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    Chapter 1: Dev

    
    
  
  The coffee estate was dying. Not dramatically — not the way estates died in films, with a single monsoon or a single debt or a single betrayal collapsing everything at once. The Shetty estate was dying the way most things in Coorg died: slowly, generationally, with the quiet resignation of people who had been growing coffee for a hundred and forty years and who understood that a hundred and forty years was not a guarantee of a hundred and forty-one.

Dev stood at the edge of the drying yard, watching the afternoon sun hit the arabica beans spread across the concrete. The beans were pale gold — not the deep auburn of properly ripened fruit but the anaemic colour of a harvest that had come too early because the labour had come too late. Every season, fewer pickers arrived from Hassan and Mysore. Every season, the ones who came were older. The young ones had gone to Bangalore, to the tech parks and the delivery apps and the specific, modern, air-conditioned promise of work that didn't require you to stand on a hillside at five AM with your hands stained purple from robusta cherries.

"Appa would have known what to do," his mother said. She said this approximately once per day, calibrated to coincide with whatever problem Dev was currently failing to solve. Today it was the drying yard. Yesterday it was the pulping machine. Tomorrow it would be the loan from Canara Bank that was three months past restructuring and that the branch manager in Madikeri had stopped calling about, which was worse than calling, because calling meant they still considered you a customer and silence meant they had reclassified you as a case.

Dev's father had died four years ago. Heart attack at sixty-one, in the sorting shed, surrounded by Grade A parchment coffee that would sell for two hundred and seventy rupees per kilo. The irony was not lost on anyone: a man who had spent his life producing something the world valued enormously had died unable to afford the cardiac stent that might have saved him because the world's valuation of his coffee did not reach him. It reached the traders in Bangalore. It reached the exporters in Mangalore. It reached the roasters in Mumbai who sold single-origin Coorg arabica for twelve hundred rupees per two-fifty grams in matte-black packaging with a watercolour illustration of a hillside that looked nothing like the actual hillside where his father had died.

The estate was forty-seven acres. Arabica on the upper slopes, robusta in the valleys, pepper vines crawling the silver oak shade trees like slow, deliberate, botanical parasites. The main house — a colonial-era planter's bungalow with a red oxide floor that Dev's grandmother had polished every morning for forty years until the floor had the specific, deep, mirror-like sheen of devotion made physical — sat at the centre. The bungalow had four bedrooms, a kitchen that could feed thirty during harvest season, and a verandah where three generations of Shettys had drunk filter coffee at dawn and watched the mist lift off Brahmagiri.

Dev was thirty-one. He had an MBA from Manipal that he'd never used in its intended capacity. He had returned to the estate at twenty-seven because his mother had called and said "your father is gone and the coffee won't pick itself" and the sentence had contained no argument that his MBA could counter. He had spent four years learning what his father had known by instinct: that coffee was not a crop but a relationship — with the soil, with the weather, with the labourers, with the market — and that every relationship required attention, patience, and the willingness to be disappointed without becoming bitter.

The bitterness was arriving anyway. Not in the coffee — the coffee was excellent, the specific, chocolate-and-citrus profile that specialty buyers paid premiums for — but in Dev. In the slow, accumulating frustration of a man who was doing everything right and watching everything go wrong. The yields were good. The prices were not. The quality was exceptional. The market didn't care. The estate produced coffee that won cupping competitions and lost money, and the contradiction was grinding Dev down the way the pulping machine ground cherries: steadily, mechanically, without malice but without mercy.

 * 

His phone rang at four. Mumbai number.

"Mr. Shetty? This is Zara Merchant from BrandCraft Communications. We're developing a campaign for a specialty coffee client and we'd like to visit your estate for a brand story shoot. Three days, small crew. We'd compensate for your time and provide exposure to our client's retail network."

Dev had received calls like this before. Urban marketing people who wanted to photograph the picturesque poverty of Indian agriculture, who would arrive with cameras and good intentions and leave with content that made the estate look beautiful and the farmer look noble and the economics look irrelevant. The matte-black packaging people. The watercolour illustration people.

"What's the compensation?"

"Fifty thousand for three days, plus we'd feature your estate in all retail materials. Our client has forty-seven stores across Mumbai and Pune."

Fifty thousand was the Canara Bank interest payment. Exactly.

"When?"

"Next Thursday."

"Fine. I'll send you directions. The road from Madikeri gets bad after Siddapura. You'll need a car with clearance."

"We'll manage."

"Everyone says that. Then they call from the ditch."

She laughed. The laugh was brief, professional, and contained a note of something that Dev catalogued without meaning to — the specific, involuntary warmth of someone who found you genuinely funny rather than performatively so.

He hung up. The arabica beans on the drying yard had shifted from pale gold to something approaching amber. The sun was doing its work. The coffee would be ready. The coffee was always ready. It was everything else that wasn't.


  
    Chapter 2: Zara

    
    
  
  Mumbai had a way of making you forget that India contained places where the air didn't taste like exhaust and ambition. Zara Merchant had not left the city in seven months — not since the Goa trip that wasn't a trip but a pitch meeting disguised as a beach weekend, where she'd spent three days in a resort conference room selling a rebrand to a client who owned fourteen seafood restaurants and who kept calling the mood board "too feminine," which meant it contained colours other than navy blue and grey.

She was thirty. She worked at BrandCraft Communications, a mid-sized agency in Lower Parel that occupied two floors of a converted mill and that described itself as "boutique" because "boutique" sounded deliberate rather than small. She was a senior account manager, which meant she was responsible for everything — the creative brief, the client relationship, the budget, the timeline, the specific, exhausting, impossible task of making clients understand that branding was not a logo but an ecosystem, and that ecosystems required investment, patience, and the willingness to trust someone who knew more about visual communication than they did.

