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    Prologue: Faisla

    
    
  
  The courtroom smelled of old wood and fresh fear, and the fear was mine.

It had been ten minutes since we were called back in. Ten minutes that felt like ten years, the particular dilation of time that happened when the thing you were waiting for was the thing that would determine whether the rest of your life happened inside walls or outside them. Everyone shuffled in — the lawyers, the spectators, the journalists with their notebooks and their hunger for a story that would sell, the family members who had come because obligation demanded it and who sat with the particular rigidity of people who did not want to be here but who could not be anywhere else.

The judge's chair was empty. The judge was coming. The judge was always coming — that was the nature of judgement, it approached with the certainty of a train on a track, and you stood on the platform and you waited and you could not move.

I sat in the accused's box. The wood was dark, old, the particular shade of brown that Indian courtrooms produced through decades of varnish and gravity and the accumulated weight of every person who had sat here before me, every person who had waited for the words that would reshape their existence. The chair was hard. My lower back ached — it had been aching for weeks, the particular protest of a body that had been sitting in this chair for too long and that wanted to be anywhere else, the body's vote of no confidence in the proceedings.

My hands were in my lap. Not folded — I had learned, over the weeks, that the way you held your hands communicated things to the people watching, and the people watching were always watching. Folded hands meant anxiety. Open hands meant confidence. Clenched fists meant anger. I kept my hands flat on my thighs, which meant nothing, which was what I wanted to communicate: nothing. No emotion that could be read. No signal that could be interpreted. The blankness of a woman who had already been interpreted enough.

Outside, the rain was relentless. March rain in Pune — not the monsoon's theatrical violence but the pre-summer rain that arrived without warning and that fell with the particular persistence of weather that did not care about human schedules. The courtroom windows were old, the glass warped, and through the warped glass the rain looked like it was falling sideways, like the world outside had tilted and the water was following the tilt.

I could see a banyan tree through the main window. Old — older than the courthouse, older than the city's legal system, older than the particular species of human drama that unfolded inside these walls. The tree stood in the courthouse compound, its roots visible above the ground, the aerial roots descending from branches like fingers reaching for the earth. The wind moved the branches but the trunk was immovable. I understood the tree. I understood the particular experience of being rooted while everything around you moved and shook and tried to pull you in directions you did not want to go.

I looked left. My defence team — three people who had spent weeks constructing a version of me that was innocent, that was sympathetic, that was the version of Ananya Sharma that the judge needed to see in order to deliver the words that would let me leave this building through the front door instead of the back. Vikram Sir — the senior advocate, sixtyish, silver-haired, the particular authority of a man who had been doing this for thirty years and who wore his experience the way other men wore expensive watches: visibly, confidently, as a signal to everyone in the room that he knew things they did not. Priya — the junior advocate, my age, sharp, the one who had done the actual work while Vikram Sir had done the actual presence. And Deepa — the legal assistant, the quiet one, the one who had organised the papers and the evidence and the timeline and who had, in the process, organised my life into a narrative that made sense, which was more than I had been able to do for myself.

Today, though — today, the day of the verdict — their faces were different. The confidence that had carried them through the trial was thinner now. Vikram Sir's lips were pressed together. Priya's eyes were tired. Deepa was arranging papers that did not need arranging, the particular activity of a person who needed to do something with her hands because her hands, like mine, were carrying the weight of waiting.

I looked right. The prosecution. Sarkari vakeel Mehra — a thin man with thin lips and a thin voice that had, over the course of the trial, been used to construct a version of me that was guilty, that was dangerous, that was the version of Ananya Sharma that the judge needed to see in order to deliver the words that would send me through the back door and into a van and into a cell and into the particular category of human being that society had decided was unforgivable.

Between these two versions of me — the innocent and the guilty, the victim and the villain, the woman who had loved too much and the woman who had killed — between these two versions was the truth, and the truth was — the truth was the thing that this courtroom had been trying to establish for weeks and that I was no longer sure anyone in this room, including me, fully understood.

Because the truth was not simple. The truth was not the clean, linear narrative that Vikram Sir had presented or the dark, calculated narrative that Mehra had constructed. The truth was the messy, contradictory, painfully human story of a woman who had fallen in love with a man who had broken her and who had, in the breaking, set in motion a sequence of events that ended with that man dead on the rocks below a cliff and that woman sitting in a courthouse in Pune waiting for a judge to decide whether she was responsible.

Was I responsible?

The question had lived in me for months. Not the legal question — the legal question was Vikram Sir's problem, the legal question was about evidence and testimony and the particular mechanics of a justice system that required proof beyond reasonable doubt. The question that lived in me was the other question, the human question, the question that no court could answer and that no verdict could resolve: was I responsible for what happened to Manav?

Not: did I push him? The answer to that was no. I did not push him. My hands did not touch his body. The physical act of his death was his own.

But: did I contribute to the sequence of events that led to him standing on that cliff? Did my love — my desperate, consuming, self-destructive love — play a role in the particular mathematics of his destruction? Was my obsession a factor? Was my inability to let go a variable in the equation that ended with his body on the rocks?

The judge entered. Everyone stood. The particular choreography of a courtroom — the standing, the sitting, the silence that descended like a curtain, the silence that said: this is the moment. This is the moment that everything has been building toward.

Judge Kulkarni. A woman — fiftyish, the particular composure of a person who had heard every variety of human misery and who had learned to process it without visible reaction, the professional neutrality that was not coldness but discipline. She sat. We sat. The papers were arranged. The formalities were observed.

I could hear my own breathing. The particular loudness of breath when the world around you went quiet — the sound of a body doing the minimum required to keep you alive while the mind processed something that the body could not help with.

The rain continued. The banyan tree swayed. The courtroom waited.

And I — Ananya Sharma, twenty-nine, real estate consultant, daughter of divorced parents, former lover of a dead man, accused of his murder — I waited too. For the word that would end this. For the word that would begin whatever came next.

Guilty or not guilty.

The judge opened the file. The room held its breath.

And I thought: how did I get here? How did the girl who drank cutting chai at the tapri near Fergusson College and who laughed too loudly and who believed — genuinely, stupidly, completely believed — that love was the answer to every question, how did that girl end up in a courtroom waiting to learn whether she would spend the rest of her life in prison for the death of a man she had loved more than she had loved herself?

The answer was long. The answer was a story. And the story began — the way all stories of destruction begin — with a meeting. With a look across a room. With the particular, devastating moment when one human being sees another and decides, without evidence, without logic, without the particular caution that survival demands: that one. I want that one.

That was where it began. With Manav. With the night I met him. With the beginning of everything that ended here, in this courtroom, in this rain, in this silence.

The judge began to read.


  
    Chapter 1: Pehli Mulaqaat

    
    
  
  The night I met Manav Kapoor, I was wearing a green kurta that I had bought on impulse from a sale rack at Westside, and I was three glasses of cheap wine into a party I had not wanted to attend.

Maitreyi had dragged me. That was what Maitreyi did — she dragged. She was the kind of friend who believed that the solution to every problem was the presence of other human beings, that loneliness was a disease and socialising was the cure, and that if you were sitting alone in your flat on a Saturday night eating Maggi from the pan and watching crime documentaries, you were not relaxing, you were dying slowly. She had arrived at my door at eight, already dressed — red lipstick, gold jhumkas, the particular confidence of a woman who knew exactly what she wanted from the evening and who intended to get it — and she had looked at me in my pajamas and said, with the particular tone that Maitreyi reserved for situations she considered emergencies: "Anu, get dressed. We're going to Rohan's."

Rohan was Maitreyi's colleague at the architecture firm. I had met him once — a harmless, loud man who collected people the way some people collected stamps, indiscriminately and with great enthusiasm, and who threw parties in his three-BHK in Koregaon Park with the regularity and intensity of a man who believed that silence was a personal failure. His flat was always full. The music was always too loud. The drinks were always cheap. And the crowd was always the particular Pune crowd — software engineers and architects and startup founders and MBAs and the occasional artist who had been invited for cultural credibility and who stood in a corner looking uncomfortable and drinking more than everyone else.

I did not want to go. I had been working sixty-hour weeks at the agency — we had three properties closing simultaneously and Nikhil, my colleague, was useless in the way that only confident men could be useless: he created the impression of productivity without producing anything, he scheduled meetings about meetings, he said things like "let's circle back on that" and "I'll loop you in" and the net result of his existence in the office was that I did his work as well as mine and he received half the credit. I was tired. Not the romantic tiredness of overwork — the actual, bone-deep tiredness of a twenty-seven-year-old woman who was carrying the professional weight of two people and who wanted, more than anything, to eat Maggi from the pan and watch a documentary about serial killers and not talk to anyone.

But Maitreyi dragged. And so I went.

Rohan's flat was exactly as I remembered it — too many people, too little furniture, the music turned up to the volume at which conversation became a competitive sport, the air thick with cigarette smoke and the particular optimism of young professionals who still believed that networking at parties led to opportunities. The kitchen counter was lined with bottles — Old Monk, Breezer, a bottle of Sula that someone had brought as a housewarming gift three parties ago and that no one had opened because everyone preferred rum. There was a bowl of mixture — the spicy kind, from the namkeen shop on MG Road — and a plate of paneer tikka that was already cold and that had the particular look of food that had been prepared with ambition and served with indifference.

I poured myself wine — the Sula, because no one else was drinking it and because I wanted something that didn't taste like it had been manufactured in a bathtub — and I stood near the balcony, looking out at Koregaon Park's tree-lined street, the amber glow of streetlights through neem leaves, the distant sound of an auto-rickshaw's horn, the particular Pune night that was cool enough to stand outside without sweating and warm enough to not need a jacket. March. The city between seasons — winter gone, summer not yet arrived, the brief window when Pune was perfect and everyone knew it and no one said it because saying it would acknowledge that it was temporary.

"You look like you're at a funeral."

The voice came from my left. I turned.

He was leaning against the balcony railing — tall, lean, the particular build of a man who did not go to the gym but who moved through the world with the physical confidence of someone who had always been comfortable in his body. Dark hair, slightly longer than corporate-acceptable, pushed back from his forehead in a way that was either deliberately stylish or accidentally perfect. A light blue shirt, top two buttons undone, sleeves rolled to the elbows. And eyes — dark, sharp, the kind of eyes that looked at you and made you feel like they were seeing something that other people missed, something beneath the surface, something that you yourself might not know was there.

He was smiling. Not the broad, performative smile of a man who wanted you to know he was friendly, but the small, private smile of a man who had noticed something amusing and who was deciding whether to share it.

"I might be," I said. "This wine tastes like it died three years ago."

He laughed. A real laugh — not the polite, social laugh that parties demanded, but the sudden, surprised laugh of a person who had heard something genuinely funny. The laugh changed his face. The sharpness in his eyes softened, the angles of his jaw relaxed, and for a moment he looked younger, more open, like a door that had been closed and that a gust of wind had blown ajar.

"That's the Sula that's been sitting on the counter since October," he said. "Rohan keeps it as a test. Anyone who drinks it is either desperate or interesting. Which are you?"

"Both," I said. "Desperate because I'm at a party I didn't want to attend, and interesting because I'm the only person here who's honest about it."

The smile widened. He extended his hand. "Manav."

"Ananya. Anu."

His hand was warm. The handshake lasted exactly one beat longer than it needed to — not long enough to be inappropriate, but long enough for me to notice, for the extra beat to register as a signal, a frequency that my body tuned into before my brain had time to analyse it.

"So, Anu who didn't want to come to the party — why are you here?"

"Maitreyi," I said, gesturing vaguely in the direction of the living room, where Maitreyi was almost certainly holding court, telling a story with her hands, making everyone around her feel like they were the most important people in the room.

"Ah," he said, nodding. "The force of nature in the red lipstick. She works with Rohan, right?"

"She works with everyone. Maitreyi doesn't have colleagues, she has an audience."

Another laugh. I felt something shift — the particular shift that happened when a conversation stopped being small talk and became something else, when the words stopped being placeholders and became connectors, when you stopped performing the social version of yourself and started being the actual version.

We talked. We stood on that balcony and talked while the party happened around us, the music and the voices and the laughter becoming background noise, becoming the soundtrack to a conversation that felt — and I know how this sounds, I know how every woman who has ever fallen for a man describes the first conversation, I know the clichés, I have read the novels, I have watched the films, and I am telling you that knowing the clichés did not protect me from living them — that felt different.

He told me he worked in finance. Mumbai — an investment firm in Lower Parel. He was in Pune for the weekend, visiting a friend. He was from Indore originally — the city of poha and sev, he said, and I laughed because every person from Indore said that and they all said it with the same pride, as if poha was a cultural achievement rather than a breakfast item. He told me he had moved to Mumbai three years ago, that he lived in a small flat in Bandra that he overpaid for because Bandra was Bandra and you paid the tax of aspiration whether you could afford it or not.

I told him about the real estate agency. About Nikhil. About the three properties closing simultaneously and the sixty-hour weeks and the particular exhaustion of being good at a job that did not notice your goodness, that took your competence as its baseline and that only noticed when you fell below it. He listened. Not the performative listening of a man who was waiting for his turn to speak — the actual listening of a person who was interested, who was processing what you said, who responded to the thing you meant rather than the thing you said.

At some point Maitreyi appeared. She looked at me, looked at Manav, looked at the space between us — a space that had been shrinking steadily for the past hour — and she smiled. Not at me. At the situation. The particular smile of a matchmaker who had not intended to matchmake but who was taking credit for the outcome anyway.

"I see you've met someone," she said, and the way she said "someone" carried the weight of an entire romantic comedy, the word stretched and loaded and aimed at me like a dart.

"This is Manav," I said. "He's from Indore."

"The city of poha," Maitreyi said automatically, because everyone said it, and Manav laughed, and I laughed, and for a moment the three of us were connected by the shared understanding that some things in India were as predictable as sunrise and that this predictability was not boring but comforting, the cultural constants that held us together.

Maitreyi left. She left with a look — the particular look that Indian women gave each other across rooms, the look that said: I see what's happening, I approve, we will discuss this in detail later, do not leave this party without getting his number. I received the look. I acknowledged the look. And then I turned back to Manav.

"Your friend is subtle," he said.

"Maitreyi has never been subtle about anything in her life. Subtlety is a concept she has heard of and rejected on principle."

The party was thinning. People were leaving — the couples first, then the groups, then the individuals who had stayed too long and who now faced the particular Pune dilemma of getting home after midnight: Ola that would take twenty minutes, auto-rickshaw that would charge double, or the walk that was pleasant in theory and inadvisable in practice. The music had been turned down. Rohan was in the kitchen, washing glasses with the satisfied air of a host who considered the evening a success.

"I should go," I said. Not because I wanted to — I did not want to, I wanted this conversation to continue indefinitely, I wanted to stand on this balcony and talk to this man until the sun came up and the neem trees cast their morning shadows and the auto-rickshaws began their first routes — but because I had learned, over the years, that the best conversations were the ones that ended while you still wanted more. The ones that left a space, a hunger, a reason to come back.

"Can I have your number?" he asked. Simple. Direct. No elaborate justification, no manufactured excuse about connecting on LinkedIn, no pretence that the request was anything other than what it was: a man who wanted to talk to a woman again.

I gave him my number. He typed it into his phone. He looked up.

"I'll call you," he said. "Not text — call. Texting is for people who don't have anything to say."

"That's either the most romantic or the most pretentious thing anyone has ever said to me."

"Both," he said, echoing my answer from earlier. "Romantic because I mean it, and pretentious because I know how it sounds."

I walked home. Maitreyi was already in the auto — she had left fifteen minutes earlier with Jhanvi, who had spent the party in a corner arguing with her boyfriend on the phone and who had emerged, red-eyed and furious, to announce that men were garbage. The auto had left. I walked. Fifteen minutes through Koregaon Park's quiet streets, the neem trees overhead, the streetlights casting amber circles on the pavement, the night air carrying the faint smell of jasmine from someone's garden, the distant bass thud of another party in another flat, the city alive in its late-night way, the particular aliveness of a city that was going to sleep but that was not asleep yet.

My phone buzzed. A message.

The Sula was 2021. I checked the bottle after you left. You drank a wine that should have been buried with full honours. — M

I smiled. I stopped walking and I smiled, standing under a streetlight on North Main Road, the amber light on my face, the jasmine in the air, the night warm and cool at the same time, and I felt something — the particular something that you felt when the world shifted, when the ground beneath your feet tilted by a single degree, barely perceptible but absolutely real, the tilt that meant that everything that came after would be different from everything that came before.

I did not know, standing under that streetlight, smiling at a message from a man I had known for three hours, that the tilt was the beginning of the end. That the ground was not shifting toward something beautiful but toward something that would break me. That the man who made me laugh about dead wine would, within a year, be dead himself. And that I would be sitting in a courtroom, accused of his death, wondering how the girl under the streetlight became the woman in the accused's box.

But I did not know any of that. All I knew was that my phone had buzzed and a man named Manav had made me smile and the jasmine smelled extraordinary and the night was perfect and I was, for the first time in months, not tired.

I texted back: Some things improve with age. Some things just get more desperate. The wine was the latter. The party was the former. — A

His reply came in thirty seconds: Calling you tomorrow. 10 AM. Have chai ready.

I walked the rest of the way home with my phone in my hand and his words on my screen and the particular, dangerous warmth of possibility spreading through my chest.

Maitreyi was right. Getting dressed was not dying slowly.

Getting dressed was sometimes the first step toward something enormous.

I just didn't know, yet, how enormous. Or how fatal.


  
    Chapter 2: Junoon

    
    
  
  He called at 10:07 AM.

I know because I had been staring at my phone since 9:43, which was the time I had finished making chai — adrak chai, the real kind, with fresh ginger grated into boiling water and cardamom pods cracked open with the flat of a knife and milk that simmered until the colour was exactly right, the colour that Amma called "the shade of a good decision" — and I had been sitting on my bed with the cup in one hand and the phone in the other, the chai getting progressively cooler while I waited for the screen to light up with a name I had saved at 1:47 AM the previous night.

The name I had saved was simply "Manav." No emoji. No qualifier. No "Manav from Rohan's party" or "Manav (Indore)" or "Manav — maybe?" Just the name. Five letters. The efficiency of certainty — or the recklessness of it.

When the phone rang I let it ring three times. This was not strategy. This was not the game-playing that dating columns in Femina recommended — wait two rings to seem busy, three rings to seem interested but not desperate, four rings to seem mysterious. This was paralysis. My finger hovered over the green button while my heart did something architectural, building new structures in my chest that had not existed before, scaffolding and frameworks and the particular internal construction that the body undertook when it was preparing for something enormous.

"Hello?"

"Anu. Good morning. Is the chai ready?"

His voice on the phone was different from his voice in person. Warmer. Closer. The particular intimacy of a voice that came through a speaker and directly into your ear, bypassing the distance that in-person conversation maintained, the social buffer of space and air and the physical world. On the phone, his voice was inside my head. And it fit there.

"The chai was ready twenty minutes ago. It's now cold chai, which I believe is called a failure."

"Make another one. I'll wait."

"You'll wait on the phone while I make chai?"

"I have nowhere to be until this evening. And I want to hear the sounds. The kettle, the milk, the particular violence of Indian chai-making. I've always believed you can judge a person by the sounds their kitchen makes."

I laughed and went to the kitchen. He stayed on the line. And for the next seven minutes, while I boiled water and grated ginger and cracked cardamom and added tea leaves and milk and sugar — two spoons, because I liked my chai sweet the way I liked my mornings, indulgent and unapologetic — he listened. He listened to the sounds of my kitchen and he made small comments — "that sounded aggressive, was that the ginger?" and "I can hear the milk, it's about to boil over, isn't it?" — and by the time the chai was ready and poured and I was back on my bed with a fresh cup and a warm phone, something had happened. Something quiet and enormous. The phone call had become a kitchen. The kitchen had become a space we shared. And the sharing of it — the sounds of chai being made, the mundane, domestic, profoundly ordinary act of boiling water and adding leaves — had created an intimacy that a hundred conversations at a hundred parties could not have produced.

We talked for two hours and forty-three minutes. I know because my phone told me, afterwards, with the clinical precision of technology that did not understand that some numbers were not data points but milestones.

He told me about his childhood in Indore. The joint family — Dadaji who ran a textile shop in Rajwada, Dadiji who made the best poha in central India and who would fight anyone who disputed this, two uncles, three aunties, seven cousins, and the particular chaos of an Indian household where privacy was a concept that existed only in English novels. He told me about his father — an accountant, quiet, the kind of man who expressed love through acts rather than words, who would never say "I love you" but who would drive three hours to deliver homemade achaar because his son in Mumbai might be missing home food. His mother — a schoolteacher, fierce, the backbone of the family, the woman who made decisions that the men took credit for, the particular Indian mother who was simultaneously the most powerful and the most invisible person in the household.

He told me about Mumbai. The flat in Bandra — a 1BHK that cost more per month than his father earned in Indore, the particular financial violence of Mumbai real estate that everyone complained about and no one escaped. The job — investment banking, the hours brutal, the money good, the lifestyle a transaction in which you traded your twenties for a career and hoped that your thirties would be the payoff. The loneliness — the particular loneliness of a city of twenty million people in which you could go days without a meaningful conversation, in which human contact was measured in the accidental shoulder-brush of a crowded local train rather than the deliberate embrace of a person who chose to be near you.

"That's why I come to Pune on weekends," he said. "Mumbai is where I work. Pune is where I breathe."

"That's either poetic or sad."

"Both," he said, and we both heard the echo of last night — both, the word that was becoming ours, the word that meant: the world is complicated and I am not going to pretend it isn't.

I told him about myself. About the real estate agency — the properties, the clients, the particular exhaustion of selling people the most expensive thing they would ever buy while being paid a fraction of its value. About Nikhil, who existed in a state of confident uselessness that physics could not explain. About Kamala-ma'am, the senior partner, who had built the agency from nothing and who ran it with the particular intensity of a woman who had fought for everything she had and who would not allow anyone — not the market, not the competition, not the patriarchy — to take it from her.

I told him about Maitreyi and Jhanvi. About our flat in Kothrud — a 2BHK that we shared, the three of us, with the particular logistics of Indian women cohabiting: one bathroom, rotating schedules, the ongoing negotiation about whose turn it was to buy milk and whose hair was blocking the drain and whether Jhanvi's boyfriend was allowed to stay overnight on weekdays. About Maitreyi's architecture career and her boyfriend Tanmay and her unshakeable belief that every problem could be solved by feeding it. About Jhanvi's perpetual romantic crisis and her dramatic responses to minor events and her heart, which was bigger than her judgment and which got broken regularly because she offered it to people who did not deserve it.

I told him about Amma and Papa. The divorce — I was fourteen, the year everything split, the year I learned that love was not permanent, that the people who were supposed to demonstrate love's durability were instead demonstrating its fragility. Amma in Nashik now, teaching at a school, the particular quiet of a woman who had been loud in her marriage and who had, in its aftermath, retreated into a silence that was not peace but exhaustion. Papa in Pune still, his business, his suits, his second wife whom I had met three times and who was perfectly nice and whom I resented not because she had done anything wrong but because her existence was proof that Papa had moved on while Amma had not.

"Do you see him much?" Manav asked.

"Birthdays. Diwali. The occasional guilt-lunch when he remembers he has a daughter."

"And your mother?"

"We talk. But talking and communicating are different things. We exchange words — how's work, have you eaten, when are you coming to Nashik — but the actual conversation, the one about how she's feeling, about the loneliness, about whether she regrets the divorce or just regrets the marriage, that conversation we've never had. It sits between us like furniture that we walk around."

A pause. The particular pause of a person who has heard something true and who is honouring it with silence rather than filling it with platitudes.

"I understand furniture like that," he said quietly.

This was the moment. Not the handshake on the balcony, not the text about the wine, not even the sound of chai being made while he listened on the phone — this was the moment I fell. The moment a man said "I understand" and meant it. Not "I understand" as a conversational placeholder, not "I understand" as a polite response, but "I understand" as a statement of shared experience, of recognition, of the particular human act of seeing someone's pain and saying: I have that too.

I fell. Not dramatically, not the way falling happens in films — no swelling music, no slow-motion realization, no moment of cinematic clarity. I fell the way people actually fall: quietly, gradually, the ground beneath me giving way in small increments, each conversation a centimetre of earth removed, until I was standing on nothing and didn't know it, until the falling had already happened and the only thing left was the landing.

The landing would be brutal. But I didn't know that yet. All I knew was the falling, and the falling felt like flying.

Over the next three weekends, Manav came to Pune. Every Friday evening, he would take the Shatabdi from Mumbai Central — the 5:15 PM, the one that arrived at Pune Junction at 8:30, give or take the particular flexibility of Indian Railways, which operated on a schedule that was more suggestion than commitment. I would pick him up. Not from the station — from the tapri outside the station, where he would be standing with two cups of cutting chai, one for me and one for himself, the chai already ordered, the chai a ritual that we had established without discussing it, the way rituals form: not through agreement but through repetition, not through words but through acts.

The first weekend, we walked. For hours — through the lanes of Shaniwar Peth, past the temples and the old wadas, through the market at Mandai where the smell of fresh coriander and raw turmeric and over-ripe mangoes mixed with the smell of diesel and dust, the particular olfactory chaos of an Indian market that assaulted your senses and somehow, in the assault, made you feel alive. We ate vada pav from a cart near Dagdusheth — the bun soft, the vada crispy, the chutney the particular shade of green that meant it was fresh and the particular level of spicy that meant the cart-wala took pride in his work. We sat on the steps of Shaniwar Wada and looked at the ruined palace and he told me about the history — the Peshwas, the fire of 1828, the particular Indian tragedy of great things destroyed not by enemies but by time and negligence.

The second weekend, he met Maitreyi properly. She cooked — biryani, her signature, the Hyderabadi kind that she had learned from her grandmother and that she deployed strategically, the way diplomats deployed treaties: when she wanted to establish alliances, when she wanted to signal approval, when she wanted to say "I accept you into my circle" without actually saying it because Maitreyi communicated through food the way other people communicated through words. Manav ate three helpings. Maitreyi glowed. The alliance was formed.

Jhanvi was harder. Jhanvi looked at Manav with the particular suspicion of a woman who had been hurt by men and who now viewed all men as potential threats, the way a person who had been bitten by a dog viewed all dogs: with a wariness that was not rational but was understandable. She asked pointed questions — "So you live in Mumbai and visit on weekends? Isn't that exactly what married men do?" — and Manav answered them with patience and humour and the particular skill of a person who understood that Jhanvi's hostility was not directed at him but at the category of person he represented, and that the best response to categorical hostility was specific kindness.

By the end of the second weekend, Jhanvi said: "He's okay. Not great, but okay." From Jhanvi, this was a standing ovation.

The third weekend, we slept together.

I am not going to describe it in detail because some things are private and because the physical act, while important, was not the thing that mattered. What mattered was the after — the particular after of two people who had been intimate for the first time, the vulnerability of naked bodies and the greater vulnerability of naked selves, the moment when the performance ended and the real person was revealed. We lay in my bed — Maitreyi and Jhanvi diplomatically absent, a coordination that Maitreyi had orchestrated with the precision of a military campaign — and we talked. Not about the sex. About everything else. About fear. About what we wanted. About the particular terror of wanting something and getting it and knowing that getting it meant you now had something to lose.

"I'm scared," I said. The words came out before I could stop them, the way truth does — not through the door of intention but through the window of accident.

"Of what?"

"Of this. Of how much I feel. Of the speed of it. Three weeks ago I didn't know your name and now I can't imagine a weekend without you."

