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    Prologue: Pune Junction

    
    
  
  The megaphone was Arthur Uncle's idea.

Kiran Patil was standing at the top of the escalator at Pune Junction railway station, her duffel bag cutting into her shoulder, her phone buzzing in her hand, and her heart doing that stupid thing it does when you've made a decision you know is wrong but you're too proud to unmake it. The Deccan Queen to Mumbai was delayed by twelve minutes — Indian Railways' gift to people who need extra time to reconsider their life choices.

She could hear the chaos below. Platform 1 was its usual cathedral of noise — vendors selling vada pav and cutting chai, families with more luggage than sense, a child crying with the particular determination of someone who has been told "no" and refuses to accept the ruling. The departure board flickered: MUMBAI CSMT — 17:10 — DELAYED — 17:22.

Twelve minutes. Twelve minutes to get on a train and leave Pune and start over in Mumbai, where nobody knew her as Kiran-who-dropped-out or Kiran-who-works-at-the-market or Kiran-whose-mother-left. Mumbai didn't care about your past. Mumbai only cared about whether you could survive its rent.

Her phone buzzed again. Ria.

She swiped to answer. "I'm not on the train yet. It's delayed."

"Don't get on it." Ria's voice was doing that thing where it tried to be calm but was actually vibrating with the frequency of someone who has news that cannot be contained. "Omkar's on his way. He's coming for you. He asked me to give you this message —"

But Kiran didn't hear the message. Something else drowned it out.

It came through a megaphone — the old kind, the dented brass one that Arun Uncle kept in his shop for no reason anyone had ever understood until this exact moment. The voice was unmistakable. Deep, slightly hoarse, with that particular quality that educated Pune boys have when they're trying to sound casual but are actually terrified.

"KIRAN. KIRAN PATIL. RUKO. MAIN AA RAHA HOON."

Wait. I'm coming.

She scanned the station. Past the ticket counters. Past the magazine stall. Past the family of six trying to fit through a single turnstile. And there — pressed against the barrier, megaphone in hand, hair a mess, shirt untucked, looking like a man who had sprinted from Koregaon Park to Pune Junction on foot — was Omkar Kulkarni.

Behind him, like a Greek chorus in salwar kameez, stood Neeta Aunty, Gauri, and Lata — whistling, clapping, and making enough noise to qualify as a public disturbance.

"MUJHE TUJHSE PYAAR HAI, KIRAN PATIL," he shouted into the megaphone, and the entire station — every chai-wallah, every coolie, every aunty with a tiffin box — turned to look. "PLEASE. WAPAS AA."

I love you. Please. Come back.

Someone let him through the barrier. The cheering got louder. A group of college boys started filming on their phones. An elderly gentleman in a Gandhi topi applauded. A chai-wallah raised his steel cup in salute.

So fucking embarrassing. She was so going to kill him.

And then she ran. She ran, as fast as that stupidly heavy duffel bag would allow, into the arms of Omkar Kulkarni — the chai-cart wallah, the book nerd, the man who had looked at Kiran Patil and seen not a dropout or a market girl or a daughter whose mother left, but a woman worth chasing through a railway station with a borrowed megaphone and zero dignity.

But that's the end of the story. Let me take you back to the beginning. To a December evening in Pune, when Kiran rang the doorbell of her father's house and everything that followed — the books, the chai, the fights, the falling — began with a single, furious thought:

Fucking men. All the fucking same.


  
    Chapter 1: Naya Ghar (New Home)

    
    
  
  Kiran rang the doorbell. She had a key but hadn't used it since her father had moved Chhaya in. That was what — three years ago? Something along those lines. Kiran had already moved out by then because she'd seen how things were going, and because this house in Kothrud had stopped being home well before Chhaya arrived with her matching curtains and her obsession with keeping the gas stove spotless.

A head appeared at the window. She thought it was Dev, but she couldn't be sure. The net curtain — Chhaya's addition, naturally — made it hard to tell which of her two younger brothers it was, although they weren't that young anymore. At thirteen and fifteen, they were bigger than her. Which wasn't difficult. Kiran was five foot two and built like a sparrow with opinions.

A minute later Dev opened the front door. "We're not supposed to answer, but as it's you."

She followed him into the living room. Someone had gone overboard with the Diwali decorations. That woman, probably. Paper lanterns in every corner. Rangoli stencils on the floor — the lazy kind, not the hand-drawn kind that Aai used to do. Dev flopped down onto the sofa next to Chinmay, her youngest brother, and picked up a phone. Straight away, his head was back in BGMI. These boys and their shooting games. The world could be ending and Dev would ask the apocalypse to wait until the match finished.

Kiran glanced around. No sign of any adults. "You two on your own?"

Dev kept his eye on the screen. "Mum and Dad have gone shopping."

"Chhaya and Baba," she corrected him. No way was that woman their mother.

"Yeah, whatever."

She looked around the room. There was a new TV — sixty-five inches, Samsung, mounted on the wall like a trophy. Baba's money, Chhaya's taste. The sofa was new too. Leather, cream-coloured, the kind that looks sophisticated for exactly three weeks before it starts showing every chai stain and every crease from every arse that has sat on it. Kiran sat on it anyway, because it was her father's house and she'd sit wherever she bloody well pleased.

"Where's Baba taken her?" she asked.

Chinmay answered without looking up. "Phoenix. Chhaya wanted something for Christmas."

"Christmas? Since when do we do Christmas?"

"Since Chhaya decided we do Christmas. She bought a tree and everything. It's in the corner."

Kiran looked. There it was — a plastic Christmas tree, about four feet tall, decorated with baubles that had probably been purchased at a D-Mart sale. In a Hindu-Marathi household. In Kothrud. Next to the mandir shelf where Baba's brass Ganpati still sat, looking mildly confused by his new neighbours.

She wanted to say something. She wanted to say a lot of somethings. But Dev and Chinmay were thirteen and fifteen, and they'd had enough upheaval in their lives without their older sister starting a war over festive decorations. So she swallowed the somethings and asked: "Either of you want chai?"

"There's no milk," Dev said. "Chhaya forgot to order it."

Of course she did.

Kiran went to the kitchen anyway. The kitchen was the room that hurt most. Not because it had changed — it had, obviously, Chhaya had replaced everything from the curtains to the spice rack — but because it was the room where the absence was loudest. Aai's kitchen had been chaos. Spices in unmarked steel dabbas that only she could identify by smell. A pressure cooker that whistled three times for dal and five for mutton. A radio on top of the fridge, permanently tuned to some Marathi station that played Asha Bhosle and Lata Mangeshkar back to back while Aai sang along, always half a beat behind, always slightly off-key, always happy.

This kitchen was quiet. Clean. Organised. Dead.

Kiran found a packet of Parle-G in the cupboard — the one constant across all Indian kitchens, the biscuit that survives regime change — and ate three standing at the counter, staring at the window where Aai used to grow tulsi and pudina in small clay pots. The pots were gone. Replaced by a succulent arrangement that Chhaya had probably seen on Pinterest.

The front door opened. Voices. Baba's low rumble, Chhaya's higher pitch, the rustle of shopping bags. Phoenix Mall bags, by the sound of it. Lots of them.

"Kiran!" Baba appeared in the kitchen doorway. Suresh Patil — fifty-four years old, Bajaj Auto middle management, a man who expressed love through silence and money and the occasional awkward shoulder pat. He was carrying four bags and looking at his eldest daughter as if she were a pleasant surprise and a potential problem simultaneously. "Tu kab aayi?"

"Half hour ago. Thought I'd see the boys."

"Good, good." He put the bags down. Chhaya appeared behind him — slim, well-dressed, the kind of woman who looked like she'd been assembled from a Myntra wishlist. She smiled at Kiran. The smile was perfectly calibrated: warm enough to be polite, cool enough to establish that this was her house now.

"Kiran! So nice to see you. Kitne din ho gaye?"

"Three months," Kiran said. The Parle-G turned to cement in her mouth.

"Three months! You should come more often. The boys miss you."

The boys, currently shooting virtual enemies in the living room, gave no indication of missing anyone. But Kiran nodded because nodding was easier than the alternative.

"Stay for dinner?" Chhaya asked. "I'm making paneer butter masala."

Aai never made paneer butter masala. Aai made zunka-bhakri and bharli vangi and aamti that tasted like Pune itself — earthy, sour, honest. Paneer butter masala was a North Indian concession, a peace offering from a woman who'd married a Maharashtrian man and was still learning the territory.

"Can't. Got work early tomorrow."

"On Sunday?"

"Market doesn't care what day it is."

Baba walked her to the door. On the step, away from Chhaya's hearing, he did the thing he always did — reached into his back pocket and pulled out a fold of notes. Five hundreds. Two thousands. He pressed them into her hand with the particular Indian father gesture that means: I don't know how to talk to you, so here's money.

"Baba, I don't need —"

"Rakh le." Keep it. His voice was firm in the way that meant the discussion was over. "Khaana kha liya kar. Tu patli ho gayi hai." Eat properly. You've gotten thin.

She was not thin. She was the same size she'd been since she was seventeen. But Indian fathers measure their children's wellbeing through perceived weight, and Kiran being anything less than pleasantly round was, in Baba's view, a failure of his parenting.

"Thanks, Baba."

He nodded. The nod that contained everything he couldn't say: I'm sorry about your mother. I'm sorry about Chhaya. I'm sorry the house feels different. I'm sorry I don't know how to be the father you need. I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry — but I can't say any of that because I'm a Maharashtrian man of a certain generation and we were not given the software for emotional expression.

Kiran walked to the bus stop. The 102 to Deccan, then a shared auto to her rented room in a paying guest accommodation in Sadashiv Peth — a narrow room with a single bed, a small desk, and a window that looked out onto a wall. The room cost four thousand a month, which was most of what she made at the market, and it was hers, and it was quiet, and nobody in it had replaced her mother.

On the bus, she put in her earphones and played the playlist she'd made — old Hindi songs, the kind Aai used to sing. "Lag Ja Gale" came on. Lata's voice, pure and aching, filling the space between Kiran's ears and the world outside.

She looked out the window. Pune at dusk was beautiful in the way that all Indian cities are beautiful at dusk — the chaos softened by fading light, the autorickshaws becoming yellow fireflies, the temples lit up, the street food vendors' stalls glowing like small warm planets in the gathering dark.

She thought about the Christmas tree in her father's living room. About the rangoli stencils. About the succulent where the tulsi used to be.

She thought about her mother — Beena Patil, née Deshpande — who had left this family four years ago without explanation, without forwarding address, without the courtesy of a proper goodbye. Who had simply packed a bag one Tuesday morning while Baba was at work and the kids were at school and Kiran was at the market, and disappeared. Like a character written out of a serial. Like a woman who had decided that this particular story was no longer hers.

Kiran didn't cry. She hadn't cried about Beena in two years. Crying required belief that the person who left was worth the tears, and Kiran had used up that belief the way you use up mobile data — gradually, then all at once.

The bus stopped at Deccan. She got off. Bought a vada pav from the stall near Garware bridge — the one that was open until midnight, run by a man who never smiled but whose vada pav was the best in the western hemisphere. She ate it standing on the bridge, looking at the Mutha river below, which was mostly concrete and garbage but occasionally, in certain light, from certain angles, if you squinted, could pass for romantic.

The vada pav was perfect. Hot, spicy, the potato filling seasoned with green chilli and garlic, the pav soft and warm from the press. Some things, Kiran thought, were reliable. Some things showed up every day, the same every time, and never left you standing in a kitchen wondering where the tulsi pots went.

She finished the vada pav. Wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Started walking toward Sadashiv Peth.

Tomorrow was market day. Neeta Aunty expected her at 5 AM. The van would be loaded by 6. They'd be set up at Mandai by 7, selling the knockoff handbags and scarves and costume jewellery that constituted their business, their livelihood, their small claim on the economy of a city that had room for everyone and patience for no one.

Tomorrow was work. Tonight was Lata Mangeshkar and a vada pav and a room with a view of a wall.

It was enough. It had to be enough.


  
    Chapter 2: Mandai

    
    
  
  Five in the morning is a stupid time to be alive, but Kiran had been doing it six days a week for two years, so stupidity had become routine.

Neeta Aunty's van — a Maruti Eeco that smelled permanently of cardboard and old perfume — was idling outside the Sadashiv Peth godown when Kiran arrived. Neil was loading boxes. Neil was always loading boxes. He was the kind of man who, if the world ended, would still be loading boxes, because that was the job and Neil did the job and existential crises could wait until the van was full.

"Late," he said, without looking up.

"Two minutes."

"Three."

"Two and a half. Don't be a dick about it."

Neil grunted. This was their morning ritual — the argument about minutes that neither of them cared about, performed daily like a prayer neither believed in. He was twenty-eight, built like a wardrobe, and had the particular gentleness of very large men who know their size frightens people and have spent their lives compensating with softness. He loaded the last box — handbags, this batch, the kind that looked like branded goods from a distance and like optimism from up close — and slammed the van doors.

Neeta Aunty was in the passenger seat, applying lipstick with the rear-view mirror angled toward her face. Neeta Deshpande — fifty-three years old, five foot nothing, the kind of Pune woman who could sell sand to a beach and then convince the beach it was getting a bargain. She ran the stall at Mandai Market the way a general runs a campaign: with strategy, discipline, and an absolute refusal to acknowledge the possibility of defeat.

"Kiran. Good morning. You look terrible."

"Thanks, Aunty."

"Did you eat?"

"I had chai."

"Chai is not food. Chai is what you drink while deciding what food to eat. Neil, stop at the tapri near Shaniwar Wada. This girl needs a poha."

"I don't need a poha."

"You need a poha. Look at you. Your arms are like sticks. If a customer grabs a bag and runs, you couldn't chase them past the first stall."

"That's never happened."

"Because they see me and they know better. But I won't always be here, and then what? You need strength. Poha gives strength. It's the foundation of Marathi civilization."

Kiran got in the back of the van, wedged between boxes of handbags and a crate of costume jewellery that clinked with every pothole like a tiny, angry orchestra. Neil drove. Neeta Aunty directed, because Neeta Aunty directed everything, including traffic, weather, and the moral direction of the nation.

They stopped at the tapri. The poha came in a paper plate — turmeric-yellow, studded with peanuts, topped with fresh coriander and a squeeze of lime that made the whole thing sing. Kiran ate it standing by the van, watching Shaniwar Wada's ruined walls turn pink in the early light. The fort looked different at this hour — less tourist attraction, more ghost. The kind of place that had seen enough history to be tired of it.

The poha was good. The poha was always good. This particular tapri had been serving poha since 1987, which Kiran knew because the owner, a man named Dinesh who had the face of someone who'd seen everything and been impressed by none of it, had a framed newspaper clipping on his cart that said "Dinesh's Poha: 35 Years of Morning Excellence" — the kind of self-awarded title that, in Pune, passed for marketing.

"Better?" Neeta Aunty asked when Kiran got back in the van.

"Better."

"See? Poha. Never fails."

Mandai Market at 6 AM was controlled chaos. Stalls being assembled, tarps being unfurled, vendors arguing about territory with the particular intensity of people whose livelihood depends on six feet of pavement. The flower sellers were already set up — their section of the market a riot of marigold and jasmine and rose, the smell hitting you from twenty feet away like a floral ambush. The vegetable vendors were arranging their displays with the care of gallery curators, each tomato placed just so, each bhindi angled for maximum appeal.

Neeta's stall was in the middle section — the fashion zone, which was a generous term for the area where bags, scarves, jewellery, and clothing items of variable provenance were sold to customers of variable gullibility. Kiran loved it. She'd never admit it — admitting you love your job when your job is selling knockoff bags at a market stall felt like admitting you love your prison cell — but she did. The rhythm of it. The performance. The moment when a customer picked up a bag and turned it over and Kiran could see the calculation happening in real time: is this worth it? And Kiran's job — her gift, really — was to tip that calculation toward yes.

"This one," Kiran said to a woman who was hovering over a brown sling bag with brass hardware, "is the same design they had at Westside last season. Same look, same feel. But half the price, because you're buying direct, not paying for air conditioning and a security guard."

The woman laughed. Bought the bag. Neeta Aunty nodded from behind the stall — the nod that meant: good sell.

That was the thing about Kiran that people didn't expect. She hadn't finished school — dropped out at sixteen, family circumstances, the usual Indian euphemism for "everything fell apart and education was the first casualty." She couldn't do algebra. She'd never read Shakespeare. She thought the periodic table was something you put in a chemistry lab and ignored, like a fire extinguisher. But she could read people. She could look at a woman standing at a market stall and know — from the way she held the bag, from the angle of her head, from whether she checked the price first or the quality first — exactly what that woman needed to hear to make the purchase.

Neeta Aunty called it "the instinct." Kiran called it "paying attention." Either way, it worked.

By noon, they'd had a decent morning — eight thousand in sales, which was good for a Thursday and excellent for a Thursday in December when Pune's shopping money was being hoarded for Diwali bills and New Year plans. Neil packed the unsold stock. Kiran counted the cash — actual cash, notes and coins, because Mandai ran on physical currency the way Mumbai ran on dreams and Delhi ran on ego.

"Kiran." Neeta Aunty was on her phone, scrolling. "You free Saturday evening?"

"Define free."

"Not working. Not sitting in your room eating Maggi and feeling sorry for yourself."

"I don't feel sorry for myself. I feel sorry for the Maggi. It deserves a better cook."

"Saturday evening. My house. Seven o'clock. I'm starting a reading group."

Kiran looked at her. "A reading group."

"A book club. My friend Gauri is organising it. Women only. We read a book, we discuss it, we eat snacks. It's civilised."

"Aunty, I don't read books."

"Then it's time you started." Neeta's voice had shifted — from market-stall general to something softer, more deliberate. The voice she used when she was about to say something she'd been planning. "You're smart, Kiran. Too smart for this stall. Too smart for Mandai. And you know it, even if you pretend you don't. But smart without books is like a car without petrol — it'll look good in the driveway but it won't take you anywhere."

"That's a terrible metaphor."

"It's an excellent metaphor. Saturday. Seven. Bring snacks."

Kiran wanted to argue. But Neeta Aunty had the particular quality of certain Indian women of a certain age — the quality of being absolutely, immovably, cosmically right, even when you disagreed with them, even when every fibre of your being wanted to say no, because the rightness emanated from them like heat from a stove and resistance was simply a matter of how long you were willing to stand close before you gave in.

"Fine," Kiran said. "But if anyone makes me read poetry, I'm leaving."

"No one will make you read poetry."

"Promise?"

"Promise." Neeta Aunty smiled. The smile of a woman who had just won a negotiation so smoothly that the other party thought they'd had a choice. "We're starting with Jane Austen."

Kiran had never heard of Jane Austen. This, in retrospect, was the most important ignorance of her life.


  
    Chapter 3: Chai-wallah

    
    
  
  The first time Kiran met Omkar Kulkarni, she wanted to throw his own coffee in his face.

It happened on a Tuesday in January, three weeks after the book club had started and two weeks after Kiran had discovered that Jane Austen was not, as she'd initially assumed, a brand of imported biscuit. She'd been sent by Neeta Aunty to deliver a pair of sunglasses to Aman — Ria's new boyfriend, who ran a chai-coffee cart near the Fergusson College back gate with his friend.

"Just drop them off," Neeta had said. "Aman left them at the office. Poor boy can't see in the sun."

"Can't Ria do it?"

"Ria's in Hinjewadi. You're in Deccan. Geography, Kiran. It's not that complicated."

So Kiran walked from Deccan to Fergusson — twenty minutes along a route she knew well, past the JM Road tapris and the Sambhaji Park entrance and the bookshops on Tilak Road that she'd never entered but now, post-Austen, regarded with a curiosity that felt new and slightly suspicious, like discovering a muscle you didn't know you had.

The cart was parked in a lane behind the college — one of those Pune lanes that exists in the space between official and unofficial, too narrow for cars but wide enough for an Activa and a dream. The cart itself was a converted Tempo Traveller, painted teal, with a chalkboard menu that listed things like "Single Origin Pour-Over" and "Cold Brew with Jaggery Tonic" and "Classic Cutting Chai — Because Not Everyone Needs to Be Fancy." Someone with a sense of humour had written that last one, and Kiran appreciated it.

She couldn't see Aman. But someone else was there — behind the counter, arranging steel tumblers with the focus of a man defusing a bomb. Tall. Dark. Needed a haircut. Wearing a t-shirt that said "Kafka Was Right" — which Kiran didn't understand but filed away for later investigation.

He looked up. Looked at her. And his face did something that she would later describe to Ria as "the expression of a man who has bitten into a vada pav and found it empty."

"Yeah?" he said.

Not "hello." Not "welcome." Not "can I help you." Just — "yeah." Like she was an interruption. Like his arrangement of steel tumblers was the Sistine Chapel and she'd just barged in during the final brushstroke.

"Aman around?"

"No." He went back to the tumblers. Silence. The kind of silence that is actually louder than speech because it contains the deliberate refusal to speak.

Kiran waited. He didn't look up. A beat passed. Two beats. The lane's ambient noise filled the gap — an Activa revving somewhere, a pressure cooker whistling from an upstairs window, a college kid laughing at a volume that suggested youth and stupidity in equal measure.

He sighed. The heaviest sigh she'd ever heard — heavier than Baba's sigh when the water tank ran empty, heavier than Neeta Aunty's sigh when the day's sales were bad, heavier than the collective sigh of an entire Pune neighbourhood when the power cut at 8 PM during a cricket match.

"He'll be back soon. Do you want coffee?"

Did she want coffee? From this man? With his dead eyes and his Kafka t-shirt and his sigh that could power a wind turbine?

"I'll have a cappuccino."

He didn't answer. But his nostrils flared — actually flared, like a bull in a cartoon — and his eyes narrowed, and the combination produced an expression that, in Kiran's considerable experience of reading faces, translated to: I am being asked to make a cappuccino by a person I have decided to dislike, and I will make it, but I will make it with contempt.

He made the cappuccino. She had to admit — silently, internally, in the part of her brain that she didn't share with anyone — that he made it well. The milk was steamed to exactly the right temperature. The foam had that microfoam texture she'd seen in Instagram reels of Melbourne coffee shops. There was even a latte art attempt — a leaf, or possibly a mutant fern, the kind of artistic gesture that says "I care about my craft" even while the face above it says "I wish you'd leave."

He slapped the card machine on the counter. She tapped her phone. He didn't say anything. Not "enjoy." Not "have a nice day." Not even the bare minimum social grunt that Indian customer service considers acceptable.

Was that a scowl? Was that an actual, deliberate, premeditated scowl he threw at her as she picked up the cup?

"You want to try cracking a smile with it, bhai?" Kiran said.

He looked at her as if she'd asked him to perform surgery on a cat. "I'm not your bhai."

"You're right. My bhai has manners."

She took the cappuccino and left. The sunglasses were still in her pocket — she'd forgotten to ask Misery Guts to pass them to Aman, and she was too angry to go back. She'd give them to Ria instead. Let Ria deal with her boyfriend's business partner from the Island of Joylessness.

She stood in the lane, drinking the cappuccino — which was, annoyingly, the best cappuccino she'd ever had, the kind that made you understand why people paid two hundred rupees for flavoured milk when chai cost twenty — and fuming.