Her current client was Kaveri Coffee Co. — a Bangalore-based specialty roaster that had forty-seven retail stores and the budget to open twenty more and the marketing sensibility of a company that had been founded by an engineer. The founder, Nitin, understood supply chains. He understood roast profiles. He understood the difference between natural process and washed process and the specific, technical, flavour implications of each. He did not understand why his stores, which sold objectively excellent coffee, were losing market share to chains that sold objectively mediocre coffee in Instagram-friendly interiors.

"Because coffee is not coffee," Zara had told him in the pitch meeting. "Coffee is identity. Your customer isn't buying a beverage. She's buying a version of herself — the version that knows the difference between arabica and robusta, the version that cares about single-origin, the version that drinks from a ceramic cup instead of a paper one. You're selling the product. You need to sell the person she becomes when she holds it."

Nitin had blinked. The blink of an engineer processing a concept that existed outside his framework.

"Show me," he said.

That was three months ago. Since then, Zara had built the campaign around a concept she called "Origin Stories" — not the origin of the coffee, which every specialty brand already told, but the origin of the people who grew it. The farmers. The estates. The specific, human, unglamorous stories behind the glamorous product. The concept required visiting estates, filming farmers, building narratives that connected the consumer's twelve-hundred-rupee purchase to a specific hillside, a specific family, a specific hand that picked the cherry.

Which is how she found herself on the phone with a man named Dev Shetty who sounded like he expected her to fall in a ditch.

 * 

The drive from Bangalore to Coorg took five hours in theory and seven in practice — the practice including the specific, Indian, unavoidable realities of a truck overturned near Ramanagara, a chai stop at Channapatna where the driver refused to continue without his afternoon glass, and the steady deterioration of road quality after Kushalnagar that turned the last forty minutes into a full-body percussion experience.

Zara arrived at the Shetty estate at four PM, travel-crumpled and caffeine-deficient, which was ironic given that she was visiting a coffee estate. The cameraman — Irfan, who had worked with her on six campaigns and who communicated primarily through sighs of varying intensity — parked the Innova in a clearing between two pepper-vine-covered silver oaks and said, "Tell me this place has Wi-Fi."

"It has coffee."

"That's not an answer."

"For the next three days, it is."

The estate was not what Zara had expected. She had expected picturesque — the curated beauty of marketing photography, the kind of place that looked good through a 35mm lens with the saturation pushed up. What she found was different. The estate was beautiful the way working things are beautiful — not arranged, not performing, but functional in a way that produced beauty as a byproduct. The rows of coffee plants on the hillside had the geometric discipline of agriculture. The shade trees — silver oak, jackfruit, the occasional wild rosewood — had the organic chaos of a forest that had been managed rather than planted. The drying yard, where beans lay in amber rows, had the specific, sun-baked, productive beauty of a factory floor that happened to be outdoors.

And standing at the edge of the drying yard, watching her arrival with the expression of a man who was already regretting the phone call, was Dev Shetty. Taller than she'd imagined from his voice. Darker. The specific, outdoor darkness of a man who worked in sunlight rather than fluorescent light. He wore a faded green shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows and mud on his boots and an expression that combined hospitality with wariness in proportions she couldn't quite parse.

"You didn't fall in the ditch," he said.

"Your faith in us is inspiring."

"It's not faith. It's statistical probability. The last journalist got stuck in Siddapura for three hours."

"We're not journalists."

"You're worse. You're marketing."

She laughed, because the insult was accurate and delivered without malice, and because the man who delivered it was standing in golden afternoon light on a hillside that smelled like coffee and earth and rain-that-had-recently-stopped, and the combination was disarming in a way that her professional instincts flagged as dangerous and her personal instincts flagged as interesting.


  
    Chapter 3: The Tour

    
    
  
  Dev gave them the tour at six AM because coffee estates operated on coffee-plant time, not marketing-agency time, and coffee-plant time began before the sun cleared the Brahmagiri ridge. Zara appeared on the verandah in hiking boots that had never hiked and a jacket that was too thin for Coorg mornings and a determination to appear unfazed that Dev found simultaneously irritating and admirable.

"The estate is forty-seven acres," he said, walking them down the slope toward the lower arabica blocks. "My great-grandfather planted the first crop in 1882. Arabica on the upper slopes because arabica likes altitude. Robusta in the valleys because robusta tolerates heat. Pepper vines on the shade trees because pepper pays better than coffee most years and you need something to keep the lights on while the market decides your coffee is worth buying."

Irfan's camera was already rolling. The light was extraordinary — the specific, golden, Coorg-morning light that filtered through silver oak canopy and turned the coffee plants into rows of illuminated green. Zara was taking notes on her phone, typing with the speed of someone who processed information by converting it into copy.

"How many people work the estate?"

"During harvest, sixty to seventy pickers. Rest of the year, eight permanent workers. My mother. Me."

"That's not enough."

"It's what we can afford."

The sentence landed between them like a stone dropped into still water. Dev hadn't meant to say it that way — with the specific, undressed honesty that he usually kept inside the house, inside the conversations with his mother, inside the three AM calculations on the back of fertiliser invoices. But something about Zara's direct questions — the way she asked them without the padding of politeness, without the hedge of "if you don't mind me asking" — provoked direct answers.

