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    Chapter 1: The Crash

    
    
  
  I pull out into the intersection the moment the signal turns green, but I don't see the black Fortuner bearing down on me until it's too late. The mammoth vehicle smashes into the driver's side of my little i20, propelling my car across the width of Linking Road in what feels like slow motion.

They say your whole life flashes before you when you're facing the possibility of death. But for me, it isn't my full history on replay, it's only my reinvented life — the one that began eight months ago. The faces of all the new people who've come and gone in this short time flash by in rapid sequence, their expressions solemn and detached. Vandana. Jaya. Sunaina. Nikhil. Karan. Cheryl. Aditi. Jai. Chetan.

Chetan. Chetan. Chetan.

The car stops spinning. My knees knock against each other with violent force — the kind of knocking that your body produces when your body has decided, independently of your brain, that survival is: uncertain. My back spasms. A sharp pain shoots from my lower spine to a spot behind my left ear that I didn't know existed until this moment, the moment when your body catalogues every nerve ending it possesses because every nerve ending might be the last one to fire.

I groan and survey the damage around me. The windshield has disintegrated into a thousand tiny green pebbles that occupy my lap, the front seat, the floor, the pavement outside. The pebbles are warm. This surprises me — you'd expect shattered glass to be cold, clinical, but these pebbles carry the heat of the engine, the heat of the January Mumbai evening, the heat of a life that was moving at sixty kilometres per hour until three seconds ago.

Why didn't the airbag deploy? You count on something — or someone — to protect you, but then when you need it most, it's not there. Just like the people who paraded through my consciousness at the moment of impact. Just like Harsh, who'd promised till-death-do-us-part and then did us part at the twenty-seven-year mark, which was: not death, but felt like it.

The smell of petrol reaches me. Sharp, chemical, the smell that says: get out of the car, Madhuri. The smell that your lizard brain processes faster than language. I try the door handle. It doesn't move. The driver's side is crushed inward — the metal crumpled like the aluminium foil my mother used to wrap rotis in, the rotis she'd send with me on the Rajdhani when I'd travel from Lucknow to Mumbai in the early years of my marriage, before Harsh decided that his mother's rotis were superior and that my mother's aluminium-wrapped love was: insufficient.

I can't worry about them now. All I can do is contemplate the wreck that is my car, the wreck that is my life.

Someone is shouting. Hindi and Marathi mixing in the particular Mumbai way — "Madam! Madam, theek ho? Ambulance bulao koi!" A face appears at the passenger window. Young, moustached, wearing a Zomato delivery jacket. His eyes are wide with the specific panic of a person who has witnessed an accident and is calculating whether he should stay (moral obligation) or leave (the police will take his statement and his entire evening).

"Main theek hoon," I say, which is: a lie. I am not fine. My left arm is producing a sensation that I can only describe as: hot wrongness. But I've been telling people I'm fine for eight months now — fine after the divorce, fine after selling the Juhu flat, fine after my son Karan stopped returning my calls for three weeks — and the muscle memory of the lie is stronger than the pain.

The Zomato boy — man, really, he's probably twenty-five, but everyone under thirty looks like a boy to me now, this being one of the gifts of turning fifty — reaches through the broken passenger window and tries the inner handle. The door opens. He extends his hand.

I take it. His palm is rough, calloused — a hand that grips motorcycle handlebars twelve hours a day in Mumbai traffic, the traffic that I'd just been navigating with the particular caution of a woman who'd moved back to this city after twenty-three years in Lucknow and still hadn't recalibrated her reflexes for the specific violence of Mumbai roads.

"Hospital jaana padega, madam. Aapka haath —" He stops. He's looking at my left arm, which I now look at too, and we both see: the angle is wrong. The forearm is producing a shape that forearms are not designed to produce. The shape that says: broken.

"Haan," I say. "Hospital."

He helps me out of the car. I stand on Linking Road, surrounded by green glass pebbles that crunch under my chappals — I'd been wearing chappals because I'd been driving to the gym, my gym, Seaside Fitness in Bandra, where I'd been going every day for eight months because the gym was the only place where I could be: someone other than Madhuri Khanna, divorced woman, failed wife, mother of a son who preferred his father.

At the gym, I was just Mar. The woman in the 6 PM yoga class. The woman who'd tried hip-hop at fifty and hadn't died of embarrassment (though she'd come close). The woman who'd made friends — acquaintances, really, the distinction mattering more than I'd understood before this year — with people who didn't know about the divorce, the flat sale, the nights I'd eaten dal-chawal alone in my rented Bandra apartment while watching re-runs of Sarabhai vs Sarabhai because the laugh track made the silence bearable.

The Fortuner driver emerges. A man in his forties, white kurta, gold watch — the uniform of a certain kind of Mumbai money. He's on his phone. Not calling an ambulance. Calling someone else. Probably a lawyer. Probably deciding whether a fifty-year-old woman in chappals and gym clothes is the kind of person who sues or the kind who settles.