He pulled me closer. His arm around me, the weight of it — the particular weight of a man's arm that was both protection and claim, the weight that said: I am here, I am choosing to be here, I am wrapping myself around you because that is where I want to be.

"I'm scared too," he said.

And I believed him. I believed him because his voice was quiet and his eyes were open and the admission of fear was not something that Indian men did easily, it was not something they had been taught to do, and the fact that he did it — that he stood in the space of vulnerability and did not run from it — the fact of that was worth more than a thousand declarations of love.

This was the junoon. The obsession, the madness, the particular Hindi word that meant more than its English translation, that carried the weight of Sufi poetry and Bollywood songs and the particular Indian understanding that love was not a gentle stream but a flood, that it did not arrive politely but consumed, that it was not a choice but a compulsion, a force that you surrendered to because resistance was futile and because the surrender itself was the point.

I surrendered. Completely, recklessly, with the particular abandon of a woman who had watched her parents' love die and who had decided, unconsciously, that if love was going to be temporary then she would experience it at maximum intensity, that she would not ration it, that she would not protect herself from it, that she would drink it like water in a desert and worry about the emptiness when the water was gone.

The water would be gone. But not yet. For now — for these three weekends, for these phone calls, for these cups of chai and walks through Pune and nights in my bed — for now, the water was abundant and I was drinking.

And I was not thirsty anymore.


  
    Chapter 3: Dooriyan

    
    
  
  The first sign was the phone call that didn't come.

It was a Wednesday — the fourth week — and Manav always called on Wednesdays. Not because we had agreed on Wednesdays, not because someone had said "let's talk on Wednesdays," but because the pattern had established itself the way patterns do: through repetition, through expectation, through the particular human need to impose structure on chaos, to turn randomness into ritual, to say "he calls on Wednesdays" because saying it made it true and the truth of it made the world feel navigable.

Monday was texts. Quick, scattered, the digital equivalent of touching someone on the shoulder as you passed them in a hallway — how's your day, Nikhil being useless again?, ate the worst dosa of my life at the canteen, thinking about you. Tuesday was longer texts, sometimes voice notes — his voice warm and close and inside my ear, the intimacy of a recording that he had made while walking home from the office, the background noise of Mumbai traffic and his voice above it, narrating his day, telling me about a deal that went sideways or a colleague who said something absurd or the particular sunset he had seen from his office window on the seventeenth floor of a glass building in Lower Parel.

Wednesday was the call. The long call — an hour, sometimes two, the call that happened after dinner, after the day had been processed, the call that was not about information but about connection, the call during which we were not exchanging news but exchanging presence, the call that was the closest thing to being in the same room when you were in different cities.

Thursday and Friday were anticipation. The texts became warmer, more specific — what should we do this weekend, I want to try that new café Mai told us about, should I bring Old Monk or should we be civilised and drink wine — the particular acceleration of communication that happened when the weekend approached, when the Shatabdi from Mumbai Central became not an abstract future event but a concrete, imminent arrival, when the thought of his body in my flat became not a memory but a plan.

This was the pattern. This was the architecture of us. And on the Wednesday of the fourth week, the architecture cracked.

He didn't call.

I noticed at 9:30 PM, which was half an hour after the usual time. I was on my bed, the chai made — adrak chai, the good kind, the kind I had started making specifically for these calls, the chai that was not just a drink but a companion to his voice, the two things experienced together until they became inseparable, until chai without his voice felt incomplete and his voice without chai felt thin. The chai was ready and the phone was silent.

At 9:45, I texted: Chai's getting cold. You alive?

Light. Casual. The particular tone that you used when you were worried but did not want to appear worried, when the anxiety was real but the expression of it was calibrated to seem relaxed, the performance of chill that Indian women in new relationships perfected out of necessity, because the alternative — the honest "where are you, why haven't you called, I'm scared" — was the alternative that scared men away, that activated the particular male flight response that was triggered not by danger but by need.

He replied at 10:12. Twenty-seven minutes. I know because I counted.

Sorry. Crazy day. Exhausted. Talk tomorrow?

Twelve words. Twelve words that said nothing and that said everything. Twelve words that were, I would later understand, the first domino in a sequence that would end with me in a courtroom. But at the time — at the time, they were just twelve words, and I was just a woman who wanted to hear a man's voice and who was being told, politely, to wait.

I waited.

Thursday: two texts. Both short. Both informational. No voice notes. No warmth.

Meetings all day. Will try to call tonight.

He didn't call.

Sorry, fell asleep. Long week. See you Saturday?

See you Saturday. Three words that should have been a promise but that felt, instead, like a consolation — the particular phrasing of a man who was offering the minimum, who was maintaining the structure while draining it of content, who was showing up on paper while disappearing in practice.

Friday: nothing until 3 PM.

Hey, I'm not going to be able to come this weekend. Work thing. I'll explain when I can.

I stared at the message. I read it four times. I analysed each word — "hey" (casual, distancing), "not going to be able to" (passive, as if the inability was imposed on him rather than chosen by him), "work thing" (vague, unexplained, the particular refuge of people who did not want to provide details), "I'll explain when I can" (future tense, conditional, the promise of an explanation that was also the deferral of one).

Maitreyi was in the kitchen making tea. I went to her. I showed her the message. She read it with the particular speed of a woman who had extensive experience reading messages from men and who had developed a PhD-level competency in interpreting their subtext.

"He's cancelling," she said. Not a question.

"Work thing."

"Anu, 'work thing' is not a reason. 'Work thing' is what men say when the reason is something they don't want to tell you."

"Or when the reason is actually a work thing."

Maitreyi looked at me. The look was not unkind. It was the look of a friend who saw something that the person in front of her could not see, who understood that love was a blindfold and that the person wearing it always believed they could see clearly.

"Maybe," she said. "Text him back. Be normal. Don't overthink it."

I texted back: No worries. Hope the work thing resolves. Miss you.

He replied two hours later: Miss you too.

Three words. And the "too" — the word that turned his missing into a response rather than an initiation, the word that said "I am echoing your feeling rather than generating my own," the word that, if you were the kind of person who analysed words — and I was becoming that person, I was becoming the kind of person who parsed texts like legal documents, who weighed syllables like evidence — the "too" was not a mirror but a deflection.

The second weekend without a visit, I understood the distances.

He came the third weekend. Friday evening, Shatabdi, cutting chai at the tapri. I saw him on the platform — lean frame, blue shirt, the overnight bag on his shoulder — and the relief that flooded through me was so intense, so physical, that my knees weakened. Not metaphorically. Actually. My body responded to his presence the way a dehydrated person's body responds to water — with gratitude so overwhelming it registered as pain.

I ran to him. I actually ran, the way people in films run, the way people in airports run in those viral videos that make you cry even though you're watching strangers, the particular run of a person who cannot wait for the normal pace of human movement, who needs to close the distance faster than walking allows. I ran and I reached him and I wrapped my arms around him and I pressed my face into his chest and I breathed him in — the familiar smell of his deodorant, the faint sweat of travel, the deeper smell beneath both of those, the smell that was simply him, the particular chemical signature that my body had memorized and that it craved.

"Hey," he said. His arms came around me. But — and this was the thing, this was the crack in the architecture that I noticed and immediately covered over with plaster, the way you do when you see a crack in a wall and you think "that's cosmetic, that's nothing, walls crack all the time" — but his arms came around me slowly. Not the automatic, immediate embrace of a man who had been waiting for this, but the measured, deliberate embrace of a man who was choosing to hold me, who was making a decision rather than following an instinct.

"I missed you so much," I said into his chest.

"I missed you too," he said.

Too. Again the too.

We went to my flat. Maitreyi and Jhanvi were out — Maitreyi had orchestrated their absence with her usual strategic precision. I had cooked — not biryani, I couldn't compete with Maitreyi's biryani, but dal-chawal, the comfort food, the food that said "home," the food that Indian women cooked when they wanted to say "I love you" without saying it because saying it was still too early and cooking it was the acceptable Indian alternative, the culinary proxy for the verbal declaration.

Manav ate. He complimented the dal. He asked about my week. He told me about the work thing — a deal that had gone wrong, a client who had panicked, the particular crisis-management marathon that investment banking produced periodically, the kind of week in which you slept at the office and ate vending-machine sandwiches and forgot that you had a life outside the glass building in Lower Parel.

It was a reasonable explanation. It was the kind of explanation that made sense. And if I had been a different person — a person who trusted explanations at face value, a person who had not watched her parents' marriage dissolve through a sequence of reasonable explanations that were, in retrospect, a sequence of reasonable lies — if I had been that person, I would have accepted it and moved on.

But I was not that person. I was the person who had learned, at fourteen, that "everything is fine" often meant "everything is ending." I was the person whose radar for emotional withdrawal was calibrated to detect shifts of a single degree, the way seismographs detect tremors that humans cannot feel, the tremors that precede earthquakes.

And I was detecting tremors.

Not in what he said — what he said was fine, what he said was normal, what he said was the reasonable narrative of a busy man in a demanding job who had a difficult week. The tremors were in what he didn't say. In the pause before he took my hand. In the way he looked at his phone during dinner — not checking it, not typing, just glancing, the unconscious gesture of a person whose attention was elsewhere, whose body was present but whose mind had already begun the process of leaving.

In bed that night, we lay together. His arm was around me but it was lighter than before — the weight of it reduced, as if he was holding me with less of himself, as if some percentage of the arm had been withdrawn while the arm itself remained, the physical gesture maintained while the emotional content behind it diminished.

"Is everything okay?" I asked. The question that women ask when they already know the answer. The question that is not a question but a plea — please tell me I'm wrong, please tell me I'm imagining it, please tell me that the ground beneath me is solid and that the cracks I see are cosmetic and that the building is not going to fall.

"Yeah," he said. "Just tired."

Tired. The word that men used when the truth was something else. The word that covered everything — exhaustion, withdrawal, doubt, the slow process of emotional departure, the particular leaving that happened not through the door but through the gradual removal of presence, the way a tide went out: slowly, incrementally, the water retreating so gently that you didn't notice until you were standing on dry sand, wondering where the ocean went.

"You'd tell me if something was wrong, right?" I pressed.

He turned toward me. In the dark, I could see the outline of his face but not the expression on it, which was perhaps the point — darkness was the medium of honest conversation and dishonest reassurance in equal measure, and in the dark you could not tell which was happening.

"Nothing's wrong, Anu. I promise. It's just been a rough few weeks at work. I'm here. I'm with you. That's what matters, right?"

He kissed my forehead. The particular kiss of a man who was offering comfort rather than passion, the forehead kiss that was gentle and kind and that was also, if you were paying attention, a demotion — from the lips, which were desire, to the forehead, which was care, and the distance between desire and care was the distance between "I want you" and "I worry about you," which sounded similar but which pointed in different directions.

I accepted the kiss. I accepted the words. I pressed myself against his body and I breathed him in and I told myself that I was being paranoid, that the cracks were cosmetic, that the tremors were imagined, that the distances I was feeling were projections of my own insecurity rather than reflections of his withdrawal, that my parents' divorce had installed a fire alarm in my psyche and the alarm was going off but there was no fire.

There was fire. There was fire everywhere. But the smoke was still thin and I had my eyes closed and my face pressed against the chest of the man I loved and I was choosing — actively, deliberately, with the conscious decision of a person who understood what she was doing and did it anyway — I was choosing not to see.

The distances were real. The distances were growing. And the girl who had run across the platform, who had pressed her face into his chest and breathed him in like oxygen — that girl was running toward a man who was already leaving.

She just didn't know it yet.


  
    Chapter 4: Tootna

    
    
  
  The breaking happened on a Sunday.

Not the kind of Sunday that announces itself as significant — no storm, no omen, no atmospheric foreshadowing that a screenwriter would insert to signal to the audience that something terrible was coming. An ordinary Sunday. March in Pune — warm, cloudless, the particular Sunday light that fell through my bedroom curtains and made everything look gentle, the light that lied about the day ahead.

Manav had come on Friday. The Shatabdi, the tapri, the cutting chai — the ritual intact, the architecture maintained. But the architecture was hollow now, the way a building could be structurally sound and spiritually empty, the walls standing while the life inside them drained away. He came. He smiled. He drank the chai. He said the things that a visiting boyfriend said. But the words had spaces between them — not the comfortable spaces of two people who understood silence, but the uncomfortable spaces of a person who was calculating each sentence, who was measuring his words the way a person measured medicine: enough to function, not enough to commit.

Friday night we ate out — a new Italian place in Koregaon Park that Maitreyi had recommended, the kind of restaurant where the pasta cost more than a meal at Vaishali and where the music was quiet enough for conversation but not quiet enough for silence, which was convenient because silence between us had become dangerous, a space in which the things we were not saying became audible.

Saturday we went to a book fair at the Agriculture College grounds. We walked through the stalls, picking up books, reading back covers, the pleasant, low-stakes activity of two people who were performing normalcy. He bought me a copy of Manto's short stories — the Urdu-Hindi edition, the one with the devastating introduction — and he wrote on the first page: For Anu, who reads people the way Manto read the world. — M

I held the book and I looked at the inscription and I thought: this is a man who loves me. A man who does not love you does not write inscriptions in books. A man who is leaving does not reference your intelligence with admiration. A man who is withdrawing does not compare you to Manto.

I was wrong. A man who was leaving absolutely did these things. A man who was leaving was often at his most generous in the moments before departure, the way a sunset was most beautiful in the moments before darkness, the spectacular colours not a sign of the sun's strength but of its departure, the beauty not a beginning but an ending.

Sunday morning. I woke first. Manav was asleep — on his side, facing away from me, the particular sleeping position that might have meant nothing and that might have meant everything, the body's unconscious declaration of direction, the way a compass needle pointed without choosing. I looked at his back. The vertebrae visible through his thin t-shirt, the shoulder blades like wings that had been folded, the slow rise and fall of breathing. I wanted to touch him. I did not touch him. There was a quality to his sleep that felt fragile, as if touching him would shatter something, would force a confrontation that the sleeping version of him was postponing.

I went to the kitchen. I made chai. The routine — ginger grated, cardamom cracked, water boiled, tea leaves added, milk poured, sugar measured. The sounds of the kitchen — familiar, grounding, the particular therapy of doing something with your hands while your mind churned. Maitreyi was already up, sitting at the small dining table with her laptop, working on a Saturday presentation that had bled into Sunday, the particular time-debt of Indian professionals who could never quite catch up.

She looked at me. The look lasted two seconds. In those two seconds, Maitreyi assessed my face, my posture, the way I held the saucepan, the particular tension in my shoulders, and she reached a conclusion. She did not share the conclusion. She did not need to. The conclusion was visible in the way she closed her laptop and sat back and waited.

"What?" I said.

"I didn't say anything."

"You're doing the thing where you don't say anything but the not-saying is louder than saying."

"You look tired, Anu."

"I am tired."

"Not sleep-tired. The other kind."

I poured the chai. I sat down. The steam rose between us, the particular fog of a conversation that was about to happen whether you wanted it or not.

"Something's off, Mai," I said. And the saying of it — the admission, the words that made the feeling real — the saying of it broke something open in me, the way a crack in a dam lets the first trickle through and the trickle becomes a stream and the stream becomes a flood. "He's here but he's not here. He says the right things but the temperature is wrong. He wrote in a book for me yesterday and it was beautiful and generous and it felt like a goodbye."

Maitreyi's hands wrapped around her chai cup. Her nails — always perfectly painted, always a statement — today were a dark maroon, the colour of things that were serious.

"Have you talked to him about it?"

"I've asked if everything's okay. He says yes. He says he's tired. He says work. He says the right words."

"Words are cheap, Anu. What's he doing?"

"That's the thing. He's doing everything right. He comes, he eats, he sleeps, he writes inscriptions in books. But the energy is different. The pull is different. It's like — you know when you're at a concert and the music is technically perfect but the musicians aren't feeling it? The notes are right but the song is wrong?"

Maitreyi nodded. She understood. Maitreyi always understood because Maitreyi had the emotional intelligence of a person who had spent her life paying attention to the spaces between people, the architect's eye for invisible structures, the ability to see the blueprint beneath the building.

"Talk to him," she said. "Not 'is everything okay.' Actually talk. Tell him what you see. Tell him what you feel. Don't ask him to reassure you — tell him the truth and see what he does with it."

"And if the truth is that he's leaving?"

"Then at least you'll know. And knowing is always better than wondering. Wondering is the thing that kills you, Anu. Not the answer — the question."

I took the chai to my room. Manav was awake — sitting up in bed, his phone in his hand, scrolling. The particular posture of a man in the twenty-first century: hunched, illuminated, elsewhere. He looked up when I entered.

"Chai," he said, smiling. The smile was real — his smiles were always real, that was the maddening thing about Manav, his warmth was genuine even when his intention was not, his kindness was authentic even when his presence was temporary.

"We need to talk," I said.

The three words that every human being in a relationship understood. The three words that were not a conversation-starter but a detonation — the verbal equivalent of pulling a pin from a grenade and placing it gently on the table between two people and waiting for the explosion.

He put his phone down. His face changed — not dramatically, not the theatrical surprise of a man who hadn't seen this coming, but the quiet settling of a man who had been expecting this, who had been waiting for the conversation to arrive, who had perhaps even been hoping for it because the alternative — the slow, excruciating process of withdrawal without acknowledgement — was exhausting for him too.

"Okay," he said.

I sat on the bed. Cross-legged, facing him. The chai between us, steaming, the last warm thing in the room.

"Something has changed," I said. "And I need you to tell me what it is. Not 'I'm tired.' Not 'work thing.' The real thing. Because I can feel it, Manav. I can feel you leaving. I've been feeling it for two weeks and I've been telling myself that I'm imagining it and I'm not imagining it. I know what withdrawal feels like. I grew up with it. My father withdrew from my mother for two years before he left, and I watched, and I remember, and I recognize the signs. The shorter texts. The cancelled weekends. The arm that holds me with less weight. The forehead kisses instead of the real ones. The 'too' instead of the first word. So please — please — don't insult me by telling me everything is fine. Tell me the truth."

The words came out whole, complete, as if they had been written inside me and I was simply reading them aloud, the speech that my subconscious had been drafting for two weeks and that my conscious mind had been refusing to deliver and that now, this Sunday morning, in the gentle lying light of March, finally demanded to be spoken.

Manav looked at me. A long look — the kind of look that preceded either a confession or a deflection, the look of a person standing at a fork in the road, one path leading to truth and the other to the comfortable lie, and the choice between them happening in real-time, visible on his face if you knew how to read it.

He took a breath. Deep. The breath of a man preparing to say something that would cause damage.

"Anu, I'm not sure I can do this anymore."

The words landed. They landed in the centre of my chest, in the exact place where the warmth had been building for five weeks, the warmth of phone calls and chai sounds and inscriptions in books and arms around me in the dark. The words landed there and they detonated and the warmth was replaced by something else — not cold, not the clean, sharp cold of ice, but the suffocating heat of an explosion, the thermal blast of a bomb going off in an enclosed space, the particular burning that happened when love was ignited from the inside.

"Can't do what?" I said. My voice was steady. I was impressed by my own steadiness, the way a building is impressed by its own foundation in the moment before the earthquake, the structural integrity that is about to be tested beyond its capacity.

"This. Us. I — I don't know what I'm feeling, Anu. I feel empty. I feel like I have nothing to give. I feel like I'm going through the motions and the motions don't mean what they used to mean. I'm sorry. I'm really sorry."

"You're sorry," I repeated. The word flat. Deactivated. "Sorry" — the word that men used when they were causing pain and wanted credit for acknowledging it, the word that was supposed to soften the blow but that instead sharpened it, because "sorry" meant "I know this will hurt you and I'm doing it anyway."

"When did you start feeling this way?"

"I don't know. Two weeks, maybe. Maybe longer."

"So the work thing — the week you cancelled — that wasn't work?"

He hesitated. The hesitation was the answer. The hesitation was the confession that his mouth had not yet delivered but that his body had already made.

"It was partly work. But it was also — I needed space. I needed to think."

"About whether you wanted to be with me."

"About what I want. In general. Not just about you."

"Not just about me." I heard myself laugh. It was not a pleasant sound — it was the laugh of a person whose pain had crossed into absurdity, the laugh that was the alternative to screaming, the sound the human body produced when the emotional system overloaded and the response mechanisms malfunctioned. "You needed to think about what you want in general. And the conclusion you reached is that I am not it."

"That's not what I said."

"Then what are you saying, Manav? Because right now it sounds like you're breaking up with me while trying not to use the words 'breaking up.' It sounds like you've already made a decision and you're delivering it in instalments so that the impact is spread across multiple payments, like an EMI for heartbreak."

His eyes changed. Something in them — guilt, recognition, the particular flinch of a person who had been accurately described and who did not enjoy the accuracy.

"Maybe we need a break," he said. "Some time apart to figure things out."

"A break. You want a break." I was shaking now — not the dramatic shaking of films, the full-body tremor that read well on camera, but the small, internal shaking of a person whose nervous system was processing something that her mind had not yet accepted, the micro-tremors of a fault line shifting. "What does a break mean? Do we talk? Do we see other people? Do we pretend that the last five weeks didn't happen? How long is a break? Is it a week? A month? Is it forever with a softer name?"

"I don't know, Anu. I just know that right now I feel like I'm drowning and I need to come up for air."

"You're drowning," I said. "In what? In me? In a woman who makes you chai and cooks you dal and runs across platforms to hold you? That's what's drowning you?"

He stood up. He started pacing — the particular pacing of a man who wanted to put physical distance between himself and the conversation, who wanted to walk away from the words but who could not walk away from the room.

"It's not about what you do, Anu. You're wonderful. You're one of the most incredible women I've ever met. But I can't — I don't have anything left to give. I feel empty. I feel like the part of me that is supposed to feel things has shut down and I don't know how to turn it back on."

I heard the words and I understood the words and I also knew, with the certainty of a person who had watched her mother be told similar words, that these words were a script. Not lies — Manav was not lying, Manav probably believed what he was saying, the emptiness was probably real, the shutdown was probably genuine. But the words were a script because they were the words that men used when the truth was simpler and uglier: I don't want this anymore. Not "I can't feel" but "I don't feel enough for you." Not emptiness but insufficiency. Not a malfunction but a choice dressed in the language of malfunction, because saying "I choose to leave" required a courage that "I can't stay" did not.

For the next three hours, I fought. I pleaded. I reasoned. I cried. I offered solutions — therapy, space, different arrangements, fewer weekends, more phone calls, less pressure, more patience. I deployed every tool in the arsenal of a woman who was watching the person she loved walk away and who was trying to build a wall across the exit with her bare hands.

He cried too. Small, silent tears that slid down his face without ceremony, the tears of a man who was not crying for what he was losing but for what he was doing, the guilt-tears that were not grief but acknowledgement, the particular Indian male tears that came reluctantly and briefly and that were quickly wiped away because crying was a luxury that men had been taught they could not afford.

And then — and this was the part that I would replay in my mind ten thousand times, the moment that would haunt me through the sleepless nights and the empty mornings and the courtroom and the prison of my own obsession — and then he stood up and he said:

"I should go, Anu. I'm sorry. I really am."

He leaned down. He kissed my forehead. The forehead. The demotion confirmed, made permanent, stamped and filed.

"Stay," I whispered. "Please. Don't leave. I know this isn't what you want."

But he was already at the door. Already putting on his shoes — the particular mechanical act of a man who had made a decision and who was now executing it, the body on autopilot while the mind had already departed.

"You're one of the best people I've ever known," he said. "And I wish I could be what you need."

The door opened. The door closed. I heard his footsteps on the stairs. I heard the building's main door open and shut. I did not hear a car — he must have walked to the main road, to find an auto or an Ola, the particular mundane logistics of departure, the anti-climax of a man leaving your life via ride-share.

I sat on the bed. The chai was cold — two cups, untouched, the particular sadness of chai that had been made for two and drunk by neither, the chai that had been the companion to his voice and that was now the monument to his silence.

The room was the same. The bed was the same. The light through the curtains was the same gentle, lying March light. Everything was the same except for the enormous, world-ending, quietly devastating fact that the man who had been here was now gone, and the space he had occupied — on the bed, in my arms, in the particular region of my chest where love lived — the space was empty, and the emptiness was not an absence but a presence, a heavy, suffocating, physically real presence that pressed down on me like a hand, like a weight, like the particular gravity of loss that was stronger than any other force I had ever known.

I picked up my phone. I texted: Please come back. I know you don't mean this.

No reply.

I called. No answer. The phone rang and rang and the ringing was the loneliest sound in the world, the sound of a person trying to reach another person and failing, the technological manifestation of rejection, the phone ringing in an empty flat in Mumbai while a man ignored it because ignoring was easier than answering and silence was easier than truth.

I texted again: Manav please. At least talk to me. Don't just disappear.

No reply.

I sat. The afternoon passed. The light changed — the gentle March light becoming the harsher afternoon light becoming the golden pre-sunset light becoming the grey twilight becoming the dark. I sat. The chai cooled. The phone stayed silent. And something inside me — the thing that had been whole, the thing that the five weeks had built, the fragile, beautiful, impermanent thing that was my belief that I was loved and wanted and chosen — that thing shattered.

Not broke. Shattered. The difference between breaking and shattering was the difference between a plate that splits in two and a plate that explodes into a thousand pieces, each piece too small to hold, too sharp to touch, too scattered to reassemble. Breaking was repairable. Shattering was not.

And in the silence of that Sunday evening, in the dark of my room in Kothrud, with two cold cups of chai and an empty bed and a phone that would not ring, I shattered.


  
    Chapter 5: Andhera

    
    
  
  I stopped sleeping on the first night and I did not start again.

This is not a metaphor. This is not the poetic insomnia of novels, the "I couldn't sleep" that actually means "I slept badly." I stopped sleeping. My body refused. My brain, which had been processing the loss of Manav with the particular obsessiveness of a machine that has encountered an error and that keeps running the same diagnostic over and over, refused to shut down. The diagnostic ran on a loop: What went wrong? What did I miss? What could I have done differently? Could I have been less intense? More intense? Less available? More distant? Was it the dal-chawal? Was it the running across the platform? Was it the three words I never said and the three words he never said and the three words that might have changed everything if someone had said them at the right time?

The loop did not stop. The loop ran through the night and into the morning and through the next night and into the next morning and the mornings began to blur with the nights because when you don't sleep the boundary between them dissolves, the darkness of 3 AM and the darkness of 9 PM becoming indistinguishable, time itself becoming a flat, featureless plane on which you lay and waited for something that did not come.

The first three days I did not leave my bed.

Maitreyi brought food. She stood in my doorway — the particular posture of a friend who was witnessing something she could not fix, the helpless stance of a person who had been trained by life to solve problems and who was confronted with a problem that had no solution. She brought rice and dal and curd and a banana and she placed them on my bedside table and she said, gently: "Eat something, Anu. Please."

I did not eat. The banana turned brown. The curd expired. The rice dried into a small, hard lump that looked like something archaeological. Maitreyi replaced the food every twelve hours with the particular devotion of a temple priest who maintained offerings even when the god was absent, the ritual observed regardless of outcome.

Jhanvi was different. Jhanvi stood in my doorway and cried. This was Jhanvi's response to most situations — tears, dramatic tears, the kind of tears that were not about the situation but about Jhanvi's response to the situation, the particular self-referential grief of a person who experienced other people's pain primarily through the lens of her own emotional capacity. "Oh Anu," she said, her voice thick with the particular Indian-woman wail that rose and fell like a siren. "Men are bastards. All of them. Every single one. Manav is a bastard. I knew it. I told you. Didn't I tell you?"

She had not told me. What she had told me was "He's okay. Not great, but okay." But Jhanvi's memory was creative, a revisionist historian who reshaped the past to support the present narrative, and the present narrative was that Jhanvi had seen through Manav from the beginning and that her warnings had gone unheeded.