They walked through the robusta section, where the plants were shorter and denser and the cherries hung in thick clusters that would ripen to blood-red in December. Dev explained the processing: the cherries picked by hand, pulped within twelve hours, fermented in concrete tanks for thirty-six hours, washed, dried on the yard for twelve to fifteen days depending on the sun, hulled, sorted, graded, bagged. Each step a decision. Each decision an opportunity for the flavour to improve or collapse.

"This is what your client's customers don't see," Dev said. "They see the cup. They see the matte-black packaging. They see the tasting notes — chocolate, citrus, hint of jasmine. They don't see the woman who picked the cherry at five AM and whose hands are purple by noon and who earns two hundred and fifty rupees per day, which is less than the price of one cup at your client's store."

Zara stopped writing. "That's exactly what we want to show."

"You want to show poverty?"

"I want to show value. The real value. Not the retail price — the human cost. The idea is that when a customer holds a cup of your coffee, she holds a story. Your story. Your family's story. The picker's story. And that story makes the twelve hundred rupees feel not expensive but earned."

Dev looked at her. The morning light was behind her, turning her outline into something that his brain, against his explicit instructions, categorised as beautiful. He looked away. Looked at the robusta cherries. The robusta cherries did not complicate things.

"That's a nice pitch," he said. "But the twelve hundred rupees doesn't reach the picker. The story doesn't change the supply chain."

"It can."

"It hasn't yet."

"Because nobody's told it right."

 * 

The afternoon was for the processing unit. Zara watched Dev operate the pulping machine — a rusted, hand-cranked apparatus that his grandfather had bought in 1961 and that still worked because things built in 1961 were built to work rather than to be replaced. The cherries went in red and came out as pale, mucilage-covered beans, and the transformation was violent and productive in the way that all agricultural processing was violent and productive.

"Your hands," Zara said. Dev looked down. His hands were stained — the deep purple of robusta juice that wouldn't wash out for days. The stain was so habitual he'd stopped noticing it.

"Occupational hazard."

"Can I photograph them?"

He held his hands out. Palms up. The purple stain on the skin, the calluses from the pulping machine handle, the small cut on the left thumb from the pruning shears that morning. Irfan photographed them with the focus and reverence usually reserved for product shots.

"These hands," Zara said, "are the campaign."

Dev pulled his hands back. The intimacy of the moment — the holding out, the being seen, the specific vulnerability of showing someone the physical evidence of your labour — had caught him off guard. He was not used to being looked at. He was used to being the one who looked — at the plants, at the sky, at the yield estimates, at the Canara Bank statements. Being the subject rather than the observer was disorienting.

"Shall we continue?" he said. His voice was professional. His heartbeat was not.


  
    Chapter 4: Zara

    
    
  
  The guest room in the Shetty bungalow smelled like naphthalene and old wood — the specific scent of a room that was cleaned for visitors but rarely visited, where the mattress held the impression of the last person who'd slept in it and where the ceiling fan rotated with a rhythm that suggested mechanical opinion rather than mechanical function. Zara lay on the bed at ten PM, listening to Coorg night sounds — the frog chorus from the stream below the drying yard, the occasional bark of the estate dog, the absolute, consuming silence that filled the spaces between sounds and that was itself a sound she'd forgotten existed.

In Mumbai, silence was theoretical. Even at three AM, the city produced a baseline hum — the distant trains, the autorickshaws, the specific, ambient, permanent drone of twelve million people refusing to sleep simultaneously. Coorg silence was different. It was active. It pressed against the windows like a physical thing, and inside it you could hear your own breathing and your own thoughts and the specific, uncomfortable clarity that came from having nowhere to redirect your attention.

Her thoughts went to Dev. This was professionally inconvenient.

She had interviewed dozens of farmers, brand owners, artisans. She had photographed hands — potter's hands, weaver's hands, fisherman's hands. She had never asked to photograph someone's hands and felt the request register as intimacy. But Dev's hands, held out on the drying yard — purple-stained, callused, cut — had not been a brand exercise. They had been an offering. And the offering had landed in a part of her that was not professional.

She turned over. The mattress creaked. The ceiling fan wobbled. Outside, something — a bird? an insect? a creature that existed only in Coorg darkness — made a sound like a question asked to no one.

 * 

Morning. The kitchen. Dev's mother, Saraswathi aunty, was making breakfast with the focused intensity of a woman for whom feeding people was not hospitality but identity. The counter held: idli batter in a steel vessel, coconut chutney ground fresh — the green of curry leaves visible in the white — pork curry from last night reheated in a blackened kadai, coffee filter dripping on the shelf above the stove, and bananas from the tree that grew beside the bathroom window.

"Sit," Saraswathi aunty said. This was not an invitation. It was a command issued with the authority of a woman who had been feeding people in this kitchen for forty years and who did not recognise the concept of a guest who wasn't hungry.

Zara sat. The idli was perfect — the spongy, slightly sour, home-fermented perfection that no restaurant replicated because restaurants used instant batter and instant batter produced instant results, which was to say results that were adequate and forgettable. This idli was neither. It was the taste of someone's morning, someone's routine, someone's forty-year relationship with a steel vessel and a wet grinder and the specific, patient, overnight chemistry of fermentation.

"You are from Mumbai," Saraswathi aunty said. It was a statement of diagnosis rather than geography.

"Yes, aunty."

"Mumbai people don't eat breakfast. They drink something from a bottle and call it a meal."

"Some of us eat breakfast."

"Not enough. You are thin. Eat more idli."

Zara ate more idli. Resistance was not an option available in this kitchen.

Dev appeared at seven-thirty, already muddy from the morning rounds. He poured himself coffee from the filter — the thick, dark, chicory-laced decoction that Coorg families drank without milk or sugar, which Zara had tried the previous evening and which had been so intensely bitter that her face had performed a reaction she could not have controlled if she'd been paid.