I am neither. I am the kind who stands on broken glass and thinks: eight months ago, I didn't know any of these people. Vandana. Jaya. Sunaina. Chetan. Eight months ago, I was sitting in a lawyer's office in Lucknow signing papers that ended twenty-seven years, and the lawyer's secretary had offered me chai in a paper cup, and the chai had been: terrible, and I'd thought: this is what the end of a marriage tastes like. Weak chai in a paper cup with too much sugar.

The ambulance arrives. The paramedic — a woman, young, efficient, her dupatta pinned practically under her medical coat — examines my arm and says what I already know.

"Fracture hai. Wrist ke upar. X-ray karwana padega, but —" She pauses. She's seen the tears. Not pain-tears (though there is pain). Life-tears. The tears that come when your body, having been jolted out of its eight-month project of reinvention, decides to cry for all the things it's been too busy reinventing to cry about.

"Theek ho jaayega, madam," she says. Softly. The softness of a medical professional who's learned that sometimes patients cry about more than the injury.

"Haan," I say. "Theek ho jaayega."

I don't believe it. But I've been saying it for eight months, and the repetition has given the words a weight that's almost — almost — indistinguishable from truth.

The ambulance doors close. The siren starts. And I think: I should call someone. But who? Harsh is in Lucknow with his new life. Karan is in Pune, being twenty-four and angry. My parents are in Lucknow, elderly, and a phone call about a car accident would produce: panic, prayers, and my father catching the next Rajdhani, which is exactly what I don't need.

So I think about calling Chetan. The man whose name my brain repeated three times at the moment of impact, the repetition being: significant, the significance being: something I'll have to examine later, when my arm isn't broken and my car isn't destroyed and my reinvented life isn't lying in green glass pebbles on Linking Road.

I don't call him. I close my eyes and let the ambulance carry me toward whatever comes next.

EIGHT MONTHS EARLIER


  
    Chapter 2: Vandana

    
    
  
  It's not yet five o'clock when the auto-rickshaw drops me off at the waterfront café in Bandra where I'm scheduled to meet Vandana for chai. Though I'm a few minutes early, she is already standing at the entrance awaiting my arrival. Upon spotting me in the growing dimness of the mild Mumbai January evening — January in Mumbai being: not cold (never cold, not really, not the way Lucknow gets cold in January, the kind of cold that enters your bones and sets up residence) but pleasant, the pleasant that Mumbaikars call "winter" and that anyone north of the Vindhyas would call "a nice Tuesday" — she grins and waves one arm wildly. Her eager body language might be better suited to someone reuniting with a twin separated at birth.

Vandana and I are not long-lost relatives — in fact, we're not even friends, having known each other for a grand total of two days. She is an acquaintance from my new gym, Seaside Fitness, which is a convenient ten-minute walk from the sea-facing apartment I've leased for the year in Bandra West. I know little about this woman except that she is tall and striking, with the kind of highlighted hair that requires monthly salon visits costing more than my first month's rent in Lucknow. Vandana's demeanour is carefree, cheery, undemanding. She doesn't carry much baggage or wield much intellectual heft — or if she does, she hides it behind a perpetual smile and a wardrobe that suggests her primary relationship is with Zara.

In short, she is exactly the kind of person I want to associate with as I embark on my new life, in this new city (new to me — I'd lived here briefly in my twenties, before Harsh's transfer to Lucknow had relocated our marriage and my identity to a place where I'd learned to make the perfect dal but never learned to make: myself).

"Mar! Over here!" She's waving with both arms now. The café is on Carter Road, the kind of place where the menu lists chai at two hundred and forty rupees and calls it "artisanal." I'd have been horrified by this price three months ago. Lucknow-Madhuri would have made chai at home for the cost of a matchstick and some Brooke Bond Red Label. But Bandra-Mar is learning that some expenses are actually investments in not-being-alone, and two hundred and forty rupees for companionship is: a bargain.

"Vandana! Hi!" I match her enthusiasm with approximately sixty percent of her wattage, which is all my fifty-year-old social battery can produce at this hour. The remaining forty percent is reserved for the walk home, the evening dal-chawal, and the three episodes of Sarabhai vs Sarabhai that constitute my nightly therapy.

She hugs me. The hug is: enthusiastic, fragrant (Jo Malone, the particular English Pear and Freesia that certain Mumbai women wear the way other women wear sindoor — as identity), and slightly too long. I'm not used to being hugged. Harsh was not a hugger. Twenty-seven years of marriage and I can count the genuine hugs on one hand — the day Karan was born, the day Harsh's mother died, the day we signed the divorce papers (that last one was: not a hug of affection but a hug of relief, the kind you give when a surgery is over and the patient survived but will never be quite the same).

"You look amazing," Vandana says, which is: a lie, but a kind one. I'm wearing yoga pants and a kurta that I'd bought from a street vendor in Hill Road because my Lucknow wardrobe — salwar kameez sets in pastels, the uniform of upper-middle-class North Indian wifehood — felt wrong here. Everything from my old life feels wrong here. The clothes, the cooking, the reflex to check my phone for Harsh's messages about what to make for dinner. The phone doesn't ping anymore. The silence where his messages used to be is: a sound, actually. The sound of absence. The sound of twenty-seven years of "aaj dinner mein kya hai?" suddenly stopping, and the stopping being: both freedom and vertigo.

