying.  "I 

just...  I don't know if I'm running the cafeteria because 

I want to or because I'm afraid to stop." 

His mother reached across the table, touching his hand.  

"Then maybe that's your answer." 

 

VI. THE REAL DILEMMA: LATE NIGHT 

INVENTORY 

 

At 11 p.m., Arjun was alone in the cafeteria, counting 

stock 

The cafeteria looked different at night—smaller, 

somehow more honest.  Arjun sat surrounded by 

inventory sheets, calculator in hand, but the numbers 

wouldn't focus. 

His phone rang.  Unknown number. 

"Arjun?" The voice was familiar—Karthik, a college 

friend who'd gone to IIM Bangalore straight after 

undergrad.  "I heard through the grapevine you got into 

XIME.  Congratulations!" 

"Thanks.  How've you been?" 

"Good, good.  Just finished my first year at McKinsey.  

Listen, I wanted to tell you—if you're serious about the 

MBA route, do it now.  I've seen people delay it, 

thinking they'll go after 'getting some experience.' 

They never do.  Life happens." 

Arjun leaned back in his chair.  "You don't think 

experience matters?" 

"It matters.  But not the way you think.  You've run a 

business for two years—that's more real-world 

experience than most MBA students have.  What 

you're missing is the framework to scale it, the network 

to fund it, the credentials to be taken seriously by 

investors or corporate partners." 

"What if I'm not meant for corporate life? What if I'm 

just meant to run a small cafeteria?" 

Karthik was quiet for a moment.  "Then why did you 

apply?" 

The question hit differently than all the others. 

"I applied," Arjun said slowly, "because every Sunday 

night, I feel like I'm wasting my potential.  And every 

Monday morning, I feel guilty for feeling that way." 

"Guilt is expensive, bro.  It costs you years." 
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After the call ended, Arjun pulled out a notebook—the 

same one he'd used to plan the cafeteria's launch.  He 

wrote three headings: 

Option 1: Continue the Cafeteria 

• Optimize operations, hire a manager eventually 

• Slow expansion if possible 

• Accept current scale as sustainable 

• Pros: Stability, proven model, independence 

• Cons: Limited growth ceiling, intellectual 

stagnation, missed opportunity cost 

Option 2: Sell/Delegate and Take a Corporate Job 

• Leverage the entrepreneurship experience 

• Get structured learning and exposure 

• Rebuild financial stability faster 

• Pros: Immediate income, career progression, less 

risk 

• Cons: Starting at entry-level after being an owner, 

loss of autonomy, mediocre salary initially 

Option 3: Pause the Business and Pursue PGDM at 

XIME Chennai 

• Two years of intensive learning 

• Peer network of ambitious individuals 

• Chance to re-enter professionally with an MBA 

• Possibility of returning to entrepreneurship with 

better tools 

• Pros: Long-term trajectory, clarity, transformation 

• Cons: ₹25-30 lakh investment, two years of zero 

income, uncertainty of outcomes, guilt of 

"abandoning" what he built 

None of these felt entirely right.  None felt entirely 

wrong. 

He thought of Mrs.  Saraswathi's question: "What 

troubles you?" 

The truth was this: Arjun was afraid that choosing 

security meant choosing slow death.  But he was 

equally afraid that choosing ambition meant 

destroying something real for something imaginary. 

 

The Intensifying Pressure: 48 Hours 

Two days before the deadline – Admission Offer from 

XIME, Chennai 

The phone calls multiplied: His uncle Ramesh: "Think 

carefully, Arjun.  I can get another tenant at ₹25,000 if 

you leave.  But family is family.  Your choice." 

His mother, late at night: "We'll support whatever you 

decide.  But beta, we just got stable again." 

Mr.  Iyer, over morning coffee: "I'll be blunt—you're 

too smart to be making sandwiches when you're thirty-

five.  Either scale this or move on." 

Vikram, with unexpected wisdom: "Boss, poor people 

can't afford dreams.  You're not poor anymore.  Stop 

acting like you are." 

And Priya, his sister, the one whose opinion mattered 

most: "Anna, you gave me my education.  Don't let 

guilt take away yours." 

 

The Final Question 

One evening, after closing, Arjun sat alone in the 

cafeteria.  Chairs stacked, counters cleaned.  Silence.  

He looked around and felt two things simultaneously: 

Pride—this place existed because of him.  Every tile, 

every menu item, every relationship with customers 

carried his discipline, effort, and persistence. 

And restlessness—a gnawing sense that he'd built a 

beautiful cage and didn't know whether he was the 

owner or the prisoner. 

Mrs.  Saraswathi's words came back to him: "You want 

to go." 

Mr.  Iyer's challenge: "At twenty-four, should 'means 

something' be enough?" 

Vikram's provocation: "Stop acting poor when you're 

not." 

Priya's gift: "Don't let guilt take away your education." 

His father's fear: "What if you fail?" 

And his own question, the one he'd been avoiding: 

 

What if the real failure isn't trying and falling short—

but never trying because the floor felt comfortable 

enough? 

The PGDM offer letter sat on the counter.  Deadline: 

11:59 p.m., two days away. 

Arjun had to decide. 

Not just about business school. 

About who he was becoming, and whether that person 

was someone he could live with for the next thirty 

years 

 

VII. TEACHING OBJECTIVES 

 

This case is designed to help students to, 

1. Analyze career transition decisions using rational 

and emotional frameworks, particularly when 

facing opportunity costs and sunk cost 

considerations 
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2. Evaluate entrepreneurial sustainability versus 

scalability, distinguishing between lifestyle 

businesses and growth-oriented ventures 

3. Apply decision-making frameworks to complex, 

multi-stakeholder scenarios with competing 

values and incomplete information 

4. Examine the role of personal values, family 

obligations, and social expectations in 

professional choice architecture 

5. Critically assess the ROI of management 

education beyond purely financial metrics, 

including human capital development and option 

value 

6. Understand psychological barriers to change 

including status quo bias, loss aversion, and 

identity conflicts in career pivots 

 

VIII. DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

 

1. What psychological factors make Arjun's decision 

particularly difficult? 

2. How should one weigh family obligation against 

personal ambition? 

3. Is there a "right" time to pursue higher education 

after entrepreneurship? 

4. Is Arjun's cafeteria a successful business or a 

comfortable trap? 

5. Why did Arjun really start the cafeteria? Was it 

choice or necessity? 

6. What is Arjun actually afraid of losing? 

7. How do you calculate the real cost of staying 

versus leaving? 

8. What does "success" mean for Arjun now versus 

two years ago? 

9. Can Arjun's entrepreneurial experience replace an 

MBA, or does he need both? 

10. What will Arjun regret more at age 40: trying and 

failing, or never trying? 

11. How does Indian family culture make this 

decision harder or different? 

12. Is Arjun being selfish or smart by considering the 

PGDM? 