"You'll get used to it," he said, reading her expression.

"I don't think I will."

"My grandmother said it takes three mornings. By the third morning, everything else tastes like water."

"Your grandmother was wrong."

"My grandmother was never wrong. Ask anyone in Madikeri."

 * 

The shoot that day was the pickers. Three women arrived at the lower arabica block — Rukmini, Parvathi, and Lakshmi, from a village near Somwarpet. They had been picking at the Shetty estate for fifteen years, arriving each December like migratory birds following a route that was economic rather than instinctual. They wore sarees tied high for mobility, baskets strapped to their backs with jute ropes, and the specific, practised efficiency of people who could strip a branch of ripe cherries without disturbing the green ones.

Irfan filmed them. Zara interviewed them. The interviews were difficult — not because the women were reluctant but because the questions Zara wanted to ask ("How do you feel about the price disparity between what you earn and what the coffee sells for?") were questions that required a framework the women didn't operate in. They picked coffee because coffee needed picking and because two hundred and fifty rupees was two hundred and fifty rupees and because the Shettys were good employers who provided lunch and didn't cheat on the weight measurement, which was more than could be said for most estates.

"Ask them what they think about when they pick," Dev suggested. He was watching from the shade of a silver oak, drinking water from a steel bottle that had dents in it like a topographic map of its own history.

Zara asked. Rukmini said she thought about her daughter's school fees. Parvathi said she thought about nothing — that the picking was so habitual that her hands worked while her mind rested, which was the only rest her mind got. Lakshmi said she thought about the radio serial she'd listened to that morning and whether the heroine would finally confront her mother-in-law.

"That," Zara said to Dev afterward, "is the campaign. Not poverty. Not nobility. Just — people. Thinking about school fees and radio serials while they pick the beans that become someone's twelve-hundred-rupee moment of self-definition."

Dev looked at her with an expression she couldn't read. Then he said: "You're not what I expected."

"What did you expect?"

"Matte-black packaging. Watercolour hillside. Content extraction."

"And what am I?"

He took a long time to answer. The Coorg afternoon hung between them — the light, the coffee-scented air, the sound of pickers' hands in the canopy above.

"I don't know yet," he said. "But I'm paying attention."


  
    Chapter 5: Dev

    
    
  
  The problem with paying attention to Zara Merchant was that paying attention to Zara Merchant produced information that Dev's existing framework could not process. She was a marketing person. Marketing people extracted stories and converted them into sales. This was the framework. The framework had served him well for four years of declining yields and increasing cynicism. The framework was now inadequate because Zara Merchant was sitting on his verandah at sunset, editing footage on her laptop, and the footage was not extractive. It was honest.

He'd watched over her shoulder — not invited, not uninvited, occupying the specific, ambiguous territory of a host who was also a subject. The footage showed Rukmini's hands. Parvathi's face as she described the mind-rest of habitual picking. Lakshmi laughing about the radio serial. Dev's own hands, purple-stained, held out on the drying yard. The footage did not romanticise. It did not poverty-porn. It showed work — the specific, repetitive, skilled, underpaid reality of Indian agriculture — and it showed the people who did the work as complete human beings rather than noble abstractions.

"This is good," Dev said. The compliment surprised him. Compliments were not his default communication mode.

"Thank you." Zara did not look up from the laptop. "Your mother told me you never compliment anything."

"My mother talks too much."

"Your mother told me you'd say that too."

Dev sat down. Not on the chair beside her — on the verandah steps, where the last of the sunset light was turning the valley below into a watercolour that no marketing agency could reproduce. The estate stretched out — the arabica blocks, the drying yard, the silver oaks, the line of pepper vines that marked the boundary with the Gowda estate next door. His father's estate. His estate. The thing he was failing to save.

"Can I ask you something?" Zara said.

"You've been asking me things for two days."

"This one is personal."

"The last two days have been personal. You've photographed my hands."

She closed the laptop. The gesture was deliberate — the removal of the professional barrier between them. "Why are you still here? You have an MBA. You could sell this estate, pay off the Canara Bank loan, move to Bangalore, get a job at any consulting firm. Why are you standing on a hillside losing money?"

The question was the question. The one his MBA classmates asked when they met him at reunions in Bangalore, their suits crisp, their careers ascending, their confusion genuine. The one his mother asked without words, in the way she looked at the loan statements. The one Dev asked himself at three AM when the numbers on the fertiliser invoices did not add up.

"Because the coffee is still good," he said. "The estate produces extraordinary coffee. The problem isn't the coffee. The problem is the system — the trader margins, the export chain, the retail markup. If I leave, the coffee doesn't improve. It just gets absorbed into a supply chain that doesn't care whether it came from a hundred-and-forty-year-old estate or a commercial plantation. My father spent his life making sure the coffee was exceptional. I'm spending mine trying to make sure the exceptionality reaches someone who notices."

"That's the loneliest sentence I've ever heard."

"It's the truest."

They sat in silence. The Coorg sunset completed itself — the gold becoming orange becoming purple becoming the blue-black of a sky that contained more stars than Mumbai had acknowledged in a decade. The night sounds began. The frogs. The insects. The dog settling on the verandah behind them with the heavy sigh of an animal who had accepted that these two humans were going to sit here for a while.

"I notice," Zara said. Quietly. Into the darkness.

Dev didn't respond. The response was in the silence — the specific, full, Coorg silence that contained everything that words would have reduced.