We sit. Vandana orders for both of us — masala chai and some kind of avocado toast that I'm fairly certain didn't exist in India ten years ago and that represents everything that has changed about Mumbai since I left. Avocado toast. In Bandra. At two hundred and forty rupees per slice. The Lucknow part of my brain wants to call my mother and report this as a crime.

"So," Vandana says, leaning forward with the conspiratorial energy of a woman about to share something important. "Tell me everything. How did you end up at Seaside?"

This is the question. The one I've been rehearsing answers to since I signed the gym membership three days ago. The true answer is: I joined the gym because my therapist — yes, I have a therapist now, Dr. Mehra, a small woman with large glasses who operates out of a Pali Hill apartment and charges fifteen hundred rupees per session to listen to me describe the specific loneliness of being fifty, divorced, and new to a city of twenty million people — told me that physical activity would help with "the transition." She didn't say which transition. The divorce transition. The city transition. The identity transition. The transition from being someone's wife to being: just someone.

But I don't say this to Vandana. Instead, I say: "I needed to get in shape. You know how it is — you hit fifty and suddenly everything hurts."

"Oh my God, totally," says Vandana, who I suspect is about forty-three and has the kind of body that suggests she's been "getting in shape" since she was nineteen. "I've been at Seaside for six years. It's my second home. You're going to love it."

"I already do," I say, which is: half-true. What I love is not the gym itself — the equipment is fine, the classes adequate, the changing room smells of phenyl and someone's forgotten towel — but the fact that at the gym, nobody asks me about Harsh. Nobody asks me why I moved to Mumbai alone. Nobody asks me if I'm "okay," the question that my Lucknow friends had been asking with such frequency and such transparent pity that I'd started avoiding their calls, their WhatsApp messages, their invitations to kitty parties where I'd be the only woman without a husband and everyone would pretend this was normal while exchanging glances that said: bechari.

Poor thing.

At Seaside Fitness, I'm not bechari. I'm the new woman in the 6 PM yoga class who can't touch her toes but tries anyway. I'm the woman who showed up to hip-hop class in salwar kameez on the first day (a mortifying error that Vandana had witnessed and, to her eternal credit, responded to with "I love that look — very Bollywood" instead of the laughter it deserved). I'm Mar.

Just Mar.

"The yoga teacher — Sunaina — she's incredible, right?" Vandana is talking. I should listen. Listening is a skill I'm re-learning. Twenty-seven years of marriage to Harsh had trained me to half-listen — to nod while he talked about polymer chemistry (his field), to murmur agreement while he critiqued my cooking, to say "haan, theek hai" to proposals I didn't agree with because disagreement produced: arguments, and arguments produced: a specific silence that was worse than the argument itself, the silence of a man who believed he was always right and a woman who'd stopped believing she was ever wrong because being wrong required having opinions and she'd surrendered those somewhere around year fifteen.

"She's great," I say about Sunaina, the yoga teacher, whom I've met exactly once and who'd adjusted my downward dog with hands that smelled of sandalwood and said "breathe, just breathe" in a voice that made me want to: cry. Not because the pose hurt (it did), but because "just breathe" was the first instruction I'd received in twenty-seven years that didn't involve someone else's comfort. Just breathe. For yourself. Not for Harsh. Not for Karan. Not for the elaborate performance of North Indian wifehood that had been my daily choreography for nearly three decades.

Just. Breathe.

"And wait till you meet Jaya," Vandana continues. "She's in the Wednesday spinning class. She's — okay, she's a lot. Very intense. Very opinionated. She once told the spinning instructor that his playlist was 'acoustically violent.' But she's brilliant. You'll love her or hate her. No in-between with Jaya."

"I look forward to it," I say, and I mean it. I look forward to meeting people who might be brilliant. Who might be intense. Who might be anything other than the carefully curated, sari-wearing, chai-serving, husband-supporting version of myself that I'd been performing in Lucknow for twenty-seven years.

The chai arrives. It's good. Not as good as the chai my mother makes — nothing is as good as the chai my mother makes, this being one of the fundamental laws of the universe, alongside gravity and the fact that auto-rickshaw meters in Mumbai are: suggestions — but good. Warm, spiced, the cardamom hitting the back of my throat in the particular way that cardamom does when cardamom is doing its job, which is: making you feel like everything might be okay, even when everything is not okay, even when you're sitting in an overpriced Bandra café with a woman you've known for two days pretending that avocado toast is food.

"To new beginnings," Vandana says, raising her chai cup.

"To new beginnings," I say.

We clink. The cups are ceramic, heavy, the kind that hipster cafés use because paper cups are: passé (and also because ceramic cups justify the two-hundred-and-forty-rupee price tag). The clink is: solid. Satisfying. The sound of two cups meeting, which is also the sound of two lives meeting, briefly, over chai, in a city that brings people together and apart with the casual efficiency of a local train — the local train being Mumbai's great equaliser, the machine that teaches you: proximity is not intimacy, and intimacy is not proximity, and twenty million people can live on a narrow peninsula and still be: profoundly, specifically, exquisitely alone.