I did not correct her. I did not have the energy to correct anyone. The energy that I had — the small, finite reserve that the human body maintained even in extremity, the emergency fund of life-force that kept the heart beating and the lungs expanding — that energy was entirely consumed by the loop. The diagnostic. The endless, pointless, excruciating replay of every moment with Manav, every text analysed, every look interpreted, every touch evaluated for authenticity, the entire five weeks disassembled and examined piece by piece like an engine that had stopped working and that the mechanic was trying to understand by laying every component on the floor and staring at them.

On the fourth day, I texted Nikhil. I told him I was sick. Fever, I said. Bad fever. The kind that needed a week. Nikhil responded with the particular concern of a man who was not concerned: Take care. Don't worry about the Johnson property, I'll handle it. He would not handle it. The Johnson property would remain unhandled until I returned, at which point Nikhil would explain, with confidence and detail, all the ways in which he had almost handled it and all the external factors that had prevented him from completing the handling.

I did not care. The Johnson property. The agency. Kamala-ma'am's targets. The entire professional infrastructure of my life — the thing that, until five weeks ago, had been the primary structure, the skeleton around which everything else hung — that infrastructure had become irrelevant. Not unimportant — irrelevant. The difference was significant. Unimportant meant "this matters less than other things." Irrelevant meant "this exists in a dimension I can no longer access." Manav's departure had moved me to a different dimension, a place where the normal rules of daily life — work, food, sleep, hygiene, social obligation — did not apply, a place where the only thing that was real was his absence and the pain of it.

The phone became my enemy and my obsession.

I checked it every four minutes. Not metaphorically — literally. I timed myself, once, out of the particular curiosity that surfaces even in despair, the analytical mind that refuses to stop analyzing even when the subject of analysis is your own destruction. Every four minutes, I picked up the phone, checked for messages, checked for missed calls, checked WhatsApp for the blue ticks that would mean he had read my messages, checked his last-seen timestamp for evidence that he was online, that he was alive, that he existed somewhere in the world with a phone in his hand and that the phone was not being used to contact me.

He had not replied to any of my messages. There were seven now. Seven messages that ranged from pleading (Please talk to me, I need to understand) to desperate (Manav I can't eat I can't sleep please at least tell me you're okay) to analytical (I've been thinking about what you said and I think we can work through this if we just talk properly) to the message I sent at 3 AM on Tuesday that I would later regret with the particular regret that only 3 AM messages produced: I love you. I don't care if you don't say it back. I love you and I will wait for you. However long it takes. I will be here.

Seven messages. Zero replies. Seven bottles thrown into an ocean that was not listening.

By the end of the first week, Maitreyi escalated.

She sat on my bed — not in the doorway this time, but on the actual bed, the particular territorial assertion of a friend who had decided that gentleness was no longer working and that proximity was required. She sat and she took my phone out of my hand — physically took it, the way you took a knife from a child — and she placed it on the other side of the room.

"Anu," she said. "Listen to me."

I looked at her. Or I looked in her direction — my eyes were open but the looking had become passive, the particular gaze of a person who was receiving visual information without processing it, the eyes functioning as cameras rather than as instruments of engagement.

"You haven't eaten properly in six days. You haven't showered. You haven't left this bed. You have sent that man seven messages that he has not answered. You are not going to work. And you are scaring me."

"I'm fine."

"You are not fine. Anu, what you are doing is not grieving. Grieving is healthy. Grieving is the normal, human response to loss. What you are doing is — " she searched for the word, the particular pause of a person who wanted to say something accurately rather than dramatically — "what you are doing is disappearing. You are disappearing into the loss. And I need you to stop."

"I can't stop thinking about him, Mai."

"I know. But you can stop starving. You can stop lying in the dark. You can eat a parantha and take a shower and sit on the balcony and let the sun hit your face for fifteen minutes. These are small things. These are the things that keep you human while your heart is broken. If you stop doing these things, Anu — if you stop eating and sleeping and moving — the heartbreak won't kill you but the disappearing will."

I heard her. I heard the words and I understood the words and I even agreed with the words, in the abstract way that a drowning person agreed that swimming was a good idea — yes, theoretically, swimming was the correct response, but the water was too deep and the limbs were too heavy and the surface was too far away and the effort required to reach it felt, from down here in the dark, impossibly disproportionate to the reward.

"One thing," Maitreyi said. "Do one thing. Eat one parantha. I'll make it. Gobi parantha. Your favourite. With achaar. Just one."

She went to the kitchen. I heard the sounds — the rolling pin on the chakla, the dough being pressed, the tawa heating, the particular sizzle of parantha meeting hot metal, the sounds of Indian domesticity, the sounds of care expressed through wheat flour and ghee and the labour of a woman who could not heal your heart but who could feed your body and who believed, with the particular Indian faith in food as medicine, that feeding was a form of healing.

She brought the parantha. It was perfect — golden, flaky, the ghee gleaming, the gobi filling visible at the edges, the achaar on the side, red and sharp and alive. The smell hit me — the first thing I had properly smelled in days, the olfactory system reactivating after a week of shutdown, the smell of ghee and roasted flour and the particular spice of gobi parantha that was the smell of every Indian kitchen, every Indian grandmother, every Indian morning that had ever been worth waking up for.

I ate. One parantha. Then half of another, because Maitreyi had made two and because the first one had reminded my body that it was, in fact, still alive and that alive bodies required fuel. The food landed in my empty stomach with the particular weight of sustenance after starvation, the physical relief of something solid in a body that had been running on emptiness.

"Good," Maitreyi said. She didn't smile. She didn't celebrate. She acknowledged the act with the clinical satisfaction of a medic who had stabilized a patient but who understood that stabilization was not recovery. "Tomorrow you shower. Day after, you go outside. We do this in steps."

I looked at her. My best friend. The woman who made biryani as diplomacy and parantha as medicine. The woman who was sitting on my bed at 10 PM on a weeknight, feeding me with the particular determination of a person who had decided that I was going to survive this whether I wanted to or not.

"Why are you doing this?" I asked. Not because I didn't know — I knew, it was love, the non-romantic love, the love that Indian women gave each other in the spaces between the romantic love that the world celebrated, the unglamorous, persistent, parantha-making love that saved lives while the world wrote poems about the other kind.

"Because you would do it for me," she said simply. "And because you're my person, Anu. And my person is not allowed to disappear."

I cried then. Not the controlled crying of the previous days — the silent, continuous seepage of tears that happened when the body was too tired for sobs. This was real crying. The full, ugly, loud crying that Indian women did when the dam broke — the wailing, the snot, the shaking, the particular sound that came from somewhere deeper than the chest, somewhere in the gut, the primal sound of a human being who was in pain and who was, for the first time in a week, allowing another person to witness it.

Maitreyi held me. She held me and she rocked me and she said nothing, because there was nothing to say, because the thing about heartbreak was that it could not be solved with words, it could only be survived with presence, and presence was what Maitreyi gave me — her body next to mine, her arms around me, the warmth of a person who was choosing to be in the darkness with me rather than standing at the edge of it and telling me to come out.

The darkness was still there. The loop was still running. The phone was still silent. Manav was still gone.

But I had eaten a parantha. And someone was holding me. And these two things — food and presence, the oldest medicines in the world — these two things were the first thread of a rope that I would eventually use to climb out.

Eventually. Not yet. For now, the darkness was deep and the rope was thin and the climbing had not yet begun.

But the thread existed. And the thread was Maitreyi.


  
    Chapter 6: Saheliyan

    
    
  
  Maitreyi's rehabilitation program was military in its precision and maternal in its warmth.

Day eight: shower. She stood outside the bathroom door — not watching, not invading, but present, the particular presence of a person who understood that the difference between "I can't do this" and "I won't do this" was sometimes the knowledge that someone was on the other side of the door, waiting. I stood under the water for twenty minutes. The water was hot — hotter than I usually liked, the temperature turned up because I needed to feel something on my skin other than the phantom weight of Manav's arm, because the body remembered touch even when the mind tried to forget it, and the only way to overwrite the memory was with a different sensation, the scalding water a kind of re-programming, the skin's hard reset.

Day nine: outside. Maitreyi took me to the balcony. Our balcony overlooked a narrow lane in Kothrud — auto-rickshaws, a coconut vendor, a woman hanging laundry on the building opposite, the quotidian parade of Indian urban life that continued with the particular indifference of a world that did not know or care that my heart had been destroyed. The sun was warm. March in Pune — the particular warmth that was not aggressive, that did not attack the way May sun attacked, but that settled on your shoulders like a shawl, gentle, insistent, the warmth that said: I am here whether you notice me or not.

I sat on the plastic chair — the white one, the one that every Indian household owned, the universal chair of balconies and terraces and roadside chai stalls, the chair that was never comfortable and never broken and that represented the particular Indian philosophy of functionality over aesthetics. Maitreyi brought chai. We sat. We did not talk. The silence was different from the silence of my bedroom — that silence had been oppressive, the silence of a sealed room, the silence that amplified the noise inside my head. This silence was open. The auto-rickshaws provided a baseline hum. A crow argued with another crow on the neighbouring rooftop. The coconut vendor struck a coconut with his machete — the particular thwack of blade meeting shell, the sound of Pune at ten in the morning, the sound of a city that was working and eating and arguing and living while I sat on a plastic chair and tried to remember how to be a person.

"I checked his Instagram," I said.

Maitreyi's cup paused mid-sip. The pause was brief — a fraction of a second — but I saw it, and I knew what it meant. It meant that Maitreyi had expected this, had been waiting for this, and that her response was already prepared.

"What did you see?"

"Nothing. That's the problem. He hasn't posted anything. His last post is from three weeks ago — that photo of the sunset from his office. The same one he sent me the voice note about. Before that, the book fair with me — except I'm not tagged and my face is half-turned so you can't really tell it's me."

"So you saw nothing."

"I saw nothing, and the nothing is worse than something. If he'd posted a photo with another woman, at least I'd know. At least there would be a reason. A concrete, visible, anger-worthy reason. But the nothing — the nothing means he's just existing somewhere without me, going to work and eating meals and sleeping in his flat in Bandra and doing all the things that people do, all the things we used to do together, except now he does them alone and the alone is a choice, Mai. He's choosing the alone over me."

Maitreyi put her cup down. She turned to face me fully — the particular reorientation of a person who was about to say something important, the physical signal that the conversation had shifted from casual to critical.

"Anu, I need to tell you something and you're not going to like it."

"I already don't like anything. Go ahead."

"You need to stop checking his phone. His Instagram, his WhatsApp last-seen, his everything. Every time you check, you're reopening the wound. You're not looking for information — you're looking for him. And he's not there. He's not going to be there. And every time you look and he's not there, you break a little more."

"I know."

"Knowing and stopping are different things."

"I know that too."

"Then stop."

"I can't."

The word hung between us. Can't — the word that was not won't, the word that described inability rather than unwillingness, the word that said: my hands pick up the phone without my permission, my fingers open Instagram without my consent, my eyes search for his name the way a compass needle searches for north, not by choice but by compulsion, the body following a directive that the mind has not issued and cannot revoke.

Maitreyi looked at me for a long time. The particular long look of a friend who was deciding how much truth to deploy, who was weighing kindness against honesty and finding that in this moment, honesty was the kinder option.

"He's not coming back, Anu."

Five words. Five words that I had been telling myself and not believing, five words that I had been constructing elaborate defenses against, five words that the diagnostic loop in my brain had been generating and rejecting a thousand times a day. But hearing them from Maitreyi — from the woman who had made biryani for him, who had given him the standing ovation of her approval, who had more reason than anyone to want the relationship to work because she had invested in it too — hearing them from Maitreyi gave them a weight that my own thoughts did not carry.

"You don't know that."

"I do know that. A man who wants to be with you answers your messages. A man who is confused but still in love picks up the phone and says 'I'm confused but I still love you.' A man who leaves without answering seven messages — seven, Anu — is not confused. He's gone."

I wanted to argue. I had arguments — prepared, rehearsed, the particular arguments of a person who had spent a week constructing counter-narratives: maybe he needed time, maybe he was depressed, maybe his phone was broken (the most pathetic argument, the argument that even I could not deliver with a straight face, the argument that exposed the desperation beneath the denial). But the arguments dissolved in the face of Maitreyi's certainty, the way ice dissolved in hot chai — quickly, completely, leaving nothing behind.

"So what do I do?"

"You grieve. Properly. Not this —" she gestured at me, at the dark circles under my eyes, at the unwashed hair, at the pajamas I had been wearing for three days — "not this disappearing. You grieve like a person who lost something real and who is going to survive the loss. You cry when you need to cry. You eat when you need to eat. You go to work. You do the things that keep you alive while the hurt does its work. Because the hurt will do its work, Anu. The hurt will process itself if you let it. But you have to let it. You have to stop feeding it by checking his phone. You have to stop the loop."

Jhanvi arrived then — back from work, keys jangling, the particular entrance of a person who had no awareness of the emotional climate of the room she was entering and who consequently entered all rooms with the same energy: loudly.

"Oh!" she said, seeing us on the balcony. "You're outside! Anu, you're outside!" She said this with the particular excitement of a person who had been watching someone sleep for a week and who considered sitting on a balcony a miracle of rehabilitation.

She pulled up the other plastic chair — the one with the wobbly leg that we had been meaning to replace for two years and that we kept because it still worked and because the wobble had become a feature rather than a flaw, the particular Indian relationship with furniture that was not about perfection but about endurance. She sat. She looked at me with the wide, earnest eyes of a person who wanted to help and who had no idea how.

"Have you eaten?" she asked.

"Maitreyi made parantha."

"Good. Because I brought gulab jamun." She produced a small box from her bag — the kind from the mithai shop near her office, the white box tied with string, the particular packaging of Indian sweets that was always the same regardless of the shop, the universal container of sugar and ghee and the belief that sweetness could fix things. "The mawa ones. From Chitale's."

She opened the box. The smell — warm, syrupy, the particular perfume of gulab jamun that was not a food smell but a memory smell, the smell of Diwali and birthdays and exam results and every occasion in which Indian families deployed sugar as a response to the human condition — the smell reached me and something inside me responded, the way a sleeping person responded to a sound that was familiar enough to penetrate sleep without being alarming enough to fully wake them.

I ate one. The syrup was warm — Jhanvi must have asked them to heat it — and the mawa centre was dense and sweet and the cardamom hit the back of my throat and for five seconds, for five syrup-soaked seconds, the loop paused. Not stopped — paused. The particular, momentary respite that sweetness provided, the way a painkiller did not cure the disease but suspended the awareness of it.

"Thank you, Jhanvi," I said.

Jhanvi beamed. The particular beam of a person who had done something useful and who knew it and who was, in this moment, exactly what she was supposed to be: not a therapist, not a problem-solver, not a deliverer of wisdom, but a friend with gulab jamun, which was, in the arithmetic of Indian friendship, enough.

We sat on the balcony — three women, three plastic chairs, one wobbly — and we watched Kothrud do its thing. The auto-rickshaws. The coconut vendor, who had sold four coconuts in the time we had been sitting there and who was now reading a newspaper with the particular concentration of a man who was between customers and between worlds, the vendor's newspaper-reading a meditation that the digital age had not disrupted. A dog — a stray, the colour of mud, the particular Indian street dog that was neither owned nor abandoned but that existed in the liminal space between, the dog that belonged to the street and to everyone and to no one.

"I have an idea," Jhanvi said. "This weekend, we go out. Not to a party — I know you don't want a party — but somewhere. A drive. Lonavala or Panchgani. Get out of Pune. See some trees. Eat chikki. Be somewhere where the air is different."

"Jhanvi, I can barely sit on a balcony."

"Exactly. Which is why you need to sit somewhere else. A different balcony. A balcony with a mountain view. Same sitting, better view."

Maitreyi laughed. The first laugh on this balcony. The first laugh in this flat in over a week. The sound was startling — not because it was loud but because it was normal, because it was the sound of a life that was still happening, because laughter was the evidence that the world had not ended, that the apocalypse of Ananya's heartbreak had not, in fact, destroyed everything, that there were still things — Jhanvi's logic, gulab jamun, the coconut vendor's newspaper, the street dog — that were untouched by the disaster.

"Okay," I said. Not because I wanted to go. Not because I believed that chikki and mountain views would fix anything. But because Maitreyi was right about one thing: the hurt would do its work if I let it. And letting it meant moving. Letting it meant sitting on different plastic chairs and eating different food and being in different places while the internal process continued, the quiet, painful, necessary work of a heart that was broken and that was, without my permission and against my preference, beginning the long, slow, excruciating process of repair.

"Okay," I said again, and the word felt like a step. A small step. A step that went nowhere visible. But a step.

Maitreyi nodded. Jhanvi clapped. The coconut vendor sold his fifth coconut. The street dog moved to a patch of shade. And I sat on my plastic chair with gulab jamun syrup on my fingers and the Pune sun on my face and the knowledge — tentative, fragile, barely formed — that I was going to survive this.

Not today. Not easily. Not without damage.

But survive.


  
    Chapter 7: Awaazein

    
    
  
  The voices started on a Tuesday.

Not real voices — I was not psychotic, I was not hearing disembodied commands from the walls or the ceiling or the radio. The voices were mine. All mine. But they had split — the single internal monologue that had accompanied me through twenty-seven years of life, the familiar running commentary of a mind talking to itself, had fractured into distinct speakers, each with a different tone, a different agenda, a different opinion on how I should feel and what I should do and who I was.

The first voice was the Prosecutor. The Prosecutor was sharp, cold, forensic — the internal voice that presented evidence of my failures with the particular relentlessness of a lawyer who did not need to win because the case was already won. The Prosecutor said things like: You drove him away. You were too intense. You ran across the platform like a desperate fool and he saw the desperation and the desperation repelled him. You cooked dal-chawal for a man who didn't ask for it and you thought the dal was love but the dal was pressure and the pressure was the reason he left. The Prosecutor did not shout. The Prosecutor was calm, measured, the particular calm of a person who was so certain of their position that volume was unnecessary.

The second voice was the Defender. The Defender was raw, wounded, the voice that fought back — not with logic but with pain. He said he loved spending time with you. He wrote in a book for you. He came to Pune every weekend. Those were not the actions of a man who was being pressured. Those were the actions of a man who was choosing to be with you. He left because of something inside him, not because of something you did. The Defender was emotional where the Prosecutor was analytical, the two voices arguing in my head with the particular exhausting rhythm of a debate that could never be resolved because both sides had evidence and neither side had the complete truth.

The third voice was the Committee. The Committee was not a single voice but a chorus — Amma's voice, Papa's voice, the voice of every auntie who had ever commented on my life, the collective Indian voice that lived inside every Indian woman's head whether she wanted it there or not. The Committee said: What will people think? A twenty-seven-year-old woman who can't keep a man. A woman who sent seven messages without a reply. Log kya kahenge. Your father will say you should have been more careful. Your mother will say she knew this would happen because love is a trap. The aunties at the last family wedding who asked "when is your turn, beta" — what will they say now?

The Committee was the worst. The Committee was not interested in the truth or in my pain or in the particular nuances of what had happened between Manav and me. The Committee was interested in appearance, in narrative, in the version of events that could be presented to the world without bringing shame. The Committee wanted me to be fine — not to feel fine, but to appear fine, to perform recovery for an audience, to put on kajal and go to work and smile and say "it didn't work out, these things happen" with the particular breezy resignation that Indian society demanded of women who had been left, the resignation that said "I am unbothered" when the unbothered was the biggest lie of all.

I went back to work on the second Monday. Fourteen days after Manav left. Maitreyi drove me — not because I couldn't drive, but because the driving required a level of attention that I could not guarantee, the particular focus that operating a vehicle demanded and that the voices disrupted by interjecting at random intervals, the Prosecutor presenting a new exhibit — remember the way he looked at his phone during dinner? that was the moment he decided, right there, scrolling while you talked about your day, your day wasn't interesting enough to compete with his screen — the Defender objecting — he looked at his phone because he's a man in his twenties and they all look at their phones, it meant nothing — the Committee weighing in — a man who looks at his phone during dinner is a man who doesn't respect you, why didn't you say something, a stronger woman would have said something.

The office was unchanged. The desks, the files, the particular smell of an Indian office — dust, coffee from the vending machine that tasted like brown water, the air freshener that someone had plugged in near the photocopier and that emitted a chemical approximation of lavender that smelled nothing like lavender and everything like corporate anxiety. Nikhil greeted me with the casual concern of a man who had been inconvenienced by my absence and who disguised the inconvenience as worry.

"Anu! You're back! Feeling better?"

"Much better," I said. The performance began. The smile that was not a smile but a mask — the particular facial configuration that Indian women learned early, the arrangement of lips and cheeks and eyes that communicated "I am fine" with enough conviction to satisfy casual inquiry while concealing the reality beneath, the reality being that I was a walking catastrophe who had not slept properly in two weeks and who was hearing three distinct voices in her head and who was holding herself together with the particular glue of willpower and Maitreyi's paranthas.

"Great. Because the Mehta property — remember the Mehtas? — they've come back with a counter-offer and Kamala-ma'am wants it closed by Friday."

"I'll handle it."

I sat at my desk. I opened my laptop. The screen glowed with emails — forty-seven unread, the accumulated correspondence of two weeks of absence, the particular deluge of information that Indian offices generated through the combined forces of bureaucracy and the CC culture, every email copied to everyone, every decision requiring consultation with people who had no stake in the outcome, the democratic process of Indian corporate communication that was efficient in theory and exhausting in practice.

I worked. I responded to emails. I called the Mehtas — a retired couple who wanted to buy a flat in Baner and who negotiated with the particular tenacity of people who had survived decades of Indian economics and who were not going to be overcharged for a 2BHK by a woman half their age. I prepared spreadsheets. I attended a meeting in which Kamala-ma'am spoke for forty minutes about quarterly targets and market positioning and the importance of "client-centric thinking," which was a phrase that meant nothing and that she repeated with the particular frequency of a person who believed that repetition created meaning.

The surface held. The performance was convincing. Lavanya at reception said "You look well, Anu" and I said "Thank you" and the exchange was the kind of micro-interaction that held days together, the social adhesive that kept the structure upright even when the foundation was crumbling.

But beneath the surface — beneath the emails and the phone calls and the Mehta negotiation and the meeting and the smile — beneath all of it, the voices continued.

The Prosecutor: He's in Mumbai right now. Three hours away. Three hours by train. You could go. You could show up at his office. You could stand in the lobby of his glass building in Lower Parel and wait for him and when he came down you could say the things you didn't say, the things that might change his mind, the speech you've been rehearsing in your head for two weeks.

The Defender: Don't. Don't go. Going would confirm everything he thought — that you're too intense, too desperate, too much. The best thing you can do is nothing. Let him come to you. If he wants you, he knows where you are.

The Committee: A woman who shows up at a man's office uninvited is a woman who has lost her dignity. Where is your izzat? Where is the self-respect that your mother taught you? He left. Accept it. Move on. Find another boy. There are many boys. The world is full of boys.

The Committee was wrong about many things but it was especially wrong about this: the world was not full of boys. The world was full of people, but the particular person whose absence was destroying me was not interchangeable, was not replaceable, was not a unit in a supply chain that could be substituted with an equivalent model. Manav was not "a boy." Manav was the specific, irreplaceable, particular human being who had listened to the sounds of my kitchen and who had said "I understand furniture like that" and who had made me feel, for five weeks, that the world was a place worth being in. You could not replace that with "another boy" the way you could not replace a favourite song with "another song." The song mattered because it was that song. The boy mattered because he was that boy.

By Wednesday, the voices were louder. Not in volume — they did not shout, they did not scream, they maintained the measured tone of rational discussion — but in frequency. They interrupted more often. They commented on smaller things. The Prosecutor noted that I had ordered the same cutting chai that Manav drank — you're imitating him, you're absorbing his habits because you can't absorb his presence, the chai is a substitute for the man — the Defender countered — you ordered cutting chai because you like cutting chai, not everything is about him — and the Committee added — a woman who drinks cutting chai from a tapri should be drinking green tea from a kettle, cutting chai is a man's drink, where is your femininity.

I did not tell Maitreyi about the voices. This was a deliberate decision — not because I was ashamed, though the shame was there, the particular Indian shame of mental disturbance, the "pagal" label that hovered over every Indian person who admitted to hearing things or thinking things that deviated from the acceptable script — but because telling Maitreyi would make the voices real. The voices existed in the space between thinking and speaking, the liminal territory of the unsaid, and as long as they stayed there, they were thoughts, and thoughts were normal, and normal was the thing I was desperately trying to be.

On Thursday, the phone rang. My personal phone. In the middle of the Mehta negotiation. I glanced at the screen.

Manav.

The name on the screen — five letters, the same five letters I had saved at 1:47 AM five weeks ago — the name was an electric shock. My body responded before my brain could process: heart rate spiking, palms sweating, the particular physiological cascade of a person who was experiencing hope and fear simultaneously, the two emotions fused into a single, overpowering sensation that was neither excitement nor dread but both, the emotional equivalent of an earthquake and a sunrise happening at the same time.

I excused myself from the Mehtas. I stepped into the corridor. I answered on the fourth ring — not strategy, not paralysis, but the fumbling of fingers that were shaking too much to hit the green button cleanly.

"Hello?"

"Anu. Hi. It's Manav."

His voice. His voice in my ear. The voice that had been silent for seventeen days and that was now here, inside my head, occupying the space that the three voices had colonized, displacing them instantly, the way a landlord displaced tenants, the original occupant reclaiming the property.

"Hi," I said. My voice was steady. I was astonished by its steadiness. Inside me, a civil war was being waged — the Prosecutor screaming hang up, don't give him the satisfaction, the Defender pleading listen, listen to what he has to say, the Committee advising be cool, be casual, don't let him know you've been destroyed — but my voice was steady. The performance of a lifetime.

"I know I haven't been in touch," he said. "I'm sorry. I've been — I've been trying to figure things out."

"And have you?"

A pause. The pause was long enough for me to die in, long enough for every possible outcome to present itself and be evaluated, long enough for the Prosecutor to say he's calling to officially end it and for the Defender to say he's calling because he misses you and for the Committee to say whatever he says, don't cry on the phone, for God's sake don't cry on the phone.

"I don't know," he said. "I miss you. I think about you. But I'm still — I'm still not sure what I want."

"You miss me but you're not sure what you want."

"I know how that sounds."

"It sounds like you want me to wait. Without a commitment. Without a timeline. Without anything except the knowledge that you think about me sometimes. It sounds like you want me to be available without being with me. Like a tab you've left open in a browser but haven't read."

The words came from somewhere. Not from the voices — from somewhere deeper, somewhere that the voices had not reached, the part of me that was still lucid, still sharp, still the Ananya who had sold properties and negotiated with Mehtas and who understood, professionally, the difference between an offer and a waste of time.

"That's not what I—"

"What are you asking me, Manav? Are you asking me back? Are you asking for more time? Are you asking for permission to think about me while being free to do whatever else you want?"

Another pause. Shorter. The pause of a man who had not expected this, who had expected the soft, pleading Ananya of the breakup conversation, who had expected tears and gratitude and the particular emotional generosity of a woman in love who would accept any terms rather than no terms.

"I just wanted to hear your voice," he said. "I didn't — I don't have an answer. I just wanted to hear you."

The sentence broke me. Not in the way the breakup had broken me — that was a shattering, explosive, loud. This was different. This was a cracking — a single, precise, surgical crack down the centre of the repair that had barely begun, Maitreyi's paranthas and Jhanvi's gulab jamun and the plastic chair on the balcony, all of it cracked open by seven words: I just wanted to hear your voice.