  
    Chapter 6: The Third Morning

    
    
  
  On the third morning, the coffee tasted different. Not good — Zara was not prepared to concede good — but different. The bitterness had a shape now. It had structure. There was the initial assault, which was still an assault, but behind it a depth that she hadn't tasted on day one — a chocolate undertone, a citrus note, something almost floral that appeared and disappeared like a thought you couldn't quite hold.

"You're tasting it," Dev said. He was watching her face with the focused attention of a man who knew his coffee and who could read its effect on a first-timer the way a musician reads an audience.

"I'm tolerating it."

"In Coorg, that's the same thing."

They were on the verandah. The mist was still on Brahmagiri — a thick, white, slow-moving blanket that would burn off by eight and that, in the hour before it burned, turned the valley into something from a mythology that Zara's rational, urban, deadline-oriented brain had no framework for. Beautiful was inadequate. The word had been commodified. This was something older.

Saraswathi aunty brought akki roti — the rice flatbread that Coorg women made with the specific, confident, wrist-flick motion that looked effortless and that contained forty years of morning practice. The akki roti was served with a pork curry that had been simmering since five AM and a pickle that was so spicy Zara's eyes watered and so good she ate three helpings and Dev's mother smiled the smile of a woman whose purpose had been fulfilled.

"Today is the last day," Zara said.

The sentence changed something. Not visibly — the mist was still on the mountain, the coffee was still in the cups, the morning was still proceeding on its established Coorg schedule. But the sentence introduced time into a space that had felt, for three days, exempt from it. The deadline had arrived. Mumbai was waiting. The Innova was parked under the silver oak. The campaign would be built from this footage, this story, these three days, and the three days would become content and the content would become retail and the retail would become revenue and the revenue would become a line item on a spreadsheet that did not contain the verandah or the mist or the coffee that tasted different on the third morning.

"I need one more shot," Irfan said, breaking the silence with the professional pragmatism of a cameraman who had watched his director fall for a subject and who knew that the footage, at least, needed to be finished. "The sunrise over the drying yard. Give me twenty minutes."

Irfan left. Dev and Zara were alone on the verandah. The dog was between them, its head on Dev's foot, its tail occasionally thumping the wooden floor with the specific, metronomic contentment of an animal that did not understand departure.

"Will the campaign help?" Dev asked.

"It'll bring visibility. Nitin's stores will feature your estate by name. Customers will know where their coffee comes from. Whether that translates to better prices at your level — I honestly don't know. The supply chain is stubborn."

"Stubborn is generous. The supply chain is designed to ensure that the person who grows the coffee earns the least from it."

"Then we redesign it."

"You're a brand strategist. Not a supply chain engineer."

"I'm a person who spent three days on your estate and who drank your terrible coffee and who watched your hands and who thinks that the gap between what you produce and what you earn is not just unfair but fixable. And I fix things. That's what I do."

Dev looked at her. The mist was lifting. The Brahmagiri ridge was emerging — the specific, slow, daily revelation that his father had watched every morning and his grandfather before that and his great-grandfather before that, the mountain appearing from nothing like a promise being kept.

"Come back," he said. "After the campaign launches. Come back and tell me if anything changed."

"Is that a professional invitation or a personal one?"

"I don't know yet. Ask me on your third visit. My grandmother said it takes three."


  
    Chapter 7: Mumbai, After

    
    
  
  Mumbai took Zara back the way Mumbai takes everyone back — immediately, completely, without the courtesy of a transition. The Innova deposited her at her Andheri flat at eleven PM after a seven-hour drive that had reversed the journey in every sense: from silence to noise, from green to grey, from the specific, slow, coffee-scented reality of Coorg to the specific, fast, exhaust-scented reality of a city that did not care where you had been or what you had felt there.

She went back to work. The campaign needed building. The footage needed editing. The brand strategy needed a deck that would translate three days of genuine human connection into a PowerPoint that a specialty coffee founder with an engineer's brain could approve. This was her job: the conversion of feeling into format. She was excellent at it. She had never resented the conversion until now.

The campaign came together in three weeks. "Origin Stories: The Hands Behind Your Cup." The centrepiece was Dev's hands — the purple stain, the calluses, the pruning cut — photographed by Irfan with a focus that made them monumental. Surrounding the hands: Rukmini thinking about school fees. Parvathi's mind-rest. Lakshmi's radio serial. The estate at dawn, mist on Brahmagiri, the drying yard in amber. Every image was true. Every image was also, unavoidably, content.

Nitin approved the campaign with the single word that engineers use to express enthusiasm: "Good."

The campaign launched in forty-seven stores simultaneously. The point-of-sale displays showed Dev's hands. The packaging — not matte-black, Zara had fought for kraft paper — carried a QR code that linked to a three-minute film about the Shetty estate. The film had been viewed forty-two thousand times in the first week. The social media response was what marketing people called "organic engagement" and what Zara called "people giving a damn because the story was real."

The sales numbers moved. Kaveri Coffee's single-origin Coorg arabica — Dev's coffee — outsold the house blend by thirty-seven percent in the first month. Nitin called this "statistically significant." Zara called Dev.

"The campaign is working. Your coffee is outselling the house blend by thirty-seven percent."

Silence on the line. The specific, Coorg, processing silence that Zara had learned to wait through.

"What does that mean for me?"

"It means Nitin wants to increase his order. Double the volume. At a premium — fifteen percent above market rate."

More silence. Then: "Fifteen percent above market rate is still forty percent below what the coffee is worth."

"I know. But it's a start. And starts are how things change."

"You sound like a brand strategist."

"I am a brand strategist."

"You sound like a brand strategist who believes her own pitch."