Fucking men. Some men. Not all men — she needed to be specific about this. Baba was fine, in his silent, money-giving way. Neil was fine. Aman seemed fine, from what Ria reported. Arun Uncle, who ran the stationery shop next to Neeta's stall at Mandai, was fine — he was seventy-three and gave Kiran Parle-G biscuits every afternoon with the solemnity of a priest distributing prasad. But some men. Some men were wired wrong. Some men had been assembled in a factory where the "basic human decency" component was on back-order and they'd shipped without it.

Omkar Kulkarni — she learned his name later, from Aman, who apologised on his behalf with the sheepishness of a man who knows his business partner is a social liability — was apparently one of these men. According to Aman, Omkar was "going through something." According to Ria, who got the story from Aman, he'd quit a big IT job at Infosys to start the chai cart, and "the transition has been rough." According to Kiran's own observation, he was a miserable shit who made excellent coffee and terrible first impressions.

She told Ria all of this that evening over a phone call, while eating Maggi in her PG room.

"He's actually nice once you get to know him," Ria said, with the particular optimism of a woman whose boyfriend's best friend cannot be allowed to be terrible.

"He scowled at me. He literally scowled. Like I'd personally offended his ancestors."

"Maybe he was having a bad day."

"Bad day doesn't explain bad manners. My mother left our family and I still say 'please' and 'thank you' to the kirana store guy."

"Your mother's a different situation."

"My mother's always a different situation. The point is — that man needs a personality transplant. Or at minimum a customer service training. Even the MSRTC bus conductors smile more than him, and their entire job is telling people to move to the back."

Ria laughed. "Kiran, you've met him once. For five minutes."

"Five minutes is enough. I can read a person in five seconds. It's my only skill."

"That's not your only skill."

"Name another."

"You can sell anything to anyone."

"Same skill. Different application." Kiran slurped her Maggi. The noodles were slightly undercooked — the way she liked them, with a bite, because fully cooked Maggi was a betrayal of the form. "And before you start — I know what you're thinking. You're thinking 'Kiran will warm up to him.' You're thinking 'they had a rocky start but they'll be friends.' You're thinking this is one of those stories where the girl meets a grumpy boy and decides he's secretly wonderful."

"I wasn't thinking that."

"Good. Because that's not how it works. That's how it works in books. In real life, grumpy men are just grumpy, and the smart move is to stay away."

"Speaking of books," Ria said, with the tonal shift of a woman who has been waiting for a segue, "how's the book club?"

Kiran paused. The Maggi paused too, halfway between bowl and mouth, suspended on the fork like a question mark.

"It's ... fine."

"Just fine?"

"It's good. It's — look, don't make a big deal out of this, but I actually liked the book."

"Pride and Prejudice?"

"Yeah. I thought it was going to be — I don't know, boring rich people talking about weather and marriages. And there IS a lot of weather and marriages. But there's also this woman, Elizabeth, who's basically broke and proud and doesn't take shit from anyone, and everyone underestimates her, and she's smarter than every man in the room but she can't say it because it's 1813 and women weren't allowed to be smarter than men yet."

"You liked Elizabeth Bennet."

"I didn't say I liked her. I said I understood her. There's a difference."

There was no difference, and they both knew it, but Kiran had a policy of admitting enthusiasm at the same speed a government office processed paperwork: slowly, reluctantly, and only after multiple stamps.

"The next book is Emma," she said. "Gauri Aunty chose it. More Austen. I looked it up — it's about a rich girl who thinks she can matchmake everyone and then everything goes wrong. Sounds like half the aunties in Sadashiv Peth."

Ria laughed again. Kiran smiled into her Maggi. The room was small, the wall outside the window was still a wall, but something had shifted — a door opening in a house she hadn't known had doors. Books. Actual books. With characters who felt things and said things and lived in worlds that were different from hers but also, somehow, the same.

She finished the Maggi. Washed the bowl. Got into bed. Pulled the blanket up — December in Pune, the cold that isn't cold enough for a heater but is cold enough to make you miserable under a single blanket.

She thought about Elizabeth Bennet. About how she'd looked at Mr Darcy and seen not a rich man but an arrogant one, and how she'd been wrong, and how being wrong had been the beginning of everything.

She thought about the scowling chai-wallah with the Kafka t-shirt.

She thought: nah. That's fiction. Real life doesn't work like that.

She turned off the light. The wall outside the window disappeared into darkness. Somewhere in Pune, in a teal coffee cart parked in a lane behind Fergusson College, a man who made excellent cappuccinos and terrible first impressions was probably scowling at the moon.

Not her problem.


  
    Chapter 4: Beena

    
    
  
  The thing about a mother who leaves is that she doesn't just leave once. She leaves every day. She leaves when you wake up and the kitchen is empty. She leaves when you pass a woman on the street who wears the same perfume. She leaves when someone at the market says "your mother must be proud" and you have to decide, in the space between heartbeats, whether to correct them or let the lie stand because the truth is heavier than the conversation can hold.

Beena Patil, née Deshpande, left on a Tuesday. Kiran was eighteen. Dev was eleven. Chinmay was nine.

It wasn't dramatic. That was the part that Kiran found hardest to forgive — not the leaving, but the quietness of it. If Beena had screamed, if she'd thrown things, if she'd stood in the kitchen and declared "I CANNOT DO THIS ANYMORE" in the style of a Hindi film heroine mid-climax, Kiran would have had something to hold onto. A scene. An explanation. A moment she could replay and decode, the way you decode a difficult passage in a book — looking for meaning, for cause, for the sentence that makes everything else make sense.

But Beena didn't scream. Beena packed a single suitcase — the blue Samsonite that had been bought for a family trip to Shirdi that never happened — and left while everyone else was out. When Kiran came home from the market at seven that evening, the suitcase was gone, the cupboard was half empty, and there was a note on the kitchen counter that said: "I'm sorry. Please don't look for me. Tell the boys I love them."

Three sentences. Seventeen words. The entire dissolution of a family, compressed into less than a WhatsApp message.

Baba didn't talk about it. This was not surprising. Baba's approach to emotional crisis was the same as his approach to plumbing problems: ignore it until it becomes impossible to ignore, then call someone else. In this case, "someone else" was his sister, Kiran's Savita Atya, who came from Nashik and stayed for three weeks and cooked and cleaned and told the boys that Aai had gone to stay with relatives for a while, and no, she didn't know when Aai would be back, and yes, she was sure Aai was fine, and no, Chinmay, you cannot call her because — because — because eat your dinner.

Savita Atya was a good woman. She was also a terrible liar. The boys knew within a week. Chinmay stopped asking. Dev started playing video games with a concentration that was less like entertainment and more like anaesthesia.

Kiran did what Kiran always did: she got angry. Anger was her native language, the tongue she'd been born speaking, the emotion that came as easily as breathing. She was angry at Beena for leaving. Angry at Baba for not preventing it. Angry at Savita Atya for the lies. Angry at herself for not seeing it coming — because in hindsight, the signs had been there. The silence at dinner that lasted a beat too long. The way Beena stared out the kitchen window at something that wasn't the neighbour's building but wasn't nothing either. The phone calls taken in the bedroom with the door closed. The slow, steady withdrawal of warmth, like a tide going out so gradually that by the time you noticed the water was gone, you were standing on dry sand wondering when the ocean left.

Kiran had been too busy to see it. At eighteen, she'd been working at Mandai for a year — having dropped out of college after two months because the fees were too much and the family needed the income and Kiran had decided, with the absolute certainty of an eighteen-year-old, that education was a luxury and survival was not. She'd been right about the survival part. She'd been wrong about the luxury part, but she wouldn't know that until Jane Austen told her, and Jane Austen was still two years away.

The investigation started six months after Beena left.

Investigation was a grand word for what Kiran actually did, which was: ask everyone her mother had ever known whether they'd seen her, heard from her, or had any idea where she might be. The answers were uniform: no, no, no. Beena's family — the Deshpandes of Satara — were as baffled as the Patils of Kothrud. Her sister in Kolhapur hadn't heard from her. Her college friend in Mumbai hadn't heard from her. Her yoga teacher, her building society treasurer, her dentist — nobody had heard from her. Beena Deshpande Patil had achieved what most Indians find impossible: she had disappeared from a network of a billion people who know everyone's business.

The only clue was the phone number. Beena had kept her number for two months after leaving — long enough for Kiran to fill her voicemail with messages that progressed through the five stages of grief in real time: denial ("Aai, where are you? Just come home"), anger ("How could you DO this? Dev cries every night"), bargaining ("If you come back I won't be angry, I promise, just come BACK"), depression (a three-minute message of silence and heavy breathing), and acceptance (no message at all — just a missed call, every Sunday at 9 PM, for eight weeks straight, as if the act of dialing was itself a prayer that required no words).

Then the number was disconnected. And that was that.

Now, two years later, Kiran didn't think about Beena every day. She thought about her most days — maybe five out of seven — but not every day, and on the days she didn't think about her she felt both grateful and guilty, as if forgetting was a betrayal and remembering was a wound and there was no position between the two that didn't hurt.

It was Gauri Aunty who brought it up. Not deliberately — Gauri was too kind for deliberate cruelty — but in the casual way that people bring up landmines when they don't know the terrain.

They were at the book club. The second meeting. Neeta Aunty's flat in Prabhat Road — a bright, airy place filled with plants, books, and the particular atmosphere of a woman who has her life together and wants you to know it. Six women, including Kiran, the youngest by fifteen years. Tea and biscuits and chakli on the coffee table. The book was Emma.

"The thing about Emma Woodhouse," Gauri was saying, "is that she lost her mother young. And that loss shaped everything — her need to control, her fear of abandonment, her desperate matchmaking. She's trying to build families for other people because her own family was broken."

The room went quiet for a beat. Not because of Emma. Because of Kiran.

Kiran felt it — the weight of five pairs of eyes trying not to look at her, the particular atmospheric pressure that builds in a room when everyone knows something about someone and nobody wants to be the one who says it. Pune was a village. Everyone in Neeta's circle knew about Beena. Everyone in every circle knew about Beena, because Indian families have no secrets — they have information that hasn't been officially acknowledged yet.

"It's fine," Kiran said, because someone had to say something, and the silence was becoming so thick she could have spread it on toast. "You can talk about mothers who leave. I'm not going to cry."

Gauri looked stricken. "Kiran, I didn't mean —"

"I know you didn't. It's fine. Emma lost her mother and became a control freak. Makes sense. I lost mine and became a market trader. Also makes sense. Different response, same wound."

She said it flat, like a fact, like the price of a handbag. And the room exhaled, and the conversation continued, and Kiran ate three chaklis and drank two cups of tea and contributed exactly one more comment — "Emma's problem is she thinks she's the author of everyone else's story, but she hasn't read her own yet" — which earned a silence of a different kind. The admiring kind. The kind that follows a thing well said.

Neeta Aunty caught her eye. The look said: See? This is what I was talking about. Smart.

After the meeting, Kiran walked home. It was dark — Pune at 9 PM in January, the cold settling in, the streets still busy because Pune never fully sleeps, it just lowers its voice. She passed the chai stall near Alka Talkies — closed now, shutters down — and the bakery on Laxmi Road that always smelled of butter and sugar and the particular warmth that bakeries emit at night, like a promise that morning will come and there will be bread.

She thought about Gauri's comment. About mothers who leave and the shapes they carve in the children they leave behind. About Emma Woodhouse, who filled the absence with control. About Elizabeth Bennet, who filled it with pride. About Kiran Patil, who filled it with anger and Maggi and an instinct for reading people that was really just an instinct for survival dressed up as a skill.

She thought: maybe the reading group is not just about books. Maybe it's about the spaces between the books — the conversations, the connections, the moment when someone says something about a fictional character and you realise they're actually talking about you, and you don't mind, because at least someone is talking.

Her phone buzzed. A WhatsApp message from an unknown number. She opened it.

"Hi Kiran. This is your mother. I know I have no right to message you. I'm in Goa. I'm okay. I'm sorry. I understand if you don't reply."

Kiran stared at the screen. The bakery smell faded. The street noise faded. The cold faded. Everything faded except the blue light of the phone and the words on it and the seventeen-word note from two years ago that had, apparently, acquired a sequel.

She did not reply. She turned off the phone. She walked home.

She ate Maggi. She got into bed. She stared at the wall.

The wall stared back.


  
    Chapter 5: Kitaab Club

    
    
  
  The book club met every Saturday at seven. By the third meeting, Kiran had read more in six weeks than she had in the previous six years, and the experience was doing something to her brain that she didn't have a word for — a kind of waking up, as if parts of her mind had been furniture under dustcovers and someone had come through and pulled the sheets off and said, "Oh, look. There's a whole room here."

The group had six members. Neeta Aunty, obviously — the founder, the funder, the woman who supplied chai and snacks and opinions in equal volume. Gauri, who was fifty-eight, a retired Marathi literature professor from SPPU, and who spoke about books with the reverence of a temple priest discussing scripture. Lata, who was forty-five, worked at HDFC Bank, and read exclusively for plot — she didn't care about themes or metaphors, she wanted to know what happened next, and she wanted to know it now. Farida, a fifty-year-old doctor who read one book a month with clinical precision and annotated her copies with margin notes that looked like medical charts. Sunita, sixty-two, Neeta's neighbour, who claimed she joined for the social aspect and then delivered the most incisive literary critiques of anyone in the room.

And Kiran. Twenty years old. Market stall worker. School dropout. The youngest by a decade and a half, the least educated by several degrees, and — she was beginning to suspect — the most hungry.

They were three books into Austen. Pride and Prejudice, then Emma, now Persuasion. Kiran had liked Pride and Prejudice — liked it the way you like a song that catches you mid-step and changes the rhythm of your walk. She'd tolerated Emma — clever but smug, like a rich girl who thinks she's kind. But Persuasion. Persuasion was different. Persuasion was the one that got her.

It was about Anne Elliot, who was twenty-seven and invisible. Not ugly, not stupid, not cruel — just invisible. The kind of woman who stood in rooms full of louder people and was looked through, looked past, looked over. She'd been in love once, years ago, with a man named Captain Wentworth, and she'd been persuaded — by family, by society, by the weight of what was "sensible" — to give him up. And the book was about what happens when that man comes back and you have to stand in the same room as the life you didn't choose and smile and pretend the ache isn't a canyon.

Kiran read it in two days. She read it on the bus to Mandai, on her break behind the stall, in bed with a torch because the PG's lights-out was at ten-thirty and the book refused to wait until morning. She read the letter — Wentworth's letter, the one near the end, the one that every person who has ever read Persuasion remembers the way they remember their first kiss or their worst heartbreak — and she put the book down and stared at the ceiling and thought: oh. This is what books can do. This is the knife they carry.

"You pierce my soul. I am half agony, half hope."

She brought that line to the book club like a jewel she'd found on the ground.

"I don't understand," she said, sitting cross-legged on Neeta Aunty's sofa, Parle-G crumbs on her kurta, "how someone wrote that sentence two hundred years ago and it still works. It still — cuts. How is that possible? How does a dead English woman from 1817 know what it feels like to want someone you can't have?"

Gauri smiled — the smile of a teacher who has been waiting for this moment. "Because feelings don't have a nationality or a century, Kiran. Austen wasn't writing about England. She was writing about being human. And being human hasn't changed since we climbed out of caves and started cooking rice."

"Wheat," Sunita corrected. "In England, it's wheat."

"Rice or wheat, the point stands."

"But what I don't understand," Lata said, who was on her third chakli and reading ahead in a different book entirely, "is why Anne waited. Why didn't she go after Wentworth? Eight years! Eight years she waited for him to come back. I would have found another man in eight weeks."

"That's because you're impatient," Neeta said.

"I'm practical. There's a difference."

"Anne couldn't just 'find another man,'" Kiran said, and she said it with a heat that surprised her, as if someone had insulted a friend. "That's the whole point. It wasn't about finding someone else. It was about the fact that she knew — she KNEW — that the right person existed, and she'd had him, and she'd let him go because everyone around her said he wasn't good enough. And then she had to live with that. For eight years. Knowing that the best thing in her life was gone because she listened to people who didn't know what the hell they were talking about."

The room was quiet for a moment. The kind of quiet that follows a truth spoken louder than intended.

"Well," Farida said, clicking her pen. "That's going in my notes."

Neeta Aunty looked at Kiran across the room. The look again. The one from the first meeting. The one that said: see?

After the meeting, Kiran helped wash up. Neeta's kitchen was the opposite of Chhaya's — messy, warm, full of evidence of living. A spice rack with unlabelled dabbas. A pressure cooker on the stove, still warm from the evening's dal. A fridge covered in magnets from places Neeta had been — Jaipur, Goa, Hampi, London, a place called "Bruges" that Kiran had never heard of.

"You've been somewhere," Kiran said, drying a cup.

"I've been everywhere. And nowhere. Which is the same thing, according to people who've read too much philosophy." Neeta scrubbed a plate. "You liked Persuasion."

"Yeah."

"More than Pride and Prejudice?"

"Different. Pride and Prejudice is about — fighting. About proving people wrong. Elizabeth is angry and she's right to be angry and the book is about turning that anger into something. But Persuasion —" Kiran paused, trying to find the words. "Persuasion is about after. About what happens when you've already lost. When the fight is over and you lost and now you have to live."

Neeta turned off the tap. Dried her hands. Looked at Kiran with an expression that was stripped of its usual performance — no market-stall general, no book-club hostess, just a woman who recognised something in another woman.

"Kiran, can I ask you something?"

"Sure."

"Have you thought about going back to school?"

The kitchen ticked. The fridge hummed. An auto-rickshaw honked outside, three floors down, with the particular aggression of a Pune auto-driver who has been cut off and will not stand for it.

"No," Kiran said. And then, because honesty was apparently contagious in this kitchen: "Yes. Sometimes. But I can't afford it. And I'm too old."

"You're twenty."

"Too old for college. Everyone there would be eighteen. I'd be the aunty."

"You'd be two years older than your classmates. That's not an aunty. That's a senior."

"Aunty, I don't even have my HSC. I dropped out of FYJC. I'd have to start from scratch."

"So start from scratch." Neeta's voice was calm — not pushing, not pulling, just placing an object on the table and letting Kiran decide whether to pick it up. "There are distance learning programmes. IGNOU. YCMOU. You could work and study. Women have been doing it since women were allowed to do things."

"Since Savitribai Phule, you mean."

"Exactly since Savitribai Phule. Who, by the way, also started with nothing and was told she was too everything — too female, too lower caste, too ambitious. She did it anyway." Neeta folded the dish towel. "I'm not telling you what to do. I'm telling you what's possible. There's a difference."

Kiran drove home — no, she didn't drive, she never drove, she took the bus and then walked — with Neeta's words sitting in her chest like a second heartbeat. School. Distance learning. A degree. The idea was absurd. She was a market trader. She sold knockoff handbags. Her greatest achievement in the last two years was reading three Jane Austen novels without falling asleep.

But.

There was a "but." There was always a "but" with Kiran, a resistance to her own resistance, a stubborn countercurrent that pushed back against every wall she built. The "but" said: you understood Persuasion better than a retired literature professor. The "but" said: you read Wentworth's letter and it pierced your soul. The "but" said: maybe the dropout thing isn't the end of the story. Maybe it's the middle.

She got home. Opened her phone. Googled "IGNOU BA English admission requirements."

She didn't enrol. Not that night. But she looked. And looking is the first step of every journey that changes a life — the moment when the door appears in the wall and you think, for the first time: what if I opened it?

She also looked at Beena's message. Still there. Still unanswered. "I'm in Goa. I'm okay. I'm sorry."

Two doors. Two possibilities. Two versions of the future, standing in a narrow PG room in Sadashiv Peth, waiting for a twenty-year-old market trader to decide which one to open first.

She closed the phone. She'd decide tomorrow. Tomorrow was a market day.


  
    Chapter 6: Mr Darcy ka Sapna (Mr Darcy's Dream)

    
    
  
  February arrived in Pune the way February always arrives — with the city's brief, glorious winter fading into something warmer, the mornings losing their bite, the evenings holding light a little longer, and every conversation at every chai stall pivoting from "kitni thand hai" to "garmi shuru ho gayi kya?"

Kiran had read Pride and Prejudice three times.

She didn't tell anyone this. Not Ria, not Neeta Aunty, not the book club. Three times was excessive. Three times was the behaviour of a woman obsessed, and Kiran Patil did not do obsessed — she did mildly interested, casually engaged, take-it-or-leave-it. That was the brand. The brand did not include re-reading a two-hundred-year-old English novel about rich people in country houses until the spine cracked and the pages started falling out.

But the thing was — the thing she couldn't explain, not even to herself — the book kept giving her new things. The first read had been plot: Elizabeth and Darcy, the misunderstandings, the proposal, the letter, the rain scene that didn't exist in the book but existed very much in the Colin Firth adaptation that Gauri had insisted they all watch and that had caused Lata to declare "This is a man" with such conviction that Sunita had needed to fan herself.

The second read had been Elizabeth. Just Elizabeth. Every word she said, every silence she chose, every moment where she stood in a room full of people who were richer and better-connected and more polished and refused — absolutely refused — to shrink. Elizabeth Bennet didn't shrink. Elizabeth Bennet took up exactly the space she deserved and dared anyone to tell her otherwise.

The third read was about the invisible things. The architecture of sentences. The way Austen could say more in a semicolon than most people could say in a speech. The way she wrote about money — not as abstraction, not as symbol, but as the actual, material, daily reality of women who had none and needed it and couldn't earn it and had to marry it or do without. Kiran knew about that. Kiran knew about money as a daily reality. The distance between ten thousand a year in Regency England and four thousand a month in Sadashiv Peth wasn't as far as you'd think.

She'd bought a notebook. This was perhaps the most alarming development. Kiran, who had not voluntarily purchased a writing instrument since 2019, had gone to the Crossword on FC Road and bought a ruled notebook — a hundred and twenty pages, Classmate brand, the cover a shade of blue that matched nothing in her life — and had started writing in it. Observations. Quotes. Thoughts.

Page one: "Elizabeth doesn't fall in love with Darcy because he's rich. She falls in love with him because he changes. He listens to her criticism and instead of getting angry, he gets better. That's the test. Not whether someone makes you happy but whether they can hear you say 'you're wrong' and use it."

Page four: "Austen never describes what Elizabeth looks like. Not really. Not her height or her weight or her skin colour. She describes her eyes — 'fine eyes' — and her wit and her laugh and her walk. As if a woman is not a body but a collection of movements and sounds and silences."

Page seven: "Every woman I know is a Jane Austen character. Neeta Aunty is Lady Catherine de Bourgh but kind. Gauri is Mr Bennet but sober. Lata is Lydia without the regiment. Chhaya is — no, Chhaya doesn't deserve a character. Chhaya is wallpaper."

She'd laughed at that last one. Writing it, she'd laughed. And then she'd felt guilty, because Chhaya was a human being with feelings and a complicated situation, and reducing her to wallpaper was unkind, and Kiran knew that unkindness was a choice she made too often because it was easier than compassion.

Page nine (written at 2 AM, after a difficult day at the market and a worse evening of remembering): "Beena is Mrs Bennet if Mrs Bennet had left. Mrs Bennet is terrible — vapid, hysterical, embarrassing — but she STAYS. She stays because her children need her, even if her children are mortified by her. Beena couldn't even do that."