Because the words were love. The words were love without commitment. The words were the cruelest form of affection — the affection that acknowledged the feeling and refused to act on it, the love that said "I feel this" and also "I won't do anything about it," the particular emotional halfway-house that kept the other person suspended between hope and despair, never fully released, never fully held.

"Then you've heard it," I said. "Goodbye, Manav."

I hung up. I stood in the corridor — white walls, fluorescent light, the particular industrial corridor that connected the offices, the corridor that no one lingered in — and I shook. The shaking was violent this time. Not micro-tremors. Earthquake.

The voices exploded.

Why did you hang up? He called. He reached out. He said he misses you. Why would you —

Because hearing his voice will kill you faster than his silence—

What will people think if they see you shaking in a corridor—

I pressed my back against the wall. I slid down until I was sitting on the floor. The fluorescent light hummed above me. My phone was in my hand. His name was on the screen. The call had lasted two minutes and forty-one seconds.

Two minutes and forty-one seconds to undo two weeks of paranthas and gulab jamun and plastic chairs. Two minutes and forty-one seconds to prove that the rope I had been climbing was made of sand.

The Prosecutor was right. The Defender was right. The Committee was right.

Everyone was right and everyone was wrong and I was sitting on the floor of a corridor in a real estate office in Pune and I was broken and the voices would not stop.


  
    Chapter 8: Farhan

    
    
  
  Farhan Mirza walked into my life on a Wednesday, and he walked in the way he did everything: quietly, without announcement, without the particular fanfare that men who wanted to be noticed deployed.

It was at the Mehta closing. The Mehtas had finally agreed to the price — after three rounds of negotiation, two threatening phone calls from Kamala-ma'am, and a final concession on the parking spot that had been the emotional centre of the dispute, the parking spot that Mr. Mehta valued not for its utility but for its principle, the particular Indian principle that said "I will not be cheated" even when no cheating was occurring. The closing was at the buyer's advocate's office — a small, cluttered space in Deccan Gymkhana, files stacked on every surface, the particular archaeology of an Indian legal practice in which every document was preserved not out of necessity but out of the fear that the one document you discarded would be the one the court demanded three years later.

Farhan was the buyer's financial advisor. He sat at the table with a laptop and a folder and a pen and he did what financial advisors did: he checked numbers, he verified signatures, he ensured that the money moved from the right account to the right account with the right documentation. He was thorough. Methodical. The kind of man who double-checked double-checks, who treated precision not as a professional obligation but as a personal value, who believed that getting things right was not a skill but a character trait.

I noticed him the way you noticed a piece of furniture that was exactly right for a room — not with excitement, not with the lightning-bolt recognition of attraction, but with the quiet appreciation of something that fit. He was average height, lean, a face that was unremarkable in the way that kind faces were unremarkable — the features balanced, the expression open, the particular look of a man who had nothing to hide and who consequently hid nothing, the transparency of a person who had decided, at some point, that the effort of deception was greater than the cost of honesty.

His eyes were the only remarkable thing. Brown — not the sharp, dark eyes of Manav that cut through you, but warm brown, the colour of chai with extra milk, the colour that did not penetrate but received, the eyes of a person who looked at you and took you in rather than took you apart.

"The numbers are clean," he said, closing his laptop. His voice was calm. Not the performative calm of a man who was trying to project authority, but the actual calm of a person who was at peace with himself and who did not need the room to know it.

We shook hands at the end. "Farhan Mirza," he said. "Good work on this one. The Mehtas are not easy."

"Nobody who's spending forty lakhs on a flat should be easy," I said.

He smiled. A small smile — the kind that acknowledged what you said without amplifying it, the smile of a listener rather than a performer.

That was it. That was the first meeting. No sparks. No chemistry. No balcony conversation that lasted three hours. No inscription in a book. No phone call where he listened to the sounds of my kitchen. Just a handshake and a smile and a professional compliment and the closing of a property deal, the most unromantic context imaginable.

I did not think about him afterwards. I had no bandwidth for thinking about men — the bandwidth was entirely consumed by the voices, which had, in the three weeks since Manav's phone call, grown louder and more insistent, the Committee now joined by a fourth voice that I called the Narrator, a voice that described my actions in the third person with the particular detachment of a nature documentary: She sits at her desk. She opens her laptop. She pretends to be a functioning human being. The audience is not convinced.

The Narrator was new and unwelcome but also, in a perverse way, accurate. I was pretending. The performance had become more polished — I smiled better, I answered questions more naturally, I attended meetings without the distant, glazed look that had characterized my first week back — but the pretending was still pretending, the mask was still a mask, and beneath it the same woman sat on the same corridor floor, shaking, with the same phone in her hand and the same name on the screen.

Manav had called twice more since that first call. Both times I had answered. Both times the conversation had followed the same pattern: he missed me, he was confused, he didn't know what he wanted, he was sorry. Both times I had hung up feeling worse than before — the calls not a lifeline but a poison, the particular poison of false hope, the substance that kept you alive enough to continue suffering but not alive enough to actually live.

Maitreyi knew about the calls. She had heard the second one — I was on the balcony, she was in the kitchen, and the walls in our Kothrud flat were thin enough to transmit the particular frequency of my voice that indicated I was talking to Manav: higher, tighter, the vocal equivalent of a person walking on a tightrope.

"Block him," she had said, standing in the kitchen doorway with a ladle in her hand, the ladle pointed at me like a weapon. "Block his number. Delete his contact. Remove him from your Instagram. Cut the cord, Anu."

"I can't."

"You can. You won't. Those are different things."

She was right. They were different things. And the distinction was the distinction between illness and choice, between compulsion and decision, between the woman I was and the woman I knew I should be.

I did not block him.

The second meeting with Farhan happened three weeks later. Accidental — or the kind of accidental that Pune produced regularly, the small-city coincidence of running into people in the same cafés and the same markets and the same streets, the particular Pune phenomenon that made the city feel like a large village in which everyone knew everyone's cousin.

I was at Vaishali. Saturday morning. The particular Saturday morning ritual of Pune — Vaishali for dosa, the queue that started at eight and that moved with the patient speed of people who had nowhere to be and who believed that waiting for a dosa was not waiting but meditation. I was alone — Maitreyi was with Tanmay, Jhanvi was asleep, and I had decided, in the particular defiance of a woman who was trying to reconstruct a life from rubble, that eating alone at Vaishali was an act of independence rather than evidence of loneliness.

"Ananya?"

I looked up from the menu — though I didn't need the menu, everyone at Vaishali ordered the same thing, the menu was a prop, a thing to look at so that you didn't have to look at the people around you who were all in groups and who were all evidence that you were the only person eating alone on a Saturday morning.

Farhan. Standing by my table with a cup of coffee and a newspaper and the particular expression of a man who was pleasantly surprised.

"Farhan. Hi. From the Mehta closing."

"The Mehta closing. Yes." He gestured at the empty chair. "Do you mind? The queue is insane and it seems wasteful to take a whole table for one person."

"Of course."

He sat. He unfolded his newspaper — the Pune edition of the Times, the particular broadsheet that Pune professionals read on Saturday mornings at Vaishali and at Café Goodluck and at the other cafés that constituted the city's secular temples, the places where chai and conversation and the printed word combined to create the particular Pune experience that was intellectual without being pretentious.

We ordered. I ordered the sada dosa — the classic, the platonic ideal of dosa, the one that required no additions because the dosa itself, when made correctly, was complete. He ordered the mysore dosa — the spicier version, the choice of a man who wanted more than the default, who added something to the standard without rejecting it.

"I'm sorry if this is too personal," he said, folding his newspaper, "but you look tired."

The directness was startling. Not rude — there was no rudeness in it, no judgment, just observation. The kind of observation that came from a person who paid attention and who believed that attention was a form of respect.

"I am tired."

"The real estate business?"

"That. And other things."

He nodded. He did not ask what the other things were. The not-asking was deliberate — the particular restraint of a man who understood that some doors should be opened by the person inside, not by the person outside, who understood that the appropriate response to "other things" was not curiosity but patience.

We ate. The dosa was perfect — crispy, golden, the chutney fresh, the sambar the particular Vaishali sambar that was slightly different from every other sambar in Pune and that regular customers argued about with the devotion of theologians debating scripture. We talked about property markets — the Baner boom, the Hinjewadi bubble, the particular Pune real estate dynamics that were shaped by IT money and infrastructure development and the ancient, immovable forces of land records and bureaucracy.

It was, objectively, the most boring conversation I had had in months. Property markets. Land records. Bureaucracy. The vocabulary of adulthood, the content of professional small talk, the particular genre of conversation that happened between two people who did not know each other well enough for personal topics and who were filling the space with the safe, neutral, inoffensive material of shared professional interest.

And yet — and I did not understand this at the time, I only understood it much later, in the courtroom, looking back at the geography of my life and trying to identify the moments that mattered — and yet, the boring conversation was exactly what I needed. Not excitement. Not intensity. Not the intellectual fireworks of Manav's conversations, which had burned bright and which had, in their brightness, blinded me to the darkness they carried. I needed boring. I needed safe. I needed a conversation about property markets with a man whose eyes were the colour of milky chai and who did not push and who did not ask about the other things and who ate his mysore dosa with the quiet enjoyment of a person who was content with what was in front of him.

"Can I give you my number?" he asked, at the end. "In case any of your clients need financial advisory work. Happy to refer business your way too."

Professional. Appropriate. The number exchanged for work reasons, not romantic reasons, the particular Indian propriety of a man who understood that a woman eating alone at Vaishali on a Saturday morning was not necessarily looking for company and who offered his number the way he offered his handshake: without pressure, without expectation, with the simple, clean transaction of a professional courtesy.

"Sure," I said.

I saved his number. "Farhan Mirza — Mehta closing." Professional. Appropriate. Filed in the professional drawer of my phone's contacts, the drawer that was separate from the personal drawer, the drawer that held Nikhil and Kamala-ma'am and the plumber and the electrician and all the other people who existed in the functional compartment of life rather than the emotional one.

I walked home. The March sun had become April sun — hotter, more insistent, the warmth that was no longer a shawl but a demand. The walk from Deccan to Kothrud took twenty minutes and in those twenty minutes, the voices were quiet. Not silent — they never achieved silence, they were always there, a hum beneath consciousness, the background radiation of my particular unhappiness — but quiet. The Prosecutor had no evidence to present regarding Farhan. The Defender had nothing to defend. The Committee had no opinion on a financial advisor's phone number.

The quiet was unfamiliar. The quiet was, in its unfamiliarity, almost frightening — the way a person who had lived with chronic pain found the absence of pain not pleasant but alarming, as if the body was malfunctioning by feeling good, as if feeling good was the anomaly and feeling bad was the norm.

I did not know, walking home that April morning, that Farhan Mirza would become the most important person in my life. I did not know that the man with the milky-chai eyes and the newspaper and the mysore dosa would be the man who sat in a courtroom and told the truth that saved me. I did not know any of that.

All I knew was that the voices were quiet and the dosa had been good and a man had asked for nothing and given his number and the morning felt, for the first time in weeks, like a morning rather than a continuation of the night.

It was small. It was ordinary. It was the kind of moment that you forgot even as you lived it.

But it was the beginning.


  
    Chapter 9: Wapsi

    
    
  
  Manav came back on a Friday in April.

Not permanently — nothing about Manav was permanent, I would learn this in the way you learned any immutable truth: slowly, painfully, through repeated exposure to evidence that you kept dismissing until the evidence became undeniable. He came back the way a tide returned: not because it chose to, but because the physics of its nature demanded it, the gravitational pull that moved water toward shore and then away and then toward again, the cycle that the water did not control and that the shore could not stop.

He texted at 2 PM. I was at the office, mid-meeting, Kamala-ma'am explaining something about market positioning that I had stopped listening to seven minutes earlier because the voices were particularly loud that day — the Prosecutor building a case around a text I had sent Manav two days ago that he hadn't replied to, the Defender arguing that two days was not long enough to constitute ghosting, the Committee noting that a woman who sent texts to a man who had broken up with her was a woman without shame.

The text: I'm in Pune. Can I see you tonight?

Nine words. Nine words that the Prosecutor said were a trap and the Defender said were an opening and the Committee said were irrelevant because I should have blocked him weeks ago. Nine words that made my hands shake so visibly that Nikhil, sitting next to me, leaned over and whispered: "You okay? You look like you've seen a ghost."

A ghost. Yes. That was exactly what I'd seen. The ghost of a relationship that had died and that refused to stay dead, the particular haunting of a man who existed in the space between presence and absence, who was neither here nor gone, who was the emotional equivalent of a door that was neither open nor closed but that swung in the wind, the hinges creaking, the draught constant, the resolution never arriving.

I texted back at 2:47 PM. Forty-seven minutes of internal warfare, forty-seven minutes in which the Prosecutor and the Defender argued so fiercely that the Committee withdrew and the Narrator provided a running commentary — she's going to say yes, she always says yes, the audience knows this, the audience is watching a woman walk into a burning building — forty-seven minutes at the end of which I typed:

Where?

One word. The word that was not yes and not no but that was, in practice, a yes wearing the costume of neutrality, the word that said "I am not agreeing but I am not refusing and the space between agreeing and refusing is the space in which you will find me, as always, waiting."

He suggested the café on FC Road — the quiet one, the one with the books on the shelves and the jazz playing and the particular atmosphere of a place that wanted to be a library but that sold coffee instead, the kind of café that Pune produced in abundance because Pune believed that every space should have an intellectual justification.

I went. I should not have gone. Every person in my life who cared about me — Maitreyi, Jhanvi, the therapist I had not yet started seeing, the future version of myself who would sit in a courtroom and trace the geography of her destruction — every one of them would have said: don't go. Don't sit across from the man who broke you. Don't drink coffee with the person who is the reason you haven't slept properly in six weeks. Don't.

I went.

He was already there when I arrived. Corner table, two coffees ordered — he remembered my order, a cappuccino with an extra shot, the particular specification that I had told him once, during one of our phone calls, and that he had filed away in whatever part of his brain stored the details of people he was in the process of leaving. He stood when I entered. He looked — and this was the thing that destroyed me, the thing that made the Defender surge forward and the Prosecutor retreat — he looked terrible. Thinner. The cheekbones sharper, the eyes darker, the particular look of a person who had not been sleeping and who had not been eating and who was, in his own way, suffering.

The suffering on his face was the most dangerous thing he could have shown me. Because suffering meant he still felt something. Suffering meant this was not indifference. Suffering meant that the leaving had cost him too, that I was not the only one in pain, and if we were both in pain then maybe — maybe — the pain was the proof that we should be together, that two people who suffered apart belonged together, that the solution to mutual misery was mutual reunion.

This logic was insane. I knew it was insane even as I constructed it, the way an addict knew that the reasoning that justified the next dose was insane and constructed it anyway, because the alternative — accepting that the pain had no solution, accepting that two people could love each other and still be wrong for each other, accepting that suffering was not evidence of compatibility but evidence of attachment — the alternative was unbearable.

"You look thin," I said.

"You too."

We sat. The coffee was between us — two cups, steaming, the particular fog of a conversation that was about to happen whether it should or not. The jazz played. A saxophone — mournful, the particular mournfulness of jazz in an Indian café, the imported melancholy that mixed with the local variety to create something doubly sad.

"Why are you here, Manav?"

"I told you. I wanted to see you."

"You wanted to see me. Not 'I want to be with you.' Not 'I've made a mistake.' Not 'I want to try again.' You wanted to see me. Like I'm an exhibit in a museum. Something you visit when you feel nostalgic."

He flinched. The flinch was satisfying — the particular dark satisfaction of a person who was in pain and who discovered that they could cause pain in return, the satisfaction that was not happiness but power, the brief, toxic power of hurting the person who had hurt you.

"That's not fair."

"Fair? You left me without a reason. You ignored seven messages. You called me three times to tell me you miss me without offering anything — no plan, no timeline, no commitment. And now you're in Pune, at a café, and you're telling me you wanted to see me. So forgive me if I don't find this fair."

The words came from the part of me that the voices had not colonized — the part that was still sharp, still clear, still the Ananya who could negotiate with Mehtas and close properties and who understood that words without action were not love but performance.

Manav looked down at his coffee. The particular gesture of a man who was being confronted with truth and who did not have a response, the downward look that was not shame but calculation, the pause during which the script was being revised.

"You're right," he said. "I've been unfair. I've been — selfish. I left because I was scared and confused and I didn't know what I wanted. And since I left, I've been trying to figure it out. And the thing I keep coming back to is you. Every morning, every night. I think about the chai. I think about your voice on the phone. I think about the way you laugh — the real laugh, not the social one. I think about the inscription in the Manto book. I think about all of it, and I miss it, and I miss you."

The words were beautiful. The words were the words I had been waiting to hear for six weeks, the words that the Defender had been arguing for, the words that proved the Prosecutor wrong. The words were everything.

And they were also, I would later understand, nothing. Because words without changed behaviour were not a promise but a performance. And Manav was performing — not lying, not manipulating, not consciously deceiving, but performing in the way that emotionally unstable people performed: with genuine feeling and no sustainable action, with beautiful words and no structural change, with the intensity of a man who felt everything and committed to nothing.

But I did not understand this yet. What I understood, sitting in that café with the jazz and the coffee and his face across from me — what I understood was that the man I loved was telling me he missed me and that the missing was mutual and that maybe, maybe, the second chance was real.

"What are you asking, Manav?"

"I'm asking for another chance. I'm asking to try again. Not from where we left off — from somewhere new. Slower. More careful. I know I hurt you. I know I handled everything badly. But I'm here. And I'm asking."

The Prosecutor: He'll do it again. He'll come, he'll go, he'll pull you in and push you away and the cycle will repeat until you're destroyed.

The Defender: He's here. He's asking. He's admitting he was wrong. Give him the chance.

The Committee: A woman who takes back a man who left her is a woman without self-respect.

The Narrator: She says yes. The audience groans.

I said yes.

Not with the word "yes" — with a nod, with a reaching across the table, with my hand finding his hand and holding it, the fingers interlocking, the particular physical grammar of reconnection, the body saying what the mouth was too proud to say: I want you back, I have always wanted you back, the six weeks of suffering were the proof of how much I want you back, and I will take whatever version of you is available because the alternative — the alternative of sitting in the dark with the voices and the cold chai and the phone that doesn't ring — the alternative is worse.

We left the café. We walked — FC Road, the particular Friday-evening energy of FC Road, the students and the couples and the street food vendors, the bhelpuri and the pav bhaji and the corn-on-the-cob, the particular Indian parade of young people who were free and who moved through the city with the particular lightness of people who had not yet been damaged by the thing they were looking for.

He held my hand. He held it properly — not the measured, deliberate hold of the last visit but the automatic, instinctive hold, the hand that found my hand without looking, the fingers that knew where to go. The hold was warm. The hold was everything.

We went back to my flat. Maitreyi's shoes were by the door — she was home. I could hear her in the kitchen. The smell of something cooking — tadka dal, the particular sizzle of mustard seeds in hot oil, the smell that was home and comfort and the particular backdrop against which the drama of my life continued to unfold.

I led Manav to my room. The room where he had broken up with me. The room with the bed where we had lain together and where he had said "I'm not sure I can do this anymore." The room that I had not rearranged because rearranging would have been admitting that the arrangement needed to change, and admitting that was admitting that he was gone, and admitting that was something I had never fully done.

We did not talk. We held each other. In the bed, in the dark — because I had pulled the curtains, because the dark was the medium of reunion as it had been the medium of confession, the darkness that erased the six weeks and the voices and the corridor floor and the unanswered messages and that reduced everything to the physical — his body and my body and the warmth between them and the particular, devastating comfort of being held by the person you loved, the comfort that was so intense it was almost pain, the relief so powerful it was almost grief, the having-again-what-you-thought-you'd-lost so overwhelming that the body did not know whether to celebrate or mourn.

I cried. Silently. Into his chest. The tears soaking his shirt. He held me tighter. He kissed the top of my head. He said: "I'm here. I'm not going anywhere."

The words were a lie. Not a deliberate lie — Manav believed them when he said them, the way a person believed in the sunrise when the sun was up. But the sun would go down. And when it went down, the belief would go with it, and the darkness would return, and the "I'm not going anywhere" would become the "I need space" would become the silence would become the leaving.

But that night — that one night — he was there. And I was there. And the voices were quiet and the Prosecutor had no evidence and the Defender rested and the Committee had gone home and the Narrator had nothing to narrate because the story, for this one night, had the ending I wanted.

I slept. For the first time in six weeks, I slept. Properly, deeply, the particular sleep of a person whose body had been running on adrenaline and cortisol and fear and who had finally, finally been given the one thing it needed to shut down: the physical presence of the person it craved.

I should have known that the sleep was temporary. I should have known that the morning would come and with it the reality. I should have known that one night of comfort was not a cure but a painkiller, and that painkillers wore off, and that when they did, the pain returned worse than before because the body now remembered what relief felt like and the comparison between relief and pain made the pain intolerable.

I should have known all of this.

I slept anyway.


  
    Chapter 10: Peecha

    
    
  
  The morning after Manav came back, he left again.

Not dramatically — not the door-closing, car-accelerating departure of the breakup. This departure was soft, domestic, the kind of leaving that couples did: he woke, he showered, he drank the chai I made, he kissed me — on the lips this time, the promotion restored — and he said he had to get back to Mumbai, a Monday meeting he needed to prepare for, the Shatabdi at noon.

"I'll call you tonight," he said.

He called. He called every night that week. The pattern resumed — texts, voice notes, the Wednesday call. The architecture rebuilt, brick by brick, the familiar structure rising from the rubble. For two weeks, the world was whole again. Manav came to Pune on the weekend, we ate at Vaishali, we walked through Koregaon Park, we lay in my bed and talked about the things that people talked about when they were trying to build a future: where should we live eventually, Mumbai or Pune, did I want children someday, what did retirement look like, the particular Indian conversation about life-planning that was simultaneously romantic and pragmatic, the conversation that said "I see a future with you" while also saying "let's discuss the financial logistics."

And then — the third week — the texts shortened. The Wednesday call didn't come. The Friday text said: Can't make it this weekend. Will explain.

The cycle.

The Prosecutor had predicted this with the particular smugness of a voice that did not want to be right but that was right, the voice that said I told you, I told you, the pattern is the pattern, the man is the man, the leaving is the leaving regardless of how many times the returning precedes it.

I did not spiral the way I had spiralled the first time. The first time, the breakup had been an earthquake — unexpected, total, the ground opening beneath my feet. This time, the ground had already opened once and I had learned, in the falling, that the ground was not reliable, that the ground was Manav's commitment and Manav's commitment was not ground but water — it held you only while the conditions were right, and when the conditions changed, you sank.

But I did something worse than spiral. I followed.

It started with Google Maps. His flat was in Bandra — he had told me the address during one of our early conversations, the address offered casually, the way you offered information that you believed was safe because the person receiving it was trustworthy. The address was in my phone. The address was a pin on a map. The pin was a forty-five-minute flight away, or a three-hour train, or a four-hour drive.

I drove.

On a Saturday morning, when Manav had cancelled the weekend visit and I was sitting in my flat with the voices arguing — the Prosecutor presenting new evidence, the Defender running out of counterarguments, the Committee suggesting I find a nice Brahmin boy from Nashik — on that Saturday morning, I got in my car and I drove to Mumbai.

I did not plan this. I did not pack a bag or tell Maitreyi or schedule the drive as a conscious, deliberate action. The driving happened the way the Instagram-checking happened — compulsively, without the consent of the rational mind, the body executing a program that the conscious self had not written. I was sitting on my bed and then I was in my car and then I was on the Expressway and the Lonavala tunnel was behind me and Mumbai's skyline was ahead and the voices were, for the first time in weeks, unified: all of them saying what are you doing, what are you doing, what are you doing.

I did not know what I was doing. Or rather — I knew what I was doing but I could not admit what I was doing because admitting it would require the use of a word that I was not ready to use, a word that the Prosecutor whispered and the Defender rejected and the Committee was horrified by and the Narrator said flatly, without judgment:

She is stalking him.

Stalking. The word that belonged to crime documentaries and restraining orders and the particular vocabulary of pathology. The word that described a behaviour that was not love but the malfunction of love, the love that had metastasized, the love that had stopped being about the other person and had become about the need, the compulsion, the inability to exist without information about the other person's existence.

I was not dangerous. I was not violent. I was not the kind of stalker who left threatening notes or slashed tires or appeared at windows in the dark. I was the other kind — the kind that the world did not recognize as a stalker because the world's image of stalking was male and aggressive and the reality of my stalking was female and desperate and quiet. I drove to Mumbai and I parked on his street and I sat in my car and I watched his building. That was all. I watched.

His building was in a lane off Linking Road — a typical Bandra building, six floors, the paint fading, the balconies cluttered with the particular accumulation of Indian domestic life: drying clothes, potted plants, a bicycle that someone had brought upstairs because the parking was not safe. His flat was on the fourth floor. I knew this because he had told me. I could see the window — the one with the curtains that he had described as "the colour of a headache," maroon-brown, the particular curtain colour that landlords chose because it hid stains and absorbed dignity in equal measure.

I watched the window. For three hours. The curtains did not move. No light came on or off. No shadow crossed the window. The flat was either empty or the person inside was not near the window. Three hours of watching nothing and the nothing was — and I say this with the particular clarity that comes only in retrospect, when you are sitting in a courtroom and a lawyer is asking you to account for your actions — the nothing was simultaneously excruciating and necessary. Excruciating because nothing was what I feared: his absence from his own flat on a Saturday, the absence that meant he was somewhere else, with someone else, doing something that did not include me. Necessary because the watching was the only action available to me that was not passivity, that was not sitting in Kothrud waiting for a text that might not come, that was at least the motion of doing something even if the something was insane.

At 2 PM, the door of the building opened. Manav came out.

My heart — the organ that had been battered and repaired and battered again — my heart did something violent. Not a flutter. A detonation. The particular cardiac response of seeing the person you loved when the person did not know you were watching, the response that was not excitement but terror, the terror of the spy who has been staring at a building for hours and who suddenly sees the target and who realizes, in the seeing, that the watching has been real, that the obsession has produced a physical presence, that the gap between thinking about someone and physically following them has been crossed.

He was not alone.

A woman walked out behind him. Short, dark hair, a yellow kurti. She was smiling. He was smiling. They walked together — not holding hands, not touching, but together, the particular together of two people who were comfortable with each other, who had a shared destination, who moved in the synchronized way that bodies moved when they had been in proximity often enough to develop a rhythm.

I did not breathe. The air in the car became solid — thick, unbreathable, the particular suffocation of a person whose worst fear was being confirmed in real-time, the fear that had been a hypothesis and that was now data, the data that the Prosecutor received with vindication and the Defender received with collapse and the Committee received with a collective we told you so that echoed through my skull like a temple bell.

They walked down the lane. They turned left onto Linking Road. They disappeared into the Saturday afternoon crowd — the Bandra crowd, the particular cosmopolitan chaos of a neighbourhood in which every second person was someone's someone and the streets were full of couples and friends and families and the living proof that the world was populated by people who had what I did not: companionship, connection, the thing that I had driven three hours and forty-seven minutes to stalk because I could not have it through normal means.

I sat in the car. I sat for an hour after they disappeared. The engine was off. The windows were up. The April heat was building inside the car — the particular heat of a closed vehicle in Indian summer, the heat that was not gradual but aggressive, that pressed against the skin and the lungs and the consciousness, the heat that would, if you sat in it long enough, kill you.