"I do. Is that a problem?"

"It's the opposite of a problem. It's terrifying."

She laughed. He didn't. The line between them — Mumbai to Coorg, fibre optic and satellite, the specific, modern, inadequate infrastructure of long-distance connection — hummed with everything that a phone call could not carry.

"Come back," he said. Again. The same words as the verandah. But different now — weighted with a month of separation and forty-two thousand views and a thirty-seven percent sales increase and the specific, accumulating evidence that Zara Merchant was not a content extractor but a person who had seen his hands and built something honest from the seeing.

"I'm coming back," she said. "Not for the campaign. For the coffee."

"The coffee you said was terrible?"

"The coffee I said was terrible on day one. On day three, I told you it was different."

"And now?"

"Now I think about it every morning when I drink the instant Nescafé in my Andheri kitchen and hate myself a little."

"That's not brand loyalty. That's Stockholm syndrome."

"In Coorg, that's the same thing."

He laughed. Finally. The laugh travelled from Coorg to Mumbai and arrived intact, and Zara held her phone against her ear longer than the conversation required because the laugh was warm and the phone was cold and the distance between them was measurable in kilometres but not in the metric that mattered.


  
    Chapter 8: The Second Visit

    
    
  
  She came back in January, when the harvest was at its peak and the estate was alive with the specific, productive chaos of sixty pickers stripping cherries from branches that had spent nine months producing them. The Innova — the same Innova, the same driver, the same Channapatna chai stop — deposited her at the estate gate at three PM, and this time there was no cameraman, no professional alibi, no campaign requirement to justify the seven-hour drive from Bangalore.

Dev was at the pulping shed. She heard the machine before she saw him — the rhythmic, hand-cranked grind of the 1961 apparatus, the sound of cherries being separated from their fruit, the agricultural percussion that had been the estate's heartbeat for sixty years. He looked up when she appeared in the doorway. His hands were purple. His shirt was wet with effort. His face did something that was not a smile but that contained the structural elements of a smile — the lift, the softening, the specific muscular acknowledgement of a person whose arrival changes the chemistry of a room.

"You didn't call," he said.

"You told me to come back. You didn't specify a notification protocol."

"In Coorg, we call. It's considered polite."

"In Mumbai, we show up. It's considered efficient."

He turned off the machine. The silence that followed was the specific, post-mechanical silence that is louder than the machine — the absence of noise registering as a presence. He wiped his hands on a cloth that was already purple. The wiping was symbolic rather than functional.

"The campaign," he said. "The numbers."

"Nitin renewed the order. Triple volume this time. At twenty percent above market."

"Twenty percent."

"It's better than fifteen."

"It's still not enough."

"I know. That's why I'm here. Not for the campaign. For something else."

She told him on the verandah, over the filter coffee that she now drank without grimacing — the third-morning rule having extended, over two months of Nescafé exile, into a genuine preference that she would not admit publicly but that her morning taste buds confirmed daily. The idea was this: a direct-to-consumer platform. Bypass the trader. Bypass the exporter. Sell the Shetty estate coffee directly to consumers through an online store, with the origin story built into the brand, with the pricing transparent — showing the consumer exactly how much of their purchase reached the farmer.

"Transparent pricing," Dev repeated.

"The consumer sees: of the six hundred rupees you paid for this two-fifty-gram bag, three hundred and twenty reaches the Shetty estate. Not a vague 'we support farmers' claim. Actual numbers. Actual accountability."

"No trader will work with us if we do this."

"You won't need a trader."

"My mother will say this is too risky."

"Your mother will say I should eat more. She always says I should eat more."

"She's right about that."

The plan took shape over three days. Three days that were, technically, a business planning session and that were, actually, the slow, deliberate, terrifying process of two people building something together and discovering that building something together was the most intimate act available to people who had not yet admitted that the intimacy they wanted was not commercial.

Dev showed her the estate's books. The actual books — not the sanitised version he showed the Canara Bank branch manager, but the real numbers. The fertiliser costs. The labour costs. The processing costs. The transport to Bangalore. The trader's margin. The exporter's cut. The retail markup. The journey of a kilogram of coffee from the Shetty estate to a consumer's cup, with every rupee accounted for, and the accounting revealing what Dev had always known: that the farmer received seventeen percent of the final retail price.

"Seventeen percent," Zara said.

"Seventeen percent. For a hundred and forty years of expertise, forty-seven acres of land, sixty pickers, and a year of work."

"We're changing that."

"You keep saying 'we.'"

"I keep meaning it."

 * 

On the third evening — always the third, as if the grandmother's rule applied to everything — they walked to the upper arabica block. The sun was setting behind Brahmagiri. The air smelled like ripening coffee and wood smoke from the workers' quarters and the specific, end-of-harvest, Coorg-January scent that is equal parts exhaustion and abundance.

Dev stopped at the edge of the block. Below them, the estate unrolled — the drying yard, the processing shed, the bungalow, the smoke from the kitchen where his mother was making dinner. Above them, the mountain. Between them, the coffee.

"My father stood here," Dev said. "Every evening. He said this was the only place on the estate where you could see everything at once. The whole operation. The whole life."

"What did he think about, standing here?"

"I don't know. I never asked. That's the thing about fathers — you assume they'll be there tomorrow, so you don't ask the questions today. And then they're not there, and the questions are permanent."

Zara took his hand. Not dramatically — the way you take a hand when the hand is right there and the moment requires contact and the decision is made by the body before the mind can object. His hand was rough. Callused. The purple stain was fading but present. Her hand was smooth. Urban. The manicure was three weeks old and chipped.