She didn't show anyone the notebook. It lived in her bag — the same canvas tote she carried to the market, between the cash pouch and the spare phone charger — and she wrote in it on the bus, at the stall during slow hours, in her room at night. It was private. It was hers. It was the first thing she'd ever done that was entirely for herself, not for money, not for survival, not for anyone else's benefit.

It was, though she didn't know it yet, the first draft of a new life.

The second encounter with Omkar happened because of the notebook.

It was a Thursday afternoon. Kiran was sitting on a plastic chair behind Neeta's stall, eating a vada pav and writing in the notebook — a thought about Persuasion, about how Captain Wentworth waited eight years and whether that was romantic or pathetic or both — when her phone rang. Ria.

"We're at the café. Come join us."

"Which café?"

"Omkar's cart. Behind Fergusson."

"Absolutely not."

"Kiran."

"I'd rather drink boiled sock water."

"It's been three weeks. He's probably forgotten the whole thing."

"I haven't forgotten. I have a long memory for rudeness. It's my second skill."

"Aman wants us all to hang out. The four of us. Like normal people."

"I'm not normal people. I'm a grudge with legs."

Ria sighed — the sigh of a best friend who knows she's going to win but must go through the democratic process of argument first. "Please. For me. Twenty minutes."

Kiran went. Not because she'd forgiven the chai-wallah — she hadn't, and she wouldn't, and the grudge was perfectly healthy and didn't need therapy — but because Ria had used the "for me" card, which was the nuclear option, the thing you couldn't refuse without becoming the villain of your own friendship.

The teal cart looked the same. The chalkboard menu had a new addition: "Today's Special: Filter Coffee with Cinnamon — For People Who Want to Feel Something." Kiran grudgingly appreciated the copy. Whoever wrote these had an instinct for language that she recognised — the instinct of someone who thought about words the way most people thought about cricket: with passion, specificity, and an intolerance for mediocrity.

Aman and Ria were at a metal table under a peepal tree, sharing a plate of banana bread. Aman was everything Omkar was not — warm, open, the kind of man whose smile arrived before he did. He waved. Ria waved. Kiran sat down and aimed her back at the cart, creating a physical wall between herself and whatever was behind the counter.

"Where's Mr Personality?" she said.

Aman winced. "He's inside. Making a batch of cold brew."

"Does cold brew require a personality? Or does the temperature do all the work?"

"He's not that bad, Kiran. He's just — reserved."

"Reserved is what you call a lake. What he is, is hostile."

"Give him a chance."

"I gave him a chance. He gave me a scowl."

The cart's side door opened. Omkar emerged, carrying a glass jug of brown liquid. He was wearing a different Kafka t-shirt — this one said "The Metamorphosis" in Hindi, which Kiran would learn later was "Kaya-Palat" — and the same expression of mild existential suffering, as if being alive was a job he'd applied for and immediately regretted.

He saw Kiran. Stopped. Something crossed his face that she couldn't read — not hostility exactly, but awareness, the kind that shows up when a person enters a room and the air pressure changes.

"Hi," he said. Just "hi." Not a scowl. Not warmth either, but the absence of scowl felt like progress, the way zero feels like a positive number after a long stretch of negatives.

"Hi," Kiran said. Also just "hi." Two syllables. The entire Geneva Convention of social interaction, condensed.

He sat down. The table was small — designed for two, occupied by four — and his knee nearly touched hers under the surface. She moved hers. He noticed. If he was offended, his face didn't show it, but his face never showed anything, so that was not a reliable indicator.

An hour passed. Aman talked. Ria talked. Omkar said maybe fifteen words, twelve of which were answers to direct questions. Kiran said more, because silence was not in her nature, but she addressed everything to Aman and Ria, as if Omkar were a piece of furniture — a lamp, maybe, or a coat rack. Functional but decorative in the dullest sense.

And then the notebook fell out of her bag.

She'd unzipped the tote to get her phone, and the notebook slid out, landing on the ground open to page seven — the one about Austen characters and Chhaya being wallpaper. Omkar was closer. He picked it up.

"Don't read that," she said, reaching for it.

But he'd already seen it. Not the Chhaya line — the page had flipped in the fall to page four, the one about Elizabeth's fine eyes and the idea that a woman is not a body but a collection of movements and sounds and silences.

He looked at it. He looked at her. And his face did something she hadn't seen before — the muscles around his eyes softened, the set of his jaw released, and for half a second, maybe less, he looked like a different person. A person who had just read something he didn't expect and was recalibrating his understanding of the person who wrote it.

"This is yours?" he said.

"Give it back."

He gave it back. But he kept looking at her with that expression — the recalibration — and it unnerved her, because she could read everyone and she couldn't read this, and not being able to read someone felt like standing in a room with the lights off.

"You read Austen," he said. It wasn't a question.

"So?"

"Nothing. I just —" He stopped. Started again. "I wrote my thesis on Persuasion."

Kiran blinked. "Your what?"

"At university. My final year thesis. English literature. On the unreliable emotional architecture of Persuasion."

"You studied English literature?"

"Before the MBA. Before Infosys. Before —" He gestured at the cart. "Before this."

Kiran's brain was doing the thing it did with customers at the market — recalculating. Readjusting. The chai-wallah with the Kafka t-shirt had a degree in English literature. The miserable scowler had written a thesis on the book that had pierced her soul. The man she'd dismissed as a grumpy artisan was, underneath the silences and the flared nostrils, a reader.

A reader.

"Huh," she said, because it was the only sound available.

"Yeah," he said. And then, impossibly, improbably, the corner of his mouth twitched. Not a smile — it would take more than Jane Austen to produce an actual smile — but a twitch. A seismic twitch. A twitch that registered on the Richter scale of human facial expression and suggested that, deep beneath the permafrost of Omkar Kulkarni's personality, there might be something warm.

Kiran took her notebook back. Zipped her bag. Drank her coffee.

But something had shifted. A wire had connected. Two readers recognising each other across a metal table under a peepal tree, in a lane behind Fergusson College, in a city full of books and chai and the stubborn belief that education — whether it came from a university or a market stall or a Saturday reading group in a flat on Prabhat Road — was the only thing that could crack a person open and let the light in.

She didn't tell Ria. Not yet. Some things needed to be held privately, turned over, examined — like a page in a notebook that someone has read without permission and understood better than you wanted them to.


  
    Chapter 7: Omkar

    
    
  
  Omkar Kulkarni had not always been miserable. This is important to establish, because misery — the deep, structural kind, the kind that settles into a face and stays — is never original. It is always a renovation of something that was, once, different.

At twenty-five, two years before the chai cart and the Kafka t-shirts and the reputation for scowling at innocent customers, Omkar had been the opposite of miserable. He'd been — and he hated this word, hated the simplicity of it, the way it flattened a complex emotional landscape into a single brushstroke — happy. He'd been happy.

The happiness had looked like this: a flat in Hinjewadi, shared with two friends from Fergusson College. A job at Infosys — not glamorous, not world-changing, but solid. Steady. The kind of job that Indian parents speak about with the reverence usually reserved for temple deities and fixed deposits. A salary that came on the 1st of every month with the reliability of a natural law. A girlfriend named Meera who was studying for the UPSC and who read the same books he did and who laughed at his jokes in a way that made him feel like the funniest person in any room, even though he knew, objectively, that he wasn't.

The unhappiness had arrived in stages, the way water damages a wall — not all at once, but through slow seepage that you don't notice until the plaster starts falling and you realise the structure underneath has been wet for months.

Stage one: the job. Omkar had taken the Infosys position because he was supposed to. This was how it worked in Pune, in India, in the particular ecosystem of middle-class Maharashtrian families where education was an escalator and the escalator had one direction: up, toward IT, toward a package, toward a flat in Baner and a car with automatic transmission and a marriage arranged or approved by parents who measured love in increments of annual CTC.

He'd studied English literature at Fergusson because he loved it. He'd studied MBA at Symbiosis because his father told him to. The MBA was the toll road, the necessary payment for the privilege of having spent three years reading Kafka and Austen and Dostoevsky and believing, briefly, that understanding human consciousness through fiction was a career. It was not a career. It was an interest. And in India, the distance between an interest and a career was measured in zeroes — specifically, the zeroes missing from the salary that an interest could generate.

So: Infosys. Project management. Agile methodologies. Sprint planning. The conversion of human endeavour into Jira tickets. Omkar was good at it — genuinely good, because he was organised and articulate and had the particular intelligence that comes from reading widely and thinking carefully, even if the thinking was now applied to software deployment schedules instead of the unreliable narrator in Notes from Underground.

But good at something and fulfilled by something are different planets, and Omkar was commuting between them every day, and the commute was getting longer.

Stage two: Meera. She passed the UPSC Prelims. Then the Mains. Then the interview. She was allocated IAS — the golden ticket, the prize that makes parents weep with joy and neighbours burn with envy. She was posted to Nagpur.

"Come with me," she said. They were sitting on the balcony of the Hinjewadi flat, eating Chinese from a plastic box — hakka noodles and Manchurian that tasted of MSG and the particular flavour of Mumbai-Pune Chinese food, which was neither Chinese nor food but an agreed-upon cultural hallucination that everyone enjoyed.

"I can't. My job is here."

"Get a transfer."

"Infosys doesn't transfer people to Nagpur. Nobody transfers people to Nagpur. Nagpur is where careers go to be close to oranges."

She didn't laugh. The joke was bad, but she usually laughed at his bad jokes — that was the contract, the unwritten clause of their relationship — and the absence of laughter was louder than any argument.

"I'm asking you to come with me, Omkar."

"And I'm telling you I can't."

The word "can't" did the work he wanted "won't" to do. Because the truth was more complicated than geography. The truth was that Meera had become something — IAS, a district magistrate in training, a woman whose future had a shape and a direction — and Omkar had become a man who went to an office every day and moved tickets from "In Progress" to "Done" and drove home on the expressway and ate dinner and slept and woke up and did it again, and the sameness of it was not peace but paralysis, and he knew that if he followed Meera to Nagpur he'd be following her life, not building his own.

She left. Without drama, without the scene he'd half-hoped for — just a quiet departure, a suitcase, a last dinner at the flat where she ate the hakka noodles and he didn't and the MSG lingered in the air like a ghost.

That was stage two.

Stage three was the resignation. Eleven months after Meera left, on a Tuesday morning — Tuesdays seemed to be the day the universe chose for disruptions in Omkar's life — he walked into his manager's office and said, "I'm done."

His manager, a practical man named Deshpande who had two kids in VIBGYOR school and a home loan from SBI and no patience for existential crises, looked at him as if he'd announced his intention to become a dolphin.

"Done?"

"I'm resigning. I want to open a chai-coffee cart."

The silence that followed was the kind usually reserved for the announcement of death or the revelation that someone has joined a pyramid scheme. Deshpande's face went through five expressions in four seconds — confusion, disbelief, concern, pity, and finally the resigned acceptance of a man who has seen everything corporate India can produce and is no longer surprised.

"A chai-coffee cart."

"Yes."

"You have an MBA."

"I know."

"From Symbiosis."

"I know."

"Your parents — "

"Will lose their minds. I know."

They did. Bhaskar and Anjali Kulkarni — his father a retired BSNL engineer, his mother a maths teacher at a Marathi-medium school — received the news with the particular Indian parent response that combines love, horror, and performance. His mother cried. His father stopped talking to him for three weeks. His younger sister Priya, who was sensibly employed at TCS and represented everything Omkar was supposed to be, texted him: "Are you having a breakdown or is this a spiritual awakening? Either way, Aai hasn't eaten since you told them."

"It's neither," he texted back. "I just want to make coffee."

"That's exactly what someone having a breakdown would say."

The cart was Aman's idea. Aman Deshmukh — childhood friend, eternal optimist, a man whose response to any crisis was "we'll figure it out" with a confidence that was either admirable or delusional, depending on whether it worked. Aman had some savings. Omkar had his resignation bonus. They pooled the money, bought a decommissioned Tempo Traveller, spent three months converting it into a mobile café with the help of a mechanic in Bibwewadi who charged too much and delivered late but did good work, and parked it in a lane behind Fergusson College on the theory that college students and young professionals would pay for specialty coffee if it was good enough.

The theory was correct. The cart worked. Within six months, they had regulars, a following on Instagram, and a reputation for the best pour-over in Pune — which was a narrow category but a real one, and Omkar felt, for the first time since Fergusson, the satisfaction of doing something that used all of him. His taste, his standards, his literature degree (the chalkboard quotes), his MBA (the business planning), his hands (the latte art, which he practised until it was perfect, because Omkar did not do imperfect).

But the misery stayed. Not the job misery — that was gone, replaced by the bone-deep tiredness of running a small business, which was a different species of suffering but an honest one. The misery that stayed was Meera-shaped. It was the knowledge that he'd had something good and let it go because he was too proud or too scared or too something to follow it, and now she was in Nagpur building something real and he was in Pune making coffee and the Wentworth in him — the Captain Wentworth who knew what he'd lost — was silent and aching and refused to heal.

This was the man who scowled at Kiran Patil on a Tuesday in January. Not a monster. Not a villain. Just a man carrying a wound he hadn't learned to dress, making excellent coffee as a substitute for the things he couldn't make: peace, connection, the willingness to try again.

He thought about the notebook. He thought about it more than he should have — the page he'd seen, the line about Elizabeth Bennet being "not a body but a collection of movements and sounds and silences." He thought about the woman who'd written it — the market-stall girl with the sharp tongue and the sharper eyes, who'd called him "bhai" as an insult and "Mr Personality" as a diagnosis, and who had, in a notebook she clearly never intended anyone to see, written something about Austen that was better than anything in his university thesis.

He thought: I was rude to her. I should apologise.

He thought: she won't accept it. She's not the type.

He thought: she's exactly the type who needs to be apologised to, because she's the type who never expects it.

He picked up his phone. Put it down. Picked it up again. Put it down. This cycle repeated four times — the digital-age equivalent of pacing, the coward's waltz with his own courage.

Then he texted Aman: "What's Kiran's number?"

Aman replied instantly: "Why?"

"Just give me the number."

"Are you going to be weird?"

"I'm going to apologise."

"Oh. In that case, definitely going to be weird."

Omkar got the number. He stared at it for twenty minutes. He composed and deleted seven messages. The final one — the one he sent — said:

"Hi. This is Omkar. From the cart. I was rude to you when you came to deliver Aman's sunglasses. I'm sorry. You didn't deserve that. Also — what you wrote about Austen was really good."

He pressed send. Immediately regretted it. Regretted it for the forty-five minutes it took for her to reply.

Her reply said: "Thanks for the apology. Still not sure about the cappuccino price though. 200 rupees? Do the beans come with a degree?"

He almost smiled. Almost.


  
    Chapter 8: Gayatri

    
    
  
  Kiran's grandmother lived in a ground-floor flat in Narayan Peth that smelled of incense, mothballs, and the particular mustiness of a home where time had been asked to slow down and had, out of respect, obliged.

Gayatri Patil was seventy-eight years old, four foot eleven, and had the physical presence of a woman twice her size. She wore starched cotton sarees — always white with a coloured border, always pinned with a safety pin at the shoulder because she'd lost the brooch Ajoba had given her in 1983 and refused to buy a replacement on the grounds that "replacing a dead husband's gift is the first step toward forgetting him, and I have not finished remembering."

Kiran visited every Sunday. This was non-negotiable — a fixed appointment in a life that otherwise ran on improvisation. The visits followed a ritual: arrive at ten, remove chappals at the door, receive a forehead kiss that smelled of Boroline cream, sit on the wooden swing in the living room, eat whatever Gayatri had cooked — usually pohe or upma or, on ambitious Sundays, sabudana khichdi with a sourness that came from tamarind she soaked overnight in a steel bowl — and listen.

Because that was the thing about Gayatri. She talked. She talked the way the Mutha river used to flow before they dammed it — constantly, powerfully, without particular regard for obstacles. She talked about the neighbours, who were all either dying or misbehaving. She talked about the government, which was always wrong. She talked about Ajoba, who had been dead for nineteen years but remained, in Gayatri's narration, very much alive and full of opinions. She talked about Kiran's father, about whom she had complex feelings — love, certainly, but also the particular disappointment of a mother who believes her son could have done better and has spent decades accumulating evidence.

"Your father," Gayatri said, as Kiran ate sabudana khichdi from a steel plate, "has the emotional intelligence of a government office. He processes nothing and closes for lunch."

"Aaji, be nice."

"I am nice. I'm the nicest person in this building. Ask Mrs Joshi upstairs — she'll tell you I'm the nicest person she's ever had a noise complaint from." Gayatri adjusted her saree pallu. "But your father. That woman he's married. What's her name."

"Chhaya."

"Chhaya. A woman named after shadow. Even her parents knew she'd be standing behind something." Gayatri made a sound — half laugh, half hmmph — that contained a lifetime of opinions compressed into a single exhale. "She's not bad. I'll give her that. She's not cruel. She's just — nothing. She's paneer in a world that needs mirchi."

Kiran laughed despite herself. The sabudana khichdi was perfect — each pearl translucent, the peanuts crunchy, the green chilli hitting the back of the throat like a tiny, flavourful slap. Gayatri cooked the way old Pune women cooked: by instinct, by taste, by the accumulated wisdom of a thousand meals made in the same kitchen with the same vessels on the same gas stove that had been burning since 1991 and would probably outlast everyone in the family.

"Aaji, I want to ask you something."

"Ask."

"About Aai."

The living room shifted. Not physically — the walls stayed, the swing stayed, the framed photo of Ajoba on the mantel stayed with his serious moustache and his serious eyes — but atmospherically. The air thickened. Gayatri's hands, which had been folding a napkin, stopped.

"What about her."

"She messaged me."

Gayatri's face did something Kiran had never seen — a sequence of expressions so rapid they were almost invisible: shock, then anger, then something that might have been relief, then a careful, deliberate blankness. The blankness of a woman who has survived enough to know that the first reaction is never the one you should show.

"When?"

"Three weeks ago. WhatsApp. She said she's in Goa. She said she's okay. She said she's sorry."

"Three sentences."

"Yeah."

"Your mother always was efficient with her exits." Gayatri's voice was flat — not cold, but controlled, the way a dam is controlled: holding back a force that, if released, would be destructive. "Did you reply?"

"No."

"Good."

"But I'm thinking about it."

Gayatri looked at her. The look lasted a long time — ten seconds, maybe more — and in it Kiran saw something she hadn't expected: conflict. Gayatri, who had opinions about everything and hesitation about nothing, was conflicted.

"Come," Gayatri said. She stood — slowly, the way seventy-eight-year-old knees require — and walked to the bedroom. Kiran followed.

The bedroom was a museum. Not deliberately — Gayatri hadn't curated it — but time had done the curating, leaving behind layers of a life in objects: Ajoba's spectacles on the nightstand, a stack of Marathi Diwali anka magazines from the '90s, framed photos covering an entire wall. Kiran at two, missing teeth. Baba at his wedding, looking terrified. Aai —

Aai. There she was. Beena Deshpande, age twenty-three, on her wedding day. Wearing a green nauvari saree, a nath in her nose, her hair oiled and braided, her eyes looking directly at the camera with an expression that Kiran, with her newly trained literary sensibilities, could only describe as Austen-esque: intelligent, slightly amused, and deeply, privately uncertain about what came next.

She looked like Kiran. This was the cruelty of genetics — that the woman who left had donated the face that stayed.

"Your mother," Gayatri said, sitting on the bed with the care of someone handling fragile material, "was the brightest woman I knew. Brighter than me. Brighter than your father. She had a B.Ed. She wanted to teach. She wanted to open a school for girls from the wadi — the slum behind the colony. She had plans. Notebooks full of plans."

"Notebooks." Kiran felt something lurch in her chest. Like mother, like daughter. Notebooks.

"She gave it up when she married Suresh. Not because he asked her to — your father is many things, but he's not the type to stop a woman from working. She gave it up because — " Gayatri paused. "Because marriage, in India, is not just two people. It's two families, two sets of expectations, two versions of what a woman should be. And your mother — Beena — was caught between the woman she was and the woman everyone expected her to be, and the gap between them got wider and wider until it swallowed her."

"So she left."

"So she left."

"Without us."

Gayatri reached out and took Kiran's hand. The hand was thin, papery, the veins standing out like rivers on a map. But the grip was strong — strong the way old women's grips are strong, powered by decades of wringing clothes and kneading dough and holding children who didn't want to be held.

"She left without you because she believed — wrongly, stupidly, but sincerely — that you would be better without her. That her unhappiness was contaminating the house. That by removing herself, she was removing the disease."

"That's insane."

"That's depression, Kiran. It looks like insanity from the outside. From the inside, it looks like logic."

The room was quiet. Through the window, Narayan Peth's Sunday sounds filtered in — a temple bell, a scooter starting, a vendor selling something with a sing-song call that rose and fell like a prayer.

"Should I reply to her?" Kiran asked.

Gayatri didn't answer immediately. She looked at the wedding photo on the wall — her son's bride, her grandchildren's mother, the woman who had entered this family with notebooks full of plans and left with a single suitcase — and said, slowly, as if each word cost something:

"That is not my decision. That is yours. But I will tell you this: anger is a house, Kiran. You can live in it. Many people do. The rooms are comfortable. The walls are strong. But there are no windows. And after a while, you forget what sunlight looks like."

Kiran stayed for another hour. They drank chai — the strong, sweet, overboiled chai that Gayatri made with elaichi crushed in a mortar, the kind that coated your tongue and warmed your chest and made you understand why Indians have made this drink the center of civilization for centuries. They watched a Marathi serial that Gayatri followed with the investment of a stock trader monitoring the Sensex. They didn't talk about Beena again.

On the bus home, Kiran opened her phone. Opened WhatsApp. Opened Beena's message. Stared at it.

Then she opened a new message. To Omkar.

"Have you read any books about mothers who leave?"

His reply came in three minutes: "The God of Small Things. But it's not easy reading."

"Nothing worth reading is easy."

"That sounds like something Elizabeth Bennet would say."

"I'll take that as a compliment."

"It was meant as one."

She smiled at the screen. On the bus, on a Sunday in February, on the route from Narayan Peth to Sadashiv Peth, with Gayatri's words about anger-as-a-house still ringing in her ears and Beena's message still unanswered on her phone, Kiran Patil smiled.

It was a small thing. But small things, she was learning, were how lives changed — not in earthquakes but in tremors, not in declarations but in text messages, not in grand romantic gestures at railway stations but in the quiet moment when someone who was a stranger last month becomes the person you text about books on a Sunday afternoon.


  
    Chapter 9: Padhai (Education)

    
    
  
  The IGNOU prospectus arrived on a Wednesday, in a brown envelope that looked like it had been handled by every postal worker between Delhi and Pune and had the bruises to prove it. Kiran opened it at the kitchen counter of her PG room — "kitchen" being a generous term for the two-burner gas stove, the single shelf, and the steel sink that constituted her culinary infrastructure.

BA English. Three years. Distance mode. Total fees: approximately thirty-six thousand rupees, payable in instalments. Study materials provided by post. Exams twice a year. No classroom attendance required.