I did not want to die. I want to be clear about that — at this point, in this car, on this street, I did not want to die. What I wanted was to not feel. I wanted the heat to melt the feeling out of me, to burn away the love and the obsession and the voices and the particular, unbearable knowledge that Manav was walking down Linking Road with a woman in a yellow kurti and that the walking was casual and the smiling was easy and that the thing I had been fighting for — his return, his presence, his love — the thing was not mine and perhaps had never been mine and perhaps had always been, from the beginning, a temporary arrangement that he had entered knowing it was temporary and that I had entered believing it was permanent.

I drove back to Pune. The Expressway. The tunnel. The ghats. The particular drive that I would make — I did not know this yet — many more times, the route that would become as familiar as the walk from my bedroom to the kitchen, the route that was not a drive but a compulsion, the physical manifestation of a mental illness that I did not yet recognize as mental illness because mental illness was something that happened to other people, to people who were weak, to people who were not Ananya Sharma who sold properties and ate dosa at Vaishali and had friends who made paranthas and who was, by every external measure, fine.

I was not fine. I was very, very far from fine. And the distance between where I was and where fine was — that distance was growing, and the driving was not closing it but widening it, every kilometre between Pune and Mumbai a kilometre deeper into the particular geography of obsession, the map of a mind that had lost its way and that was using a compass that pointed not toward north but toward a man.

I did not tell Maitreyi about the drive. I did not tell anyone. The secret was the first secret — the first brick in a wall that I was building between myself and the people who loved me, the wall that obsession required because obsession could not survive in the light of other people's concern, the way mould could not survive in sunlight. The obsession needed darkness. The obsession needed isolation. The obsession needed the particular privacy of a woman who was destroying herself and who needed to do it without witnesses.

I parked the car at home. I went upstairs. Maitreyi was on the balcony.

"Where were you?" she asked.

"Drove to Lonavala. Needed some air."

The lie came easily. The ease of it frightened me more than the drive.


  
    Chapter 11: Giravat

    
    
  
  The drives became a pattern.

Every Saturday that Manav cancelled — and he cancelled more often now, the cancellations arriving with the particular regularity of a bus schedule, reliable in their unreliability — every Saturday, I drove to Mumbai. The routine was precise: leave Pune by 8 AM, Expressway, tunnel, ghats, the descent into Mumbai's coastal humidity, park on the lane off Linking Road by noon, sit in the car, watch the building, wait.

I varied the car. This was the detail that frightened me — not the driving itself, which I had rationalized into a kind of therapy, the motion of the car a substitute for the motion of my life, but the varying. I had started borrowing Nikhil's car. I had told him that mine was in the shop — a lie that required maintenance, a secondary lie about the mechanic taking long, a tertiary lie about parts being ordered from Mumbai. The lies multiplied the way lies always multiplied, each one requiring another to support it, the particular infrastructure of deception that was as complex as the truth it concealed.

Nikhil's car was a grey Maruti — anonymous, the most common car on Indian roads, the vehicular equivalent of a blank face. My car was a red Hyundai — noticeable, memorable, the kind of car that a man might recognize if he happened to glance down his lane and see it parked there for the third Saturday in a row. The grey Maruti was camouflage. The fact that I was thinking about camouflage was the fact that I should have been thinking about most and that I was thinking about least, the particular cognitive distortion of a person who had organized her psychosis so neatly that the organization itself became evidence of sanity.

The woman in the yellow kurti appeared twice more. Once with Manav — leaving the building together, walking toward Linking Road, the same casual synchronization — and once alone, entering the building at 6 PM on a Saturday, a bag in her hand, the particular arrival of a person who was expected, who had a destination inside the building, who was not visiting but arriving.

I did not know her name. I did not know her relationship to Manav. I did not know whether she was a friend, a colleague, a neighbour, a lover. The not-knowing was its own torture — the Prosecutor building elaborate cases from minimal evidence, the Defender constructing equally elaborate defenses, the Committee offering the opinion that it didn't matter who she was because what mattered was that I was sitting in a borrowed car on a street in Bandra watching a building like a character in a crime serial.

At work, I was functioning. More than functioning — I was performing at a level that surprised even Kamala-ma'am, who noted in a team meeting that "Ananya has shown remarkable dedication this quarter" and who did not know that the remarkable dedication was the byproduct of a mind that needed to be occupied, that could not afford the luxury of idle time because idle time was when the voices were loudest, when the diagnostic loop ran fastest, when the compulsion to drive to Mumbai was strongest.

I closed three properties in two weeks. I negotiated a deal with a developer in Wakad that Kamala-ma'am had been pursuing for months and that I closed in a single meeting by identifying the developer's actual concern — not money but timeline, the particular Indian construction anxiety of a man who had promised buyers a delivery date and who was watching the date approach with the helpless dread of a person who had made a promise he could not keep. I identified the concern and I addressed it and the deal closed and Kamala-ma'am congratulated me and Nikhil looked at me with the particular expression of a man who was watching a colleague outperform him and who was recalibrating his professional insecurity in real-time.

The work was a mask. But it was also a rope. The particular duality of a person in crisis — the thing that concealed the damage was also the thing that prevented the damage from being total, the work providing structure the way scaffolding provided structure to a building that was crumbling inside, the exterior held upright by professional obligation while the interior collapsed.

Farhan called on a Thursday. A professional call — a client of his needed a flat in Baner, could I help? The call lasted seven minutes. In those seven minutes, Farhan asked about the market, about pricing, about availability. He did not ask about me. He did not ask how I was. The not-asking was not coldness but the particular professional restraint that I had noticed at Vaishali — the restraint of a man who understood boundaries, who understood that a phone call about a flat was a phone call about a flat and not an opportunity to pry into the personal life of a woman he had shared a dosa with once.

"I'll send you some listings," I said.

"Thank you. And — Ananya — the market report you sent last week was excellent. Thorough. My clients were impressed."

"Thank you, Farhan."

"Farhan is fine. No need for the full name. We've shared a dosa."

I almost smiled. Almost — the particular near-smile of a person whose smile-muscles had atrophied from disuse and who felt them twitch at the stimulus without quite completing the motion. The almost-smile was the first positive facial expression I had produced in weeks that was not a performance for work but a genuine, involuntary response to a human being.

"Farhan," I said. "Just Farhan. Noted."

The call ended. I put my phone down. The voices were quiet again — the particular quiet that happened in Farhan's vicinity, the same quiet I had noticed after the Vaishali dosa, the quiet that was not silence but peace, the absence of noise rather than the presence of it.

I did not analyze the quiet. I was too consumed by the noise to analyze the quiet. The quiet was a pause between storms, a rest note in a symphony of chaos, and I noted it the way you noted a gap in traffic: briefly, without dwelling, already looking ahead to the next obstacle.

The next Saturday, I drove to Mumbai again.

This time was different. This time, I did not park on the lane. I parked three streets away — the particular progression of a person who was becoming better at the thing she should not be doing, the optimization of pathological behaviour, the skill-development that happened in stalking as in any activity: repetition produced competence, and competence produced confidence, and confidence produced escalation.

I walked to his lane. I walked past his building. I looked up at the fourth-floor window — curtains open, a light on, the shadow of a person moving inside. My heart performed its detonation. The shadow could have been anyone — a flatmate, a guest, the woman in the yellow kurti — but my brain identified it as Manav with the particular certainty of obsession, the certainty that did not require evidence because the obsession was its own evidence, the circular logic of a mind that had decided what it wanted to see and that saw it regardless of what was actually there.

I kept walking. I walked to the end of the lane and turned and walked back. I did this three times — three passes, each pass a little slower, each pass an escalation of the surveillance, the walking no longer casual but purposeful, the walking of a person who was not strolling but patrolling.

On the third pass, the building door opened.

Manav.

Alone this time. In a t-shirt and shorts — the particular undress of a person who was stepping out briefly, to the shop, to the corner, the clothing of a man who was not going far and who was not expecting to see anyone.

He saw me.

The recognition on his face went through stages — confusion (why is she here?), surprise (she's here?), and then something else, something that I could not immediately identify and that I would later, in the courtroom, be asked to describe, and that I would describe as: fear.

"Anu?"

"Hi." My voice was light. Casual. The performance of a lifetime. "I was in the area. A client meeting in Bandra. Thought I'd walk around. This lane looked familiar — isn't this where you live?"

The lie was intricate, detailed, the particular lie of a person who had rehearsed it on the drive, who had prepared the cover story with the same thoroughness that she prepared property listings, the professional skill repurposed for personal deception. A client meeting in Bandra — plausible, I had clients everywhere. Walking around — natural, Bandra was walkable. The lane looked familiar — the gentle feint of coincidence, the pretence that Mumbai had produced an accidental encounter from eight million possible encounters.

Manav looked at me. The look lasted too long. The look was the look of a person who did not believe what he was hearing but who was choosing, for the moment, to accept it, the look of a person who was extending a courtesy that he knew was undeserved because the alternative — the confrontation, the "why are you really here" — was a conversation he did not want to have.

"Yeah," he said. "This is my lane. Small world."

"Small world," I echoed, and the words were the particular words of two people who both knew a lie was being told and who both agreed, silently, to let the lie stand, the shared fiction that was more comfortable than the shared truth.

"Do you want to come up? I can make chai."

The offer was either kindness or duty. I could not tell. But the voices — even the Prosecutor — went silent at the offer, and in the silence I said yes, and I followed him up the stairs to the fourth floor, past the maroon-brown curtains, into the flat that I had been watching from a car for four Saturdays, the flat that I had imagined from the outside and that was now, for the first time, available from the inside.

The flat was small. A 1BHK — one bedroom, one kitchen, a living room that was also the dining room that was also the study, the particular spatial compression of Mumbai real estate that made every flat an exercise in multipurpose living. The walls were white. The furniture was minimal — a sofa, a table, a bookshelf with actual books, not decorative spines but read books, the pages creased, the covers worn. A guitar in the corner — I did not know he played guitar, and the not-knowing was a reminder that there were parts of him I had never accessed, rooms in the building of him that I had never entered.

He made chai. I watched. His kitchen was small — a gas stove, a steel rack with utensils, the particular organisation of a man who lived alone and who had established a system that worked for one and that did not anticipate two. He made the chai efficiently — water, leaves, ginger, milk, sugar, the same sequence I used, the universal Indian chai algorithm that every person in the country knew by heart.

"So," he said, handing me the cup. "Client meeting in Bandra."

"Hmm."

"On a Saturday."

The two words — "on a Saturday" — were the crack in the lie. Client meetings happened on weekdays. Saturday meetings were rare, the exception, the kind of meeting that required explanation, and I had not prepared an explanation because I had not anticipated that the lie would be tested at this specific point.

"It was a special case," I said. "NRI buyer. Different timezone, different schedule."

The secondary lie. Smooth. Plausible. The NRI buyer was the perfect cover — NRIs operated on different schedules, different expectations, the particular chaos of people who lived in one timezone and bought property in another. The lie held. Manav nodded.

We drank chai. We talked. The conversation was careful — the particular conversation of two people who were in a relationship that was neither fully on nor fully off, the grey zone of connection that was too fragile for honesty and too charged for small talk, the conversation that tiptoed around the edges of what mattered and that never quite reached the centre.

I stayed for two hours. I used his bathroom — and in the bathroom, I looked. I looked at the shelves, at the products, at the particular inventory of a man's bathroom: his shaving cream, his toothbrush, his deodorant. I looked for evidence of the woman in the yellow kurti — a second toothbrush, a hairband, a product that belonged to a woman. I found nothing. The absence of evidence was not evidence of absence — I knew this, the Prosecutor had taught me this — but the absence provided a small, temporary relief, the relief that was the drug of the stalker, the brief hit of "nothing is wrong" that sustained the surveillance until the next visit.

I drove back to Pune. The Expressway. The tunnel. The ghats. The familiar route. The voices debriefed the visit the way generals debriefed a military operation — the Prosecutor noting the "on a Saturday" challenge, the Defender celebrating the successful cover story, the Committee disapproving of the entire enterprise, the Narrator observing: She's getting better at this. The audience is disturbed.

The Narrator was right. The audience — if there had been an audience, if anyone had been watching — would have been disturbed. Because getting better at stalking was not getting better. Getting better at stalking was getting worse. The competence was the illness. The skill was the symptom. And the woman who drove the Expressway with the particular satisfaction of a person who had executed a plan successfully — that woman was not recovering from heartbreak. That woman was building, with the precision and dedication of Kamala-ma'am's best employee, the infrastructure of her own destruction.

And the destruction was coming. The cliff was coming. The courtroom was coming. The verdict was coming.

But for now — for now, in the car, on the Expressway, with the ghats rolling past and the sun setting over the Sahyadris and the chai still warm in my stomach and the memory of his flat in my mind — for now, the destruction was invisible and the driving felt like control and the control felt like survival.

It was none of these things. But I didn't know that yet.


  
    Chapter 12: Khai

    
    
  
  I decided to die on a Thursday.

The decision was not dramatic. It was not the theatrical decision of films — the woman standing on a ledge with the wind in her hair and the city below her and the music swelling. It was a quiet decision, a bureaucratic decision, the kind of decision that arrived at the end of a long process of paperwork, the last form signed in a stack of forms that had been accumulating for weeks. The paperwork was the insomnia and the voices and the drives to Mumbai and the lies and the food I was not eating and the weight I was losing and the particular, progressive erasure of the person I had been, the person who sold properties and ate dosa at Vaishali and laughed too loudly and believed that love was the answer to every question. That person was gone. The person who remained was a collection of symptoms held together by inertia, the biological machinery continuing to operate while the consciousness that was supposed to direct it had abdicated.

The voices had reached a consensus. This was unusual — they almost never agreed, the Prosecutor and the Defender maintaining their adversarial positions while the Committee offered cultural commentary and the Narrator provided detached observation. But on this Thursday — a Thursday in May, hot, the particular Pune May heat that made the air visible, that made breathing feel like drinking warm water — on this Thursday, they agreed.

There is no way out of this except one.

The pain will not stop. It has not stopped in three months. It will not stop.

You are a burden. To Maitreyi, who feeds you. To Jhanvi, who cries about you. To Nikhil, who covers for you at work. To your parents, who don't know. You are the thing in the room that everyone walks around.

The only act of generosity you can perform is to remove yourself from the room.

I did not argue with the voices. I did not deploy the Defender's counter-arguments. I did not summon the rationality that, three months ago, would have recognized these thoughts as the particular distortion of a mind in crisis, the thinking of a brain that was drowning in cortisol and sleep deprivation and the particular neurochemistry of obsessive heartbreak. I did not recognize any of this because the voices had become my reality, the way water became the reality of a fish — not noticed because it was everywhere, not questioned because it was the medium in which I existed.

I planned. The planning was calm, methodical, the particular calm of a person who had made a decision and who was now executing it with the professional thoroughness that Kamala-ma'am would have admired. I chose pills — not dramatic, not violent, the method that was available and that was, in its own way, gentle, the method that said "I want to stop" rather than "I want to destroy," the distinction that mattered to me even though it would not matter to anyone who found me.

The pills were in the bathroom cabinet. A collection — the sleeping tablets that my doctor had prescribed three weeks ago and that I had not been taking because the voices said the insomnia was deserved, the paracetamol that every Indian household stockpiled in quantities sufficient for a small hospital, and the anti-anxiety medication that the doctor had also prescribed and that I had also not been taking because taking it would have been admitting that I was anxious and admitting that I was anxious was admitting that I was not fine and I was fine, I was fine, I was always fine.

I waited until Friday night. Maitreyi was with Tanmay — their anniversary, a dinner in Koregaon Park, the kind of evening that produced Instagram photos of candlelit tables and wine glasses and the particular performance of romantic happiness that social media demanded. Jhanvi was at a friend's birthday — a house party in Aundh, the kind of party that ended late and that produced the particular Jhanvi energy of messiness and drama and the morning-after stories that lasted longer than the party itself.

The flat was empty. The flat was mine. The silence was complete — not the open silence of the balcony but the sealed silence of an empty flat on a Friday night, the silence that was the sound of a person who had chosen to be alone because the aloneness was necessary for what she was about to do.

I sat on my bed. I arranged the pills on the bedside table — neatly, in rows, the particular organisation of a person who was, even in the act of ending her life, unable to abandon the instinct for order. The sleeping tablets: white, round, small. The paracetamol: elongated, coated, the shiny surface catching the light. The anti-anxiety pills: blue, tiny, almost invisible. Together, they made a collection that was colourful and tidy and that looked, if you did not know what they were for, like a display in a pharmacy.

I wrote a note. Not long — I did not have a speech, did not have the theatrical farewell that films demanded. I wrote:

Mai — I'm sorry. Not for this. For the lying. For the way I stopped being the person you kept trying to save. You were the best friend I ever had. The paranthas saved me longer than you know.

Jhanvi — be kinder to yourself. The boys are not the point. You are the point.

Amma — I know we never had the conversation. I know we walked around the furniture. I love you. The furniture was the conversation.

Papa — you left first. I'm just following the tradition.

Manav — this is not your fault. This is not anyone's fault. This is a malfunction. The machine stopped working and the repair was not possible. I loved you. I still love you. I will love you in whatever comes after this, if there is an after.

I put the note on the table. I picked up the first row of pills — the sleeping tablets. I held them in my palm. The weight was nothing — the weight of a few grams of compressed chemicals, the weight that was inversely proportional to the consequence, the tiny physical mass that carried the enormous metaphysical weight of ending a life.

I put them in my mouth.

I swallowed.

The taste was chalk and bitterness — the particular taste of pills taken without water, the dry swallow that scraped the throat, the taste that was the last taste, the taste that would be the final sensory experience of Ananya Sharma, twenty-seven, real estate consultant, heartbroken, tired.

I swallowed the second row. The paracetamol. The coating dissolved quickly — the shiny surface giving way to the chalky interior, the particular betrayal of a pill that looked smooth and that was, inside, rough.

The third row. The blue pills. Small enough to swallow all at once. The final row.

I lay down. I pulled the blanket over me — the brown blanket, the cosy one, the one I had wrapped around myself the night Manav broke up with me, the blanket that had been my companion through the insomnia and the voices and the crying and the particular three months of destruction that had led to this bed, this night, these pills.

The darkness came. Not immediately — there was a period of waiting, the particular interval between swallowing and effect, the interval in which the body was still functioning normally while the chemicals worked their way through the bloodstream, the interval in which I lay in my bed and looked at the ceiling and felt, for the first time in three months, calm.

The calm was real. The calm was not the absence of pain but the presence of resolution — the particular peace of a person who had made a decision and who was no longer fighting, who had stopped the loop, who had silenced the voices not through recovery but through surrender. The Prosecutor was quiet. The Defender was quiet. The Committee was quiet. The Narrator said, softly: She's done.

I closed my eyes. The darkness was warm. The brown blanket was around me. The note was on the table. The pills were in my blood. And I was — for the first time in three months — not waiting. Not waiting for a text, not waiting for a call, not waiting for Manav to come back, not waiting for the pain to stop, not waiting for the morning. Not waiting for anything.

The darkness deepened.

And then — and this was the part that I would later struggle to describe, the part that the prosecution would use against me and the defence would use for me, the part that the courtroom would debate as if it were a legal question rather than a human one — and then the darkness was interrupted.

A sound. Keys in a door. The particular metallic sound of an Indian flat being opened — the double lock, the chain, the door that always stuck slightly because the frame had warped in the Pune humidity.

Jhanvi.

Jhanvi, who was supposed to be at a party in Aundh. Jhanvi, who was supposed to be there until late. Jhanvi, who had come home early because — as she would tell me later, in the hospital, with tears streaming down her face — because the birthday girl's boyfriend had shown up and everyone was being couple-y and Jhanvi couldn't stand it, couldn't stand watching other people's happiness when her own life felt empty, couldn't stand the particular torture of being single at a party where everyone was paired.

Jhanvi found me.

She found me on the bed, under the brown blanket, the pill bottles on the table, the note beside them. She found me with my breathing shallow and my skin grey and my body beginning the process of shutting down, the process that I had initiated and that the pills were executing with the particular efficiency of pharmaceutical chemicals that did not know or care about the context of their deployment.

Jhanvi screamed. The scream was — and I know this because I heard it, heard it from the darkness, heard it through the chemical fog that was wrapping around my brain — the scream was not the dramatic scream of her usual crises, not the Jhanvi scream that accompanied boyfriend breakups and work arguments and the daily drama of her existence. This scream was different. This scream was primal. This scream was the sound of a human being who had walked into a room and found something that the human brain was not designed to process: the body of a person they loved in the act of dying.

After that: fragments. Hands on my body — Jhanvi's hands, shaking me, pulling the blanket off. Voices — not the internal voices, the real voices, Jhanvi on the phone, "ambulance, please, my friend, pills, she's taken pills, please come fast, Kothrud, please." Movement — being lifted, the particular sensation of a body that was being acted upon rather than acting, the passive physical experience of being carried. The corridor. The stairs. Bright light — the ambulance, the paramedics, the particular competent urgency of medical professionals who did not know my name or my story but who knew that my breathing was slow and my pupils were dilated and my body was failing and that their job was to reverse the failure.

The last thing I heard before the darkness became total: Jhanvi's voice. Not a scream this time. A whisper. Close to my ear, her breath warm, her tears on my cheek:

"Don't you dare, Anu. Don't you fucking dare leave me."

And then nothing.


  
    Chapter 13: Jaagna

    
    
  
  I woke in a hospital and the first thing I felt was anger.

Not relief. Not gratitude. Not the cinematic awakening of a person who has been saved and who opens their eyes to soft light and gentle music and the dawning realization that life is precious. I felt anger — the hot, black, unreasonable anger of a person whose plan had been interrupted, whose exit had been blocked, whose one act of agency in three months of helplessness had been overruled by a woman who came home early from a party because other people were being couple-y.

The anger lasted four seconds. Then I saw Amma.

She was sitting in a chair next to my bed. A plastic chair — the hospital kind, the particular shade of pale blue that hospitals used because someone, at some point, had decided that pale blue was calming and that calming was what hospitals needed, as if the colour of a chair could compensate for the fact that the person sitting in it was watching their daughter recover from a suicide attempt.

Amma looked old. Not the gradual aging that happened over years and that you adjusted to without noticing — the sudden aging that happened overnight, the aging that was caused not by time but by terror, the particular physical transformation that occurred in a parent's body when they received the phone call that every parent feared. Her hair — short, grey, the hair that she had stopped colouring after the divorce because who was she colouring it for — her hair was matted. Her cardigan — the black one from my childhood, the one she wore when things were serious, the cardigan that I associated with parent-teacher meetings and doctor visits and the night she told me Papa was leaving — the cardigan was wrinkled, as if she had pulled it on without looking and had not taken it off since.

"Amma," I said. My voice was a croak. The particular croak of a person whose throat had been abused by the passage of pills and the insertion of tubes, the medical violence that saving a life required, the body forced back into operation by people who were determined to keep it running whether it wanted to run or not.

Amma's face crumpled. Not cried — crumpled, the way paper crumpled, the controlled surface giving way to the chaos beneath, the face of a woman who had been holding herself together for the hours between the phone call and this moment and who could no longer hold. She leaned forward. She took my face in her hands — cold hands, the particular cold of a woman who had been sitting in an air-conditioned hospital for hours and whose circulation had slowed with worry, the blood retreating from the extremities the way it did when the body prioritized the core, the survival mechanism activating even in the person who was not the one dying.

"Ananya," she said. Not Anu. The full name. The particular gravity of a mother using her child's full name, the name that was reserved for moments of absolute seriousness, the name that said: I am not your friend right now, I am not your flatmate, I am not the woman you call once a week and exchange weather reports with. I am your mother. And you almost took yourself from me.

She kissed my forehead. The smell of her — sweat and the particular soap she used, the Chandrika soap that she had used since I was a child, the green soap that I associated with bath-time and safety and the period of my life when being held by Amma was the solution to every problem. The smell broke something open. Not the shattering of Manav's departure or the cracking of his return — a different breaking, a deeper breaking, the breaking of the wall that I had built between myself and the people who loved me, the wall that the obsession had required and that was, in this hospital room, with this smell and these cold hands and this face, collapsing.

I cried. The particular crying of a person who had tried to die and who had not died and who was, in the failure of their plan, confronted with the scale of what they had almost done — not to themselves, because the self had stopped mattering, but to the people in the room, the people in the chairs, the people who would have received the note and the news and the particular, permanent absence that suicide produced, the absence that was not like a breakup or a move or a distance but like a deletion, the removal of a person from the world with no possibility of return.

"I'm sorry, Amma," I said. "I'm so sorry."

"Don't say sorry," she said, and her voice was fierce, the particular fierce that Indian mothers produced when their child was in danger, the fierce that was not anger but love expressed as aggression, the maternal instinct weaponized against the threat. "Don't you say sorry to me. You are my daughter. You are my only daughter. And you are going to live. Do you hear me? You are going to live because I am telling you to live and you will listen to your mother."

Papa was there too. On the other side of the bed, standing by the window, his back to the room, looking out at the hospital compound. His suit was perfect — even at 3 AM, even in a hospital, even in the worst moment of his parental life, Papa wore a suit, the particular armour of a man who had learned that appearance was protection and that the world respected a well-dressed man even when the well-dressed man was falling apart inside.

He turned when I spoke. His face was — and this was the thing that gutted me, the thing that the suicide attempt had not achieved but that Papa's face achieved — his face was broken. Not the controlled, corporate face that I had seen at birthday lunches and Diwali visits, the face that said "I am your father and I am managing this situation." This face was raw. The eyes red. The jaw tight. The particular face of a man who was trying not to cry and who was failing and who did not know how to fail because failing at emotion was not something that Indian fathers had been trained for.

"Papa," I said.

He came to the bed. He stood next to Amma. They stood together — my divorced parents, the two people who could not share a room without tension, who had not been civil to each other in thirteen years, who had divided their lives and their assets and their daughter with the particular precision of people who wanted to ensure that no remaining connection existed between them. They stood together. Amma did not move away. Papa did not move away. The hospital room had achieved what thirteen years of family occasions had not: it had put them in the same space with the same purpose and the same fear, and the fear was stronger than the resentment, the fear of losing their daughter overriding the anger of losing each other.

Papa put his hand on mine. The hand was warm — warmer than Amma's, the particular warmth of a man whose body was generating heat through the effort of suppressing emotion, the metabolic cost of not crying. His hand was heavy. The weight of it — the weight of a father's hand on a daughter's hand in a hospital bed — the weight was the weight of everything he had never said, every "I love you" that he had expressed through achaar deliveries and birthday money and the silence that Indian fathers believed was the same as love.

"We're here," he said. Two words. The maximum emotional output that Papa could produce in a single instance, the particular economy of a man whose emotional vocabulary was limited not by feeling but by expression, the man who felt everything and said little and who was now, in this hospital room, saying the two words that contained everything: We're here.

The doctor came. A young woman — early thirties, the dark circles of a resident on a night shift, the particular efficiency of a medical professional who had seen enough emergencies to move through them without panic. She checked my vitals. She asked questions — what did you take, how much, when. She explained what had happened: stomach pump, activated charcoal, IV fluids, monitoring. She explained what would happen: psych evaluation, observation, outpatient follow-up.

"You're very lucky," she said. "Another hour and this conversation would not be happening."

Lucky. The word landed in the room like a stone in still water, the ripples spreading outward, the word that meant one thing to the doctor and another thing to Amma and another thing to Papa and another thing to me. To the doctor, lucky meant medically fortunate. To Amma, lucky meant answered prayers. To Papa, lucky meant the continuation of a responsibility. To me, lucky meant — I did not know what lucky meant. I did not know whether I was glad to be alive. I knew that I was alive, that the pills had failed, that my body had been pumped and charcoaled and hydrated back into operation, that the darkness I had sought had been replaced by the fluorescent light of a hospital room and the beeping of a monitor and the cold hands of my mother and the warm hand of my father and the knowledge that I had done the thing that could not be undone and that it had, through the intervention of a woman who left a party early, been undone.