They stood there. The sunset completed. The stars began. The estate below them settled into evening — lights in the bungalow, smoke thinning, the dog barking once at nothing and then stopping. Two people holding hands on a hillside, looking at everything at once.

"I'm not going back to Mumbai," Zara said.

"You have a job."

"I have a laptop. BrandCraft has a remote policy. And this estate needs a brand strategist more than Mumbai needs another one."

"You hate the coffee."

"I love the coffee. I hated it on day one. I loved it by day three. And I've been drinking Nescafé for two months and hating every sip, which is the most conclusive market research I've ever conducted."

Dev squeezed her hand. The squeeze contained everything — the four years of solitude, the three AM calculations, the failing estate and the excellent coffee and the mother who talked too much and the father who stood on this hillside every evening and never explained what he saw. The squeeze was a sentence in a language that predated words.

"Stay," he said.

"I'm staying."


  
    Chapter 9: Building

    
    
  
  The direct-to-consumer platform launched in March, three months after Zara moved to Coorg. The website was simple — Zara had designed it herself, on the verandah, with the filter coffee that was now her morning ritual and the Wi-Fi that was now her professional lifeline and the dog that was now her foot-warmer and the view of Brahmagiri that was now her screensaver, her meditation, her daily reminder that she had traded a Lower Parel converted mill for a colonial-era bungalow and that the trade, by every metric except salary, was the best decision she had ever made.

The website told the story. Dev's hands on the landing page. The estate's history — 1882 to present. The processing, step by step. The pricing, transparent: "Of the ₹650 you pay for 250g, ₹380 reaches the Shetty estate." No vague claims. No "ethically sourced" sticker that meant nothing. Actual numbers. Actual accountability.

The first order came from a woman in Indiranagar, Bangalore, who bought two bags and left a note: "My grandfather had a coffee estate in Chikmagalur. He sold it in 1997 because the prices made it impossible. Thank you for staying."

Dev read the note three times. Then he went to the drying yard and stood where his father used to stand and looked at the arabica blocks and said nothing, because the note had said everything and adding words would have diminished it.

 * 

The orders grew. Slowly at first — twenty in the first week, forty in the second, the geometric progression of a product that was being shared between friends rather than advertised to strangers. Zara had built the marketing on a principle she called "earned attention" — no paid ads, no influencer partnerships, no sponsored posts. Just the story, told honestly, shared organically, the way stories used to travel before algorithms decided which stories deserved audiences.

By April, they were shipping two hundred bags per week. By May, three hundred. The revenue was modest by Mumbai agency standards — Zara's monthly salary at BrandCraft had been higher than the platform's first quarter. But the revenue reached Dev. Directly. Without the trader's margin. Without the exporter's cut. Without the seventeen percent ceiling that had constrained his family for a hundred and forty years.

"We're at thirty-one percent," Dev said, looking at the monthly report that Zara had built in a spreadsheet that was colour-coded in ways that his Canara Bank branch manager would not have believed possible. "Thirty-one percent of the retail price reaches us."

"Thirty-one is not enough."

"Thirty-one is almost double seventeen. Three months ago, seventeen was all there was."

"And three months from now, I want forty."

"You're relentless."

"I'm a brand strategist who drinks Coorg filter coffee at six AM on a verandah with a dog on her feet. Relentless is the minimum qualification."

The Canara Bank loan was restructured in June. Not because the bank had become generous — because the numbers had changed. The platform revenue, combined with the Kaveri Coffee order, produced a monthly income that covered operating costs with a margin that the branch manager in Madikeri described as "promising," which in banker language was the equivalent of a standing ovation.

 * 

But the growth created problems. The estate could process two hundred kilos per week with the existing infrastructure — the 1961 pulping machine, the concrete fermentation tanks, the drying yard that had served four generations. Three hundred bags per week required three hundred and seventy-five kilos, and three hundred and seventy-five kilos required equipment that the 1961 machine could not provide.

"We need a new pulper," Dev said.

"How much?"

"Twelve lakhs. For a machine that does in one hour what the old one does in six."

"Do we have twelve lakhs?"

"We have four. The Canara Bank will lend eight, but they want collateral. The collateral is the estate."

The conversation happened at the upper arabica block, at sunset, in the spot where Dev's father had stood. It was their spot now — the place where they discussed things that were too large for the verandah and too important for the kitchen. The estate below them was lit with the specific, golden, Coorg-evening light that made everything look valuable, which was either poetic or ironic given that the conversation was about whether to risk the estate to save it.

"If we borrow against the estate and the platform fails—"

"The platform won't fail."

"You can't know that."

"I can know that the coffee is exceptional. I can know that the story is true. I can know that thirty-one percent is heading toward forty. I can know that two hundred orders per week became three hundred in two months without a single rupee of advertising. The platform won't fail because the product won't fail. The product won't fail because you won't let it."

Dev looked at the mountain. The mist was beginning — not the morning mist that burned off by eight but the evening mist that settled over Brahmagiri like a blanket being pulled over a sleeping child. His father had watched this mist. His grandfather. His great-grandfather. A hundred and forty years of Shettys watching mist settle on a mountain while the world decided what their work was worth.

"We borrow," he said.


  
    Chapter 10: Grounds

    
    
  
  The new pulping machine arrived in August, on a truck that got stuck in Siddapura — confirming Dev's statistical probability thesis with an authority that Zara found infuriating and Dev found validating. The machine was German-engineered, Indian-assembled, and capable of processing six hundred kilos per hour, which was more than the 1961 machine could do in a day. It sat in the processing shed like a time traveller — chrome and efficiency surrounded by concrete tanks and wooden drying racks that had been built before independence.