Thirty-six thousand rupees. That was nine months of rent. That was three hundred and sixty vada pavs. That was a number that, to most people in most cities, was nothing — a weekend shopping trip, a phone upgrade, a dinner for four at a restaurant with cloth napkins — but to Kiran Patil, market trader, PG dweller, earner of eleven thousand rupees a month on a good month and seven thousand on a bad one, it was a wall.

She put the prospectus on the shelf, between the Maggi packets and the jar of pickle that Gayatri had given her, and told herself she'd think about it later. "Later" was Kiran's filing system for things that were important but frightening — she stored them in a mental cupboard marked "LATER" and then walked past the cupboard every day, aware of its contents, unwilling to open it.

The problem with "later" was that it had a habit of becoming "never."

It was Omkar who reopened the cupboard. Not deliberately — he was too careful for that, too aware of the boundary between conversation and intrusion — but through the sideways approach that had become their communication style: text messages about books that were actually text messages about life.

They'd been texting for three weeks. Not constantly — Kiran wasn't the type for constant anything, and Omkar's texting style was minimalist, more punctuation than prose — but regularly. Every two or three days, a message would arrive. Sometimes a book recommendation. Sometimes a quote. Sometimes just a question, spare and direct, like a man who'd been trained in economy by both Hemingway and Indian fatherhood.

His latest: "What are you reading now?"

"The God of Small Things. Like you suggested."

"And?"

"And it's destroying me. She writes about a family falling apart and she makes it beautiful and I hate her for that. How do you make something beautiful out of something that hurts?"

His reply took eight minutes — long enough for Kiran to eat half a banana and wonder if she'd been too honest. Then: "That's the entire question of literature. Everything worth reading is someone taking their worst experience and giving it a shape. The shape is what makes it bearable."

"Is that from your thesis?"

"No. That's from making coffee at 5 AM and having too much time to think."

She laughed. Alone in her room, eating a banana, she laughed at a text from a man she'd wanted to throw coffee at six weeks ago. The absurdity of human connection — its refusal to follow the scripts you write for it, its insistence on arriving from directions you weren't watching.

"Can I ask you something?" she typed.

"You just did."

"Funny. Real question. Did you ever regret leaving Infosys?"

The reply took longer this time — twelve minutes. "Every day for the first six months. Then less. Then not at all. Then sometimes, when the month's numbers are bad and my mother sends screenshots of my friends' LinkedIn updates. But mostly not. Mostly I'm grateful."

"Grateful for what?"

"For being scared enough to do it anyway."

She read that line four times. Then she picked up the IGNOU prospectus from the shelf.

The next day, she went to the IGNOU study centre in Shivajinagar. It was in a building that had once been a school and now served multiple educational purposes — study centre, exam hall, and unofficial meeting point for pigeons who had colonised the second-floor windows with imperial ambition. A woman at the front desk — middle-aged, spectacles, the patient weariness of someone who has answered the same question eleven thousand times — gave her the application form.

"You need your HSC marksheet," the woman said.

"I don't have one. I dropped out of FYJC."

The woman looked at her over the spectacles. Not with judgment — Kiran had been expecting judgment, had braced for it the way you brace for a speed bump — but with a kind of practiced neutrality that was, somehow, worse. Judgment at least meant you'd been seen. Neutrality meant you were a number.

"Then you'll need to complete the Bachelor Preparatory Programme first. Six months. It's designed for students without formal qualifications."

"Six months before I can even start?"

"Yes."

"And then three years for the degree?"

"Yes."

"So three and a half years total."

"Give or take. Some students take longer."

Kiran stood in the corridor of the study centre, holding the application form, and did the calculation she always did when confronted with time: three and a half years. She'd be twenty-four when she finished. Twenty-four with a BA in English. Or twenty-four without one. The time was going to pass either way. That was the thing about time — it didn't care about your decisions. It moved regardless. The only question was what you filled it with.

She filled in the form. In a corridor that smelled of chalk dust and pigeon feathers and the particular institutional sadness of government buildings that have been underfunded for decades, she sat on a plastic chair and wrote her name, her address, her date of birth, her qualifications (or lack thereof), and, in the box marked "Reason for Seeking Admission," the sentence: "I want to understand the books I read."

She didn't write: I want to prove I'm not just a market girl. She didn't write: I want my grandmother to see me do something that matters. She didn't write: I want to be the kind of person who writes in notebooks and means it. She wrote what was true, which was simpler and bigger than all of those things.

The fee for the preparatory programme was four thousand five hundred rupees. She paid it from the money Baba had pressed into her hand at the door of the Kothrud house — the money she'd told herself she didn't need, the money that came with the silence of a man who couldn't say "I love you" but could say "rakh le" and mean the same thing.

She told Neeta Aunty first. At the market, between customers, while Neil loaded the van.

"I enrolled."

"Where?"

"IGNOU. BA English. Distance."

Neeta stopped. She was holding a scarf — one of the pashmina-style ones, the kind that was not actually pashmina and everyone knew it but nobody said it because the fiction was part of the transaction — and she let it drop.

"Kiran."

"It's just the preparatory programme for now. Six months before the actual degree starts. And it's distance, so I can still work. I'm not leaving the stall."

"Kiran." Neeta said her name differently this time — not as a market call, not as a correction, but the way you say a word when you want to hold it. She walked around the stall and hugged her. Neeta Deshpande, who expressed affection primarily through commands and career advice, hugged Kiran Patil in the middle of Mandai Market with the handbags swinging and the marigold sellers watching and Neil pretending to adjust a box so he could have privacy for his own quiet smile.

"I'm proud of you," Neeta said, into Kiran's hair.

"It's just a form, Aunty. I haven't done anything yet."

"The form IS the thing. The form is always the thing. Every journey starts with paperwork. That's the most Indian sentence I've ever said, but it's true."

Kiran told Ria next, on the phone. Ria screamed — the specific pitch of a best friend receiving good news, a frequency that could shatter glass and warm hearts simultaneously.

She told Gayatri on Sunday. Gayatri didn't scream. Gayatri put down her chai, folded her hands in her lap, and said, "Your mother wanted to teach. She wanted to open a school. She wrote about it in notebooks." A pause. "Maybe this is where those notebooks were leading. Not to her. To you."

Kiran cried then. Not much — a few tears, quickly wiped, the kind that ambush you when someone says the thing you didn't know you needed to hear. Gayatri handed her a handkerchief — an actual cloth handkerchief, ironed, with embroidered edges, because Gayatri Patil was the last woman in Pune who believed in cloth handkerchiefs and she would not be moved on this point.

She told Omkar last. By text, that evening, from her room.

"I enrolled at IGNOU. BA English."

His reply: "Finally."

"Finally? What does that mean?"

"It means I've been waiting for you to do this since I read your notebook."

"That was one page. You saw one page."

"One page was enough. Same way one chapter of Persuasion was enough for Austen to know she had a masterpiece."

"Did you just compare my notebook to Persuasion?"

"I compared your potential. Not your current output. Your current output needs editing."

She laughed so hard that the PG aunty next door knocked on the wall. She texted back: "Rude."

He texted back: "Honest."

She texted back: "Same thing, with you."

He didn't reply for ten minutes. Then: "I'm glad you did it. I mean that."

She read it twice. Three times. Let it sit. Felt it — the gladness, not just his but her own, the unfamiliar warmth of having done something brave and having someone witness it who understood why it was brave.

She opened a new page in the notebook. Wrote: "February 14th. Enrolled at IGNOU. BA English. The preparatory programme starts in March. I am terrified. I am doing it anyway. Being scared enough to do it anyway — that's what Omkar said. That's what Captain Wentworth did. That's what Elizabeth Bennet did when she told Lady Catherine de Bourgh to go to hell."

She paused. Added: "Elizabeth didn't actually tell her to go to hell. She said something more elegant. But the sentiment was the same."

She closed the notebook. Put it back in the bag. Turned off the light.

February 14th. Valentine's Day. She hadn't noticed. She'd been too busy starting a life.


  
    Chapter 10: Dosti (Friendship)

    
    
  
  March in Pune is the month the city remembers it's subtropical. The winter jackets disappear overnight, the mango vendors materialise as if summoned by a seasonal deity, and every conversation acquires a sweat-related subtext. Kiran, who owned exactly one pair of decent jeans and two kurtas that qualified as "public-facing," rotated her wardrobe with the grim efficiency of a woman who has accepted that fashion is a war fought on a limited budget.

The preparatory programme had started. Study materials arrived — two thick booklets and a set of assignments that looked, to Kiran's untrained eye, like the bureaucratic equivalent of a dare. "Discuss the evolution of English prose from Bacon to Lamb." She didn't know who Bacon was. She didn't know who Lamb was. She thought both sounded like items on a restaurant menu and told Ria as much, and Ria had laughed so hard she'd spilled chai on her laptop.

But she studied. Every night, after the market, after dinner (Maggi, upgraded occasionally to dal-rice when she felt ambitious), she sat at her small desk with the booklets open and a dictionary on her phone and read. Francis Bacon, who wrote about truth and gardens with the confidence of a man who owned several of both. Charles Lamb, who wrote about pig meat with a tenderness that made Kiran suspect he'd been very lonely. The Romantics — Wordsworth wandering through daffodils, Keats dying of tuberculosis at twenty-five and still writing about beauty as if beauty were the only medicine worth taking.

She didn't understand all of it. She understood enough. And the gaps — the places where meaning eluded her, where a reference sailed over her head like a cricket ball she couldn't reach — she brought to Omkar.

This had become their thing. Not a formal arrangement, not a tutoring session, but a pattern that had established itself the way patterns do between two people who are pretending they don't seek each other's company: she'd text a question, he'd answer, and the answer would become a conversation, and the conversation would outlast the question by hours.

"Who is Prometheus?" she texted one evening, staring at Shelley's poem.

"Greek titan. Stole fire from the gods. Gave it to humans. Got his liver eaten by an eagle every day for eternity."

"Every DAY?"

"It grew back overnight. The liver, not the eagle."

"That's the most Indian punishment I've ever heard. It's like a mother-in-law — just when you think you're free, she regenerates."

"I'm going to pretend you didn't just compare Greek mythology to saas-bahu dynamics."

"You can pretend all you want. I'm right."

These conversations happened on WhatsApp, in the blue-white glow of their respective phones, at hours that were technically inappropriate — 11 PM, midnight, once at 1:30 AM when Kiran was wrestling with Coleridge's "Kubla Khan" and Omkar was, inexplicably, awake and willing to explain opium-induced poetry at a time when sensible people were dreaming.

"Do you ever sleep?" she asked.

"Sleep is for people who don't have existential questions about Romantic poetry."

"You have existential questions about Romantic poetry at 1 AM?"

"I have existential questions about everything at 1 AM. That's the danger of 1 AM. It's the hour when your brain decides to audit your entire life."

She knew about the 1 AM audit. She'd been subject to it herself — the hour when the room was dark and the wall was close and every decision you'd ever made lined up for review, and the reviewer was always the harshest version of yourself.

"What does your 1 AM audit say?" she typed.

Eight minutes. Then: "That I'm twenty-seven and I make coffee for a living and my ex-girlfriend is a district magistrate and I could have been something more conventional and safer. And then it says: but I'm happy. Or at least — not unhappy. Which is close enough."

"Not unhappy isn't happy."

"For a while, it was the best I could do."

"And now?"

Twelve minutes this time. She ate a biscuit. Brushed her teeth. Got into bed. The phone buzzed.

"Now it's getting better."

She didn't ask what "better" meant. She didn't need to. The conversation was the answer — the fact of it, the warmth of it, the accumulation of small exchanges that were, individually, nothing, and collectively, everything.

In person, they were different. The ease of the texts didn't translate to physical proximity — when they met, which happened weekly now through the Aman-Ria axis, there was a stiffness, a formality, a careful choreography of distance that both maintained as if touching — or even sitting too close — would acknowledge something neither was ready to name.

They met at the cart on Saturdays. Aman would be there, Ria would be there, and Kiran and Omkar would exist in the same space with the particular tension of two magnets held apart by will. He'd make her coffee without asking — always a cappuccino, always at the right temperature, always with that mutant fern latte art that was either getting better or she was getting more generous in her interpretation. She'd sit at the metal table under the peepal tree and study, because Saturday afternoons at the cart were quieter than her PG room and the light was better and — she told herself — it had nothing to do with proximity to the person behind the counter.

One Saturday, Aman and Ria left early. Some errand — probably manufactured, because Ria had the subtlety of a Bollywood subplot and had been "accidentally" creating alone-time for Kiran and Omkar with increasing frequency. They were alone at the table. Kiran had her booklet open to the Romantics section. Omkar was wiping down the counter.

"Can I sit?" he said, gesturing at the chair across from her.

"It's your cart."

"It's your table. You've been claiming it for three weeks. At this point, squatter's rights apply."

She moved her bag. He sat. The peepal tree dropped a leaf between them, with the dramatic timing of a Bollywood art director.

"What are you studying?"

"Keats. 'Ode on a Grecian Urn.' I don't understand it."

"What don't you understand?"

"'Beauty is truth, truth beauty — that is all ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.' What does that even mean? Beauty isn't truth. Truth is ugly. Truth is your mother leaving on a Tuesday. Truth is selling fake handbags for a living. There's nothing beautiful about truth."

Omkar leaned back. The chair creaked — the particular creak of cheap metal furniture in Pune, a sound so ubiquitous it should be the city's anthem.

"You're reading it literally," he said. "Keats isn't saying truth is pretty. He's saying truth is authentic. And authenticity — being what you actually are, instead of performing what people expect — is the most beautiful thing a person or an object or a poem can achieve." He paused. "You sell bags at a market. That's your truth. And you're studying English literature in your spare time. That's also your truth. And those two truths existing in the same person — that's beautiful. Not because it's easy, but because it's real."

The peepal tree said nothing, because it was a tree, but if it could have spoken, it would probably have said something about how this was a good moment and these two idiots should acknowledge it.

They didn't. Of course they didn't. Kiran changed the subject — asked him about cold brew, about profit margins, about something safe and commercial and entirely free of emotional content. Omkar obliged, because he understood retreat the way soldiers understand it: not as defeat but as the preservation of something valuable for a battle that hasn't started yet.

But something had lodged. His words about truth and beauty and the market stall and the degree — they'd gone in the way a splinter goes in, barely noticed at entry, felt constantly afterward.

That night, in the notebook: "Omkar said selling handbags and studying literature in the same person is beautiful because it's real. He said authenticity is beauty. He said this while sitting across from me under a peepal tree, and a leaf fell between us like a cliché, and I wanted to —"

She stopped writing. Put the pen down. Picked it up. Put it down again.

"I wanted to stay."

She closed the notebook. The admission sat in her chest like a second heartbeat — not painful, not comfortable, just present. The awareness that something was changing. That the man she'd written off as a grumpy chai-wallah was, page by page, text by text, Saturday by Saturday, becoming someone she wanted to be around. Not because he was charming — he wasn't. Not because he was easy — he wasn't that either. But because he read her notebook and didn't laugh, and he explained Keats at a coffee cart, and he texted at 1 AM about the audit of his own life with an honesty that made her feel less alone in hers.

She thought about Elizabeth Bennet. About how Elizabeth had been wrong about Darcy — had judged him on a first impression and then, slowly, through letters and conversations and the accumulated evidence of his character, had revised her judgment until it became something else entirely.

She thought: I'm not Elizabeth Bennet. He's not Darcy. This isn't a novel.

And then she thought: but what if it is?


  
    Chapter 11: Puraani Yaadein (Old Memories)

    
    
  
  The dress was the first clue.

Kiran found it on a Sunday at Gayatri's — not looking for it, not looking for anything, just helping her grandmother sort through the steel almirah that dominated the bedroom like a rectangular god. Gayatri had decided, with the sudden urgency of a woman who has lived seventy-eight years and wants to see the back of the cupboard before she sees the back of anything else, that the almirah needed clearing.

"Half of this is your grandfather's," Gayatri said, pulling out shirts that smelled of naphthalene and regret. "The other half is mine. And somewhere in the middle is your mother's."

The mention of Beena stiffened Kiran's spine, but she kept sorting. Shirts into one pile. Sarees into another. A shawl that Ajoba had worn every winter, brown wool, pilled and faded — Gayatri held it to her face for a moment, breathing it in, then folded it carefully and set it aside with the reverence of a woman handling scripture.

The dress was at the bottom, wrapped in a cotton cloth. Not a saree — a western dress, knee-length, dark green with small yellow flowers, the kind of printed fabric that was popular in the early 2000s. It was unworn — tags still attached, the fold lines still crisp.

"Whose is this?" Kiran held it up.

Gayatri looked at it. Her face did the thing again — the rapid sequence that Kiran had first seen when she'd told her about Beena's WhatsApp message. Shock, then something complicated, then blankness.

"Your mother's. She bought it before the wedding. She was going to wear it on the honeymoon — they were supposed to go to Mahabaleshwar, but your father cancelled because of work, and the dress stayed in the bag, and the bag stayed in this cupboard, and twenty-three years later here it is."

"She never wore it?"

"She never wore it."

Kiran looked at the dress. The green fabric, the yellow flowers, the tags still attached. A dress bought for a trip that never happened, worn by a woman who eventually left. There was a metaphor here — Kiran could feel it the way she could feel a customer's hesitation at the stall, the pause before the decision — but she didn't want to examine it. Metaphors about her mother were landmines.

She put the dress on the bed. Kept sorting. But the dress stayed in her peripheral vision, a rectangle of green and yellow that pulsed with the particular energy of objects that contain more story than they should.

Later — after the sorting, after chai, after Gayatri's Sunday serial — Kiran picked the dress up again.

"Can I have it?"

"Why?"

"I don't know. Because it's hers. Because she didn't take it."

Gayatri studied her. "You haven't replied to her message."

"No."

"But you're keeping her dress."

"They're not the same thing."

"They're exactly the same thing, Kiran. A message is a dress someone bought for a trip they hope to take. The question is whether you'll let them wear it."

Kiran took the dress home. Hung it in her narrow cupboard, between her two kurtas and the denim jacket she wore in winter. It looked ridiculous — a honeymoon dress from 2001, surrounded by the utilitarian wardrobe of a twenty-year-old market trader in 2024. But she kept it. Because keeping was different from forgiving, and she wasn't ready for forgiving, but keeping was something she could do while she decided.

The investigation — the real one, not the old one from two years ago that had gone nowhere — started because of Lata.

Lata, of the book club. Lata, who read for plot and devoured mysteries and had, apparently, a second career's worth of investigative instinct that she exercised through her actual career at HDFC Bank, where she processed loan applications and had learned to spot inconsistencies the way a jeweller spots fake gold.

"Your mother's in Goa?" Lata said, at the next book club meeting. They were reading Wuthering Heights — Gauri's choice, a book that Kiran was finding both magnificent and exhausting, like an argument with the weather.

"How do you know that?"

"Neeta told me. Don't be angry — she was worried."

"I'm not angry. I'm — fine. Yes, she's in Goa. Supposedly."

"Supposedly." Lata's HDFC eyes narrowed. "What does that mean?"

"It means she sent a WhatsApp message that says she's in Goa. That's all I have. No address, no phone call, no explanation. Just three sentences and a blue tick."

"Can you forward me the message?"

"Why?"

"Because I spent twenty years catching people who lie on loan applications, and the first thing I learned is that people who say 'I'm okay' are never okay, and people who say 'don't look for me' always want to be found." Lata bit into a kachori — Neeta had upgraded the book club snacks — and chewed with the purposefulness of a woman on a mission. "Let me look into it."

"Look into it how?"

"The phone number. WhatsApp numbers have locations. Not exact, but approximate. I have a friend in Vodafone. If your mother's number is active, we can at least confirm the Goa claim."

Kiran wasn't sure she wanted to confirm anything. Confirmation was the first step toward contact, and contact was the first step toward a conversation she wasn't prepared to have — the conversation where she'd have to say "why did you leave?" and Beena would have to answer, and the answer, whatever it was, would either destroy the anger that had sustained Kiran for two years or validate it so completely that there'd be nothing left but emptiness.

But she forwarded the message. Because curiosity is stronger than fear, and because Kiran Patil, who could read people in five seconds, could not read her own mother's three sentences, and that failure — that inability to decode the most important text she'd ever received — bothered her more than the text itself.

Lata worked fast. Within a week, she had information.

"The number is registered in Goa," Lata reported, over chai at Vaishali restaurant — the old Vaishali on FC Road, the one that had been serving misal pav and filter coffee since before Kiran was born and would probably continue serving them after she died, because some Pune institutions exist outside time. "Panaji. The SIM was activated eight months ago, which means she's been there at least that long."

"Eight months. She's been in Goa for eight months and she messaged me three weeks ago."

"People take time to be brave. You of all people should understand that."

Kiran stirred her coffee. The spoon clinked against the glass — Vaishali still served coffee in those glasses, the steel-framed kind, because modernisation was for other restaurants. "What else?"

"The number is registered to a women's shelter in Panaji. It's called Sahara. They provide housing and support for women in — difficult situations."

The word "difficult" did a lot of heavy lifting in that sentence. Kiran heard what it didn't say: domestic abuse, mental health crisis, homelessness, the spectrum of circumstances that could drive a woman from a middle-class Kothrud flat to a shelter in Goa.

"A shelter."

"Yes."

"My mother is in a shelter."

"It looks that way."

Kiran put the spoon down. The restaurant noise — the clatter of plates, the hiss of the dosa tawa, the universal buzz of FC Road at lunchtime — receded. She was in a tunnel. A green tunnel, the colour of a dress with yellow flowers, a dress bought for a honeymoon that never happened, a dress that was now hanging in a cupboard in Sadashiv Peth next to two kurtas and a denim jacket, waiting.

"Are you okay?" Lata asked.

"I don't know."

"Do you want to go to Goa?"

"I don't know."

"Do you want to reply to her message?"

Kiran looked at the coffee. The foam on top had settled into a pattern that looked, if you squinted and had recently been reading too much Jane Austen, like a face. It didn't look like Beena's face. It didn't look like anyone's face. It was just foam. But Kiran stared at it as if it contained instructions.

"Yes," she said. "I want to reply."

That evening, in her PG room, she opened WhatsApp. Opened Beena's message. Read it for the hundredth time. "Hi Kiran. This is your mother. I know I have no right to message you. I'm in Goa. I'm okay. I'm sorry. I understand if you don't reply."

She typed: "Hi Aai." Deleted it. Too soft.

Typed: "Where exactly in Goa?" Deleted it. Too interrogative.

Typed: "Why did you leave?" Deleted it. Too big for a text message.

Typed: "I found your dress. The green one with yellow flowers. From the Mahabaleshwar trip that never happened."

She looked at it. It was strange — not a question, not an accusation, not a greeting. It was a fact. A detail. A specific object from a specific moment, offered across a two-year silence like a hand extended across a gap.

She pressed send. Watched the single tick become a double tick. Watched the double tick turn blue.

The reply came in four minutes.

"You kept it?"

Two words. A question. The simplest possible response. But Kiran heard, underneath it — in the way she heard things underneath all surfaces, the way she read customers and friends and fictional characters and, lately, chai-wallahs with Kafka t-shirts — she heard surprise. She heard hope. She heard a woman who had left everything behind discovering that something had been kept.