Maitreyi arrived at 6 AM. She had been called — Jhanvi had called her from the ambulance, the particular phone call of a person in crisis reaching for the person they trusted most, the chain of women holding each other: Jhanvi found me, Jhanvi called Maitreyi, Maitreyi called Amma, Amma called Papa. The chain of women. The infrastructure of survival that existed in parallel to the infrastructure of destruction, the invisible network that activated when someone fell.

Maitreyi stood in the doorway. She did not come in immediately. She stood and she looked at me — the IV, the monitor, the grey skin, the hospital gown — and she did something that I had never seen Maitreyi do in twelve years of friendship: she stood still. Maitreyi was never still. Maitreyi was motion and energy and action — she cooked, she cleaned, she organized, she fixed. Stillness was not in her vocabulary. But in the doorway of my hospital room, Maitreyi was still, and the stillness was the measure of her fear, the physical manifestation of a person who had been told that her best friend had tried to die and who was processing this information not through action but through the particular paralysis of a person whose action-based coping mechanism had encountered a situation that action could not address.

"Mai," I said.

She moved then. She crossed the room in three steps and she sat on the bed — not on the chair, on the actual bed, the particular territorial assertion that was Maitreyi's language of love, the physical proximity that said: I am not visiting you, I am joining you, I am here not as a guest but as a resident of your crisis.

She did not speak. She took my hand — the one without the IV — and she held it. She held it with the particular grip of a woman who was afraid that if she let go, I would disappear, that the holding was what kept me in the world, that her hand was the anchor and my hand was the boat and the sea was trying to take me and the only thing preventing the taking was the grip.

We sat like that for a long time. Amma on one side. Papa by the window. Maitreyi on the bed. The monitor beeping. The fluorescent light humming. The particular tableau of an Indian family in a hospital room — the divorced parents in the same space, the best friend on the bed, the daughter in the gown — the particular tableau that was repeated in hospitals across the country every day, the scene that no one photographed and no one posted and that was, in its unphotographed, unposted reality, the most honest picture of love that existed.

I was alive. I had not wanted to be. I was not sure I wanted to be now. But I was alive, and the people in the room wanted me to be alive, and their wanting was, for the moment, enough.

Not forever. Not for certainty. But for now.

Enough.


  
    Chapter 14: Sahara

    
    
  
  Recovery was not a line. Recovery was a maze.

The psychiatric evaluation happened on the second day. A woman named Dr. Shalini Rao — fortyish, calm, the particular calm of a person whose job was to sit in rooms with people who had tried to die and to ask them questions that would determine whether they were likely to try again. She wore a cotton saree — the particular Pune intellectual's saree, handloom, muted colours, the sartorial choice of a woman who was serious about her work and who communicated that seriousness through the absence of ornamentation. No jewellery except a simple gold chain. No makeup. The face that faced me was a professional instrument — trained to receive, trained to reflect, trained to create the particular atmosphere of safety in which a person who had swallowed pills might be willing to explain why.

"Ananya," she said. "Tell me about the voices."

I had not mentioned the voices. I had not mentioned them to Amma, to Papa, to Maitreyi, to the doctor who had pumped my stomach. The voices were the secret I had kept the longest, the secret that predated the driving and the stalking and the pills, the foundational secret on which the entire architecture of my destruction had been built.

"How do you know about voices?" I asked.

"I don't know about your voices specifically. But the pattern you're describing — the insomnia, the obsessive behaviour, the progressive isolation, the suicide attempt — the pattern often includes internal dialogue that has become fragmented. Multiple perspectives arguing. A sense that the thinking is happening to you rather than being done by you."

The accuracy was unsettling. The accuracy was also, in a strange way, a relief — the particular relief of a person who had believed that their experience was unique and who learned that their experience was a pattern, that other people had walked this same maze, that the maze had been mapped and the mapping meant that exits existed.

"Yes," I said. "There are voices."

I told her. I told her about the Prosecutor and the Defender and the Committee and the Narrator. I told her about the particular structure of the internal debate, the way each voice had a role and a personality and a consistent position, the way the voices interacted and argued and occasionally reached consensus and how the consensus that they had reached was the consensus that I should die.

Dr. Rao listened. She listened with the particular quality of attention that I had encountered in only two other people — Manav, who had listened to the sounds of my kitchen, and Farhan, who had listened to me talk about property markets at Vaishali. But Dr. Rao's listening was different from both. It was not personal — she was not interested in me as a person, she was interested in me as a case, and the distinction, which should have been cold, was instead comforting, because a case could be treated and a person could only be loved, and love had not been working.

"The voices are a symptom," she said. "Not of psychosis — of extreme, prolonged stress. Your brain, under the weight of the heartbreak and the insomnia and the obsessive thoughts, fragmented its processing into distinct channels. The Prosecutor, the Defender, the Committee — these are not separate entities. They are you, processing different aspects of the trauma simultaneously because the trauma was too large for a single channel to handle."

"So I'm not pagal?"

She smiled. A small smile — the professional smile that acknowledged the word without endorsing it, the smile that said: I have heard this question a thousand times and the answer is always the same.

"You are a person who experienced a severe emotional trauma without adequate support and whose brain developed adaptive mechanisms that became maladaptive. That is not pagal. That is human."

Human. The word sat in the room like a guest who had arrived unexpectedly and who was welcome. Human — not broken, not defective, not the particular category of damaged that the Committee had been assigning me. Human — the category that included everyone, that was large enough to contain the pills and the voices and the driving and the love and the parantha and the hospital and the Chandrika soap and the plastic chairs, all of it, the entire mess, contained within the word "human."

She prescribed medication. Actual medication — not the sleeping pills and anti-anxiety tablets that my GP had handed out with the casual ease of a shopkeeper distributing samples, but targeted medication for the specific chemistry of my particular brain, the medication that addressed the cortisol and the serotonin and the particular neurological pathways that had been damaged by three months of insomnia and obsession. She prescribed therapy — twice a week, her office in Camp, the particular Pune neighbourhood that housed both military institutions and mental health practices, the geographic irony of a city that kept its weapons and its therapists in the same postcode.

"The medication will help with the biological component," she said. "The therapy will help with the rest. The voices will quiet. Not immediately — recovery is not linear. But they will quiet. And eventually, they will stop."

"And if they don't?"

"Then we adjust. We try different approaches. We keep working. The important thing, Ananya, is that you keep coming. That you don't disappear again. Can you commit to that?"

I looked at her. I looked at the cotton saree and the gold chain and the face that was a professional instrument. I looked at the woman whose job it was to sit in rooms with people who had tried to die and to offer them a reason to continue. And I said the word that I had said on the balcony, the word that was a step, the word that went nowhere visible but that was a step:

"Okay."

I was discharged on the fourth day. Maitreyi drove me home. The car was silent — not the oppressive silence of my bedroom or the sealed silence of the empty flat but the loaded silence of two people who had too much to say and who were waiting for the right moment to begin.

Maitreyi began.

"I read the note."

Four words. Four words that contained the knowledge of everything I had written — the sorry, the lying, the paranthas, the furniture, the love, the goodbye that I had intended to be permanent and that was now, because of Jhanvi and her intolerance for couple-y parties, a document that existed in the world, that had been read, that could not be unread.

"Mai —"

"The paranthas," she said. Her voice was controlled — the particular control of a person who was managing an enormous emotion with inadequate infrastructure, the voice that was steady because the alternative was collapse. "You wrote that the paranthas saved you longer than I know. And I — Anu, I make paranthas because that's what I can do. That's the only thing I know how to do when someone I love is in pain. I make food. I make chai. I sit on beds and I take phones and I organize balcony sessions and I do these things because I don't know how to do the other things — I don't know how to fix your brain or your heart or the particular damage that that man has done to you. All I know is wheat flour and ghee and the hope that feeding someone is enough to keep them alive."

She was crying. Maitreyi was crying — the woman who never cried, the woman who was motion and energy and action, the woman whose response to every crisis was to cook something. The tears were silent — the particular tears of a strong person who was overwhelmed, the tears that fell without permission and without the dramatic accompaniment that weaker tears demanded.

"It was enough," I said. "Mai, the paranthas were enough. The paranthas kept me going for weeks. The gobi parantha on that first night — the night you sat on my bed and refused to leave — that parantha was the first thing I tasted in a week. The first proof that my body was still working. You did that."

"But you still —"

"Yes. I still. And that's not your fault. The parantha worked. The voices were louder."

We drove. The familiar streets of Pune — Kothrud, the lane, the building, the balcony visible from the ground. The home that I had almost left permanently. The home that I was returning to not because I wanted to but because Jhanvi had left a party and Maitreyi had made paranthas and Amma had said "you are going to live because I am telling you to live" and these three women, in their three different ways, had overruled my decision.

The flat was clean. Not normal-clean — deep-clean, the particular clean that happened when someone had scrubbed with intention, the clean that said: we are starting over, we are erasing the residue of what happened here, we are returning this space to the condition it was in before the pills and the note and the ambulance. Jhanvi had done this. Jhanvi, who could not cook and who could not give advice and who could not sit with silence — Jhanvi had cleaned. She had cleaned the bathroom, the bedroom, the kitchen. She had replaced the bedsheets — new ones, white, the particular blankness of a fresh start. She had bought flowers — marigolds, in a steel glass on the bedside table, the particular Indian flower of auspicious beginnings, the flower that was present at every puja and every wedding and every new chapter, the flower that said: something is starting.

Jhanvi was waiting. Standing in the doorway of my room — the particular Jhanvi stance, hovering, uncertain, the stance of a person who wanted to help and who was afraid of helping wrong.

"I cleaned," she said. Unnecessarily — the cleaning was visible, the cleaning spoke for itself. But Jhanvi needed to say it because Jhanvi needed the acknowledgement, needed the confirmation that her contribution had been seen and valued, the particular need of a person whose contributions were often overlooked because they were not as dramatic as Maitreyi's paranthas or as fierce as Amma's commands.

"Thank you, Jhanvi," I said. "It's beautiful."

She beamed. Then she cried. Then she beamed again. The particular emotional sequence of Jhanvi — the rapid cycling between states that would have been alarming in anyone else but that was, in Jhanvi, simply the weather, the internal climate of a person who felt everything at maximum intensity and who did not know how to reduce the volume.

"I found the marigolds at the phool-wala near the main road," she said, between tears. "He wanted twenty rupees but I told him they were for my best friend who was coming home from the hospital and he gave them to me for ten."

The detail — the negotiation with the phool-wala, the reduction from twenty to ten, the deployment of my hospital story as a bargaining chip — the detail was so perfectly Jhanvi, so perfectly the woman who turned every transaction into a narrative and every narrative into a performance, that I laughed.

I laughed.

The sound surprised me. The sound surprised Maitreyi, who was in the kitchen already, the instinct of a woman who processed through cooking activating before she had even set her bag down. The sound surprised Jhanvi, who stared at me as if I had produced a sound that humans were not supposed to produce, the sound of a woman who had tried to die four days ago and who was now laughing about marigolds and a phool-wala.

The laughter was small. Brief. Not the laughter of joy but the laughter of recognition — the recognition that the world was absurd and that I was in it and that being in it, despite everything, still produced moments that were funny, moments that the voices could not claim and the pain could not erase and the obsession could not colonize.

I went to my room. The new white sheets. The marigolds in the steel glass. The window letting in Kothrud's afternoon noise — auto-rickshaws, the coconut vendor, the crows. The sounds of a life that was continuing. The sounds that I had almost stopped hearing permanently.

I sat on the bed. I picked up the steel glass and brought the marigolds to my face. The smell — pungent, earthy, the particular Indian smell that was simultaneously temple and market and home, the smell that meant prayer and commerce and the particular Indian intersection of the sacred and the everyday.

I was alive. I was not sure I wanted to be. But I was alive, and the room was clean, and the marigolds were bright, and the laughter had happened.

Recovery was not a line. Recovery was a maze. But the maze had a beginning, and the beginning was this: a clean room, a steel glass of marigolds, and the sound of Maitreyi in the kitchen, already making chai.


  
    Chapter 15: Farhan ka Sabar

    
    
  
  Farhan brought chai.

This was not a grand gesture. This was not the inscription in a Manto book or the phone call where he listened to the sounds of my kitchen or the particular, devastating romance of a man who made you feel like the most important person in the world. This was a man standing at my office door at 11 AM on a Tuesday with two cups of cutting chai from the tapri on the corner and a manila folder of property listings.

"I was in the area," he said. "Client meeting. Thought you might want these listings back — I've marked the ones my client is interested in."

He was not in the area. His office was in Deccan — a forty-minute drive from our office in Baner. No one drove forty minutes to return a manila folder that could have been emailed. The chai and the folder were a cover — the particular Indian male cover of a man who wanted to see a woman and who needed a reason that was not "I wanted to see you," because wanting to see someone was an admission and admissions were vulnerability and vulnerability was the thing that Indian men had been taught to avoid with the same urgency that they had been taught to avoid aunties who asked about marriage plans.

I knew the cover was a cover. I accepted it anyway. I accepted the chai — cutting chai, the tapri kind, in the small glass that was too hot to hold comfortably and that you held anyway because the discomfort was part of the experience, the mild burn on the fingertips the tax you paid for the taste.

"Thank you," I said. "You drove forty minutes to bring me a folder."

"Twenty-five. I took the highway."

"The highway doesn't go to Baner."

"I took the scenic route on the highway."

I almost smiled. The almost-smile — the particular facial expression that had become my maximum capacity for positive emotion since the hospital, the muscles twitching toward happiness without quite committing to it, the emotional equivalent of dipping a toe in water without jumping in.

We sat in the small conference room — the one with the whiteboard and the dead plant that no one watered and the particular atmosphere of a room that had hosted too many meetings and not enough conversations. Farhan opened the folder. He talked about properties. He talked about interest rates and EMI calculations and the particular financial landscape of Pune real estate in the post-pandemic market. He talked about these things with the genuine engagement of a person who found numbers interesting, who believed that spreadsheets were a form of storytelling, who treated financial data the way Maitreyi treated biryani: as a medium through which care could be expressed.

I listened. The listening was easy — the particular ease of listening to a person who did not demand emotional labour, who did not require you to perform feelings or manage reactions or navigate the particular minefield of a conversation in which every word carried subtext. Farhan's words had no subtext. Farhan's words meant what they said. The property was good. The interest rate was competitive. The location was convenient. The words were transparent, and the transparency was — after months of trying to decode Manav's words, of analysing every text for hidden meaning, of living in a world where language was a puzzle rather than a communication — the transparency was rest.

"You seem different," he said, closing the folder.

"Different how?"

"Quieter. Not the bad quiet — not the tired quiet from when we had dosa at Vaishali. A different quiet. Like something shifted."

I looked at him. His eyes — the milky-chai brown, the warm brown, the receiving brown — his eyes were looking at me with the particular attention that I had noticed at Vaishali, the attention that was not intrusive but present, the attention that said: I see you, I am not looking away, I am not afraid of what I see.

"Something shifted," I said. I did not elaborate. I did not tell him about the pills or the hospital or the voices or Dr. Rao or the marigolds. I said "something shifted" and I let the words stand alone, and Farhan — and this was the thing about Farhan, the thing that I would later testify about in the courtroom, the thing that the defence would present as evidence of his character — Farhan let them stand alone too. He did not push. He did not ask. He accepted the boundary the way he accepted everything: with patience.

"Well," he said. "Whatever shifted, it looks like it's moving in the right direction."

He left. He took the empty chai glasses. He left the folder. He did not ask for my personal number — he had the office one, that was enough. He did not suggest dinner or coffee or a walk. He did not escalate. He did not press forward. He left the way he had arrived: quietly, without announcement, without the particular fanfare of a man who wanted credit for his generosity.

I sat in the conference room after he left. The dead plant. The whiteboard with last week's sales figures still on it. The particular aftermath of a visit that had been short and unremarkable and that had, in its shortness and unremarkability, given me something that I could not name but that I could feel — the particular feeling of a person who had been in a storm and who had entered a room where the air was still.

Farhan came back the next week. Different excuse — a mutual client needed documents signed, Farhan happened to have them, Farhan happened to be driving past. The chai was the same — cutting chai, tapri, two glasses. The conversation was the same — properties, markets, numbers, the safe vocabulary of shared professional interest. The duration was the same — forty minutes, the precise amount of time that was enough to establish presence without creating pressure.

He came back the week after that. And the week after. And the week after.

The visits became a pattern — not the frantic, obsessive pattern of Manav's early calls, not the desperate ritual of checking phones and counting days, but a steady, reliable pattern, the pattern of a person who was choosing to be present at regular intervals, who was building something through repetition, the way you built a wall: one brick at a time, each brick placed carefully, each brick supported by the one below it, the wall growing slowly enough that you didn't notice it was growing until you looked up and realized it was there.

Four weeks into the pattern, I said: "You know you don't have to keep inventing reasons to come here."

He looked at me. The milky-chai eyes. The small smile.

"I know," he said. "But the reasons give me something to talk about while I figure out how to say the thing I actually want to say."

"Which is?"

"That I enjoy your company. That talking to you about property markets is the best part of my week, which says either something very good about you or something very concerning about my life. And that I'd like to take you for a proper meal sometime. Not cutting chai from a tapri — an actual restaurant with actual chairs and an actual menu."

The directness was — after Manav's indirection, after months of "I don't know what I want" and "maybe we need a break" and the particular linguistic gymnastics of a man who could not commit to a sentence, let alone a relationship — the directness was extraordinary. Here was a man who knew what he wanted and who said what he wanted and who did not dress the wanting in ambiguity or condition it on uncertainty.

"Farhan, I should tell you something," I said. "I'm — I'm not in a good place. I'm coming out of something. Something bad. I'm seeing a therapist. I'm on medication. I'm not the person you think I am."

He put his chai down. He looked at me with the particular seriousness that his face achieved when the lightness was set aside, the face beneath the face, the serious Farhan who existed behind the professional pleasantness.

"I'm not asking you to be a particular person," he said. "I'm asking to have dinner with you. One dinner. No expectations. No commitments. No pressure to be anything other than what you are right now, which is a woman who I find interesting and who could probably use a meal that isn't tapri chai."

I laughed. Not the almost-smile. An actual laugh. The second laugh since the hospital — the first had been about Jhanvi's marigold negotiation, and now this one, caused by a financial advisor with milky-chai eyes who understood that the way to a broken woman's heart was not through grand gestures but through reasonable proposals.

"One dinner," I said.

"One dinner."

"Where?"

"I know a place in Camp. South Indian. The dosas are almost as good as Vaishali."

"Farhan, nothing is as good as Vaishali."

"That's why I said almost. I'm ambitious but not delusional."

I laughed again. Twice in one conversation. The muscles remembered the motion, the particular stretch of facial muscles that laughter required and that had atrophied and that were now, tentatively, rebuilding.

Dr. Rao had said: "Recovery is not about replacing the old attachment with a new one. Recovery is about rebuilding the capacity for connection without the desperation. The desperation was the illness. The connection is the health."

Farhan was not a replacement. Farhan was not the new Manav. Farhan was a different thing entirely — a person who arrived without drama and who stayed without condition and who asked for dinner without urgency and who understood that the appropriate pace for a woman who had survived what I had survived was the pace of cutting chai and manila folders and weekly visits that built a wall one brick at a time.

One dinner. That was all he asked for. And one dinner was all I could give.

But one dinner, after everything — after the pills and the hospital and the voices and the corridor floor and the darkness — one dinner was enormous. One dinner was the first meal in a restaurant since the world had ended. One dinner was the first voluntary social engagement with a man who was not Manav, the first step into a territory that I had believed was permanently closed, the first evidence that the geography of my life was larger than the single point that Manav occupied.

One dinner.

I said yes.

And the yes did not feel like a step toward falling. The yes felt like a step toward standing. The difference was everything.


  
    Chapter 16: Manav ki Wapsi

    
    
  
  The dinner with Farhan was on a Saturday. Manav called on the Sunday.

The timing was not coincidence. The timing was the particular mathematics of emotional manipulation — not conscious manipulation, not the calculated cruelty of a person who was deliberately trying to disrupt, but the unconscious manipulation of a person whose internal radar detected the exact moment when the person they had left began to move on, the moment when the gravitational pull weakened, and who responded to that weakening by reasserting gravity.

I was in bed. Sunday morning — late, almost noon, the particular luxury of a person who had slept, actually slept, for seven hours straight, the longest unbroken sleep since the hospital, the sleep that Dr. Rao's medication had made possible and that the dinner with Farhan had made peaceful. The dinner had been good — the dosas were not as good as Vaishali, Farhan had been right about this, but the company was better than dosas, the conversation easy, the particular ease of a person who did not require me to be anything other than what I was, who did not need me to perform happiness or disguise pain, who ate his uttapam and talked about cricket and asked me whether I'd read any good books lately and who, at the end of the evening, walked me to my car and said "I had a really nice time" with the simple directness that was his signature.

He did not kiss me. He did not try. He shook my hand — the same handshake from the Mehta closing, firm, brief, the handshake of a man who understood that the distance between a handshake and a kiss was a distance that should be crossed by invitation, not by assumption. I was grateful for the handshake. I was grateful for the distance. I was grateful that a man existed in the world who could have a nice evening with a woman and end it with a handshake and feel no diminishment, no failure, no sense that the handshake was less than what the evening deserved.

And then: the phone. Manav's name on the screen. The particular Sunday-morning disruption that was becoming a pattern — Manav calling when he sensed the shift, Manav appearing when the healing had reached a threshold, Manav deploying his voice as a weapon against my recovery.

I answered. I should not have answered. Dr. Rao had said: "The calls are the loop. Every call resets the progress. Every call takes you back to the beginning of the maze." I knew this. I understood this. I agreed with this in the abstract, theoretical way that addicts agreed with the principle of abstinence while holding the substance.

"Anu."

His voice. The voice that had displaced the internal voices, the voice that was the original occupant of the space in my head. The voice that was simultaneously medicine and poison, the substance that relieved and destroyed in equal measure.

"Hi, Manav."

"I need to see you. Can I come to Pune?"

Need. Not want — need. The escalation of vocabulary that signaled escalation of intent, the word that was heavier than "want," that carried the weight of urgency, that said: this is not optional, this is not casual, this is the thing that I cannot do without.

The Prosecutor: He'll come, he'll stay, he'll leave. The cycle is the cycle. You know this.

The Defender: Maybe this time is different. Maybe the need is real. Maybe he's finally ready.

The Committee: What about the dinner with the other one? The financial advisor? You can't have dinner with one man on Saturday and welcome another on Sunday. Log kya kahenge.

The Narrator: She's going to say yes. The audience knows this. The audience is tired.

"When?" I said. Not yes. Not no. The word that was both.

"Today. I'll take the Shatabdi. I'll be there by evening."

He came. The Shatabdi, the tapri, the cutting chai — the ritual that I had thought was dead and that rose, like all things that are loved and hated in equal measure, from its grave. He stood on the platform with two cups and his overnight bag and the face that I had memorized and that my eyes found with the particular efficiency of a search algorithm that had been optimized for a single query.

He looked different. Not thin-different, not the suffering-different of the café visit. Different-different. His eyes were — and I struggled to find the word, standing on the platform with the chai in my hand and the April evening warm around us — his eyes were clear. The particular clarity that came either from resolution or from desperation, the clarity that preceded either a breakthrough or a breakdown, the eyes of a person who had reached the end of something and who was standing at the edge.

"Let's walk," he said.

We walked. Not to my flat — he did not suggest the flat, and the not-suggesting was the first sign that this visit was different from the others. We walked through Koregaon Park — the tree-lined streets, the neem trees that had been the backdrop to our first night at Rohan's party, the particular geography of our beginning now serving as the geography of — of what? I did not know. The walking had a quality that I could not identify, a heaviness, a purpose, the walking of a person who was leading you somewhere not physical but emotional, who was using the motion of feet on pavement to build toward a conversation that the mouth could not yet begin.

We sat on a bench. A park bench in a small garden — the kind of garden that Pune maintained between buildings, the postage-stamp green spaces that were too small for cricket and too large for neglect, the particular urban compromise of a city that wanted trees but needed buildings. The bench was iron — the old kind, painted green, the paint chipped, the particular aesthetic of Indian public furniture that was always in the process of decay and that was never quite decayed enough to be replaced.

"I've been seeing a therapist," Manav said.

The words hit me with the force of the thing I had wanted to hear for months — the acknowledgement that something was wrong, the admission that help was needed, the particular Indian-male miracle of a man who had walked into a therapist's office and who was now using the word "therapist" out loud, in a park, to a woman he had left.

"Since when?"

"Three weeks. After the last time I saw you — at my flat, when you said you were in the area for a client meeting."

He paused. The pause was loaded. The pause was the pause of a man who was about to say something that would change the air between us.

"Anu, I know you weren't in the area. I know you've been driving to Mumbai. I know you've been watching my building."

The ground opened. Not metaphorically — the actual, physical sensation of the world shifting beneath me, the bench becoming unstable, the park tilting, the particular vertigo of a person whose secret had been exposed, whose cover had been blown, whose carefully maintained fiction had been stripped away to reveal the desperate, ugly truth beneath.

"How —"

"My neighbour saw you. The second time — she saw your car. The red Hyundai. She mentioned it to me, casually — 'there's been a woman in a red car on the lane, is she waiting for someone?' I didn't connect it then. But the third time — the time you showed up on foot — I saw you from the window. Before I came down. I saw you walking the lane."

The horror. The particular horror of surveillance discovered, the stalker unmasked, the thing that I had been doing in secret revealed as something that had been witnessed, noted, discussed. The neighbour had seen me. Manav had seen me. The watching that I had believed was invisible had been visible all along, the camouflage that I had believed was effective had been transparent, the grey Maruti and the walking and the NRI-buyer excuse all rendered absurd by the simple fact that a neighbour had looked out her window.

"Manav, I —"

"Let me finish. Please." His voice was gentle. Not accusing — gentle. The particular gentleness of a person who was holding something fragile and who was trying not to break it. "I didn't say anything that day because — because I didn't know how. Because the fact that you were driving to Mumbai to watch my building meant something that I couldn't face. It meant that what I had done to you — the leaving, the calls, the coming-back-and-leaving-again — it had done more damage than I understood. And it meant that I was responsible for the damage."

I said nothing. The voices were silent — all of them, even the Narrator. The silence was not peace. It was the silence of a person who had been caught and who was waiting for the consequence.

"So I went to a therapist. Not because of you — or not only because of you. Because of me. Because the therapist I'm seeing told me that my pattern — the coming and going, the wanting and not-wanting, the intimacy followed by withdrawal — the pattern is mine. It didn't start with you. It started long before you. It started with my parents and their particular version of love, which was the version where you showed up physically but left emotionally, where you were in the room but not in the conversation, where the furniture was present but the home was empty."

"Furniture," I said. The word that we had shared on our first phone call. The word that had been the moment I fell. The word that connected his parents' distance to my parents' divorce, the shared understanding that had felt like intimacy and that was, I was now learning, the shared wound, the matching damage that had drawn us together not because we were compatible but because we were similarly broken.

"Yes. Furniture. My therapist calls it avoidant attachment. The thing where you want closeness but you're afraid of it, so you approach and then you retreat, and the person you're with experiences the approach as love and the retreat as abandonment, and the cycle repeats until someone breaks."