But not tonight. Tonight, I have Vandana. Tonight, I have chai. Tonight, I have a new gym and a new apartment and a new city and a broken marriage behind me and an unknown future ahead of me and two hundred and forty rupees less in my bank account.

It's a start.


  
    Chapter 3: Seaside Fitness

    
    
  
  The gym smells like disinfectant and ambition.

Not the ambition of athletes — Seaside Fitness is not that kind of gym. It's the ambition of people who've decided that today is the day they become: better. Better bodies, better moods, better versions of themselves. The treadmills are occupied by women in their forties and fifties running from things they can't name — marriages, mortgages, the slow creep of irrelevance that middle age delivers with the subtlety of a BEST bus. The weight section is populated by men who grunt with a sincerity that suggests they're not lifting dumbbells but lifting the accumulated disappointments of careers that peaked at deputy general manager.

I've been coming here for two weeks now. Two weeks of daily visits — morning yoga, evening cardio, and the occasional class that Vandana drags me to with the enthusiasm of a golden retriever who's discovered a new park. Today's class is: Zumba.

"You'll love it," Vandana had said on the phone this morning. "Preeti ma'am is the best. She makes even the uncles dance."

The uncles. I can see them now through the glass wall of Studio B — four men in their sixties, positioned strategically at the back of the room where their lack of coordination will be less visible, wearing track pants that were purchased when track pants were still called "track pants" and not "joggers" or "athleisure" or whatever the current terminology was for pants designed to make sedentary people feel athletic.

I enter Studio B. The room is large, mirrored on three sides — the mirrors being simultaneously the gym's greatest asset and its cruellest feature, because mirrors tell you two things: how you look, and how you look compared to the person next to you. In Lucknow, I'd avoided mirrors. In Lucknow, I'd dressed in loose salwar kameez and told myself that comfort was more important than appearance, which was true, but was also: the philosophy of a woman who'd stopped looking at herself because the woman in the mirror was someone she didn't recognise.

Here, the mirrors are unavoidable. And the woman in the mirror is: fifty, slim-ish (the "-ish" doing significant work), wearing proper gym clothes now (black leggings and a grey t-shirt, purchased from Decathlon after the salwar kameez incident that Vandana had graciously not mentioned again), with dark hair pulled back in a ponytail that's greying at the temples in a way that her mother calls "distinguished" and her son Karan has never commented on because Karan hasn't looked at her — really looked — in years.

"Mar! You came!" Vandana materialises beside me, dressed in coordinated teal activewear that probably costs more than my monthly grocery budget. She's brought a friend.

"This is Jaya," Vandana says. "Jaya, this is Mar — the one I told you about."

"The salwar kameez one?" Jaya says.

So Vandana has mentioned it.

Jaya is: small, compact, with short hair and the bearing of a woman who has opinions about everything and the intelligence to back them up. She's wearing a plain black tank top and black shorts — the outfit of someone who comes to the gym to work, not to be seen. Her handshake is firm, her eye contact direct, and her first words after the salwar kameez comment are: "I hope you're not one of those people who talks during class."

"I'm not one of those people who does anything during class," I say. "I just try to survive."

Jaya smiles. It's a small smile — rationed, as if she has a limited daily supply and must distribute them carefully. "Good. We'll get along."

Preeti ma'am enters. She is: energy incarnate. A woman in her late thirties with the body of a dancer and the voice of a drill sergeant, wearing a neon pink sports bra and leopard-print leggings that on anyone else would be: a costume, but on Preeti ma'am are: a uniform. She connects her phone to the Bluetooth speaker — the speaker being industrial-strength, the kind that produces bass frequencies you feel in your sternum — and addresses the class.

"Okay, everyone! New month, new playlist! We're starting with Badtameez Dil because I'm in a good mood and you should be too. If you're not in a good mood, fake it. Faking it is seventy percent of fitness."

The music starts. Badtameez Dil — the Ranbir Kapoor version, not any remix, because Preeti ma'am has opinions about remixes ("remixes are what people make when they can't create original music, which is: most people"). The bass hits my sternum. The beat enters my feet.

And then we're moving.

I cannot adequately describe what happens to my body during Zumba. My brain knows the steps — or rather, my brain observes the steps that Preeti ma'am performs and issues instructions to my limbs. But the instructions are received by my limbs the way a bad translation is received by a foreign audience: the general meaning arrives, but the specifics are: wrong. My hips go left when they should go right. My arms produce shapes that resemble not dance but semaphore — the desperate signalling of a woman trying to communicate with a distant ship that the ship cannot see.