"Aaji had it," Kiran typed. "In the almirah. I took it home."

"It was supposed to be for Mahabaleshwar."

"I know."

"We never went."

"I know that too."

A pause. Three minutes. Then: "I wanted to take you all. Not just your father. All four of us. I had it planned — the hotel, the strawberry farms, the sunset point. I had a notebook."

The word "notebook" hit Kiran like a physical blow. Gayatri had said it. Beena had notebooks. Plans. Dreams. The genetic inheritance wasn't just the face — it was the impulse to write things down, to trap hope on paper, to believe that if you could describe a future in enough detail, you could make it real.

"I have notebooks too," Kiran typed.

"I know," Beena replied. "You always did. Even as a child. Shopping lists for your dolls. Timetables for imaginary schools. Your father said it was organizational. I knew it was imagination."

Kiran was crying. She didn't want to be crying — it violated every principle of the anger-house she'd built, every wall she'd reinforced with two years of not-crying and not-forgiving and not-looking — but the tears were there, on her face, falling onto the phone screen and making the words blur.

She typed through the blur: "I enrolled at IGNOU. BA English."

"Oh Kiran." That was all. Two words and her name. But Kiran could hear, through the screen, through the distance, through the two years and the WhatsApp connection and the cellular towers that linked Pune to Goa — she could hear her mother crying too.

She didn't ask why Beena left. Not tonight. Tonight was the dress and the notebooks and the crying, and that was enough. Too much, really. A lifetime of silence broken open by a green fabric with yellow flowers.

She put the phone down. Washed her face. Got into bed.

The dress hung in the cupboard. The notebook sat in the bag. The phone glowed faintly on the desk, the last message still visible: "Oh Kiran."

Outside, Pune slept. And somewhere in Goa, in a women's shelter called Sahara, a mother who had left was holding a phone and reading about notebooks and a BA and a green dress, and the distance between them — which had been infinite, which had been absolute, which had been the entire geography of abandonment — had shrunk, for the first time in two years, to the width of a text message.


  
    Chapter 12: Anjaan Ehsaas (Unknown Feelings)

    
    
  
  The problem with feelings is that they don't announce themselves. They don't knock on the door and say, "Hello, I'm Attraction, I'll be staying for a while, please clear some space in your emotional cupboard." They arrive the way monsoon arrives in Pune — you know it's coming, you see the clouds, you feel the humidity, and then one day you're standing on FC Road without an umbrella and you're soaked before you can say "weather app said 20% chance."

Kiran didn't want to have feelings for Omkar Kulkarni. She had made this very clear — to herself, to the notebook, to the wall of her PG room that served as her confidant when human confidants were asleep. She had a system. The system worked. The system was: men are optional, education is the priority, Beena is the unresolved business, and romantic entanglement is a luxury she cannot afford, like organic vegetables or a room with a window that faces something other than a wall.

The system did not account for a man who texted her Keats at midnight and made her laugh at 6 AM and looked at her across a metal table under a peepal tree as if she were a sentence he was trying to understand.

It happened gradually. Not a thunderbolt — Kiran distrusted thunderbolts; they were the province of Bollywood and people who confused adrenaline with love — but an accumulation. A sediment. Layer by layer, text by text, Saturday by Saturday, something built between them that was too solid to ignore and too frightening to name.

She catalogued the evidence the way she catalogued everything now — in the notebook, because the notebook had become the place where she was most honest:

Evidence Item 1: He remembers what I say. Not the big things — anyone can remember big things. He remembers the small things. That I like my cappuccino at exactly the temperature where you can drink it without waiting. That I hate coriander on my poha. That my favourite word in English is "defenestration" because I looked it up after he used it in a text and it means throwing someone out of a window, and there is something deeply satisfying about there being a word specifically for that.

Evidence Item 2: He changes the chalkboard quote on Saturdays. Not the menu — the quote. Every Saturday, there's a new literary quote on the board, and I've started to suspect they're for me, because last week it was "I am no bird; and no net ensnares me" which is Charlotte Brontë, which is the book we're reading in the book club, and there is no way that's a coincidence.

Evidence Item 3: He made me banana bread. Not offered — made. Specifically. Because I mentioned once, ONE TIME, in a text, that I'd never had banana bread, and the next Saturday there was a slice wrapped in brown paper at my usual table with a note that said "First time for everything." And the banana bread was warm and dense and slightly sweet and I ate it slowly because I wanted to remember every bite, which is not a normal response to baked goods and is, I suspect, a symptom.

Evidence Item 4: I think about him when I'm not with him. This is the most damning evidence. I think about him when I'm at the market, arranging handbags, and a customer says something funny and I think "Omkar would laugh at that." I think about him when I'm studying and I don't understand a passage and I think "Omkar would explain this in a way that makes me feel smart instead of stupid." I think about him when I'm falling asleep and the room is dark and the wall is close and I think about his voice — the way it goes quiet when he's saying something he means, as if volume and sincerity are inversely proportional.

Evidence Item 5: I'm writing about him in a notebook. I am writing about a man in a notebook. I am categorising evidence of feelings as if feelings are a court case and I am both the prosecution and the defence. This is insane behaviour. This is the behaviour of a woman who has lost control of the situation.

She closed the notebook. Opened it again. Added: Elizabeth Bennet kept a mental catalogue too. She just didn't write it down because she didn't have a Classmate notebook from Crossword.

The problem crystallised on a Wednesday evening in April. Pune was warming — the pre-summer heat that sits on the city like a wet blanket, the kind of warmth that makes everyone irritable and drives chai consumption to levels that could sustain a small economy. Kiran was at the cart, alone — not by design but by circumstance. Ria was working late. Aman had gone to deliver an order. It was 6 PM, the golden hour, the light falling through the peepal tree in that particular way that makes even Pune's ugliest lanes look like they've been filtered through Instagram.

She was studying. Or pretending to study. The booklet was open to Wordsworth — "Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey" — but her eyes kept drifting to the counter where Omkar was closing up for the day. The ritual of it: wiping the surfaces, stacking the cups, counting the cash, the quiet competence of a man doing a job he chose and chose well.

He looked up. Caught her looking. She looked away — fast, the speed of guilt, the speed of a person who has been caught doing something they've been doing for weeks and only now realises they've been doing it.

"You okay?" he said.

"Fine. Wordsworth. Abbey. Tintern. Fine."

He came to the table. Sat down. His proximity — the nearness of him, the physical fact of a body six inches from hers — did something to her pulse that she would have denied under oath.

"Tintern Abbey is about returning to a place you loved," he said, as if her monosyllabic answer had been a question. "Wordsworth went there as a young man and felt everything — the beauty, the wildness, the overwhelming rush of nature. And then he went back years later and felt it differently. Not less — differently. The first visit was sensation. The second was understanding."

"Is there a point to this?"

"The point is that sometimes you have to experience something twice to know what it means." He was looking at her — not at the booklet, not at the tree, at her — with an expression she'd seen fragments of before but never this clearly. Open. Attentive. The face of a man who has decided, carefully and deliberately, to stop hiding.

"Are we still talking about Wordsworth?" she asked.

"I don't know. Are we?"

The pause that followed was the kind that happens in books — the kind that writers describe as "charged" or "electric" or "pregnant," none of which are accurate because real pauses don't feel like metaphors. They feel like standing at the edge of something and knowing that one step forward changes the geography permanently and you can never go back to the view from this exact spot.

"Omkar."

"Yeah?"

"I don't — I'm not good at this."

"At what?"

"At whatever this is. The texts. The Saturdays. The banana bread in brown paper with notes. I don't know how to do this. My mother left and my father communicates through cash and I dropped out of school and I sell fake handbags for a living and I'm twenty years old and I'm studying through IGNOU and I have a notebook full of — things — and I don't know what this is."

She hadn't meant to say all of that. The words came out in a rush, like water through a crack in a dam, and she couldn't stop them and she wasn't sure she wanted to.

Omkar was quiet for a moment. Then he said: "Do you want to know what I think it is?"

"I'm terrified of what you think it is."

"That's a good sign."

"How is terror a good sign?"

"Because terror means it matters. If it didn't matter, you wouldn't be scared." He leaned forward. Not close enough to touch — he was too careful for that, too aware of boundaries — but close enough that she could see the details. The line between his eyebrows that appeared when he was being serious. The scar on his right hand from a coffee machine incident he'd told her about. The eyes — brown, steady, the kind that held their ground.

"I think this is two people who understand each other," he said. "Which is rarer than it sounds. And I think we're both scared because the last time we understood someone — me with Meera, you with your mum — it ended badly. And neither of us wants to do that again. But not doing it again isn't the same as not doing it at all."

Kiran looked at him. At the scar on his hand. At the eyes. At the space between them — six inches of air that contained the entire question of what happens next.

"I need time," she said.

"I know."

"I need to figure out the Beena situation. And the degree. And — me. I need to figure out me."

"I know that too."

"And I'm still angry at you for the scowl. On principle."

He almost smiled. The twitch. The seismic twitch that she'd been tracking like a geologist monitoring a fault line. "Fair."

"But."

"But?"

"But the banana bread was really good."

He did smile then. A real one. Small, but real — the kind that uses the whole face, not just the mouth, the kind that arrives as if it's been travelling a long distance and is relieved to finally have arrived.

"I'll make more," he said.

"Good."

They sat for another minute. The peepal tree dropped another leaf — this one landed in her chai, which was a less poetic outcome but more realistic. She fished it out. He laughed — actually laughed, a sound so rare that a dog in the lane looked up, confused, as if someone had spoken a language it thought was extinct.

She walked home. The city was gilded — Pune in April dusk, everything bronzed and softened, the autorickshaws like moving sculptures, the temples glowing. She felt light. Not happy exactly — happiness was a destination she wasn't sure she'd earned yet — but light. Unburdened. The way you feel after you've said a difficult thing and the person you said it to didn't run.

In the notebook that night: I told him I need time. He said he knows. He didn't push. He didn't pull. He just — stayed. That's what Darcy did. After the letter, after the rejection, he didn't chase Elizabeth. He changed. And then he waited. And then she came to him. Not because he demanded it, but because he deserved it.

I'm not ready. But I'm not not ready either.

There should be a word for that. The space between no and yes. The place where you stand when you know what you want but you're not brave enough to reach for it yet.

Maybe the word is "almost."


  
    Chapter 13: Beena ka Phone

    
    
  
  The phone call came on a Thursday. Not a WhatsApp message — an actual call, the kind where you hear someone's voice in real time and can't edit what you say before you say it. Kiran's phone lit up at 7 PM: Unknown Number, Goa.

She was in her PG room. The Maggi was on the stove — two minutes to done, the water just starting to absorb, the masala turning the noodles that particular shade of yellow that is not found in nature but is deeply comforting to anyone who has ever been twenty and alone and hungry. She stared at the phone. It rang four times. Five. Six.

She picked up on the seventh ring, because seven felt like a decision and six felt like hesitation and she was done hesitating.

"Hello?"

"Kiran." Beena's voice. Two syllables. Her name in her mother's mouth — a sound she hadn't heard in two years, a sound that was simultaneously the most familiar and the most foreign thing in the world, like hearing your national anthem played in a different key.

"Hi."

Silence. The particular silence of two people who have a thousand things to say and no idea which one to say first. It was the silence of a courtroom before the verdict. The silence of a hospital corridor at 3 AM. The silence between the lightning and the thunder, when you know the noise is coming but you don't know how loud.

"I didn't think you'd pick up," Beena said.

"I almost didn't."

"Thank you for the messages. About the dress. About IGNOU. I read them — I've read them so many times, Kiran."

"How are you?" Kiran asked, and the question surprised her, because she'd rehearsed this conversation a hundred times in her head and "how are you" had never been the opening line. The opening line, in the rehearsed version, was always an accusation: "How could you?" or "Why?" or "Do you know what you did to Dev?" But here, in the real version, with Beena's voice thin and present on the other end, the accusation wouldn't come. What came instead was concern, arriving uninvited, like a guest who doesn't need a door.

"I'm — better," Beena said. "Better than I was. The shelter has been — they've been good to me. I work in their kitchen. I cook for thirty women."

"You cook for thirty women." Kiran's brain was doing the thing it did at the market — recalculating. Her mother, who had cooked for four and left, was now cooking for thirty. The mathematics of it didn't add up, but math had never been Kiran's strength.

"Kiran, I want to explain. I owe you that. I owe all of you that."

"You owe us a lot of things."

"I know."

The Maggi was done. Kiran turned off the stove, the click of the knob loud in the small room. She sat on the bed. Cross-legged. The phone pressed to her ear the way you press a seashell, listening for the ocean inside.

"Tell me," she said.

And Beena told her.

It came in pieces — not a narrative, not a story with a beginning and middle and end, but fragments. The way broken things look when you lay them on a table and try to see what they were before they broke.

The depression had started after Chinmay was born. Not postpartum in the textbook sense — Beena hadn't known the word then, hadn't known any word for what was happening — but a slow, steadily deepening grey that settled over everything. The house. The cooking. The children. Baba. Herself. Everything acquired a film, like looking at the world through a dirty window, and no amount of cleaning — no amount of cooking or caring or performing the role of wife-and-mother that India had written for her — could make the window clear.

"I didn't tell anyone," Beena said. "That was the first mistake. The second was believing that it was my fault — that other women managed, that other mothers didn't feel this way, that the grey was a character flaw and not a disease."

"Aai —"

"Let me finish. Please."

Kiran let her finish.

The grey had become black. Gradually, then suddenly — the same way Kiran used up mobile data, the same way everything important happens. Beena stopped sleeping. Then she stopped eating. Then she stopped feeling, which was worse than both, because at least pain is evidence of being alive, and the absence of pain was the absence of everything.

She'd gone to a doctor — once, secretly, to a clinic in Camp. The doctor had prescribed medication and recommended therapy. Beena had taken the pills for two weeks and then stopped, because the pills made her foggy and the fog was different from the grey but not better, and because going to therapy meant admitting that something was wrong, and admitting that something was wrong meant telling Baba, and telling Baba meant — in Beena's catastrophic logic — destroying the family.

"I thought if your father knew, he'd be ashamed. Or angry. Or he'd try to fix it, the way he fixes everything — with money and silence — and fixing it would mean talking about it, and talking about it would mean the children would know, and the children knowing would mean —"

"Would mean what?"

"Would mean I'd failed. As a mother. The one thing I was supposed to be good at."

Kiran was gripping the phone so hard her knuckles were white. The Maggi sat untouched on the stove, congealing, transforming from food into metaphor — something that was warm and nourishing becoming cold and stiff because nobody had attended to it in time.

"So you left instead."

"So I left instead. Because leaving — in my mind, in the dark, broken mind that was making the decisions — leaving was the cure. I was the disease, and removing myself was the treatment. If I wasn't there, the grey couldn't touch you. If I wasn't there, you'd be free. Your father would find someone better. The boys would grow up without the weight of a mother who couldn't get out of bed."

"That's insane."

"That's what depression tells you. It speaks in your own voice, Kiran. It uses your own logic. It takes everything you believe about yourself and turns it into a weapon. And the weapon's conclusion is always the same: they'd be better without you."

The room was very quiet. Kiran could hear Beena breathing — the particular rhythm of a woman trying not to cry, the controlled exhale that's one tremor away from collapse.

"Where did you go?" Kiran asked. "After you left."

"Mumbai first. I had money — savings, from before the marriage, in an account your father didn't know about. I stayed in a women's hostel in Dadar for three months. Then a shelter in Thane. Then Sahara, in Goa, eight months ago."

"The shelter Lata found."

"Lata?"

"My friend. She works at a bank. She traced your number."

A pause. "You have friends who trace numbers for you?"

"I have a book club that does detective work."

Beena laughed. Small, surprised — like a hiccup. The sound was so unexpected, so human, so unlike the grey and the black and the departure and the silence, that Kiran almost laughed too.

"A book club," Beena said. "You're in a book club."

"And enrolled in IGNOU. And studying English literature. And working at a market stall. And living in a PG in Sadashiv Peth. And not crying right now, which is requiring significant effort."

"You sound like me. The me I was before."

"I'm not like you."

"You are. And that's not an insult, Kiran. That's — I was good, once. Before the grey. I was smart and funny and I had plans and notebooks and I wanted to teach girls to read. I was someone. I want you to know that the woman who left was not the woman I was. She was the disease wearing my face."

Kiran didn't speak for a long time. The phone was hot against her ear. Through the window, Pune's evening was happening — traffic, horns, a distant temple aarti, the muezzin's call from the mosque two streets over, the layered soundtrack of a city that contained every faith and every noise and somehow held them all.

"Do you want to come back?" Kiran asked.

"I want to earn the right to come back. That's different."

"How?"

"I don't know yet. I'm in therapy now — real therapy, at the shelter. Twice a week. They have a psychologist. A woman named Dr. Naik who is very kind and very firm and who told me that the first step is telling the people I hurt what happened. Which is what I'm doing now."

"Have you told Baba?"

"No. You're the first."

"Why me?"

"Because you replied. Because you kept the dress. Because you're the bravest person I know, and I thought — I hoped — that if anyone could hear this and not run, it would be you."

The weight of that. The impossible weight of being chosen as the person strong enough to bear the truth. Kiran felt it — in her shoulders, in her chest, in the space behind her eyes where the tears were waiting in queue like customers at a government office: patient, persistent, inevitable.

"I need to think," Kiran said.

"Of course."

"I'm not forgiving you. Not yet. Maybe not ever. I don't know."

"I'm not asking for forgiveness. I'm asking for — the possibility of a conversation. More conversations. Slow ones. At your pace."

"My pace is slow."

"That's fine. I've been gone two years. Speed is not what I'm asking for."

"I'll call you," Kiran said. "Or message. When I'm ready."

"Okay."

"And Aai?"

"Yes?"

"The Maggi is cold."

Beena laughed again — bigger this time, realer, the laugh of a woman who recognises the absurdity of a moment that is simultaneously the most important and most mundane of her life. "Make another one."

"I will."

They hung up. Kiran sat on the bed. The room was the same — small desk, narrow cupboard, wall outside the window. But something had shifted, the way tectonic plates shift: invisibly, fundamentally, the geography unchanged on the surface but the ground underneath rearranged.

She made another Maggi. Ate it hot. The noodles were good — not great, because Maggi is never great, but good, in the way that all food is good when you eat it after a conversation that has cost you something and given you something and left you sitting in the wreckage of your assumptions, wondering which ones to rebuild and which ones to leave in the rubble.

She opened the notebook. Wrote: "Aai called. She told me about the depression. She told me about the grey. She told me she thought leaving was the cure. It wasn't. Leaving was just leaving."

Then: "But now she's talking. And I'm listening. And maybe that's the first chapter of something I don't have a title for yet."

She closed the notebook. Looked at the phone. Opened a new message to Omkar.

"My mother called."

His reply, one minute later: "Are you okay?"

"I don't know. Is that an acceptable answer?"

"It's the only honest one."

"Can you come tomorrow? To the cart? I want to tell someone and you're the someone I want to tell."

"I'll be there."

She put the phone down. Pulled the blanket up. Stared at the wall. The wall stared back, as it always did, but tonight it looked less like a barrier and more like a canvas — blank, waiting, ready for whatever came next.


  
    Chapter 14: Kitaab aur Chai (Books and Tea)

    
    
  
  The book club grew. Not by design — Neeta hadn't advertised, hadn't posted on Instagram, hadn't done any of the things that people do when they want to grow a thing — but by the particular Indian mechanism of word-of-mouth, which operates at a speed and efficiency that would make Silicon Valley weep.

Gauri told her neighbour. Her neighbour told her daughter-in-law. The daughter-in-law told her yoga group. By April, the Saturday meetings had expanded from six women to eleven, and Neeta's living room was straining at the seams like a kurta after Diwali — still functional, but everyone could feel the buttons.

"We need a bigger space," Neeta said, surveying the room with the strategic eye of a woman who had outgrown every container she'd ever been placed in. "My flat can't hold twelve women and their opinions. The opinions alone need a second bedroom."

The solution came from an unexpected direction: Omkar.

"Use the cart," he said. It was a Saturday afternoon — the post-book-club hour when Kiran had started going to the cart instead of going home, a habit that had established itself without announcement or justification, the way habits do when you stop policing them. "I close at four on Saturdays. You can use the space from five. There's the yard behind the cart — tables, chairs, string lights. It fits twenty."

"You'd do that?" Kiran asked.

"I'd do that for the club." A beat. "And for you. Separate but related motivations."

She didn't react to the "for you" part. She filed it — in the emotional cupboard that was getting dangerously full — and said, "I'll ask Neeta."

Neeta said yes. Neeta said yes with the velocity of a woman who has been offered exactly what she wanted and will not allow the offer to be rescinded through delay. By the following Saturday, the Kitaab Club — Kiran's name for it, born from a text conversation with Omkar at 11 PM, adopted unanimously at the next meeting — had a new home.

The first session at the cart was Sense and Sensibility. Gauri's choice again — she was working through Austen chronologically, which Lata called "systematic" and Kiran called "obsessive" and Gauri called "correct."

Eleven women, arranged on chairs and upturned crates around three pushed-together tables in the yard behind the teal Tempo Traveller. String lights overhead — fairy lights, the kind you buy at a Diwali sale and use year-round because waste is sin. Chai served by Omkar, who had volunteered to be the club's unofficial chai-wallah and who made the tea in a brass kettle that he'd found at a junk shop and restored with the devotion of a man who believes that beverages are a moral act.

"Elinor and Marianne," Gauri began, adjusting her spectacles. "Two sisters. One who feels everything and shows it. One who feels everything and hides it. Which one are you?"

"Elinor," said Sunita, immediately. "Feelings are private. You don't put them on display like vegetables at Mandai."

"Marianne," said Lata, with equal speed. "If I'm feeling something, the world is going to know. Life's too short for emotional constipation."

The table erupted — the specific eruption of Indian women disagreeing, which involves hand gestures, interruptions, at least three simultaneous conversations, and a volume level that suggests catastrophe to outsiders but is, in fact, the sound of engagement.

Kiran sat at the end of the table. She'd read the book — carefully, slowly, with the notebook beside her — and she had thoughts. But she hadn't spoken yet. In the twelve weeks since the club had started, she'd gone from silent to occasional to regular, but she still chose her moments. She still waited for the thing that needed saying to assemble itself fully before she released it, because she'd learned — from the market, from Austen, from Gayatri — that timing matters more than volume.

"Kiran?" Neeta prompted. "Elinor or Marianne?"

"Neither," Kiran said. "Both. That's Austen's point. They're not two types of women — they're two halves of the same woman. Every woman is Elinor when she's at work and Marianne when she's alone. Every woman hides and reveals, controls and explodes. The novel isn't asking you to choose. It's asking you to recognise that both exist in you and figure out how to let them coexist."

Silence. The good kind — the kind that happens when a room full of people hears something true and needs a moment to sit with it.

"Well," Farida said, clicking her pen. "That's the best thing anyone's said at this club."

"Better than my Darcy speech?" Sunita asked.

"Your Darcy speech was about how Colin Firth's wet shirt was a feminist statement. It was entertaining. It was not insight."

Omkar, behind the counter, had stopped wiping. Kiran caught his eye. He looked away quickly — too quickly, the speed of a man who has been caught listening with too much attention.