"I broke," I said. The words were flat. The words were the truth stripped of decoration, the raw statement of a fact that did not require elaboration.

"I know," he said. "And I'm — Anu, I'm deeply, deeply sorry. Not the sorry I said before — not the sorry that meant 'I feel bad about this.' The sorry that means 'I understand what I did. I understand that my pattern caused real damage to a real person. And I'm trying to change.'"

I looked at him. The clear eyes. The particular clarity that I had noticed on the platform and that I now understood: it was not resolution or desperation. It was the clarity of a person who was seeing themselves honestly for the first time, who had looked at their own patterns under the fluorescent light of a therapist's office and who had not liked what they saw.

"What do you want, Manav?" The question I had asked in every previous conversation. The question that had never received a clear answer.

"I want to try again. But differently. I want to be honest about what I am — about the avoidance, about the pattern, about the fact that I will probably want to run at some point and that the running is not about you but about me. I want to be the person who stays. I don't know if I can be. But I want to try."

The Prosecutor, who had been silent, spoke: This is the most dangerous version of his return. This version comes with self-awareness. This version comes with therapy language and honest eyes and the admission of a pattern. This version is harder to resist because it feels like progress. But the pattern is the pattern. Self-awareness does not cure avoidance. Understanding does not equal change.

The Defender: But it could. Understanding is the first step. He's in therapy. He's naming the pattern. Give him the chance to be different.

The Committee was silent. Even the Committee did not know what to say to a man who had done the Indian-male-impossible: gone to therapy and talked about his parents.

"I need to think," I said.

"Of course."

"I'm also — I'm also seeing a therapist, Manav. I'm on medication. I'm —" I stopped. I did not tell him about the pills. The pills were the thing I could not say, the thing that was too heavy for this bench, for this evening, for this conversation. The pills were between me and Maitreyi and Jhanvi and Amma and Dr. Rao. The pills were not his.

"I know," he said quietly. "Maitreyi told me."

The sentence was a grenade. Maitreyi — my Maitreyi, the woman who made paranthas and took phones and stood outside bathroom doors — Maitreyi had talked to Manav?

"When?"

"She called me. Two weeks after — after whatever happened. She called me and she told me that I had broken you and that I needed to know what I had done. She didn't tell me details. She told me enough."

Enough. The word that Maitreyi had used as a measure of presence was now being used as a measure of information. Enough — not everything, not the full horror, but enough to know that the casual coming-and-going had consequences, that the avoidant pattern had a body count.

I sat on the bench. The iron was cool through my clothes — the evening had arrived, the particular Pune evening cool of April that was not yet the oppressive May heat, the comfortable temperature that existed in the narrow window between too warm and too cold. The neem trees moved in the wind. The garden was quiet. The world was asking me a question that the world had no right to ask: did I want to try again?

"I'll call you," I said. "Give me a few days."

He nodded. He did not argue. He did not plead. He accepted the timeline the way Farhan accepted the boundary — with patience. And in the acceptance, in the patience, I saw the therapy at work, the new pattern overlaid on the old, the avoidant man practicing the behaviour that did not come naturally: staying. Waiting. Allowing the other person to decide.

He took the Shatabdi back to Mumbai that night. He did not stay. The not-staying was deliberate — the therapist's influence visible in the decision, the recognition that staying would be the old pattern, the intensity-followed-by-withdrawal, and that the new pattern required the willingness to leave when asked, to be patient when patience was not his default setting.

I walked home. The neem trees. The amber streetlights. The Koregaon Park evening — different from the first evening, the evening I had walked home from Rohan's party with a message on my phone and jasmine in the air. That evening had been the beginning. This evening was — I did not know what this evening was. A middle, perhaps. A turning point. The place in the maze where two paths crossed and the choice determined everything that followed.

Farhan. Manav. The financial advisor with the milky-chai eyes. The investment banker with the clear eyes.

The man who asked for one dinner and offered a handshake. The man who asked for another chance and offered self-awareness.

Both real. Both present. Both asking.

And I — sitting on my bed in Kothrud, with Maitreyi's chai on the table and the Pune night outside and the voices quieter than they had been in months but not silent, never fully silent — I did not know which path to take.

Dr. Rao had said: "The question is not which man. The question is which version of yourself."

The version that ran across platforms. Or the version that walked to cars and shook hands.

I did not know. But for the first time, I understood that not knowing was not weakness. Not knowing was the space in which decisions grew. The space that the old Ananya — the running-across-platforms Ananya — had never allowed to exist because the running was the alternative to the choosing and the choosing required the particular courage that the running did not.

I would choose. Not tonight. But soon.


  
    Chapter 17: Chattan

    
    
  
  I chose Farhan.

Not in a single moment — not the cinematic choice of a woman standing between two men and pointing at one — but in the accumulation of moments, the slow, geological process of a person who was learning to distinguish between what she wanted and what she needed, between the love that burned and the love that warmed, between the man who made her run across platforms and the man who walked her to her car.

I told Manav on a Thursday. Phone call — not in person, because in person was dangerous, because his physical presence activated the old circuitry, the circuitry that Dr. Rao was helping me rewire, the circuitry that responded to proximity with surrender. The phone was safer. The phone was distance. The phone was the medium that allowed me to say the words without the interference of his eyes and his smell and the particular gravitational pull of his body.

"I can't do this, Manav. Not again."

Silence. The particular silence of a phone call in which the other person is processing something they knew was coming but that they hoped would not come, the silence that was not surprise but the absence of the deflection that surprise would have provided.

"Is it because of someone else?"

"It's because of me. It's because I drove to Mumbai four times and sat in a car watching your building. It's because I took pills. It's because the version of me that loves you is the version that almost died, and I can't — I can't be that version anymore. The love is real. The love was always real. But the love was killing me, Manav. And I choose to live."

The words were Dr. Rao's — not verbatim, but the framework, the particular therapeutic language that gave structure to feelings that were too large and too chaotic for ordinary words. "I choose to live" was the sentence that Dr. Rao had helped me build, brick by brick, over six sessions, the sentence that contained the entire argument for why Manav and I could not be together: not because he was bad, not because the love was false, but because the particular configuration of his damage and my damage produced a compound that was explosive, that could not be handled safely, that the only responsible action was to put down.

He cried. I heard the crying through the phone — small, restrained, the particular Indian-male crying that was the maximum expression of a man who had been taught that tears were weakness and who was, even in his grief, managing the volume. The crying hurt. The crying was the thing that the Defender seized upon — he's crying, he feels this, he's real, you're making a mistake — and that the Prosecutor countered — he cried last time too, at the breakup, and the crying didn't stop the leaving, tears are not commitment.

"I understand," he said. The words thick with the crying. "I understand, Anu. And I respect it. I don't want to — I won't try to change your mind. But I want you to know that meeting you was — you were the best thing. The best thing in my life."

"Don't say that."

"Why?"

"Because the best things don't end with pills and a hospital."

A pause. Long. The longest pause of any conversation we had ever had. The pause in which the entire relationship was being compressed — five weeks of love, six weeks of destruction, two months of recovery — compressed into a single, silent interval, the pause that was the relationship's funeral, the moment of silence before the burial.

"I'm sorry," he said. "I'm sorry for all of it. For the leaving and the coming back and the leaving again. For the cycle. For the damage. I'm sorry, Anu."

"I know. I believe you. And I'm sorry too — for the driving, for the watching. That wasn't fair to you either."

"It was a response. To something I caused."

"It was still not okay."

"No. It wasn't." A breath. "Can I ask one thing?"

"Yes."

"The person — the someone else — is he good to you?"

"He's patient."

"Then I'm glad." The words were forced — the particular forcing of a generous statement through a throat that wanted to say something else, the emotional labour of wishing someone well when the wishing was against your own interest. "I'm glad he's patient. You deserve patience."

I hung up. I sat in my room. The phone in my hand. The conversation over. The relationship — the real relationship, not the courtroom relationship that was yet to come — the relationship was over. Not with a door-slam. Not with a silence. With words. With honesty. With the particular dignity of two people who had hurt each other and who were choosing to stop.

The voices were quiet. Not silent — the Narrator was there, observing, but the observation was not hostile. She chose. The audience is surprised. The audience expected her to go back. The audience is, cautiously, relieved.

Three weeks later, Manav called again. Not to reconcile — to tell me he was moving. Mumbai to Goa. A career change — leaving investment banking, joining a startup. "I need to be somewhere else," he said. "I need to not be in the flat with the maroon curtains and the view of the lane where you used to sit."

He was leaving Mumbai. He was leaving the building. He was leaving the geography of our destruction.

"I hope Goa is good," I said. "I hope the startup works."

"I hope the patient man is everything you need."

We hung up. And for the first time — the actual, genuine, verified first time — the voices did not comment. The Prosecutor had no evidence to present. The Defender had nothing to defend. The Committee had no opinion. The Narrator observed: And so it ended. Not with a cliff. Just a phone call.

Except it didn't end. Not really. Because Manav in Goa was still Manav in the world, and the world had a way of bringing people back into proximity, the particular cruelty of a universe that did not respect the boundaries that humans drew around their hearts.

Two months passed. The months were — for the first time since I had met Manav — good. Not spectacular, not the fireworks of early love, but good in the way that ordinary life was good when it was not being disrupted by extraordinary pain. I went to work. I closed properties. I saw Dr. Rao twice a week. The medication worked — the voices were quieter, the sleep was better, the diagnostic loop had slowed from its frantic pace to a manageable hum, the background noise of a mind that was healing but that would never be fully silent, the particular scar tissue of a brain that had been through what mine had been through.

Farhan and I had dinner again. And again. And again. The dinners became weekly — Saturday evenings, different restaurants, the particular Pune exploration of two people who were discovering each other through food, through the shared experience of sitting across a table and eating and talking and the slow, steady accumulation of knowledge about another person. I learned that Farhan was from Lucknow — the city of tehzeeb, of manners, of the particular politeness that was not performance but culture, the city that had produced him with the same inevitability that Indore had produced Manav's poha pride. I learned that he had lost his father at nineteen — a heart attack, sudden, the particular Indian-male death of a man who had worked too hard and ignored the chest pain and who had collapsed in his office and who had been dead before the ambulance arrived. I learned that this loss had made him patient — not because patience was his natural state but because impatience was a luxury that grief had stripped from him, because when you had lost someone suddenly you understood that time was not guaranteed and that the appropriate response to uncertainty was not urgency but presence.

"I don't rush," he told me, over dosas at our Saturday place in Camp. "Not because I'm slow. Because I learned early that the things that matter are the things that take time. My father rushed. My father was always urgent — urgent at work, urgent at home, urgent in his body. The urgency killed him. I decided, at nineteen, that I would not be urgent. I would be present. Present is slower. But present is alive."

The words — and I say this knowing how it sounds, knowing that comparing men's words is the particular activity of a woman who has been wounded by one and is being healed by another — the words were different from Manav's words. Manav's words were beautiful — poetic, sharp, the words of a man who used language as seduction. Farhan's words were plain — direct, simple, the words of a man who used language as communication. Manav's words made you feel. Farhan's words made you understand. And understanding, I was learning, was more durable than feeling, the way a foundation was more durable than a roof — less visible, less dramatic, but the thing that kept the building standing when the storm came.

The storm came on a Wednesday in July.

My phone rang. An unknown number — a Goa number, the 0832 prefix that I did not recognize and that my phone did not have saved. I answered because the number could have been a client — in real estate, unknown numbers were often opportunities, the cold calls that produced warm leads.

"Anu?"

Manav's voice. But different — higher, tighter, the voice of a person who was calling from the edge of something.

"Manav? Is this a new number?"

"I need to see you. I need to see you now. Can you come to Goa?"

"Come to Goa? Manav, I can't just —"

"Please. Anu, please. I'm not — I'm not okay. I need someone and you're the only person I can call."

The sentence was a detonation. Not the romantic detonation of a man declaring love — the emergency detonation of a man in crisis, the voice that said: I am not performing, I am not manipulating, I am in genuine distress and the distress is real.

The Prosecutor: It's the cycle. He's pulling you back. The distress is real but the pattern is the pattern.

The Defender: He's in trouble. Real trouble. You can't ignore real trouble.

The Committee: This is not your responsibility. He has a therapist. He has family. He has the entire city of Goa. You are not the only person in his world.

But the Narrator said nothing. The Narrator was quiet. And in the Narrator's quiet, I heard the particular silence of a story that was approaching its climax, the silence that preceded the event that everything — the love, the breaking, the pills, the recovery, the choice — had been building toward.

"I'll come," I said. "Give me a day."


  
    Chapter 18: Chattan

    
    
  
  The cliff was in Goa. Not the Goa of postcards — not the white sand and the palm trees and the shacks with the cold beer and the sunsets that Instagram had turned into a currency. This Goa was the other one — the Goa that existed north of the tourist belt, the Goa of red laterite cliffs and black rocks and the Arabian Sea crashing against stone with the particular violence of water that had been hitting the same surface for millennia and that would continue hitting it long after the humans on the cliff were gone.

I drove. Pune to Goa — seven hours on the NH-48, through the ghats, through the Amboli section where the road narrowed and the trucks slowed and the mist descended and the driving required the particular concentration that I was grateful for because concentration was the alternative to thinking, and thinking was the thing that I could not afford to do because thinking would produce the Prosecutor's argument and the Defender's counter-argument and the Committee's commentary and the Narrator's observation and the combined noise would make driving impossible.

Manav had texted an address. A village — Vagator, the northern stretch where the cliffs dropped to the sea and the beach was accessed by a steep path and the tourists were fewer and the landscape was wilder and the particular beauty was the beauty of a place that had not been domesticated, that remained the thing it was before the hotels and the restaurants and the Instagram accounts arrived.

I reached Goa at 4 PM. The July air was different from Pune air — heavier, saltier, the particular humidity of a coastal state in monsoon, the air that you did not breathe so much as swam through, the moisture visible on every surface, the world sweating. The sky was grey — monsoon grey, the particular overcast that was not the absence of sun but the presence of water, the clouds heavy and low and promising the kind of rain that Goa delivered in July: sudden, vertical, total.

I found the address. A small house — a rented cottage, the kind that Goa offered to people who wanted to live cheaply and who did not need air conditioning or reliable plumbing or the particular infrastructure of comfort that city people considered essential. The cottage was white — the Goan white, the lime wash that every building wore, the white that turned cream in the rain and that grew green with algae in the monsoon and that was repainted every October in the annual ritual of tropical maintenance.

Manav was on the porch. Sitting — not standing, not moving, but sitting in a plastic chair with a glass in his hand and the particular stillness of a person who was not resting but waiting, who had been sitting in that chair for hours and who would continue sitting until the thing he was waiting for arrived.

The thing was me.

I parked. I walked to the porch. The path was red — laterite soil, the particular Goan red that stained everything it touched, the red that got into your shoes and your clothes and your skin and that was, if you were the kind of person who read landscapes as metaphors, the colour of the earth bleeding.

"You came," he said.

"You asked."

He looked terrible. Worse than the café. Worse than the platform. The particular terrible of a person who had crossed a threshold, who had moved from suffering to something beyond suffering, the place where the body stopped registering pain because the pain had exceeded the body's capacity to process it and the body had, in self-defence, gone numb. His eyes were red — not tears-red but insomnia-red, the particular inflammation of eyes that had not closed in days. His hands shook — not the subtle tremor of anxiety but the visible shake of a body whose nervous system was in crisis, the hands of a person whose internal wiring was failing.

"Manav, what's happening?"

"Sit down. Please."

I sat. The plastic chair — the universal Indian chair, the same chair from my balcony in Kothrud, the chair that appeared in every domestic scene of my life as if Indian furniture was a recurring character in a novel about a woman who could not escape plastic.

"The startup failed," he said. "Three weeks ago. The funding fell through. The co-founder left. The entire thing — the reason I moved to Goa, the career change, the fresh start — all of it gone. I'm broke, Anu. Not struggling — broke. My savings are gone. The flat in Bandra is sold. This cottage is paid through the end of the month and after that I have nothing."

"Manav—"

"Let me finish. The startup was — the startup was the thing I was using to fill the hole. The hole that was there before you, that was there during you, that was there after you. The thing my therapist and I were working on — the avoidant attachment, the emptiness, the pattern. The startup was supposed to be the new thing, the healthy thing, the thing I chose instead of running back to you. And it failed. And the failure — the failure feels like proof. Like proof that the hole can't be filled. That the emptiness is permanent. That the pattern — approach, retreat, destroy — the pattern applies to everything, not just people. Relationships, careers, cities. I approach and then I retreat and then it collapses."

His voice was flat. Not the emotional flatness of a person controlling their feelings — the chemical flatness of a person whose feelings had been depleted, whose emotional reserves had been drained to zero, the particular vocal quality of a person who was describing their own destruction from a distance, the way a news anchor described a disaster: factually, professionally, without personal investment.

"Have you talked to your therapist?"

"I stopped going. Two months ago. When the money ran out."

"Your parents?"

"I called my mother. She told me to come home. She told me to come back to Indore and join my father's shop and get married and stop this nonsense of living in cities and starting companies and being whatever it is I'm trying to be. She said — she said 'beta, this is what happens when you leave home.'"

The sentence. The particular Indian-mother sentence that was not comfort but judgement disguised as comfort, the sentence that said "I love you" and "I told you so" simultaneously, the sentence that offered the safety of home while condemning the choice to leave, the particular emotional trap of Indian familial love that was available only on the condition of surrender.

"What about friends? People in Goa?"

"I don't have people in Goa. The startup people are gone — they scattered when the money stopped, the way startup people do, the particular loyalty of a community that is bonded by funding and that dissolves when the funding dissolves. I have no one here. I have the cottage and the cliff and the sea and you."

"And me."

"And you. The person I hurt the most and the person I called when everything else was gone. I know how that sounds. I know it's unfair. I know I have no right to call you. But you're the only person who — you're the only person who ever saw me. Not the investment banker or the startup founder or the man from Indore. You saw the thing underneath all of that. The empty thing. And you didn't run."

"I did run, Manav. I ran across platforms and I drove to Mumbai and I watched your building. That wasn't seeing you — that was chasing you."

"Maybe. But the chasing was because you saw something worth chasing. And right now I need someone to tell me that the something is still there. Because I can't see it anymore."

The words were the words of a person in crisis. Not the abstract crisis of heartbreak or professional failure — the immediate, present-tense crisis of a person who was standing at the edge of something and who was asking to be pulled back. I recognized the crisis because I had been in it. I had sat on a bed in Kothrud with pills arranged in rows and I had made the same calculation that I could hear in Manav's voice: the calculation that the pain exceeded the reasons to continue, that the emptiness had won, that the only remaining agency was the agency to stop.

"Manav," I said. My voice was careful — the particular careful of a person who understood that the next words mattered in a way that most words did not, that the next words were not conversation but intervention, not dialogue but rescue. "I need you to hear me. Whatever you're thinking about doing — whatever the thing is that you're standing at the edge of — don't. Don't do it."

"I'm not going to—"

"Don't lie to me. I sat in a bed with pills. I know what the edge looks like. I know what the calculation sounds like. And I'm telling you — from the other side, from the person who swallowed the pills and who woke up in a hospital with her mother's face above her — I'm telling you that the calculation is wrong. The emptiness is not permanent. The pattern can be broken. The hole can be — not filled, maybe, but survived. You can survive the hole."

He looked at me. The red eyes. The shaking hands. The particular face of a man who was hearing words that he wanted to believe and that his chemistry would not allow him to believe, the neurological stalemate of a person whose brain was producing despair faster than the words could produce hope.

"Stay with me tonight," I said. "Not — not like that. Just stay. Stay in this cottage and let me be in the room and let the being-in-the-room be enough. And tomorrow we'll figure out the next thing. Not everything. Just the next thing."

He nodded. The nod was small — barely perceptible, the minimum physical expression of agreement, the nod of a person whose energy was so depleted that even moving his head required the expenditure of reserves he could not afford.

We stayed. I made chai — his kitchen was sparse, the bare-minimum kitchen of a man who had stopped caring about food, the gas stove with one burner, the single pan, the tea leaves in a tin that was almost empty. I made chai with what was available — no ginger, no cardamom, just tea and milk and sugar, the basic chai, the survival chai, the version that existed when all the luxuries had been stripped away and only the essential remained.

We sat on the porch. The rain came — the July rain, the monsoon, the particular Goan monsoon that was not a shower but an event, the water falling from the sky in sheets, the sound of it on the roof like a thousand fingers drumming, the particular percussion that was the soundtrack of every monsoon memory I had ever had. The rain was warm. The air smelled of wet earth — the petrichor, the word that Indians did not need because they had their own word, their own feeling, the particular relief of a parched land receiving water, the relief that was the closest thing in nature to the relief of a person in pain receiving kindness.

We sat. The rain fell. The chai was basic and hot and enough. Manav's hands steadied — slowly, the tremor diminishing over the hour, the body responding to the presence of another person the way my body had responded to Maitreyi's paranthas, the ancient human medicine of not-being-alone, the particular therapy that predated all therapy and that would outlast all therapy: the therapy of someone staying.

"Tomorrow," I said. "We figure out the next thing."

"Tomorrow," he said.

We did not know — sitting on that porch, with the rain and the basic chai and the red laterite path bleeding into the monsoon puddles — we did not know that there would be a cliff. We did not know that the next thing would be the worst thing. We did not know that this evening — the rain, the chai, the staying — would be the last evening before everything changed forever.

But we didn't know. And the not-knowing was, for this one evening, a mercy.


  
    Chapter 19: Kagar

    
    
  
  The cliff was called Chapora.

Not the Chapora of the fort — the tourist Chapora, the one with the Dil Chahta Hai bench and the sunset selfies and the particular mythology of a Bollywood scene that had turned a Portuguese ruin into a pilgrimage site for twenty-somethings who believed that friendship was three men sitting on a wall. This was the other Chapora — the stretch south of the fort where the cliffs were unguarded and the path was unmarked and the drop was sixty feet to the rocks below and the sea hit the rocks with the particular violence of water meeting stone at terminal velocity.

Manav took me there the next morning.

"I want to show you something," he said. Morning — early, 6 AM, the monsoon briefly paused, the sky clearing to the particular grey-blue of a Goan morning after rain, the air washed and cooler, the earth still wet, the laterite path dark with moisture. He had slept — not well, not deeply, but he had slept, and the sleep had done something to his face, had softened the edges of the despair, had restored the minimum humanity that a few hours of unconsciousness provided.

I followed him. The path from the cottage went through cashew trees — the Goan cashew, the particular tree that defined the landscape of North Goa, the low, spreading canopy that provided shade and fruit and the feni that was distilled from the fruit and that was Goa's contribution to the national project of drinking. The path was narrow, the laterite slippery from the rain, the walking requiring attention — the particular attention of feet finding purchase on uncertain ground, the physical mindfulness that the landscape demanded.

The cliff appeared suddenly. One moment we were in the cashew trees — green, enclosed, the path tunnelled through vegetation — and the next moment the trees ended and the earth ended and the sky opened and the sea was below us and the sound of it — the sound of the Arabian Sea hitting the Chapora cliffs — the sound filled the space the way water filled a glass: completely, instantly, the particular auditory saturation of a coastline in monsoon, the sea louder than it was in any other season because the monsoon waves were bigger and the wind was stronger and the collision of water and stone was amplified by the atmospheric conditions into something that was not a sound but a presence.

"This is where I come," Manav said. "Most mornings. I sit here and I watch the sea."

The edge was unguarded. No railing, no fence, no sign that said "danger" or "keep back" or the particular Indian warning sign that combined Hindi and English and a graphic of a falling person in the universal language of human catastrophe. The edge was just earth — laterite, red, the soil crumbling slightly at the lip where the cliff met the air, the particular erosion of a coastline that was being eaten by the sea one monsoon at a time.

I looked at the edge. I looked at Manav. The particular geometry of a man standing near a cliff — the proximity, the intention, the question that the proximity asked without words.

"Manav, how close do you usually sit?"

"Closer than this."

My heart — the heart that had been through everything, that had been broken and repaired and broken again and repaired again, the heart that I had tried to stop with pills and that had been restarted by paramedics and that was now, against all evidence, still beating — my heart recognised what he was saying. Not with the intellectual recognition of a therapist or the emotional recognition of a friend but with the particular recognition of a person who had been where he was, who had sat at her own edge, who knew that "closer than this" was not geography but confession.

"Come away from the edge," I said. "Please."

"I'm not going to jump. I'm not — I come here because the height and the sound and the drop — they make the feelings smaller. When you're standing at the edge, the rest of it — the startup, the money, the loneliness — it becomes small. Because the only thing that matters at the edge is the edge. And the edge is simple. The edge is a yes-or-no question. And every morning I come here and the answer is no. The no is the clearest thing in my day."

The logic was the logic of a person who was using proximity to death as a therapeutic tool, the particular dangerous therapy of a mind that had found, in the most extreme situation, the only peace available to it. I understood this logic because I had used a version of it — the sitting in the car in the Mumbai heat, the closed windows, the temperature rising — the particular flirtation with danger that was not a desire to die but a desire to feel something other than the pain, the desire for a situation so extreme that the ordinary pain became irrelevant.

"That's not healthy, Manav."

"I know."

"You need to see a therapist. A proper therapist. Not the cliff."

"I know."

"I can help you find one. In Goa. There are good therapists in Goa."

"I know." The repetition — "I know, I know, I know" — the particular repetition of a person who knew everything and could do nothing, who had the information and lacked the energy to act on it, the cognitive awareness preceding the emotional capacity the way a map preceded the walking: having the map did not mean you could make the journey.

We sat. Not at the edge — I guided him back, five feet, ten feet, until the edge was visible but not accessible, until the distance between his body and the drop was enough to make jumping require effort rather than allowing it to happen through the particular carelessness of a body that was too tired to maintain its balance.

The sea below was grey. Monsoon grey — the colour of the sky reflected in the water, the particular Goan monsoon palette that was entirely different from the December blues and the March golds, the monsoon Goa that tourists avoided and that residents endured and that was, in its grey, powerful way, the most honest version of the coastline, the version that did not perform beauty for visitors but simply existed, violent and grey and alive.

"Tell me about the patient man," Manav said.

"His name is Farhan."

"Tell me about Farhan."

I told him. I told him about the cutting chai and the manila folders and the weekly visits that built a wall one brick at a time. I told him about the milky-chai eyes and the directness and the patience that came from losing his father at nineteen. I told him about the Vaishali dosa and the Camp dinners and the handshake that respected distance. I told him about the man who did not rush because rushing had killed his father and who was present because presence was the alternative to urgency.

Manav listened. The particular listening of a person who was hearing about their replacement and who was, against every instinct of ego and possession, allowing the hearing because the hearing was evidence that the woman he had loved was being cared for, that the damage he had caused was being repaired by someone who understood repair.

"He sounds like a good man," Manav said.

"He is."

"Better than me?"

"Different from you. Not better. Not worse. Different."

"The kind of different that builds. Not the kind that destroys."

"Yes."

He nodded. The nod was slow — the particular nod of a person who was accepting something that they did not want to accept but that they recognised as true, the nod of a man who was looking at his own pattern from the outside and who was seeing, clearly, the destruction it caused.

"I'm glad," he said. And this time — unlike the phone call, unlike the forced generosity of a man who was saying the words because the words were correct — this time, I believed him. The gladness was real. The gladness was the particular gladness of a person who understood that the best thing they could do for the person they loved was to be glad that someone else was doing it better.

We sat on the cliff. The sea roared. The cashew trees rustled behind us. A fishing boat — the traditional Goan fishing boat, the ramponkar's vessel, the wooden hull and the outboard motor and the particular silhouette that had defined this coastline for centuries — a fishing boat moved across the grey water, small against the enormity of the sea, the fisherman visible as a dark shape against the grey, the particular image of a human being continuing to work while the world around them was in turmoil.