Dev's mother cried when the old machine was moved. Not because the old machine was better — she was a practical woman who understood that sentimentality was a luxury that farmers could not afford — but because the old machine was her husband's machine, and moving it was another in the long sequence of small deaths that constituted the process of losing someone: the clothes donated, the reading glasses put in a drawer, the machine that his hands had cranked every harvest replaced by something his hands had never touched.

"He would have wanted the new one," Dev said.

"He would have wanted to crank the old one himself. He was stubborn."

"I know. I inherited it."

"You inherited everything," his mother said. "The stubbornness, the estate, the coffee, the habit of standing on the upper block at sunset looking at the mountain as if the mountain is going to answer you. And now this girl who drinks filter coffee like she's been drinking it her whole life when I watched her face on day one and it looked like she had swallowed battery acid."

"She heard you."

"I know she heard me. I said it loudly. She should know. When you marry into coffee, the coffee tests you first."

Zara, who had indeed heard from the kitchen where she was attempting akki roti for the fourteenth time — the wrist-flick still eluding her, the rice dough still cracking at the edges rather than spreading in the smooth, confident circle that Saraswathi aunty produced with the unconscious mastery of forty years — came to the doorway.

"I'm not marrying into coffee, aunty. I'm marrying into this family. The coffee is a bonus."

The sentence hung in the air. Nobody had used the word "marrying" before. It had been implied — in the staying, in the hand-holding, in the shared spreadsheets and the sunset conversations and the specific, daily, accumulating evidence of two lives merging — but the word itself had not been spoken. Zara had spoken it. Casually. As if it were as natural as the morning filter coffee.

Dev looked at Zara. Zara looked at Saraswathi aunty. Saraswathi aunty looked at both of them with the expression of a woman who had been waiting for this sentence since the day the Mumbai girl arrived and drank the coffee and made the face and stayed anyway.

"Eat more idli," Saraswathi aunty said. Which was agreement. Which was blessing. Which was love, expressed in the only language that this kitchen recognised.

 * 


  
    Epilogue

    
    
  
  The wedding was in December, during harvest. Zara had wanted October — before the pickers arrived, before the estate became a factory. Dev had wanted December because December was when the estate was most alive, when the cherries were blood-red on the branches and the pickers' songs carried up the hillside and the processing shed ran from dawn to dusk and the coffee — the coffee that had brought them together, the coffee that had been the excuse and the medium and the metaphor — was at its most present.

They compromised on the first week of December, before the peak but after the start. The wedding was on the upper arabica block — Dev's father's spot, Dev and Zara's spot, the place where you could see everything at once. Saraswathi aunty supervised the catering, which meant the catering was Coorg food served in industrial quantities: pandi curry with kachampuli vinegar, akki roti that Zara had finally learned to make (the wrist-flick mastered on attempt thirty-seven, Saraswathi aunty counting), bamboo shoot curry, payasam from the kitchen that had fed four generations.

Irfan photographed the wedding. Rukmini, Parvathi, and Lakshmi attended as guests — not workers, guests — and Lakshmi gave a speech that consisted entirely of: "The Mumbai girl stayed. That is the story." The speech received more applause than the priest's blessing.

The platform had reached forty-three percent by the wedding day. Forty-three percent of the retail price reaching the estate. Not fifty — Zara's target — but close enough to make the trajectory undeniable. The Canara Bank loan was on schedule. The new pulper was producing at capacity. The estate was, for the first time in Dev's memory, not dying.

Dev's speech at the wedding was brief. He stood in the spot where his father had stood every evening and said: "My father spent his life growing extraordinary coffee that the world undervalued. My mother spent her life keeping this estate alive. I spent four years trying to save what they built. And then a woman from Mumbai called me about a brand shoot and I expected matte-black packaging and she brought me honesty. She brought me forty-three percent. She brought me a future for this hillside. She also told me my coffee was terrible, which I have not forgiven and will not forgive, because the coffee is exceptional and she knows it now."

Zara's speech was briefer: "On the first day, I hated the coffee. On the third day, I loved it. On the hundredth day, I couldn't imagine morning without it. The coffee is the metaphor. Dev is the coffee. Draw your own conclusions."

The night after the wedding, they sat on the verandah. The dog was between them, head on Dev's foot, tail on Zara's. The mist was on Brahmagiri. The stars were out — the full, unfiltered, Coorg sky that Mumbai had forgotten existed. The filter coffee was in their hands — two cups, one decoction, the shared bitterness that had become, over months and mornings, the taste of home.

"Are you happy?" Dev asked.

"I'm drinking terrible coffee on a dying estate with a stubborn farmer and a dog that smells like rain. I'm happier than I've ever been."

"The estate isn't dying anymore."

"The coffee still isn't great."

"My grandmother said—"

"Three mornings. I know. I've had three hundred mornings. The coffee is exceptional. I just enjoy saying it's terrible because your face does a thing."

"What thing?"

"The thing where you want to defend the coffee but you also want to kiss me and you can't decide which is more important."

"The coffee," he said. "Always the coffee."

He kissed her anyway. On the verandah. In the mist. With the dog between them and the mountain behind them and the coffee cooling in their hands and the estate — forty-seven acres, a hundred and forty-two years, four generations, and one woman from Mumbai who had changed everything by seeing what was already there — settling into the specific, productive, grateful silence of a place that had finally found its ground.


  
    About This Book

    
    
  
  
      About This Book

      Grounds for Romance

      
      Genre: Contemporary Romance

      Word Count: 8,999

      Chapters: 11

      

      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

    