The session ran two hours. They discussed Sense and Sensibility, then devolved into a wider conversation about mothers and daughters — prompted by Farida, who had three daughters and spoke about them with the particular combination of pride, exhaustion, and bewildered love that characterises Indian motherhood.

"My youngest," Farida said, "is seventeen and she thinks she knows everything. She told me last week that I don't understand her generation. I delivered her. I LITERALLY brought her into this generation. And she says I don't understand it."

"That's because understanding and delivering are different things," Gauri said. "You brought her body into the world. Her mind arrived separately, and it belongs to her."

Kiran listened. The mother-daughter conversation swirled around her — every woman contributing a fragment, a memory, a complaint, a tenderness — and she felt, for the first time, that Beena's absence was not the only mother-shaped story in the room. Every woman had a mother story. Every woman was navigating the distance between the mother she had and the mother she wanted, and the distance was different for each — shorter for some, infinite for others — but it was universal. Every daughter was an Elinor and a Marianne to her mother's silence and her mother's noise.

After the session, the women left in clusters — twos and threes, disappearing into Pune's evening with the satisfied air of people who have fed something that needed feeding. Kiran stayed. She always stayed.

The yard was quiet now. String lights buzzing. The peepal tree whispering — peepal trees always whisper, it's their thing, they are the gossips of the tree world. Omkar was cleaning up.

"You were listening," Kiran said.

"I was behind the counter. Sound carries."

"You were listening to the Elinor-Marianne thing."

He stacked the last cup. Turned to her. The fairy lights caught his face — half-lit, half-shadow, the particular chiaroscuro of a man standing between an electric light and the dark.

"It was good," he said. "What you said. About both halves existing in the same woman."

"It's not original. Austen said it two hundred years ago. I'm just translating."

"Translation is a skill. Especially when you're translating between centuries." He paused. "You should teach."

"Teach?"

"Teach. Literature. The way you talk about books — the way you connect them to real things, to market stalls and mothers and the way people actually live — that's teaching. Not everyone who has a degree can do that. Some people have the degree and none of the instinct. You have the instinct and you're getting the degree."

"I'm doing a preparatory programme through IGNOU. I'm not exactly standing in front of a classroom."

"Yet."

The word hung in the air. "Yet." Three letters. A bridge between now and later, between the woman she was and the woman she could be.

"My mother wanted to teach," Kiran said.

"I know. You told me."

"She wanted to open a school for girls. She had notebooks."

"You told me that too."

"What if I did it? Not a school — I'm not there, I'm not even close — but what if I taught? At the club. Not literature — I don't know enough yet. But reading. Teaching women to read. Or to read better. Or to read for the first time."

The idea arrived fully formed, the way the best ideas do — not built but discovered, as if it had been waiting in the back of her mind and she'd finally opened the right door.

Omkar looked at her. The expression was the one she'd been cataloguing — the open one, the attentive one, the one that made her feel like a text he was reading carefully.

"I think that's the best idea I've ever heard at this cart," he said. "And I once heard Aman pitch a cold-brew subscription box to a man who was lactose intolerant."

She laughed. He almost laughed. The fairy lights buzzed. The peepal tree gossiped. And in the yard behind a teal coffee cart in a lane behind Fergusson College, the daughter of a woman who had wanted to open a school decided, quietly, without fanfare or formal announcement, to pick up the thread her mother had dropped and follow it somewhere new.


  
    Chapter 15: Omkar ka Raaz (Omkar's Secret)

    
    
  
  The truth about Omkar came out on a rainy evening in May, and it came out the way most truths do — sideways, through a door nobody was watching.

May in Pune is pre-monsoon. The sky can't decide what it wants to be — blue one hour, black the next, teasing rain like a lover who keeps almost calling and never quite does. The air is thick. The city waits. And when the rain finally comes — not the monsoon, not yet, just the advance guard, the scout party — it comes hard and fast and personal, as if the sky has been holding a grudge and has finally decided to express it.

Kiran was at the cart. This was unremarkable — Kiran at the cart on a Saturday had become as regular as the peepal tree's shadow on the ground, a fact of the landscape, a constant that everyone except Kiran and Omkar acknowledged as significant. Ria acknowledged it through strategic absences. Aman acknowledged it through strategic smiles. Neeta acknowledged it through strategic silence, which was the most alarming acknowledgement of all, because Neeta Deshpande was never silent unless she was planning something.

The rain started at five. Not a drizzle — a full assault, the kind of rain that turns Pune's lanes into rivers and Pune's autorickshaws into submarines and Pune's citizens into philosophers who stand under awnings and say things like "paani aayla" with the gravitas of people announcing a military invasion.

Kiran was under the cart's extended awning. Omkar was behind the counter. They were alone — the last customers had fled at the first thunderclap, with the survival instinct of people who know what Pune rain does to phones and hair and optimism.

"Tell me about Meera," Kiran said.

She didn't plan it. The words came out the way the rain came — without warning, prompted by something atmospheric, some shift in pressure that made honesty feel not just possible but necessary.

Omkar's hands stopped. He was wiping the espresso machine — his evening ritual, methodical, the machine treated with the care of a family heirloom — and the cloth paused mid-wipe.

"What about Meera?"

"Everything. You told me she left. You told me she went to Nagpur. You told me you didn't follow. But you didn't tell me what she meant. What she was. Why losing her broke something."

"Who says it broke something?"

"Your face says it every day. Your texts at 1 AM say it. The fact that you scowled at a stranger on a Tuesday in January because you'd been swallowing pain for so long that rudeness had become the only flavour you could taste."

The rain intensified. The awning drummed — a thousand tiny fists on fabric, the sound of the sky disagreeing with the earth.

"She was my first," Omkar said. "Not just romantically — that too, but that's the easy part. She was the first person who read what I wrote and said 'this matters.' I was writing — short stories, attempts at a novel, the kind of early-twenties literary ambition that's mostly ego and occasionally skill — and everyone else said 'that's nice, but what's your plan?' and Meera said 'this matters. Keep going.'"

"She believed in you."

"She believed in a version of me that I wasn't sure existed. The writer version. The version that sat in a café and worked on sentences like a carpenter works on wood — shaving, adjusting, smoothing until the grain showed. That version was real when she was in the room. When she left the room — when she left Pune — that version went with her."

"So you quit Infosys."

"I quit Infosys because the version of me that worked there was the wrong one, and the version she'd believed in couldn't exist without — something. Not her specifically. But what she represented. Permission. Someone saying: it's okay to want something that doesn't fit the template."

The rain was doing that thing rain does in Pune — creating a world within a world, a curtain between the awning and everything else, so that the space under the cart felt like a room, sealed, private, a confessional made of canvas and metal and the smell of wet earth and coffee beans.

"Do you still write?" Kiran asked.

He didn't answer immediately. He put down the cloth. Leaned against the counter. The fairy lights caught the rain on the awning's edge — each drop a tiny prism, brief, gone.

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because writing is — dangerous. It's the most honest thing you can do. More honest than talking, more honest than therapy, more honest than texting at 1 AM about Romantic poetry. When you write, you can't hide. The page knows. And I stopped being brave enough to let the page know."

"That's the saddest thing you've ever said to me."

"It's the truest."

"Same thing, with you."

He looked at her then — really looked, the way he'd looked at the notebook page that first time, the recalibration look — and she saw in his eyes something she recognised because she'd seen it in her own mirror: the exhaustion of pretending. The weight of performing "I'm fine" for so long that the performance has become the person and the actual person is somewhere underneath, small and waiting and afraid.

"Can I show you something?" he said.

"Depends on what it is."

He went inside the cart. The interior — she'd never been inside, it was his space, the behind-the-counter world that customers weren't supposed to see — was small, neat, organised the way Omkar organised everything: with precision that was one degree away from compulsion. The coffee equipment gleamed. The cups were stacked in descending order of size. And on a shelf, next to a jar of cinnamon sticks and a dog-eared copy of Kafka's The Trial, was a notebook.

Brown leather. Worn at the edges. The kind of notebook that has been opened and closed ten thousand times and carries the evidence of every opening in its spine.

He took it down. Held it for a moment — the way Gayatri had held Ajoba's shawl, with the reverence of someone handling something that contains more than its materials — and handed it to Kiran.

"The novel," he said. "Or what there is of it. Eighty-seven pages. Started three years ago. Stopped eleven months ago. When Meera left."

Kiran held the notebook. It was heavier than her Classmate — heavier in the way that things are heavy when they carry intention, when they've been worked on with purpose, when every word inside has cost something.

"Can I read it?"

"That's why I'm showing you."

She opened it. The handwriting was small, precise, the handwriting of a man who had studied literature and learned that words have shapes and shapes have meaning. The first line: "The café on Tilak Road served coffee to people who didn't want to go home."

She read the first page. Then the second. The rain fell. The fairy lights buzzed. Omkar stood by the counter, not watching — deliberately not watching, giving her the privacy that reading demands, the same way you leave a room when someone is praying.

The writing was good. Not perfect — she could see the seams, the places where he'd crossed out and rewritten, the passages where the prose tightened like a fist and then relaxed, uncertain of its own strength — but good. Genuinely good. The voice was quiet and precise and carried the particular sadness of someone who sees the world clearly and wishes, sometimes, that they didn't.

She read twenty pages. Then closed the notebook.

"Why did you stop?"

"Because the character started becoming Meera. And writing Meera meant remembering Meera. And remembering Meera meant —"

"The 1 AM audit."

"Yeah."

"So you stopped writing to stop feeling."

"I stopped writing to stop hurting. There's a difference."

"No. There isn't. Austen didn't stop writing when her world hurt. Keats didn't stop writing when he was dying. Arundhati Roy didn't stop writing when — actually, she sort of did, but she came back. The point is — you don't stop because it hurts. You stop because you're afraid that the writing will be better than the life, and that's unbearable."

He stared at her. The rain stared at both of them. The peepal tree, soaked and dripping, stared at the universe.

"When did you become this?" he asked.

"Become what?"

"This. Someone who says things like that. A market-stall girl who reads Austen and quotes Roy and can diagnose a writer's block in three sentences."

"I was always this. I just didn't have the vocabulary."

The rain eased. Not stopped — Pune rain doesn't stop, it negotiates — but eased, the fists on the awning becoming fingers, tapping instead of pounding.

"I want to read the rest," Kiran said. "All eighty-seven pages. And then I want you to write eighty-eight."

"I don't know if I can."

"You can. You're scared. Scared is not the same as can't. You told me that. When I enrolled at IGNOU, you said being scared enough to do it anyway was the point. I'm saying it back to you."

He took the notebook. Held it. She could see his hands — the scar from the coffee machine, the calluses from years of manual work, the hands of a man who had gone from keyboard to kettle to this, whatever this was.

"Okay," he said.

"Okay?"

"I'll write page eighty-eight."

"Good."

"But you have to read it."

"Obviously."

"And be honest."

"I'm always honest. It's my worst quality."

He almost smiled. She almost smiled. The rain continued its negotiation. The fairy lights continued their vigil. And in the space between a chai cart and a thunderstorm, two people who were afraid of different things found, in each other, the exact courage they were missing — she for the degree, he for the page; she for the mother, he for the pen; she for the life she was building, he for the life he'd abandoned mid-sentence.

The rain stopped. Kiran walked home. Her clothes were damp, her chappals squelching, her hair a disaster. She didn't care. She was carrying, in her memory, the first line of a novel that deserved to be finished: "The café on Tilak Road served coffee to people who didn't want to go home."

She thought: I know that café. I know those people. I am those people.

And then she thought: but maybe not anymore.


  
    Chapter 16: Gauri ka Madad (Gauri's Help)

    
    
  
  Gauri Joshi had a theory about women. The theory went like this: every woman carries two stories — the one she tells the world and the one she tells herself at 3 AM when the world is asleep and the truth comes out of its hiding place like a cat that's been under the bed all day.

Gauri's world-story was: retired professor, book club member, comfortable widow living in Erandwane with a cat named Chekhov and a pension from SPPU that covered her needs if not her wants. Her 3 AM story was more complicated, but that's the nature of 3 AM stories — they're always more complicated, more layered, more stained with the particular ink that only midnight honesty can produce.

Kiran learned Gauri's 3 AM story on a Wednesday in late May, when the pre-monsoon heat had reached the point where even the crows looked annoyed and the city's collective conversation had narrowed to two topics: when the rain would come and whether the water cuts would get worse.

They were at Vaishali. Kiran had discovered that Gauri went to Vaishali every Wednesday for what she called "her constitutional" — a phrase borrowed from a British novel and applied to the consumption of one filter coffee and one plate of misal pav while reading the Maharashtra Times. The constitutional had been happening every Wednesday for nine years, since Gauri's husband died of a heart attack on a Monday and she'd decided that Wednesdays would be the day she left the house and pretended that life continued.

"Can I sit?" Kiran asked.

"You don't need to ask. You need to order. The misal here is a civic duty."

Kiran ordered. The misal arrived — that particular Vaishali misal that was less a dish and more a philosophical statement, a layered construction of sprouted moth, farsan, onion, coriander, and a gravy whose redness suggested volcanic origins and whose heat confirmed them. She ate carefully, respectfully, the way all Punekars eat misal — with reverence for the burn.

"I want to ask you about something," Kiran said, between bites. "About mothers."

"Your mother specifically, or mothers as a concept?"

"My mother specifically. But I need help finding something out, and Lata did the phone tracing, and you're the one who knows people."

Gauri put down her Maharashtra Times. The paper folded with a crispness that matched her personality — precise, deliberate, each crease intentional. "What do you need to know?"

"My mother had a teaching degree. B.Ed. From — I don't know where. She wanted to open a school. Gayatri Aaji told me she had notebooks full of plans. But I don't know any of the details. I don't know where she studied, who her professors were, what the plans looked like. And I think — I think understanding what she was trying to build might help me understand why she broke."

Gauri studied her. The professor's gaze — analytical, warm, the look of a woman who has spent forty years reading texts and knows that the most important information is always between the lines.

"Your mother studied at the Tilak Maharashtra Vidyapeeth," Gauri said. "B.Ed., 1999. I know because I was on the external examination committee that year. I didn't know her then — I know now because Neeta told me the surname, and I checked the records."

"You checked the records?"

"I'm a retired academic. Checking records is my cardio."

"You knew and you didn't tell me?"

"I knew and I waited for you to ask. There's a difference." Gauri sipped her coffee — the Vaishali filter coffee that came in those steel tumblers with the particular foam that looked like lace and tasted like the reason South Indians invented civilization. "Kiran, I don't push. I place things where they can be found. You found them. That's how it should work."

Kiran felt the now-familiar tension between gratitude and irritation that Gauri's wisdom always produced — the sense of being guided without being led, which was either deeply respectful or deeply manipulative and she could never quite decide which.

"What else do you know?"

"Her thesis was about literacy programmes for first-generation learners. Girls from underprivileged backgrounds learning to read — not just mechanically, but meaningfully. Understanding what they read. Connecting it to their lives. She argued that literacy without comprehension is just code — symbols on a page that have no power until someone teaches you how to unlock them."

The misal turned cold in Kiran's mouth. Not because the temperature changed but because the world had shifted — the way it shifts when you learn something about a parent that rewrites the story you thought you knew. Beena hadn't just wanted to teach. She'd wanted to teach reading as liberation. As power. As the thing that takes a girl from one life and gives her the tools for another.

Like Kiran. Like literally, exactly, specifically Kiran.

"Can I see the thesis?" Kiran asked.

"I'll look. The university library might have a copy. If not, the examination archives will. These things are never truly lost — they just move to parts of the building that nobody visits."

"Like mothers."

The joke landed wrong — too sharp, too close — and Kiran regretted it immediately. But Gauri didn't flinch. Gauri had the emotional shock absorption of a woman who had survived a husband's death and a cat named Chekhov and forty years of students who thought they knew everything.

"Like anyone who leaves," Gauri said gently. "They're never truly gone. They're just in a part of the building that nobody visits. Until someone does."

They finished the misal. Drank the coffee. Gauri paid — she always paid, with the quiet insistence of an older woman who believes that feeding a younger one is a form of investment.

Two days later, Gauri called. "I found it."

"The thesis?"

"The thesis, a photograph, and something else. Come to the university. I'll show you."

Kiran went. The Tilak Maharashtra Vidyapeeth campus was in Gultekdi — a compact, slightly tired institution that had the atmosphere of a place that had been educating people for decades without anyone giving it the budget to look good while doing so. The buildings were old. The trees were older. The library was in a basement that smelled of paper and dust and the particular sadness of bound knowledge that nobody was reading.

Gauri was waiting in the archives section — a room at the back of the basement, behind a door that required two keys and the permission of a librarian named Patwardhan who had the demeanour of a man guarding nuclear secrets and the actual job of guarding thesis papers.

"Here." Gauri handed her a bound document. Light blue cover. The title: "Akshar ki Shakti: Comprehensive Literacy and Comprehension in First-Generation Female Learners — A Case Study of Three Community Schools in Pune District." By Beena Deshpande (enrolled as Beena Deshpande, before marriage).

Kiran held it. The weight of it — not just physical but biographical. Her mother's mind, pressed into pages, preserved in a basement, surviving the woman who wrote it.

She opened it. The first page had a dedication: "For the girls who will read this. And for my future children, who I hope will never need to."

Kiran's eyes blurred. She blinked — hard, the way you blink when you've been told you're not going to cry and your body has decided to ignore the instruction.

"There's more," Gauri said.

The photograph was tucked inside the thesis — a colour print, faded at the edges, showing a group of women standing in front of a small building with a hand-painted sign: "AKSHAR PATHSHALA — Community Reading Centre." In the centre of the group, holding a book open, was Beena. Young. Twenty-three, maybe twenty-four. Hair in a braid. Wearing a salwar kameez that Kiran recognised — yellow, with blue embroidery, a garment that still existed somewhere in Gayatri's almirah because Gayatri didn't throw anything away.

"She started a reading centre," Gauri said. "Before the marriage. It ran for two years in a community hall in Hadapsar. Twelve women learned to read through the programme. Three of them went on to get formal education."

"Twelve women."

"Twelve women who could read because your mother taught them."

Kiran looked at the photograph. At Beena's face — young, certain, full of the particular fire that burns in people who believe they can change something and haven't yet learned that the world extinguishes fires for sport.

"And the something else?" Kiran asked. "You said there was something else."

Gauri reached into her bag and produced a notebook. Not Beena's notebook — Gauri's. She opened it to a page of handwritten notes.

"I made some calls. The community hall in Hadapsar is still there. It's been converted into a women's cooperative — a self-help group, they do tailoring and basic vocational training. The woman who runs it — her name is Mangala Bhosle — she was one of Beena's twelve students."

"One of the twelve?"

"She learned to read in your mother's programme. She went on to complete her tenth standard. Then twelfth. Then a diploma in social work. She's fifty-one now, and she runs the cooperative, and when I called her and said Beena Deshpande's name, she was silent for ten seconds and then she said: 'She taught me to read. She is the reason I am who I am. I have been trying to find her for years.'"

The basement was very quiet. The paper-and-dust smell was very present. Kiran was very still.

"She wants to meet you," Gauri said.

Kiran looked at the thesis. At the photograph. At the name on the dedication page: "For the girls who will read this."

"Yes," she said. "I want to meet her too."

She took the thesis home. Photocopied it at the Xerox shop on Tilak Road — the one run by a man whose machine was older than Kiran and louder than a wedding band but produced copies with the fidelity of a Gutenberg press. She read it that night, in bed, with the same intensity she'd read Persuasion — not as homework, not as research, but as a letter from a woman she was only now beginning to know.

The thesis was good. Kiran didn't have the academic training to evaluate it formally, but she had the instinct — the market instinct, the reading instinct, the Neeta-trained instinct for recognising quality — and the thesis was good. Beena wrote clearly, specifically, with a passion for her subject that leaked through the academic language like sunlight through curtains. She wrote about girls who couldn't read their own names and, after six months of daily lessons, could read newspapers. She wrote about a woman named Savita who learned to read at thirty-seven and cried when she read her daughter's school report card for the first time. She wrote about the politics of literacy — how keeping people illiterate was a form of control, and how teaching them to read was a form of rebellion.

Kiran closed the thesis. Opened her notebook. Wrote: "My mother was a revolutionary. She was a woman who believed that reading was freedom. And then something broke her, and she stopped, and she left. But the work didn't leave. The twelve women didn't unlearn. The words didn't disappear from the pages she taught them to read."

Then: "I am one of her students too. I just didn't know it until now."


  
    Chapter 17: Tootna (Breaking)

    
    
  
  The fight happened on a Saturday in June, and it was the kind of fight that doesn't start where you think it starts — it starts somewhere underground, in the geological layer of old wounds and unspoken fears, and by the time it reaches the surface it looks like it's about something small but it's actually about everything.

The small thing was a book.

The Kitaab Club was reading North and South by Elizabeth Gaskell — Gauri's recommendation, a novel about class and industry and a woman named Margaret Hale who moves from the soft south of England to the hard north and falls in love with a factory owner she initially despises. "It's Austen with factories," Gauri had said, which was both reductive and accurate.

Kiran had loved it. Loved it the way she loved everything that reflected her own life back at her through a lens that made it clearer — Margaret was a woman out of place, navigating a world that judged her by her accent and her postcode and her lack of capital, and Kiran knew about all three. She'd brought her analysis to the meeting — the best analysis she'd given yet, connecting Gaskell's industrial north to Mandai's market economy, drawing parallels between Margaret's pride and her own, between Mr Thornton's self-made wealth and Omkar's self-made coffee cart.

The analysis had been brilliant. Everyone said so. Farida wrote it in her margins. Neeta gave the nod. Sunita, who never praised anyone under fifty, said: "That girl has a brain."

And then a new member — Prachi, a software engineer from Hinjewadi who'd joined two weeks ago and brought with her the particular confidence of a woman with a six-figure salary and a habit of assuming that intelligence correlated with income — said:

"That's really impressive. Especially for someone without a degree."

She said it kindly. She said it with a smile. She said it the way people say things that are meant as compliments but land as grenades — the particular Indian microaggression of praising someone while simultaneously reminding them of their inadequacy. Especially for someone without a degree. As if Kiran's insight required qualification. As if understanding Gaskell was surprising from a market girl. As if the quality of a thought depended on the certificate of the thinker.

The room felt it. Neeta felt it — her jaw tightened. Gauri felt it — her eyes flicked to Kiran with the alarm of a teacher who sees a student about to either cry or combust. Lata felt it — she put down her kachori, and Lata never put down food for anything short of a national emergency.

Kiran didn't react. Not visibly. She said "thank you" with a flatness that could have been humility or could have been the sound of a fuse being lit in a room full of dynamite. The meeting continued. The discussion moved on. Nobody mentioned it again.

But the fuse was lit.

After the meeting, Kiran went to the cart. Omkar was there — cleaning up, as always, the Saturday ritual. She sat at her table. He brought her cappuccino. She didn't touch it.

"You okay?" he asked.

"Fine."

"You're not fine. You haven't touched the coffee. You always touch the coffee."

"Maybe I don't want coffee."