"I'm going to call your mother," I said.

"Anu—"

"Not to tell her to say 'come home and join the shop.' To tell her that her son needs help. Real help. Professional help. And that the help should not come with conditions."

"She won't understand."

"She doesn't have to understand. She has to show up. That's what mothers do. They show up even when they don't understand."

I was thinking of Amma. Amma in the hospital chair with the Chandrika soap and the cold hands and the fierce voice. Amma who had not understood — who had never understood the particular mechanics of my destruction, who did not know about the voices or the drives to Mumbai or the detailed geography of obsessive heartbreak. Amma had not understood. But Amma had shown up. And the showing up had been enough.

"Okay," Manav said. "Call her."

I called. From the cliff — the reception was spotty, the particular Goan coastal reception that dropped words and sentences with the casualness of a conversation between old friends who did not need every word to communicate. Manav's mother — her name was Sudha, she had a voice like warm water, the particular voice of a woman from Indore who spoke Hindi with the Malwa accent that softened every consonant — Sudha listened. I told her that Manav was not okay. I told her that he needed a therapist, not a lecture. I told her that telling him to come home and join the shop was not help but another form of the pressure that had brought him here.

Sudha was quiet. The particular quiet of an Indian mother processing information that contradicted her worldview — the worldview in which coming home was the solution, in which the family was the safety net, in which the particular Indian belief that proximity equals care was challenged by a stranger on a phone who was saying that proximity without understanding was not care but control.

"Who are you?" she asked. Not hostile — curious. The particular curiosity of a woman who had received a phone call about her son from a woman she did not know and who was trying to place this woman in the geography of her son's life.

"I'm someone who loves your son," I said. "Not the way you do. A different way. But I love him, and I'm telling you that he needs you, and the version of you he needs is the version that listens."

Sudha cried. Quietly — the same restrained crying that Manav produced, the genetic inheritance of emotional containment, the family pattern of feeling everything and expressing the minimum. "Tell him to call me," she said. "Tell him I'll listen. I'll try."

I hung up. Manav was looking at the sea. His face was — and I use this word carefully, knowing its weight in the context of everything that had happened — his face was peaceful. Not the false peace of the pills-night, not the chemical peace of surrender. The particular peace of a person who had been heard, who had been seen, who had been helped by someone who understood the particular geography of crisis because they had walked it themselves.

"Thank you, Anu," he said.

"Don't thank me. Call your mother. Today."

"I will."

"And I'm going to find you a therapist. In Panjim. A good one. I'll pay for the first three sessions."

"You don't have to—"

"I'm not doing it for you. I'm doing it because three months ago, someone made me chai and sat on my bed and took my phone and refused to leave. And I survived because of that someone. And the debt — the debt is not mine to Maitreyi. The debt is mine to the next person who needs it. You're the next person."

He looked at me. The clear eyes — still red, still exhausted, but clear. The eyes of a man who was, for the first time since I had arrived, not at the edge but five feet back from it, the five feet that were the difference between survival and the alternative.

We left the cliff. We walked back through the cashew trees. The path was drying — the sun finding gaps in the monsoon clouds, the laterite turning from dark red to bright red, the earth recovering from the rain the way everything recovered from everything: slowly, imperfectly, with stains that would never fully disappear.

I drove back to Pune that afternoon. The NH-48. The ghats. The familiar route. But the driving was different this time — not the compulsive driving of the Mumbai trips, not the stalker's drive toward obsession, but the particular driving of a person who had gone somewhere necessary and who was returning to the life she was building, the life that included Dr. Rao and medication and Farhan's dinners and Maitreyi's chai and the clean room with the marigolds and the particular, hard-won, imperfect recovery that was not a destination but a practice.

I did not know, driving home, that Manav would call me again in two weeks. I did not know that the call would come from a hospital. I did not know that between this afternoon and that call, the cliff would do what the cliff had been threatening to do all along.

But I knew — and this was enough for now — I knew that I had shown up. I had driven seven hours and made basic chai and sat on a cliff and called a mother and said the things that needed to be said. I had done what Maitreyi did, what Jhanvi did, what Amma did. I had been the person in the room.

And for now, in the car, on the highway, with the ghats rolling past and the monsoon clearing and the radio playing a song I didn't recognise — for now, that was enough.


  
    Chapter 20: Mukadma

    
    
  
  The courtroom was smaller than I expected.

Not the grand, pillared courtroom of Hindi cinema — the courtroom where Amitabh Bachchan delivered monologues and judges slammed gavels and the gallery erupted in applause at the verdict. This courtroom was functional — a room in the Pune District Court, the particular institutional architecture of Indian justice that was more office than theatre, the walls painted the pale green of government buildings, the fans spinning slowly, the ceiling stained with the particular water marks that monsoon bestowed on every public building in Maharashtra.

The judge's bench was elevated — the standard elevation, not dramatic, just enough to establish hierarchy. The witness box was to the left. The accused's dock was to the right — my dock, the small wooden enclosure in which I sat, the enclosure that said: you are not a participant in this proceeding, you are the subject of it. The prosecution sat at one table. The defence — Vikram Sir, Priya, Deepa — sat at another.

The gallery was sparse. This was not a famous trial — not a celebrity murder or a political scandal, not the kind of case that attracted reporters and cameras and the particular Indian public appetite for courtroom drama. This was a case about a woman and a man and a cliff and the question of whether the woman had pushed the man off the cliff or whether the man had jumped.

Manav jumped. I need to say this clearly because the trial was designed to obscure it, because the prosecution's case was built on the proposition that I had pushed him, that the years of obsessive behaviour — the driving, the stalking, the phone calls, the showing-up-in-Goa — constituted a pattern of harassment that had driven Manav to the cliff and that my presence at the cliff was not rescue but cause, not the person-in-the-room but the reason-for-the-room.

The prosecution's case was wrong. But the prosecution's case was logical. The prosecution had evidence — the drives to Mumbai, documented by the neighbour's statement, the phone records showing dozens of calls, the Instagram history showing obsessive checking, the testimony of colleagues who had noticed my deterioration, the testimony of Manav's mother who described the phone call in which a strange woman had told her that her son was in danger. The prosecution had a narrative: a woman obsessed with a man who had left her, a woman who followed him to Goa, a woman who was present at the cliff from which he fell.

The defence's case was built on a different narrative: a woman who loved a man, who was damaged by the love, who sought help, who recovered, who drove to Goa not to push him but to save him, who made chai and called his mother and sat with him on the cliff and who was, when the fall happened, not next to him but in the cottage, asleep.

The fall happened two weeks after my visit. Two weeks in which Manav had called his mother, had started seeing a therapist in Panjim — the one I had found and paid for — had begun the slow, uncertain process of rebuilding. Two weeks in which I was back in Pune, at work, at Dr. Rao's office, at dinner with Farhan, in the life I was building. Two weeks in which Manav and I spoke three times on the phone — brief calls, the calls of two people who had established a new relationship that was neither romantic nor disconnected but the particular, complicated relationship of two broken people who had survived each other's damage and who were trying to figure out what the surviving meant.

The fall happened on a Saturday morning. Manav went to the cliff — his morning ritual, the proximity-to-death therapy that I had begged him to stop and that he had not stopped. He went to the edge. He sat. And then — according to the fisherman who was the only witness, the ramponkar whose boat was below the cliff and who saw what happened — and then he stood, and he walked to the edge, and he stepped off.

He did not jump. He stepped. The fisherman was specific about this — not the leap of a person in dramatic despair, not the running jump of a person who wanted distance from the cliff, but a step. A single step forward, the way you stepped off a curb or a platform. The particular step of a person who had made a decision and who was executing it with the same calm that I had felt when I arranged the pills on my bedside table, the calm that was not peace but resolution, the calm of a person who had completed the calculation and who was acting on the result.

He survived. The fall was sixty feet but the water was deep — monsoon-deep, the sea swollen by the rains — and the rocks that would have killed him in December were submerged in July. He hit the water. The fisherman pulled him out. The injuries were severe — broken ribs, shattered left leg, internal bleeding, the particular catalogue of damage that a human body sustained when it hit water from sixty feet at the wrong angle. But he was alive. The monsoon had saved him. The depth of the water that was there because it was July and not December — the season had saved him.

The police came. The police found me — my name in his phone, my number the most recently called, my presence in Goa two weeks earlier documented by the cottage's caretaker who had seen me arrive and who had, in the particular Indian village tradition of noting every stranger's arrival with the precision of a census officer, noted the time and the duration and the car's licence plate number.

The arrest happened in Pune. Tuesday morning — two days after the fall, two days in which Manav was in a Goa hospital and I was in Pune unaware, two days in which the police had been building a case based on the neighbour's statement and the caretaker's notes and the phone records and the particular narrative that a woman who had stalked a man and who had been present near the cliff from which he fell was, in the absence of other explanations, the most likely cause of the fall.

They came to the office. Two police officers — a man and a woman, the woman there because the arrest of a female required a female officer present, the particular Indian procedural safeguard that existed on paper and that functioned, in practice, as an additional source of humiliation, the female officer's presence not a comfort but a reminder that the system had anticipated this, had planned for the arrest of women, had created a protocol that said: we know this happens and we are prepared for it.

Kamala-ma'am watched. Nikhil watched. Lavanya at reception watched. The entire office watched as I was led out — not in handcuffs, the officers had the decency of discretion, but led out with the particular walking-formation that said "this person is being taken" without the visual drama of restraints. The walk from my desk to the door was twenty steps. Twenty steps that transformed me from Ananya Sharma, real estate consultant, employee of the month, closer of the Mehta deal, to Ananya Sharma, accused, the woman who had allegedly pushed a man off a cliff.

Maitreyi came to the station. Within the hour — the particular speed of a woman who dropped everything, whose response to crisis was not deliberation but action, who had been dropping everything for me for a year and who would, when this was over, continue dropping everything because that was what Maitreyi did, that was who Maitreyi was, the woman whose love was expressed not in words but in velocity.

She brought a lawyer. Not just any lawyer — Vikram Deshmukh, senior advocate, the particular Pune legal eminence who did not take cases below a certain threshold of complexity and who had agreed to take mine because Maitreyi's brother-in-law knew his son and the particular Indian network of connections — the jugaad, the who-knows-who, the invisible infrastructure of relationships that operated in parallel to the official infrastructure of institutions — had been activated with the speed and efficiency that only operated when someone you loved was in trouble.

Vikram Sir was sixty. White hair, steel-framed glasses, the particular bearing of a man who had spent forty years in courtrooms and who treated the law not as a profession but as a craft, the way a potter treated clay — with respect, with skill, with the understanding that the material was only as good as the hands that shaped it. He listened to my story — the entire story, from Manav to the voices to the pills to the recovery to the cliff — he listened with the particular attention of a man who was simultaneously hearing a human story and constructing a legal strategy, the dual processing of a mind that could feel compassion and calculate advantage simultaneously.

"The prosecution's case is circumstantial," he said. "Strong circumstances — the stalking, the presence in Goa, the history — but circumstantial. They have no physical evidence of a push. No witness to a push. The fisherman's testimony supports a step, not a push. The question is whether the judge will distinguish between causing someone to jump and pushing them."

"But I didn't cause him to jump."

"You didn't intend to cause him to jump. The prosecution will argue that the cumulative effect of your behaviour — the obsessive contact, the stalking, the showing up in Goa — created a psychological pressure that contributed to his decision. They'll argue that your love was a weapon."

"My love was not a weapon."

"I know. But the law doesn't always distinguish between a weapon and a wound. Our job is to show the judge the difference."

The trial lasted three weeks. Three weeks of testimony, cross-examination, evidence presentation, legal argument. Three weeks in which my life was narrated by strangers — the neighbour who saw the red car, the caretaker who noted my licence plate, the colleague who described my deterioration, the phone records that documented the calls. Three weeks in which the intimate details of my love and my destruction were displayed in a courtroom with pale green walls and spinning fans and the particular atmosphere of Indian justice, which was slow and procedural and human in its imperfection.

Farhan testified. He testified as a character witness — the man who had known me for months, who had brought cutting chai and manila folders, who had seen my recovery happen in real-time, who had watched me go from the woman-on-the-corridor-floor to the woman-who-laughed-at-dosa-restaurants. His testimony was calm — the particular Farhan calm, the calm that was not performance but constitution, the calm of a man who stood in a witness box and told the truth with the directness that was his only language.

"Ananya Sharma is not a violent person," he said. "She is a person who was in extraordinary pain and who did not always handle the pain well. But the direction of her damage was always inward, never outward. She hurt herself. She never hurt anyone else."

The prosecution challenged this. "You are romantically involved with the accused," Mehra said. Mehra — the prosecutor, the woman whose job it was to argue that I had pushed Manav off a cliff, the woman who did this job with the particular professional detachment of a person who separated the argument from the person, who did not hate me but who was, professionally, obligated to destroy me.

"I am," Farhan said. "And that does not change the truth of what I said."

Maitreyi testified. She testified about the pills — about finding me, about the ambulance call, about the hospital. She testified about the paranthas and the balcony and the phone-taking and the twelve years of friendship that gave her, she argued, the particular authority of a person who knew Ananya Sharma better than anyone and who could say, with the certainty of intimate knowledge, that Ananya was not capable of pushing anyone off anything.

Dr. Rao testified. She testified about the diagnosis — the fragmented processing, the voices, the obsessive patterns. She testified that the behaviour was consistent with someone experiencing acute stress disorder with obsessive features, not with someone planning violence. She testified that the stalking, while harmful, was directed by longing rather than malice, by the desperation of attachment rather than the intention of harm.

And then — on the final day, the day that the judge would hear closing arguments and retire to consider the verdict — Manav testified.

He testified by video link from the hospital in Goa, his leg in a cast, his face still carrying the particular damage of a person who had fallen sixty feet and who had survived and who was now being asked to describe, for a court of law, why he had stepped off a cliff.

"I stepped off the cliff because I wanted to stop," he said. His voice was clear — the video quality was poor, the hospital WiFi unreliable, but his voice was clear. "Not because of Ananya. Not because she came to Goa. Not because of anything she did. I stepped off the cliff because the emptiness was winning and I chose the cliff over the emptiness. That was my choice. Mine. Not hers."

Mehra challenged this. "The accused stalked you for months. She drove to Mumbai repeatedly to watch your building. She appeared uninvited at your residence. You yourself described experiencing fear upon seeing her on your street. Is it not possible that this cumulative pressure contributed to your state of mind?"

Manav looked at the camera. Through the poor video quality, through the hospital lighting, through the particular flatness of a screen — through all of it, his eyes were clear.

"Everything contributes to everything," he said. "The startup failing contributed. My mother's pressure contributed. My father's distance contributed. The rain contributed. Ananya's love contributed — not her stalking, her love. The love was the thing that kept me alive longer than I would have been alive without it. The chai she made me. The phone call to my mother. The sitting on the cliff and saying 'come away from the edge.' Those things kept me alive for two more weeks. And in those two weeks, I saw a therapist. And the therapist gave me tools. And the tools were not enough — not yet — but they were the beginning of enough. Ananya did not push me. Ananya was the reason I was still alive to be pushed."

The courtroom was silent. The particular silence that followed testimony that was not legal but human, the silence that occurred when a courtroom — a place of argument and procedure and the particular professional contest of opposing narratives — encountered the truth, the raw, unprocessed, unargued truth of a person who had jumped and who was explaining, from a hospital bed, why.

Vikram Sir delivered the closing argument. I did not hear most of it — the legal language washed over me, the precedents and the statutes and the particular vocabulary of Indian criminal law that was simultaneously English and Hindi and a third language that only lawyers understood. What I heard was the final sentence:

"My client loved a man. The love became an illness. The illness became behaviour that was harmful — to herself, primarily, and to others, secondarily. She sought help. She recovered. She drove to Goa not to harm but to help. The prosecution asks this court to punish a woman for loving too much. The defence asks this court to recognise that loving too much is not a crime. It is a human catastrophe. And human catastrophes require compassion, not conviction."

The judge — a woman, fiftyish, the particular demeanour of a person who had heard thousands of cases and who had developed the ability to sit in judgement without being judgemental, the professional paradox of a person whose job was to judge and who had learned that the best judging was done with the least judgement — the judge retired to consider.

The consideration lasted three days. Three days in which I sat in my flat in Kothrud with Maitreyi and Jhanvi and Farhan and waited. Three days in which the voices — quieter now, much quieter, almost background — the voices debated the verdict the way they had debated everything: the Prosecutor predicting conviction, the Defender predicting acquittal, the Committee concerned about what the neighbours would think regardless of the verdict, the Narrator observing: She waits. The audience waits with her.

And then: the summons. The courtroom. The pale green walls. The spinning fans. The wooden dock. The judge's bench.

The prologue.

We had arrived at the beginning.


  
    Epilogue: Subah

    
    
  
  The judge said: "Not guilty."

Two words. Two words that travelled across the courtroom the way light travelled across a room when curtains were opened — not gradually but all at once, the darkness replaced by brightness in a single, instantaneous transformation. The words reached me and I did not move. I did not cry. I did not collapse. I sat in the wooden dock with my hands in my lap and I heard the words and I felt — and this was the thing that surprised me, the thing that I had not expected and that I would spend years trying to understand — I felt nothing.

Not relief. Not joy. Not the cinematic rush of a woman acquitted, the gasping, the tears, the embracing of the lawyer. Nothing. The particular nothing of a person who had been through so much that the absence of catastrophe did not register as victory but as the simple continuation of existence, the way a person who had been drowning did not feel joy when they reached the surface but simply felt the air, the basic, unremarkable fact of breathing.

Maitreyi cried. Behind me, in the gallery — the particular Maitreyi crying that was loud and uncontained and that drew the judge's brief, tolerant glance, the glance of a woman who had seen enough verdicts to know that the people in the gallery would react and that the reactions were human and that the human was, in the end, what the law was about. Jhanvi cried too — next to Maitreyi, the two of them holding each other, the particular image of two women who had carried a third woman through the worst year of her life and who were now receiving the news that the carrying had not been for nothing.

Vikram Sir shook my hand. "It's done," he said. The professional brevity of a man who had won cases before and who would win cases again and for whom this verdict was a professional outcome that was also, he acknowledged with a slight softening of his usual severity, a personal satisfaction.

Priya hugged me. Deepa squeezed my arm. The defence team — the women who had worked for three weeks to dismantle a prosecution built on the thesis that my love was a crime — the team surrounded me with the particular warmth of people who had invested in an outcome and who were now collecting the emotional return on that investment.

Farhan was outside. He had not come into the courtroom — not because he was not welcome but because he understood, with the particular Farhan understanding that was never spoken but always present, that the courtroom was the space of the past and that his place was in the future, and that the two spaces should not be confused. He stood outside, on the steps of the Pune District Court, in the March sunlight — the same gentle March sunlight from the day Maitreyi took me to the balcony, the warmth that settled on your shoulders like a shawl, the warmth that said: I am here whether you notice me or not.

He saw me come out. He did not rush forward. He did not shout. He stood and he waited and when I reached him — when I walked down the steps and crossed the courtyard and stood in front of him — he did the thing that Farhan did, the thing that was his language, the thing that spoke louder than any inscription in any book:

He handed me a cup of cutting chai.

From the tapri on the corner. Still hot. The small glass that was too hot to hold and that you held anyway. The chai that tasted of ginger and sugar and roadside dust and the particular, irreplaceable flavour of a city that was mine, that had always been mine, that would always be mine regardless of what had happened in its courtrooms and its hospitals and its balconies.

I took the chai. I held it. The warmth on my fingers — the mild burn, the tax, the cost of the taste. I held the chai and I looked at Farhan and I said:

"Thank you."

Not for the chai. For all of it. For the manila folders and the weekly visits and the one dinner that became many dinners and the patience that came from losing a father at nineteen and the testimony in the witness box and the standing-outside-the-courtroom and the knowing-when-to-be-present-and-when-to-wait. For the particular, extraordinary, unremarkable love of a man who did not burn but who warmed, who did not rush but who arrived, who did not perform but who was.

"You're welcome," he said. And then: "The dosa place in Camp is open. If you're hungry."

I was hungry. For the first time in three weeks — for the first time since the trial began, since the pale green walls and the spinning fans and the prosecution's arguments had replaced food with anxiety — I was hungry. The hunger was physical — the body announcing its needs with the particular insistence of an organ that had been ignored and that was now demanding attention, the stomach reminding the brain that the brain was not the only stakeholder, that the body had requirements, that the requirements included dosa.

"I'm starving," I said.

We walked. Not to the car — the restaurant was close enough to walk, the particular Pune walkability that I had always loved and that I loved more now, the ability to move through the city on foot, to be in the city rather than passing through it, to feel the pavement under my shoes and the sun on my face and the particular energy of Pune at midday — the auto-rickshaws, the students, the vendors, the city that had been the backdrop to the worst year of my life and that was now, in this moment, the backdrop to the first day of whatever came next.

We ate. Sada dosa for me. Mysore dosa for him. The same order from the first Vaishali morning — the order that had become ours, the shared vocabulary of food that couples developed, the particular intimacy of knowing what the other person would eat before they ordered it. The dosa was crispy. The chutney was fresh. The sambar was the Camp-restaurant sambar that was not Vaishali sambar but that had become, through repetition and association, our sambar, the taste of our particular version of togetherness.

I ate. I ate with the particular appetite of a person who had been denied food by anxiety and who was now being reunited with it, the reunion of body and sustenance that was, in its simplicity, more moving than any verdict, any testimony, any legal argument. I ate the dosa and the chutney and the sambar and I drank the filter coffee that came after and I sat across from a man with milky-chai eyes who was eating his mysore dosa with the quiet contentment of a person who was exactly where he wanted to be.

After the meal, I called Amma. She answered on the first ring — the particular first-ring answer of a mother who had been waiting, who had not put her phone down since morning, who had been sitting in her house in Kothrud with the black cardigan and the Chandrika soap and the fierce love that had commanded me to live.

"Amma. Not guilty."

She did not speak. For a long time — long enough for me to hear the silence and to know that the silence was not absence but presence, the presence of a relief too large for words, the particular Indian-mother silence that said everything that "I love you" could not say because "I love you" was three words and this feeling was larger than three words, this feeling was the size of a life, the size of a daughter's life that had been threatened and that was now, officially, legally, returned.

"Come home," she said. "I'm making poha."

Poha. Amma's poha — the particular Maharashtrian breakfast that was the antidote to everything, the combination of flattened rice and peanuts and curry leaves and the squeeze of lime that was Amma's version of medicine, the food that she made when I was sick and when I passed exams and when I came home from anywhere, the food that was not nutrition but ceremony, the ritual of a mother feeding a daughter that preceded language and that would outlast it.

"I'm coming," I said.

I hung up. I looked at Farhan.

"My mother is making poha."

"Then you should go."

"Come with me."

The words surprised me. They surprised Farhan — the milky-chai eyes widened slightly, the particular expression of a man who had been invited into a space that was not yet his and who understood the significance of the invitation and who was, despite his patience and his calm, moved by it.

"Are you sure?"

"I'm sure. You've met my mother at the trial. But you haven't met her poha. And the poha is the real test."

He smiled. The Farhan smile — small, acknowledging, the smile that did not perform but that simply was.

We drove to Kothrud. The familiar route — the route I had driven and walked and auto-rickshawed a thousand times, the route that was stitched into my muscle memory, the route that led to the building with the balcony and the three plastic chairs and the coconut vendor and the crows and the particular view of Kothrud that had been the backdrop to my destruction and my recovery and that was now, on this March afternoon, the backdrop to something new.

Something that did not have a name yet. Not love — love was a word I was not ready to use, a word that had been weaponized and that needed to be disarmed before it could be deployed again. Not happiness — happiness was a word that implied completeness, and I was not complete, I was a work in progress, a maze still being walked, the exit not yet visible but the walking continuing. Not recovery — recovery implied an endpoint, and there was no endpoint, there was only the practice, the daily practice of medication and therapy and eating and sleeping and being present in a world that had tried to break me and that had not, in the end, succeeded.

What it was, this thing that did not have a name — what it was, driving to Kothrud with Farhan beside me and Amma's poha waiting and the March sun on the windshield and the verdict behind me and the future ahead — what it was, was morning.

Morning. Subah. The time after the darkness. Not the absence of darkness — the darkness was still there, would always be there, in the scars and the medication and the voices that were quiet but not gone, in the memory of pills on a bedside table and a cliff in Goa and a man who stepped off it. The darkness was permanent. But the morning was also permanent. The morning came every day. The morning was reliable in a way that happiness and love and people were not. The morning did not promise perfection. The morning promised light. And light, after everything, was enough.

I parked outside the building. Farhan and I walked up the stairs — the same stairs that the paramedics had carried me down, the same stairs that Maitreyi had helped me climb when I came home from the hospital. The stairs that had been the geography of my worst moments and that were now, with Farhan's hand in mine and the smell of Amma's poha drifting down from the third floor, the geography of this moment, which was not my best moment but which was my most honest moment, the moment in which I was exactly what I was — damaged, healing, alive, walking toward poha — and in which the being-exactly-what-I-was was, for the first time, not a failure but a fact.

Amma opened the door. She saw Farhan. She looked at him with the particular look of an Indian mother evaluating a man who was with her daughter — the assessment that took in height, bearing, expression, the quality of the clothes, the set of the shoulders, the particular calculation that Indian mothers performed in the three seconds between opening a door and forming an opinion.

"Amma, this is Farhan."

"I know who he is. He testified very well." She looked at him a moment longer. "Do you eat poha?"

"I love poha," Farhan said. And the answer — the correct answer, the only answer that would have passed the test — the answer produced in Amma a small nod, the particular Indian-mother nod of provisional approval, the nod that said: you may enter, you may eat, the full assessment will take years but the preliminary evaluation is positive.

We sat at the table. Amma served the poha — yellow with turmeric, studded with peanuts, the curry leaves dark and fragrant, the lime squeezed on top. The smell was childhood. The smell was home. The smell was the particular olfactory proof that the world, despite everything it had done to me, still contained this: a mother's kitchen, a familiar recipe, a plate of food that was made with the specific intention of nourishing a specific person.

I ate. Farhan ate. Amma watched us eat with the particular satisfaction of an Indian mother whose children were eating, the satisfaction that was not about the food but about the act, the ancient maternal satisfaction of having provided, of having made something that was needed and that was being consumed, the satisfaction that was the closest thing to happiness that Amma allowed herself.

The poha was perfect. The peanuts were crunchy. The curry leaves were fresh. The lime was just enough.

I ate, and the eating was not an act of survival. The eating was an act of living. The distinction was the distinction that the entire year had been building toward — the shift from surviving to living, from enduring to engaging, from the passive receipt of days to the active occupation of them.

Outside, Pune did its thing. The auto-rickshaws. The coconut vendor. The crows. The banyan tree in the courtyard whose roots went deep and whose branches spread wide and whose particular lesson — that the thing that endured was the thing that was rooted, not the thing that was spectacular — whose particular lesson had taken me a year and a trial and a cliff and a cup of cutting chai to learn.

Morning. Subah. The time after the darkness.

I was in it. And I was staying.


  
    About This Book

    
    
  
  
      About This Book

      Blinded by Love: A Trial for the Heart

      
      Genre: Romance

      Word Count: 51,141

      Chapters: 22

      

      This book is part of The Inamdar Archive.

      Read more at atharvainamdar.com

      

      © 2026 Atharva Inamdar

      Licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

      Published by The Book Nexus

      Pune, India

      thebooknexus.in

    