But here is the thing about Zumba that nobody tells you: it doesn't matter. It doesn't matter that I'm half a beat behind. It doesn't matter that the uncle to my left is essentially marching in place while the music plays around him like weather he's chosen to ignore. It doesn't matter that Jaya — who, despite her compact frame, moves with the terrifying precision of someone who has choreographed her own death scene — is doing the routine at twice the speed. What matters is: the room is moving. Twenty-seven bodies, all ages, all shapes, all levels of coordination, moving together to Badtameez Dil in a mirrored room in Bandra at 6 PM on a Wednesday.

The sweat starts at minute three. Not the polite perspiration of a walk on Carter Road, but the kind of sweat that has ambitions — sweat that begins at the hairline and migrates south with the determination of a Delhi-to-Mumbai migrant who will not be stopped. By minute eight, my grey t-shirt has developed continents of dark patches. By minute twelve, I am: a liquid.

Preeti ma'am transitions to Ghungroo. The tempo increases. The uncle to my left surrenders entirely and simply claps in rhythm, which is: a valid interpretation of dance if you define dance broadly enough, which Preeti ma'am does. "Dancing is moving your body with intention," she'd said on the first day. "Even standing still can be a dance if the intention is: stillness." This had sounded profound at the time. Now, gasping for oxygen while my legs produce movements that may or may not be Zumba, I think: the intention is survival. The dance is: not dying.

The class ends after forty-five minutes. Forty-five minutes that feel like: an entire life. A life compressed into Bollywood beats and failed choreography and sweat and the particular joy of doing something badly in public and not caring — the not-caring being, for a woman who spent twenty-seven years caring about everything (what Harsh thought, what the neighbours thought, what the in-laws thought, what the sabziwala thought about her bargaining technique), the not-caring being: revolutionary.

I collapse onto the studio floor. The floor is cool against my back — the cool of polished wood, the cool that your overheated body receives like a benediction. Vandana collapses beside me. Jaya remains standing, barely winded, drinking water from a steel bottle with the calm of someone who has done this a thousand times and finds our exhaustion: amusing.

"Same time Friday?" Jaya says.

"If I'm alive," I say.

"You'll be alive. Zumba has never killed anyone." She pauses. "Though Preeti ma'am's Garba Special in October comes close."

We walk out together — the three of us, Vandana and Jaya and me, through the lobby past the front desk where Rohit (young, perpetually smiling, the kind of smile that gym receptionists produce because their job requires them to be: cheerful in the presence of people who are sweaty and unhappy) waves goodbye. The evening air hits my face — warm, salty, the particular Mumbai evening air that carries the smell of the Arabian Sea mixed with the smell of someone frying vada pav at the corner stall.

The vada pav smell is: dangerous. The kind of smell that defeats the purpose of the forty-five minutes of Zumba I just did. The kind of smell that says: you just burned four hundred calories, and I can put three hundred of them back with one bite, and the bite will taste like: everything you've been denying yourself.

"Vada pav?" Vandana asks.

"Absolutely," I say.

Jaya shakes her head. "You two are hopeless." But she stays. She orders one too. And we stand there — three women, ages fifty, forty-three, and (Jaya's age is unclear but I suspect: forty-eight), eating vada pav outside a Bandra gym at 7 PM, the chutney staining our fingers green, the pav soft and slightly sweet, the potato filling hot enough to burn the roof of your mouth in the way that the best vada pav always does.

"This," I say, mouth full, "is the best thing I've eaten since moving to Mumbai."

"Better than the avocado toast?" Vandana grins.

"The avocado toast was a hate crime against food," Jaya says.

I laugh. The laugh surprises me — not the fact of it, but the quality. It's not the polite laugh I'd produced in Lucknow at kitty parties when someone made a joke about their husband. It's not the performative laugh I'd given Harsh when he'd tell the same polymer chemistry anecdote at dinner parties for the fourteenth time. It's a real laugh. A laugh that comes from the place where real laughs live — somewhere between the diaphragm and the soul, somewhere I'd thought had been sealed shut.

The vada pav is hot. The chutney is sharp. The evening is warm. The company is: new, uncertain, possibly temporary.

But for now, it is: enough.


  
    Chapter 4: Jaya

    
    
  
  Jaya's story arrives in pieces, the way stories do when the storyteller is someone who doesn't believe in giving you everything at once.

The first piece: she is divorced. This comes out during our third gym session together, a Wednesday spinning class where the instructor — a twenty-six-year-old named Arjun who has the body of a Greek statue and the musical taste of a fourteen-year-old — plays Kesariya on repeat until Jaya shouts, from her bike, mid-pedal, "Arjun bhai, agar ek aur baar Kesariya bajaya toh main cycle se utar ke speaker tod dungi."

If you play Kesariya one more time, I'm getting off this bike and breaking the speaker.

Arjun changes the song. Nobody argues with Jaya.

After class, dripping and destroyed (spinning being: the exercise that your body performs while your brain screams "why are we doing this?" and your legs answer "because Vandana said it would be fun" and Vandana's definition of fun is: a war crime), we sit in the juice bar area. Seaside Fitness has a juice bar. The juice bar sells things like "Green Goddess Detox Smoothie" for three hundred and eighty rupees, which is: a blended salad with pretensions. Jaya orders black coffee. I order the same. Vandana orders the Green Goddess because Vandana is the kind of person who believes that blended kale can fix things that blended kale cannot fix.