He sat down. The concern on his face was genuine — she could see that, she could always see that, because reading people was her skill and Omkar's face was the text she'd studied most carefully — and the genuineness of his concern made it worse, because concern from someone who had a degree, who had an MBA, who had chosen his downward mobility rather than having it forced on him, felt like pity dressed in nicer clothes.

"Someone at the book club said something," he guessed.

"It doesn't matter."

"It matters if it's making you not drink coffee."

"A woman said 'that's impressive, especially for someone without a degree.' That's all. It's nothing. It's a comment. People make comments."

"And you're angry."

"I'm not angry."

She was angry. She was furious. Not at Prachi — Prachi was a symptom, not the disease. She was furious at the thing Prachi represented: the assumption, embedded in Indian society like rebar in concrete, that education was a caste system of its own, that degrees were stamps on your forehead that determined what you were allowed to think and feel and say, that a girl who sold bags at Mandai couldn't possibly understand Gaskell as well as a girl who debugged code in Hinjewadi.

"It's always there," Kiran said, and now her voice was different — lower, tighter, the voice of a woman whose anger has been compressed to the point where it either dissipates or detonates. "In every room I walk into. The assumption. The 'oh, you haven't studied?' look. The surprise when I say something smart, as if smart is a members-only club and I don't have the card."

"Kiran —"

"You have the card. You have the Fergusson card and the Symbiosis card and the Infosys card. You chose to make coffee. You chose this life. I didn't choose mine. Mine was chosen for me — by money, by family, by a mother who left and a father who couldn't cope and an economy that decided I was worth eleven thousand a month and not a rupee more."

"That's not fair."

"WHAT'S not fair? What I'm saying or what happened to me?"

"What you're saying about me. I didn't choose to make coffee because I had better options and found them boring. I chose it because the alternative was killing me. You know that."

"I know that. But you HAD the alternative. You had the desk and the salary and the LinkedIn profile and you gave them up because you could AFFORD to give them up. I never had them. I never had the thing you threw away. And now you sit across from me and make coffee and read Kafka and it's CHARMING, it's AUTHENTIC, it's a LIFESTYLE CHOICE. But me? I sit across from you and read Austen and it's SURPRISING. It's IMPRESSIVE FOR SOMEONE WITHOUT A DEGREE."

She was standing now. She hadn't meant to stand — the body had decided before the mind — and she was standing in the yard of the chai cart with the fairy lights overhead and the peepal tree witness and her heart hammering and her voice cracking and the cappuccino untouched and Omkar looking at her with an expression that was not shock, not anger, not pity, but something worse: understanding.

He understood. That was the worst part. He understood what she was saying because it was true, and truth understood is truth confirmed, and the confirmation didn't heal the wound — it just proved the wound was real.

"Kiran," he said quietly.

"Don't. Don't do the quiet voice. Don't do the understanding face. Don't be noble about this."

"I'm not being noble. I'm listening."

"I don't want you to listen. I want you to — I want —"

She didn't know what she wanted. That was the problem. She wanted the anger to have a target, and Omkar wasn't the target, but he was the closest person and proximity is how anger finds its victims — the same way depression found Beena, the same way loneliness found Gayatri, the same way every feeling that's too big for its container spills onto whoever's standing nearest.

"I want to go home," she said.

"Okay."

"I want to go home and I don't want to text tonight and I don't want to talk about Keats or Gaskell or your novel or my degree or any of it."

"Okay."

"And I'm sorry. For what I said about your choices. That wasn't fair."

"Some of it was."

"Some of it was. But not all of it. And I shouldn't have aimed it at you."

She picked up her bag. The notebook was inside — she could feel its weight, the familiar rectangle that had become her most trusted companion, more reliable than any person, because notebooks don't have reactions and don't have degrees and don't look at you with understanding when you'd rather they looked at you with nothing.

She left. Walked home. The Pune evening was doing its thing — the light, the noise, the ten thousand simultaneous lives being lived on every street — but she didn't see it. She was inside herself, in the anger-house that Gayatri had described, the one with no windows, and she was sitting in the darkest room of it, and the room was furnished with every "especially for someone without a degree" she'd ever heard and every look of surprise she'd ever received and every moment she'd ever been made to feel that her intelligence was an anomaly instead of a baseline.

She didn't text Omkar. He didn't text her. The silence between them was new — they hadn't gone a day without texting since the apology message in February — and the newness of the silence was its own kind of loudness.

She lay in bed. Stared at the wall. The wall stared back. It always stared back. It had been staring back since she moved in, patient as a therapist, blank as a future she hadn't written yet.

In the notebook, at midnight: "I hurt him. I used his privilege as a weapon because someone else's words hurt me and he was the nearest body. That's what anger does — it can't always find the right target, so it settles for the closest one."

Then: "Anne Elliot was persuaded to give up Wentworth because people told her he wasn't good enough. I'm pushing Omkar away because people told me I'M not good enough. Same wound. Different direction."

Then: "I need to fix this. But first I need to fix the thing underneath it — the belief that a dropout can't sit at the same table as a degree holder. That's not Prachi's belief. That's mine. And it's been mine since I was sixteen. And I'm tired of carrying it."

She closed the notebook. Turned off the light.

Tomorrow she'd fix it. Or start to. Fixing was slow work — slower than breaking, slower than leaving, slower than everything that hurts. But Kiran Patil was learning, page by page and day by day, that slow work was the only work that lasted.


  
    Chapter 18: Mumbai

    
    
  
  The job offer came from nowhere, which is how the best and worst things in life arrive — without application, without warning, without the courtesy of letting you prepare.

Neeta had a contact. Neeta always had a contact — her network was less a web and more a circulatory system, blood flowing between Pune and Mumbai and Nashik and Bangalore, carrying nutrients of information and opportunity to organs that didn't know they needed them.

"There's a position," Neeta said, on a Monday morning at the stall. The handbags swung in the breeze. Neil was sorting stock. The Mandai morning was its usual symphony of commerce — vendors calling, customers negotiating, the eternal dance of price and pride that constituted Indian market economics. "A bookshop in Mumbai. Kitab Khana, near Flora Fountain. They need a floor manager."

"A bookshop."

"A bookshop. Actual books. Not bags. Not scarves. Books."

"In Mumbai."

"In Mumbai."

Kiran waited for the catch. With Neeta, there was always either a catch or a plan, and the distinction between the two was purely grammatical.

"The owner is a friend of Gauri's. He saw her post about the Kitaab Club on Facebook — yes, Gauri is on Facebook, no, I don't understand why — and he was impressed. He wants someone who can talk about books the way you talk about books. Someone who can connect a customer to the right book the way you connect a customer to the right bag."

"I'm twenty years old. I don't have a degree. I'm doing a preparatory programme through IGNOU that I haven't even finished."

"He doesn't care about the degree. He cares about the instinct." Neeta folded a scarf — precisely, the corners aligned, because Neeta Deshpande folded everything in her life with precision. "I'm not telling you to take it. I'm telling you it exists. What you do with existence is your business."

The salary was twenty-five thousand a month. More than double what she made at Mandai. With a room provided — a staff flat in Dadar, shared with two other employees. Mumbai. The city of ambition and rent and people who walked fast and talked faster and judged you not by where you came from but by what you could do right now, in this room, at this moment.

She told Ria first. Ria's reaction was complicated — joy for the opportunity, panic at the distance. "Mumbai is four hours away. Who am I going to call at midnight when the neighbour's dog won't stop barking?"

"The neighbour."

"The neighbour is the problem. She encourages the dog. She thinks barking is self-expression."

"I'll still be on the phone. Just from a different city."

"It's not the same."

"I know."

She told Gayatri on Sunday. The sabudana khichdi was extra sour that day — Gayatri's tamarind soaked an hour longer than usual, and the tartness sat on Kiran's tongue like a warning.

"Mumbai," Gayatri said, the word heavy with Pune's ancient rivalry. "The city that eats people."

"The city that feeds people, Aaji. Twenty-five thousand a month."

"Money is not food. Money is the plate. What's on the plate matters more."

"Books are on the plate. An actual bookshop. Kitab Khana."

Gayatri was quiet for a long time — the kind of quiet that, in Gayatri, indicated not absence of thought but excess of it, a traffic jam of feelings all trying to exit through a single lane.

"Your mother went to Mumbai when she left," Gayatri said finally. "She stayed in Dadar."

The coincidence — or whatever it was, because Kiran didn't believe in coincidences but didn't have a better word — landed like a stone in still water.

"I know."

"And now you're going to Dadar."

"Maybe going. I haven't decided."

"You've decided. I can see it. You decided the moment Neeta said 'bookshop.' Your face did the thing your mother's face used to do when she talked about the school — the thing that happens when the body knows before the mind."

She told Omkar last. She told him last because telling him was the hardest, and hard things get postponed not because they're unimportant but because they're the most important, and importance makes cowards of everyone.

They hadn't spoken in four days. The fight — the class wound fight, the "especially for someone without a degree" fight — was still between them, a wall of silence that neither had breached. She'd written the notebook entry about Anne Elliot and the wrong direction. She'd recognised the projection. She owed him an apology. But the apology and the Mumbai news arrived at the same time, and delivering both felt like performing surgery during an earthquake.

She went to the cart on a Thursday evening. Not Saturday — she couldn't wait for Saturday. The cart was closing. Omkar was behind the counter, doing the wipe-down. He saw her and his body changed — a micro-adjustment, a straightening, the unconscious response of a person who matters arriving in a space.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi."

"I'm sorry. About Saturday. About what I said about your choices. You were the nearest person and I aimed at you because aiming at myself is harder."

He put down the cloth. "Thank you."

"Also — I got a job offer. In Mumbai. A bookshop called Kitab Khana. Twenty-five thousand a month. Floor manager."

His face went through the sequence — she watched it, because she was an expert in faces and his face was her specialisation. Surprise. Then something that looked like pride. Then something that looked like loss. Then the blankness he deployed when he didn't want her to read him, which never worked because she always could.

"That's amazing," he said.

"You sound like someone said it's amazing and you're repeating it."

"It IS amazing. It's — Kiran, that's exactly the kind of job that —" He stopped. "When?"

"They want me to start in three weeks. July first."

"July first." He calculated. She saw him calculate — the same way she calculated market prices, automatically, involuntarily. Three weeks. Twenty-one days. The remainder of whatever this was, measured in sunsets and Saturdays.

"Are you going to take it?"

"I think so. I think I have to."

"You don't have to. Nobody has to do anything."

"You quit Infosys. You didn't have to."

"That's different."

"How?"

"Because I was running from something. You'd be running toward something."

"Maybe I'm running from something too."

The pause. The peepal tree. The fairy lights. The same stage, different scene. The play had changed — from romantic comedy to something else, something that had the architecture of a departure and the emotional weight of a decision that would determine whether two people who were almost something became something or became nothing.

"Are you running from me?" he asked.

She hadn't expected directness. Omkar was the king of indirectness — he communicated through book recommendations and chalkboard quotes and banana bread wrapped in brown paper. For him to ask a direct question was like the peepal tree suddenly speaking Hindi: technically possible but deeply unsettling.

"No," she said. "I'm running toward me. And right now, me is in Mumbai."

"And us?"

"Is there an us?"

"You tell me. You're the one who catalogues evidence."

She almost laughed. Almost. The situation was too serious for actual laughter but too absurd for total solemnity — two people who texted about Keats at midnight but couldn't say "I have feelings for you" in daylight, standing at a chai cart, discussing the future in a language made of literary references and avoidance.

"There's something," she said. "Between us. Something that feels like the beginning of a sentence I don't know how to finish. But I can't stay in Pune to find out what the sentence says. I need to go to Mumbai and figure out who I am without — this." She gestured at the cart, the tree, the yard. "Without you being the person I go to for every question. I need to find my own answers for a while."

"For a while."

"For a while. Not forever."

"Persuasion had eight years."

"We're not Persuasion."

"What are we?"

She thought about it. Really thought. The way she thought about a passage that demanded more than a first reading — slowly, carefully, turning the question over like a stone, looking at every face.

"We're a first draft," she said. "And first drafts need editing. But you can't edit if you haven't written the whole thing. I need to write the rest of my pages before I can come back and see how they fit with yours."

He looked at her. For a long time. The fairy lights did their thing. Pune did its thing. The world turned on its axis and paid no attention to two people standing at a crossroads that didn't appear on any map.

"Okay," he said.

"Okay?"

"Okay. Go to Mumbai. Work at the bookshop. Study through IGNOU. Figure out who Kiran Patil is when she's not reading Austen at my cart and making me question every life choice I've ever made."

"I don't make you question your life choices."

"You make me question all of them. That's what good readers do — they make you re-read your own story and wonder if you got the plot wrong."

She stepped forward. Hugged him. Not the kind of hug that says goodbye — the kind that says I'm leaving but not the way my mother left. The kind that carries a promise in its pressure: I'll come back. The kind where your arms say more than your words because your words have been used up on Austen and Keats and Gaskell and there are none left for the simple, terrifying fact that you care about someone and caring is the bravest thing you've done since you enrolled at IGNOU on Valentine's Day.

He hugged back. His arms were strong — coffee-cart strong, latte-art strong, the strength of a man who used his hands for work and his heart for hiding and was now, in a lane behind Fergusson College, using both for the only thing that mattered.

"Write page eighty-eight," she said into his shoulder.

"Write all your pages," he said into her hair.

She pulled away. Picked up her bag. Walked out of the yard.

She did not look back. Looking back was Orpheus's mistake, and Lot's wife's mistake, and the mistake of every person in every story who loved something and turned around to check if it was still there. Kiran walked forward. Into the lane. Into Pune's evening. Into the three weeks that remained before July first, when a train would carry her to Mumbai and a bookshop and a future that smelled of paper and possibility and the particular courage of a woman who had learned, from books and from life, that leaving is not always loss.

Sometimes leaving is the only way to find out what you'd come back for.


  
    Chapter 19: Wapsi (Return)

    
    
  
  Mumbai ate Kiran alive and she loved every bite.

Three months. Ninety-one days. Kitab Khana, Flora Fountain, the bookshop that smelled of paper and air conditioning and the particular optimism of a place where every object on every shelf was someone's best attempt at saying something true. Kiran worked the floor — recommending, shelving, arranging displays, talking to customers about books with the same instinct she'd used at Mandai for handbags, except now the product was better and the conversations were longer and nobody haggled.

Well, almost nobody. There was one uncle — Mr Mehta, a retired CA who came in every Thursday — who tried to bargain on a Penguin Classic and was gently redirected by Kiran with: "Sir, it's printed on the back. MRP. Maximum Retail Price. The 'maximum' is doing the work for both of us." Mr Mehta had laughed, bought two books instead of one, and became a regular. That was Kiran's superpower: turning resistance into relationship.

The Dadar flat was small — three girls in two rooms, a shared kitchen, a bathroom schedule that required the diplomatic skills of a UN negotiator. Her flatmates were Zara, who worked in content marketing and spoke entirely in Instagram captions, and Divya, who was studying architecture and drew building plans on every available surface including, on one memorable occasion, the back of Kiran's study notes.

Mumbai itself was everything Pune was not: louder, faster, more expensive, less forgiving, and possessed of a beauty that was not gentle but fierce — the kind of beauty that dares you to look away and knows you won't. The Marine Drive curve at sunset. The chaos of Dadar station at rush hour, bodies flowing like water through concrete channels. The street food — pav bhaji on Juhu Beach, the butter pooling on the tawa like molten gold, the pav toasted to a crisp that shattered between your teeth.

She studied. The IGNOU preparatory programme continued — assignments submitted by post, study materials read on the local train between Dadar and Churchgate, the commute transformed from dead time to study hall. She read on the train the way Mumbai people read on the train: standing, one hand on the pole, the other holding the book, the body swaying with the rhythm of the tracks, the mind elsewhere — in Austen's drawing rooms, in Gaskell's factories, in the particular space that opens up when you read a great sentence and the world around you dissolves.

She called Beena every Sunday. This was new — not the calling, which had been happening since the first phone call, but the regularity, the commitment, the decision to show up at the same time every week the way you show up to a class or a job or a relationship that you've decided to take seriously.

The calls were careful. Scaffolded. They talked about small things — Beena's work in the shelter kitchen (she'd started a cooking class for the other residents, teaching them Maharashtrian recipes, the same recipes she'd once made in the Kothrud kitchen), Kiran's work at the bookshop, the weather in Goa, the weather in Mumbai, the universal Indian telephone topic of weather that exists to fill the space while both parties gather courage for the real conversation.

The real conversations came gradually. In Week 4, Beena talked about the medication — she was on antidepressants now, prescribed by Dr Naik, and they were working, slowly, the way medication works: not a cure but a floor, something solid to stand on while you rebuild the walls.

In Week 7, Kiran told Beena about the thesis. About Gauri finding it. About Mangala Bhosle. About the twelve women.

The silence on the phone lasted thirty seconds — long enough for Kiran to check the connection, long enough for Mumbai's Sunday traffic to provide a full orchestral accompaniment.

"Mangala," Beena said, finally. "She was my first student. She was thirty-four. She couldn't write her own name. By the end of six months, she was reading the newspaper. The Sakal. She insisted on the Sakal because it was in Marathi and she said 'if I'm going to learn, I'm going to learn in my language.'"

"She runs the cooperative now. In the same building."

"I know. Gauri told me."

"Gauri told you?"

"Gauri has been in contact with me for three weeks. She found my number through the shelter. She's been — checking on me."

Kiran felt the strange layering of her support network — Neeta, Gauri, Lata, all independently, quietly, without coordination, reaching toward Beena through different channels, building a bridge that Kiran didn't have to build alone. The book club, it turned out, didn't just read books. It rescued people.

In Week 10, Beena asked: "Have you told your father?"

"No."

"He should know I'm alive. He should know I'm in therapy. He deserves that."

"He deserves a lot of things. So do Dev and Chinmay."

"I know." Beena's voice was steady — the medication floor, Kiran could hear it, the ground beneath the words. "I'm not asking to come back. I'm asking for — permission. To begin. To write a letter. To start the conversation I should have started two years ago."

"Write the letter. I'll make sure he reads it."

She texted Omkar after the call. They still texted — daily now, the silence from the fight long healed, replaced by a frequency that had, if anything, intensified with distance. The texts were different from Mumbai — less about books, more about life. She told him about Mr Mehta and the Penguin Classic. He told her about a new blend he was developing — Ethiopian beans with cardamom, a combination he called "colonial fusion, for irony." She told him about the local train reading. He told her about page ninety-two of the novel — he was writing again, slowly, the way Beena was healing: not a cure but a floor.

She missed him. This was the thing she hadn't anticipated — not the missing itself, which was predictable, but the texture of it. She missed specific things. The mutant fern latte art. The way he leaned against the counter when he was thinking. The chalkboard quotes on Saturdays. The silence between them that wasn't empty but full, the kind of silence that two readers share when they're in the same room and each is inside a different book but the room holds them both.

"I miss the cart," she texted one night, lying in the Dadar flat, Zara asleep, Divya drawing buildings in the dark with the determination of a woman who would not be stopped by something as trivial as visibility.

"The cart misses you," he replied. "The peepal tree has dropped seventeen leaves since you left. I'm keeping count."

"Why?"

"Because counting is what you do when you're waiting for something."

She stared at the message. The ceiling fan turned — the particular Mumbai ceiling fan, the one that wobbles slightly and makes a sound that is half-hum, half-threat, the soundtrack of every flat in this city that costs more than it should.

"Are you waiting?" she typed.

"I've been waiting since the notebook fell out of your bag."

She put the phone down. Picked it up. Put it down. Picked it up.

"I'll be home for Ganpati," she typed. "Two weeks."

"I know. Aman told me."

"Aman should mind his business."

"Aman has never minded his business in his life. It's his worst quality and the reason we're friends."

She smiled. In Mumbai, in the dark, on a bed that wasn't hers in a city that wasn't home, she smiled at a phone that contained a man who counted falling leaves and called it waiting.

Ganpati came. September. Pune's greatest festival, the ten days when the city becomes itself at maximum volume — processions and drums and modaks and the particular frenzy of devotion and celebration that turns every lane into a stage and every family into a production company. Kiran came home on the Deccan Queen — the train that ran between Mumbai and Pune like a thread between two beads on a necklace, connecting them, defining the space between.

She stayed at Gayatri's. Not Baba's — not yet, that was a conversation for later, a conversation that required Beena's letter and Baba's reading of it and the slow, careful demolition of two years of silence. Gayatri's flat smelled the same — incense, mothballs, time — and the sabudana khichdi was waiting, and the Ajoba photo looked down from the mantel with the expression of a man who had seen three generations of Patil drama and maintained his moustache through all of it.

The Kitaab Club met on the first Saturday of her visit. At the cart. The yard. The string lights, the peepal tree, the tables pushed together. Fourteen women now — three new members since she'd left, including, improbably, Prachi from Hinjewadi, who had apologised to Kiran by WhatsApp in August and had been attending every meeting since with the particular intensity of a woman making amends.

They were reading Jane Eyre. Gauri's choice — because Gauri was still working through the canon with the methodical pleasure of a woman who had all the time in the world and intended to use it on sentences.

Kiran sat at her table. The table felt the same. The chair creaked the same. The peepal tree dropped a leaf — one leaf, with timing so precise that Kiran suspected Omkar of having trained the tree.

He was behind the counter. He looked the same — the Kafka t-shirt, the quiet competence, the face that contained multitudes and displayed none. But when he saw her — when she walked into the yard with her bag and her notebook and her three months of Mumbai and her twenty-three years of Kiran — his face did something new. Something she'd never seen. Something that was not a twitch, not a micro-expression, not a carefully controlled display of carefully controlled emotion.

He smiled. Full, open, unguarded. The smile of a man who has been counting leaves and has just watched the person he was counting for walk back into his life.

She smiled back.

The meeting was the best one yet. Kiran talked about Jane Eyre with the authority of a woman who had lived alone in a city and understood what Charlotte Brontë meant when she wrote about the need for independence, for self-respect, for the refusal to be someone's charity case or someone's consolation prize. She talked about "Reader, I married him" — the most famous first line of a final chapter in English literature — and how the power of it wasn't the marriage but the "Reader." The direct address. The breaking of the wall between story and audience. Jane Eyre looking at you, the reader, and saying: this is my life. I chose it. Bear witness.

"That's what every woman should be able to say," Kiran said. "Not 'reader, I married him.' But 'reader, I chose.' Whatever the choice is. Marriage, career, education, independence, motherhood, leaving, staying, returning. The choice is the point. The sentence is yours."

Gauri wrote it down. Farida annotated it. Prachi nodded with the vigour of a convert. Neeta gave the nod. Sunita said: "That girl."

After the meeting, everyone left. Kiran stayed. She always stayed.


  
    Chapter 20: Pune Junction

    
    
  
  The decision to go back to Mumbai was made on a Wednesday, and the decision to not go back was made on the same Wednesday, and the space between the two decisions was approximately four hours, one auto-rickshaw ride, one borrowed megaphone, and the complete destruction of Omkar Kulkarni's dignity.

Let me explain.