"You're divorced," Jaya says to me. Not a question. A statement.

"How did you know?"

"The way you hold your phone. You check it, then put it down, then check it again. Like you're waiting for a message that's not coming. That's divorced-woman phone behaviour. Married women check their phones with: obligation. Single women check with: hope. Divorced women check with: habit that hasn't died yet."

This is so precisely accurate that I want to either hug her or leave the room.

"You?" I ask.

"Seven years ago. He was in finance. Dalal Street. The kind of man who understood markets but not people. He could predict the NIFTY's quarterly movement but couldn't predict that working eighteen-hour days and coming home smelling like whisky and someone else's perfume would end: badly."

She says this without bitterness. The way you describe weather that happened last year — factual, detached, the detachment that time produces when time has done its job, which is: making the unbearable into the: merely historical.

"I'm sorry," I say.

"Don't be. Best thing that happened to me. Forced me to figure out who I was without the Mrs. attached to my name." She sips her coffee. "It took me three years. The first year, I cried. The second year, I was angry. The third year, I joined this gym and started spinning and discovered that physical exhaustion is cheaper than therapy and more effective than wine."

"I'm in year one," I say. "The crying year."

"I know. I can tell." She puts her coffee down. "Here's what nobody tells you about the crying year. It's not actually about the marriage. It's about the version of yourself that you built for the marriage. That's the thing you're mourning. Not the man — the woman you became for the man."

This hits me with the force of a spinning class set to Kesariya on repeat. Because she's right. I don't miss Harsh. I haven't missed Harsh since the second month in Lucknow when I realised that the absence of his criticism was: not silence but music. What I miss is: the structure. The daily architecture of being someone's wife. Wake up, make chai, pack tiffin, manage the house, attend social obligations, be Madhuri Khanna, wife of Harsh Khanna, mother of Karan Khanna. The architecture that gave shape to days that might otherwise have been: formless, and the formlessness being what terrifies me now — the terror of waking up and having no one to make chai for, which is not the same as loneliness but is: adjacent.

"The structure," I say.

"Exactly. The structure. And the gym replaces the structure. That's why we're all here — every divorced woman in this building, and there are more of us than you think. We come for the exercise, but we stay for the: routine. The 6 PM yoga. The Wednesday spinning. The Friday Zumba. The schedule that says: you have somewhere to be, someone to be with, something to do that isn't sitting in your apartment wondering who you are."

The second piece of Jaya arrives the following week: she has a daughter.

We're in the changing room after yoga — the changing room that is its own ecosystem, a place where women exist in states of undress that produce a particular vulnerability and a particular honesty. In the changing room, conversations happen that don't happen in the gym itself. The gym is performance. The changing room is: confession.

"Ananya is sixteen," Jaya says, pulling a kurta over her head. "She lives with me. She hates her father — which is understandable given what he did — but she also hates me for not hating him enough. Teenagers have a binary view of moral failure. You're either completely innocent or completely guilty. The idea that a marriage can fail because both people were: insufficient — that's too nuanced for sixteen."

"My son is twenty-four and he still can't handle nuance," I say.

"Karan?"

"Karan. He's in Pune. Software engineer. Very talented, very angry. He blames me for the divorce because I'm the one who filed. The fact that I filed because Harsh was — well. Karan doesn't want the details. Karan wants: a villain, and the villain he's chosen is me."

"Because you're the one who changed the story," Jaya says. "Harsh kept the story the same. Same house, same job, same life. You're the one who said: this story isn't working. And children — even adult children — don't forgive the parent who changes the story. They forgive the parent who stays, because staying is: familiar, and familiar is: safe, and safe is what children want even when they're twenty-four and writing code in Pune."

I sit on the wooden bench. The bench is warm from someone else's body — the warmth that communal spaces retain, the warmth of other women who've sat here and changed and left and lived. The warmth that is: not personal but present.

"Does it get better?" I ask. "With Ananya?"

"Slowly. Last month she called me 'Ma' instead of my first name. Which doesn't sound like progress but which is: a revolution, because for two years she called me Jaya, as if I were: a colleague, not the woman who spent thirty-six hours in labour bringing her into the world."

"Thirty-six hours?"

"She was stubborn from the start. She gets it from me. Along with the short hair and the inability to tolerate bad music." Jaya runs her fingers through her cropped hair — the gesture of a woman who cut her hair short after the divorce and never grew it back because the short hair was: a declaration, and the declaration was: I am not the woman he married, I am the woman I chose to become.

I know this because I'm considering cutting my hair too. The long dark hair that Harsh liked because "lambe baal acche lagte hain" — long hair looks nice — and that I'd maintained like a garden he visited but didn't tend. The idea of cutting it is: thrilling and terrifying in equal measure. The thrill of self-determination. The terror of: what if I look ridiculous?

"Cut it," Jaya says, reading my expression with the accuracy of a woman who's been where I am.

"Maybe."

"Not maybe. Definitely. Cut it. Not because short hair is better — it's not, it's just different. Cut it because you're choosing. The choosing is the point. Not the hair."

The choosing is the point. I write this on the inside of my wrist with a pen from my gym bag — literally write it, in blue ink, on my skin, because I need to see it. Because twenty-seven years of not-choosing has atrophied the choosing-muscle, and atrophied muscles need: reminders.

The third piece: Jaya writes.

Not books. Not articles. She writes: journal entries that she posts anonymously on a blog that has twelve thousand followers and that she's never told anyone about except, now, me.

"It's called Doosri Innings," she says. We're eating vada pav again — this has become our post-gym ritual, the ritual that Vandana started and that Jaya pretends to disapprove of but participates in every time. "Second innings. Like cricket. The first innings is: the life you were given. The marriage, the expectations, the performance. The second innings is: the life you choose."

"Can I read it?"

"You can. But you'll recognise yourself. I've been writing about you."

"About me?"

"About a woman who showed up to hip-hop class in salwar kameez and didn't die of embarrassment. About a woman who checks her phone for messages that aren't coming. About a woman who is: beginning." She looks at me with the particular directness that is Jaya's signature — the look that says: I see you, all of you, the parts you're showing and the parts you're hiding, and I'm not going to pretend I don't.

"Is that okay?" she asks.

"That's okay," I say. And I mean it. Because being seen — actually seen, not the performative seeing of social media where everyone shows their best angle, but the real seeing of a woman who writes about other women's pain because she understands it — being seen is: what I came to Mumbai for. Even if I didn't know it when I came.

The vada pav is hot. The chutney is sharp. Vandana is talking about some new face serum. Jaya is typing something into her phone — probably a blog post, probably about this moment.

I check my phone. No messages from Harsh. No messages from Karan.

I put it down.

I don't check it again.


  
    Chapter 5: Sunaina

    
    
  
  Sunaina teaches yoga the way some people pray — with complete conviction and zero apology.

She is: thirty-four, originally from Rishikesh (which she mentions exactly once and never again, as if the mention itself is sufficient credential), tall in the way that yoga teachers are tall (not necessarily in height but in presence — the presence that comes from a spine that has been trained to elongate, from shoulders that have been taught to drop, from a neck that carries a head the way a temple carries a dome: effortlessly, inevitably). Her voice is the kind of voice that enters your nervous system before it enters your ears — low, steady, the frequency of a singing bowl, the frequency that tells your amygdala: nothing is threatening you right now, you can put down the weapons.

I need that voice. I need it the way a person with insomnia needs darkness — desperately, specifically, with the awareness that the thing I need is also the thing I've been avoiding. Because Sunaina's voice says "breathe" and my body says "I've been breathing for fifty years" and Sunaina's voice says "no, you haven't — you've been surviving, which is not the same thing" and my body knows: she's right.

This is my fourth week at Seaside Fitness. The yoga class meets every day at 6 PM in Studio A, which is smaller than Studio B (where Zumba happens) and smells different — not of disinfectant and sweat but of agarbatti and something I can't identify, something herbal, something that Sunaina brings in a small brass pot and lights before every class. The smoke curls upward in thin grey ribbons, finding the ceiling, finding the corners, finding the parts of the room that need: softening.

"Today," Sunaina says, sitting cross-legged at the front of the room with the stillness of a person who has made peace with stillness, "we're working on hip openers. And before you groan" — she pauses, because three people have already groaned, the groaning being the universal response to hip openers, which are: the exercises that your body resists with the ferocity of a cat resisting a bath — "before you groan, remember this. Your hips store everything. Every argument you didn't finish. Every emotion you swallowed instead of expressing. Every time you said 'theek hai' when it wasn't theek. Your hips are: filing cabinets. And today, we're cleaning out the files."

I look at Vandana, who mouths "told you she's incredible." I look at Jaya, who is already in position, her face arranged in the expression of someone who has cleaned out many files and is prepared to clean out more.

The class begins. Sunaina moves us through warm-up — cat-cow, the spinal undulation that makes you feel simultaneously like a sixty-year-old woman and a five-year-old child, the contradiction being: the point, because yoga is about holding contradictions in your body the way you hold them in your life. Then: pigeon pose.

Pigeon pose is: the pose where your hip flexor meets its maker. You bring one knee forward, extend the other leg back, and lower your torso toward the floor, and what happens next is: everything. Everything that your hips have been storing — every argument, every swallowed emotion, every "theek hai" — rises to the surface like gas bubbles in a heating pot, and you either release it or you: break.

I release it.

I don't mean to cry. I haven't cried since the third week in Mumbai, when I'd unpacked the last box from Lucknow and found Karan's baby shoes — tiny white shoes with blue straps, the shoes he'd worn on his first steps, the steps that had happened in the Lucknow flat when he was eleven months old and Harsh had been at work and I'd been the only witness, the only person who saw Karan Khanna take his first steps across a marble floor toward a woman who was: his entire world.