The Ganpati visit was supposed to be ten days. Kiran had taken leave from Kitab Khana — Mr Fernandes, the owner, was generous with festival leave because he was Goan and understood that Indians and their festivals were a non-negotiable package deal. She'd planned it carefully: five days with Gayatri, two days with Dev and Chinmay (Baba had agreed to a dinner, which was progress, because six months ago he wouldn't have agreed to a phone call), one day with the Kitaab Club, one day with Neeta at the stall for old times' sake, and one day — the last day — at the cart.

The plan fell apart on Day 7, when Mr Fernandes called.

"Kiran, I need you back early. Priya, the assistant manager, has had a family emergency. Can you take the Monday shift?"

Monday. Two days from now. The train left at 5 PM on Sunday. She'd have to cut the visit short — skip the cart day, skip the goodbye, skip whatever was going to happen between her and Omkar that she'd been anticipating with the particular dread-excitement of a person who knows something important is coming and can't decide whether to run toward it or away.

"I'll be there," she said, because the job was the job and twenty-five thousand a month was twenty-five thousand a month and Kiran Patil was not the kind of woman who let personal feelings interfere with professional commitments, even when the personal feelings were the size of a building and the professional commitment was the size of a keychain.

She told Ria. Ria's face collapsed — the specific collapse of a best friend who has been planning a dramatic reunion for weeks and has just learned that the script has been rewritten.

"You can't leave early. Omkar has — he's been planning —"

"Planning what?"

"Nothing. He's been planning nothing. Forget I said anything."

"Ria."

"FORGET I SAID ANYTHING."

But Kiran couldn't forget, because Kiran never forgot anything — it was her gift and her curse, the perfect recall of a woman who read people for a living and stored every detail in a database that never crashed.

She went to the cart. Saturday afternoon. The last Saturday. The yard was set up for the Kitaab Club meeting — tables, chairs, string lights, the peepal tree in its eternal posture of leafy gossip. The meeting wasn't until five. Omkar was behind the counter, arranging — always arranging, the man whose response to chaos was order, whose response to feeling was movement, whose hands needed to be busy because his heart was too full for stillness.

"I'm leaving tomorrow," she said.

His hands stopped. The way they'd stopped when she asked about Meera. The way they always stopped when she said something that breached his defences.

"Tomorrow? You said Monday."

"Fernandes called. Work emergency. The five o'clock Deccan Queen."

"Tomorrow." He said it twice, as if repetition could change the content. "That's — okay. Okay."

"Omkar."

"It's fine. The job comes first. You should go."

"I know I should go. I'm telling you I'm going. I'm not asking permission."

"I know."

But his face was doing the thing — the sequence, the rapid transitions, the landscape of a man processing loss in real time. And this time, Kiran could read every frame: disappointment, then acceptance, then something deeper, something that looked like the particular grief of a person who has been waiting and has just been told that the waiting continues.

"What were you planning?" she asked.

"What?"

"Ria said you were planning something. For the visit. What was it?"

"Ria should mind her own business."

"Ria has never minded her own business. It's genetic. What were you planning?"

He looked at her. The fairy lights weren't on yet — it was daylight, afternoon, the un-magical hour when truth has nowhere to hide.

"I was going to ask you to stay."

The words landed. Not like a bomb — softer, like a leaf falling, like one of the seventeen leaves he'd counted while she was in Mumbai.

"Stay in Pune?"

"Stay with me. Not — I don't mean live with me, I mean — be with me. Choose this. Choose us. I know you need independence and I know Mumbai is the future and I know you're building something and I respect all of that. But I was going to ask you, on Sunday, at the cart, if you'd consider building it here. With me. Beside me."

The yard was very quiet. The peepal tree was very still. Even the usual Pune background noise — autos, birds, students — seemed to have stepped back, as if the city knew this was a private moment and, for once, was observing basic courtesy.

"I can't," Kiran said. "Not yet. The job is real. The money is real. The growth is real. I need —"

"I know what you need."

"Then you know I can't answer this today."

"I know."

She left. She didn't hug him this time — a hug would have been too much, would have made the leaving harder, would have turned the departure into a scene and Kiran hated scenes. She picked up her bag. Walked out. Went to Gayatri's. Packed.

Sunday. The Deccan Queen at 5 PM. Pune Junction.

Kiran arrived at the station at 4:30. The station was its usual cathedral of chaos — the vendors, the families, the coolies, the pigeons who had claimed Platform 1 as sovereign territory. She had her duffel bag — heavy, stuffed with the accumulated evidence of ten days in Pune: clothes, study notes, a jar of Gayatri's lime pickle, Beena's green dress (she'd decided to bring it to Mumbai, to hang it in the Dadar flat, to keep it where she could see it), and the notebook, always the notebook.

She checked the board. DECCAN QUEEN — MUMBAI CSMT — 17:10 — ON TIME.

Her phone rang. Ria.

"Where are you?"

"At the station. Platform 1. The train's on time."

"Don't get on it."

"What?"

"Don't get on it. Please. Just — wait."

"Ria, I have work tomorrow. I can't —"

"Five minutes. Just give me five minutes."

The phone went dead. Kiran stood at the top of the escalator, looking down at the platform, at the Deccan Queen waiting in its blue-and-cream livery, at the passengers boarding, at the chai-wallahs making last-minute sales. She had a ticket. She had a job. She had a plan.

And then she heard it.

The megaphone. Arun Uncle's megaphone — the ancient brass one that had lived in his stationery shop at Mandai for fifteen years with no purpose that anyone could identify until this exact moment, when its purpose became clear with the force of a revelation.

"KIRAN. KIRAN PATIL. RUKO. MAIN AA RAHA HOON."

She scanned the station. Past the ticket counters. Past the magazine stall. Past the family with too much luggage. And there — at the barriers, megaphone in hand, shirt untucked, hair a disaster, breathing like a man who had sprinted from Koregaon Park to Pune Junction because he couldn't drive and the auto had been too slow and he'd gotten out at Bund Garden and run the last two kilometres — was Omkar Kulkarni.

Behind him — the Greek chorus, the support cast, the women who had been building this moment without Kiran's knowledge — stood Neeta Aunty, Gauri, Lata, Ria, and Aman. Neeta was whistling — two fingers in her mouth, the Mandai whistle, the one that could silence a market. Gauri was clapping with academic rhythm. Lata was filming on her phone because evidence was her love language. Ria was crying and laughing simultaneously, a state that Bollywood actresses train for years to achieve and Ria accomplished naturally. Aman was holding a cardboard sign that said "KIRAN PATIL — PLEASE COME GET THIS IDIOT BEFORE HE GETS ARRESTED."

"MUJHE TUJHSE PYAAR HAI, KIRAN PATIL," Omkar shouted, and the megaphone turned his voice into something that filled the entire station — every corner, every platform, every chai-wallah's stall and coolie's station and pigeon's perch. "MUJHE TUJHSE PYAAR HAI AUR MAIN CHUP NAHIN RAHUNGA. AAGE SE NAHIN."

I love you. And I will not stay silent. Not anymore.

The station erupted. Not violently — joyfully, the way Indian public spaces erupt when something recognisably romantic happens, because this country runs on two fuels: chai and love stories. College students whooped. An elderly gentleman in a Gandhi topi applauded. A chai-wallah raised his steel cup. A family of six abandoned their luggage to watch. A coolie set down his load and said, with the authority of a man who has seen everything Pune Junction has to offer: "Arre waah."

Someone let Omkar through the barrier. He walked toward the escalator. The megaphone was down now — he'd said what the megaphone was for, and the rest required his real voice, the quiet one, the one that went soft when he was saying something he meant.

Kiran stood at the top of the escalator. Duffel bag on her shoulder. Notebook in her bag. Ticket in her pocket. The Deccan Queen behind her. Mumbai ahead of her. And Omkar below her, walking up the escalator with the careful determination of a man who has written eighty-seven pages of a novel and is about to write the eighty-eighth and the eighty-eighth is the one that matters most.

He reached her. Stood in front of her. The station noise dimmed — not actually, people were still cheering, Ria was still crying, Neeta was still whistling — but in the space between them, there was a quiet that belonged only to them.

"I wrote page eighty-eight," he said.

"What does it say?"

"It says: the man from the café realised that the woman who didn't want to go home was the home he'd been looking for."

Kiran's eyes were full. Not tears yet — the pre-tears, the shimmer, the moment when the body decides but the face hasn't followed. She looked at him — at the Kafka t-shirt (today it said "Before the Law," which was either deeply intentional or deeply coincidental), at the scar on his hand, at the face that had been a scowl six months ago and was now the most beautiful thing she'd ever seen, and she had seen Marine Drive at sunset and Gayatri's sabudana khichdi and the first page of Pride and Prejudice.

"That's the worst line you've ever written," she said.

"I know."

"It's also the best."

"I know that too."

"I have work tomorrow."

"Call in sick."

"I've never called in sick."

"Then this will be a first. Like the banana bread."

She laughed. The laugh broke the shimmer — the tears came, not many, just enough, the tax you pay when happiness arrives after a long journey through anger and fear and loneliness and Maggi and market stalls and Jane Austen and a green dress with yellow flowers.

She dropped the duffel bag. It hit the station floor with the thud of a plan abandoned. She looked at the departure board: DECCAN QUEEN — MUMBAI CSMT — 17:10 — BOARDING.

She looked at Omkar.

"The train's leaving," she said.

"Let it."

"I'll lose the ticket."

"I'll buy you another one. For when you're ready."

"For when WE'RE ready."

He smiled. The real smile. The one that used his whole face, the one she'd first seen on the Ganpati Saturday, the one that arrived from a distance and was worth the wait.

She ran into his arms. Not elegantly — the duffel bag was in the way, and her chappals slipped on the station floor, and Omkar caught her in a way that was less romantic-movie and more sports-injury-prevention — but she ran, and he caught her, and the station cheered, and Neeta whistled, and Gauri clapped, and Lata filmed, and Ria wept, and Aman held up the sign, and the Deccan Queen left for Mumbai without Kiran Patil on it.

She'd call Fernandes. She'd explain. She'd work something out — a transfer, a notice period, a plan. Because Kiran Patil always had a plan. But right now, in the arms of a man who made excellent coffee and terrible first impressions and who had run two kilometres with a borrowed megaphone to say three words that he'd been carrying since a notebook fell on the ground in a lane behind Fergusson College — right now, the plan was this: stay. Be here. Be home.

"You're an idiot," she said into his shoulder.

"I know."

"You ran two kilometres."

"Two and a half. The auto got stuck in traffic."

"You used Arun Uncle's megaphone."

"He insisted. He said — and I'm quoting — 'a declaration of love requires amplification.'"

She pulled back. Looked at him. His face was flushed, his shirt was soaked with sweat, his hair looked like it had been styled by the wind and the wind had been drunk. He was the most beautiful thing she'd ever seen. She said this, and she said it with the directness that had been hers since birth, the directness of a woman who reads people and books and life with the same unblinking gaze:

"You're the most beautiful thing I've ever seen."

"Even more than Persuasion?"

"Don't push it."

He laughed. She laughed. The station laughed — or at least, the parts of the station that were still watching laughed, because by now a new train had arrived and new dramas were unfolding and Pune Junction, like Pune itself, had room for every story and patience for none of them beyond their allotted moment.

They walked out of the station together. Neeta, Gauri, Lata, Ria, Aman — the chorus, the tribe, the community that had been built one book at a time, one Saturday at a time, one conversation about Austen and Gaskell and Brontë at a time. They walked into Pune's evening — the light, the noise, the city that was home and had always been home, even when home was a PG room with a view of a wall and a single blanket and a notebook full of things she was learning to say.

Omkar held her hand. His hand was warm — coffee-cart warm, novel-writing warm, the temperature of a man who had finally stopped scowling and started reaching.

"What happens now?" she asked.

"We write the next page."

"Together?"

"Together."

They walked. The city received them. The peepal tree, back at the cart, dropped a leaf — the eighteenth, by Omkar's count, and the last one he'd need to count, because the person he'd been counting for was home.


  
    Epilogue: Naya Adhyaay (New Chapter)

    
    
  
  One year later.

The reading centre was in Hadapsar — the same community hall where Beena had taught twelve women to read twenty years ago, the same building that Mangala Bhosle had turned into a women's cooperative, the same walls that had heard the first halting syllables of women who'd been told, by poverty and patriarchy and the accumulated weight of centuries, that reading was not for them.

The sign above the door was new. Hand-painted — Kiran had insisted on hand-painted, because printed signs were for businesses and this was not a business, this was a rebellion — in white letters on a blue board:

AKSHAR PATHSHALA 2.0

Community Reading Centre

Founded by Beena Deshpande Patil, 2001

Rebuilt by Kiran Patil, 2025

Below, in smaller letters: "I am no bird; and no net ensnares me." — Charlotte Brontë

Kiran stood in front of the sign and felt — what? Not happiness, exactly. Happiness was too small a word, too smooth, too simple for the thing that was happening in her chest. It was more like — recognition. The feeling you get when you've been reading a book and you turn a page and suddenly the whole story makes sense, not because the ending was predictable but because every chapter, even the ones that hurt, especially the ones that hurt, was leading here.

Mangala Bhosle was beside her. Fifty-two years old, grey-haired, wearing a cotton saree with the particular confidence of a woman who has built herself from scratch. She'd cried when Kiran called — cried the way people cry when the past reaches into the present and says "I'm not finished yet." She'd offered the hall immediately. She'd offered her time, her network, her twenty years of community work. She'd offered everything because everything she had started with a woman named Beena who had taught her to read, and the debt of literacy, Mangala believed, was one you paid not back but forward.

"Your mother would be proud," Mangala said.

"My mother is proud. She told me on the phone. Twice."

Beena was in Pune. This was the development that had taken the longest, hurt the most, and mattered more than Kiran could say without the notebook's help.

The letter had arrived at Baba's house in October — hand-written, twelve pages, the longest thing Beena had written since the thesis. Kiran had delivered it personally, sitting in the Kothrud living room while Baba read it in the bedroom with the door closed. She'd waited forty-five minutes. The Christmas tree was gone — Chhaya had taken it down, replaced it with a proper Ganpati mandap, a concession that was either cultural recalibration or strategic surrender. Dev was playing a new game on his phone. Chinmay was doing homework, actually doing homework, which suggested that someone — Chhaya, probably — had been making progress on the parenting front.

Baba had emerged from the bedroom with red eyes and the letter folded in his hands. He hadn't said anything. He'd sat down on the sofa — the cream leather one that still showed every stain — and looked at Kiran and said: "Tell her she can call."

Three words. The entire architecture of forgiveness, or at least its foundation, compressed into three words. Tell her she can call. Not "I forgive her." Not "come back." Not any of the grand declarations that films and novels promised. Just: the phone line is open. The door is not locked. Begin.

Beena had called. The first conversation between Beena and Baba in two and a half years lasted eleven minutes. Kiran knew because she'd timed it — sitting in Gayatri's kitchen, eating sabudana khichdi, watching the clock the way you watch a surgery, waiting for the outcome. Gayatri had held her hand. Neither of them spoke. The khichdi was perfect — the sourness exactly right, the peanuts crunchy, the tamarind soaked for precisely the correct duration, because some things in this family were measured and some things were not, and Gayatri's cooking was the one constant that required no negotiation.

Beena came to Pune in December. Not to the house — not yet, that was a conversation for another season — but to Gayatri's flat. The first time Kiran saw her mother in two and a half years was in the doorway of a ground-floor flat in Narayan Peth, and Beena was thinner, and her hair had grey in it, and she was wearing a salwar kameez that wasn't the yellow one with blue embroidery but could have been, and she was crying before she was through the door.

They'd held each other. In the living room, by the wooden swing, under Ajoba's photograph with its serious moustache, they'd held each other the way you hold something that has been broken and mended and will never be the same shape but is, somehow, more precious for the mending.

"I brought the dress," Kiran said. "The green one."

"I know," Beena said. "I can see it. In your cupboard. On FaceTime. I've been looking at it every time we call."

Dev and Chinmay met her in January. That meeting was harder — Dev angry, Chinmay quiet, the particular silence of a fifteen-year-old who has been abandoned and has decided that silence is safer than speech. Beena didn't push. She sat in Gayatri's living room and let them be angry and quiet and whatever else they needed to be, because Dr Naik had taught her that healing is not performed on a schedule and the people you hurt get to decide the pace.

By March, Beena was living in a rented room in Prabhat Road — near Neeta, near the Kitaab Club, near the life she was rebuilding one conversation at a time. She was seeing a therapist in Pune now — not Dr Naik, a new one, a continuation of the work. She was volunteering at the Akshar Pathshala, helping Kiran set up the curriculum. She was cooking — for the reading centre's students, for the book club, for anyone who would eat, because Beena's love language had always been food and the grey had taken it away and the medication and the therapy and the time had given it back.

She was not better. She was managing. "Better" was a destination; "managing" was a journey, and the journey was daily and required pills and conversations and the willingness to be honest about the days when the grey crept in around the edges and the window got dirty and you had to clean it again. Beena managed. Kiran watched her manage. And in watching, Kiran understood something that no book had taught her: that mothers are not archetypes. They are not Mrs Bennets or Lady Catherines or Bertha Masons in the attic. They are people. Flawed, broken, trying, failing, trying again. The same as everyone else. The same as Kiran.

The IGNOU degree was in progress. Kiran had passed the preparatory programme — distinction, which had made Gauri cry and Neeta whistle and Omkar write on the chalkboard: "Kiran Patil: Official Student of Literature. About Time." She was now in the first year of the BA proper — reading Chaucer and Milton and the Romantics and the Victorians and the Modernists, the entire avalanche of English literature pouring into a mind that was built for it, that had always been built for it, that had been waiting since a Saturday evening in December when a woman named Neeta Deshpande said "we're starting with Jane Austen."

Kitab Khana had let her go gracefully. Mr Fernandes had understood — he was a reader himself, and readers understand that some chapters end so that others can begin. She worked at Mandai again — three days a week, enough for rent and groceries — and at the reading centre the other four days. The centre had eighteen students. Eighteen women, aged nineteen to fifty-seven, learning to read. Not just mechanically — meaningfully. The way Beena had taught. The way Gauri had taught Kiran. The way books had taught Kiran to teach.

Omkar was beside her at the sign unveiling. He was beside her most places now — not all places, because they were two people who valued independence with the fervour of people who'd nearly lost it, but most places. The cart was still running. The novel was on page one hundred and sixty-three. He wrote in the mornings, before opening, and in the evenings, after closing, and the writing was changing him the way the reading had changed Kiran — opening rooms, pulling dustcovers, letting light into spaces that had been dark.

He'd shown her page eighty-eight. The real one, not the improvised station declaration. The real page eighty-eight was about a man who pours coffee the way other people write poetry — with attention, with care, with the belief that the act of making something beautiful, however small, however temporary, is the closest thing to meaning that a life can achieve.

"It's good," Kiran had said.

"Good or actually good?"

"Actually good. Publish-it good."

"You're biased."

"I'm a literature student. I'm the opposite of biased. I'm trained."

They hadn't rushed it. The relationship had the pace of a novel — not a thriller, not a page-turner, but a literary novel, the kind where the sentences are long and the chapters are slow and the payoff is not a twist but a deepening. They'd had their first proper date in November — dinner at a restaurant in Koregaon Park that served fusion food and had cloth napkins and Kiran had worn Beena's green dress, the one with the yellow flowers, the one that had been bought for a honeymoon that never happened and was now being worn for a first date that almost didn't. It fit. Not perfectly — it was slightly loose at the shoulders, slightly long at the hem — but it fit the way things fit when they've been waiting for the right moment: with the particular grace of imperfection.

Omkar had looked at her in the dress and said: "You look like a character in a novel I want to read."

"Which novel?"

"The one where the girl from the market stall teaches the chai-wallah that making coffee isn't the same as making a life, and the chai-wallah teaches the girl that reading isn't the same as understanding, and they both figure out that love isn't a thunderbolt or a first impression or a wet shirt — it's a text at 1 AM about Romantic poetry and a leaf falling into a cup of chai."

"That's too long for a title."

"It's not the title. It's the blurb."

"What's the title?"

He'd thought about it. "Educating Kiran Patil."

She'd thrown a breadstick at him. He'd laughed — a real laugh, the kind that came easily now, the kind that no longer startled dogs in lanes or confused passers-by, because Omkar Kulkarni had learned, slowly and with considerable resistance, that joy was not a betrayal of seriousness but its completion.

The reading centre opened on a Saturday. The Kitaab Club attended in full — twenty-three women now, meeting weekly at the cart, reading everything from Austen to Arundhati Roy to Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie to Sudha Murty. They sat in the hall — on plastic chairs, because plastic chairs were the furniture of Indian community life and attempting anything else was hubris — and watched as Kiran stood at the front and said:

"This centre was started by my mother in 2001. She taught twelve women to read. One of them, Mangala, is here today. The centre closed when my mother went through something she couldn't survive alone. It's reopening today because I went through something I couldn't survive alone either, and a woman named Neeta Deshpande dragged me to a book club, and Jane Austen taught me that a woman's mind is her most dangerous weapon, and a man named Omkar showed me that being scared is not the same as being unable. So — welcome. We're going to read. And reading is going to change your lives. I know because it changed mine."

Gauri cried. Farida annotated the speech in her margins. Lata filmed the entire thing. Neeta nodded — the nod, the Neeta nod, the one that contained a universe of approval in a single motion. Prachi applauded. Sunita said: "That girl."

Beena sat in the back row. She didn't speak. She didn't need to. Her face said everything — the pride, the grief, the gratitude, the complicated mathematics of a mother watching her daughter do the thing she'd dreamed of doing, the thing the grey had stolen, the thing that had survived in a thesis in a basement and a photograph in an almirah and a green dress with yellow flowers.

After the ceremony, Kiran walked to the cart. It was evening. Pune was doing what Pune does — the light falling gold, the autos weaving, the temples glowing, the city breathing with the rhythm of a place that has been lived in for centuries and will be lived in for centuries more.

She sat at her table. Omkar brought her cappuccino. The mutant fern latte art had evolved — it now looked like an actual leaf, which was either progress or the universe's response to the peepal tree situation. She drank it. It was perfect. It was always perfect.

She opened the notebook. The blue Classmate notebook from Crossword, now full — every page, both sides, front to back. Observations, quotes, thoughts, confessions, arguments with Austen, letters to Beena, diagrams of book club seating arrangements, a list titled "Evidence" that she'd never shown Omkar and never would, because some things are better as secrets and some notebooks are better as archives.

She turned to the last page. The only blank one. And wrote:

"Reader, I chose."

She closed the notebook. Picked up the coffee. Looked at the peepal tree, which was holding all its leaves for once, as if even the tree understood that some moments require stillness.

Omkar sat across from her. The Kafka t-shirt today said "A book must be the axe for the frozen sea within us."

"Good day?" he asked.

"The best."

"Better than Persuasion?"

She smiled. "Better than Persuasion."

The fairy lights came on. The peepal tree whispered. Pune settled into its evening — the city that had held Kiran Patil through anger and loss and education and love and the long, slow, beautiful work of becoming the person she was always meant to be.

Not a dropout. Not a market girl. Not a mother's mistake or a father's silence or a grandmother's grief.

A reader. A teacher. A woman who chose.

Fin.


  
    About This Book

    
    
  
  
      About This Book

      Educating Kelly Payne

      
      Genre: Contemporary Fiction

      Word Count: 39,051

      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

    