Those shoes had broken me. Temporarily — I'd cried for twenty minutes, then made dal, then watched two episodes of Sarabhai vs Sarabhai, and the combination of tears, turmeric, and laugh tracks had produced: recovery. Temporary recovery. The kind that gets you through the night.

But pigeon pose breaks me differently. This is not the sudden break of discovery (finding baby shoes). This is the slow break of release — the release that your body performs when your body has been given permission to put down what it's been carrying. And what my body has been carrying is: twenty-seven years of "theek hai."

Theek hai, Harsh, we'll move to Lucknow even though my career is in Mumbai.

Theek hai, Harsh, I'll learn to make your mother's dal the way she makes it.

Theek hai, Harsh, we don't need to talk about what happened at that party.

Theek hai, Harsh. Theek hai. Theek hai. Theek hai.

The tears come silently, which is the way they come in yoga — silently, because the room is quiet and the crying is private even though it's happening in public, and the privacy-in-public being: one of yoga's gifts, because everyone is in their own pose, their own pain, their own pigeon, and nobody is watching you except Sunaina, who sees everything.

She walks to me. I feel her presence before I feel her hands — the presence that good yoga teachers have, the presence that says: I am here, I see you, I am not going to fix you because you are not broken, I am going to hold space for you, which is a phrase I used to find: ridiculous (hold space? What does that even mean? Space holds itself) but which I now understand is: the most generous thing one human can do for another. To be present without agenda. To witness without judgement.

Her hands touch my lower back. The touch is: warm, steady, the pressure exactly right — not too firm (which would say: I'm trying to fix you) and not too light (which would say: I'm afraid to touch you). The pressure that says: you are here. Your body is here. Whatever you're feeling is: allowed.

"Bas," she whispers. Just that. One word. Enough. Or: just this. Or: it's okay. The word that means all of those things and none of those things, the word that your mother says when you're crying as a child and she doesn't know why you're crying but she knows that the why doesn't matter, what matters is: the holding.

I breathe. The breathing that Sunaina has been teaching me — deep, diaphragmatic, the breathing that fills your belly before it fills your lungs, the breathing that humans are born doing and then unlearn when they learn to: hold in, suck up, be strong, don't cry, theek hai.

The class continues. We move through the hip-opening sequence — pigeon, lizard, happy baby (the pose where you lie on your back holding your feet like an infant, the pose that is: undignified and perfect). By the end, my hips feel: open. Not painlessly — the opening of things that have been closed for decades is never painless — but open. The file cabinets have been: emptied. Or at least: opened. The files are still there. But the cabinets are no longer locked.

After class, Sunaina catches me at the door.

"First time?" she asks.

"First time what?"

"First time crying in pigeon."

"Is it that obvious?"

"It happens to everyone. Usually around week three or four. The body starts trusting the practice, and when the body trusts, the body releases." She looks at me with eyes that are: dark, deep, the kind of eyes that have seen many women cry in pigeon pose and have never made any of them feel: ashamed. "You've been carrying a lot."

"Is that also obvious?"

"Your shoulders. They're up here." She touches her own ears. "They should be here." She drops her hands to a neutral position. "Shoulders tell the whole story. Yours say: I've been protecting myself for a very long time."

I want to say something clever. Something that demonstrates that I'm fine, that the crying was an anomaly, that I am: handling things. But instead I say: "Twenty-seven years."

She nods. No surprise. No pity. Just: acknowledgement. The acknowledgement that comes from a woman who has spent her career watching bodies tell stories that mouths won't.

"Come tomorrow," she says. "Same time. We'll work on shoulders."

"I'll be here."

"Good." She pauses. "And Mar?"

"Yes?"

"The tears are not weakness. The tears are: the practice working."

I walk out of Seaside Fitness into the Mumbai evening. The air is warm and salt-tinged. Carter Road is busy with evening walkers — couples, families, solo joggers, the entire spectrum of human life passing by at varying speeds. A chaiwala has set up his cart near the promenade. The smell of boiling chai — cardamom, ginger, the particular sweetness of condensed milk that some chaiwalas use and that purists despise but that tastes like: childhood, like Lucknow mornings, like the before-time — reaches me.

I buy a cup. Fifteen rupees. The chai burns my tongue in the specific way that street chai does — too hot, too sweet, too much ginger, perfect. I stand on Carter Road drinking fifteen-rupee chai with mascara tracks on my cheeks and hip flexors that feel like they've been: reborn.

The sun is setting over the Arabian Sea. The colours are: excessive, the way Mumbai sunsets always are — orange bleeding into pink bleeding into purple, the colours having no restraint, no moderation, the colours being: everything, all at once, the way this city is everything, all at once.

I finish the chai. I throw the paper cup in the bin. I walk home.

Tomorrow, we work on shoulders.


  
    Chapter 6: Karan

    
    
  
  My son calls on a Tuesday.

This is significant because my son has not called in six weeks. Six weeks of silence — the silence that a twenty-four-year-old produces when a twenty-four-year-old has decided that his mother is: the problem, and that the problem is best solved by: absence. The absence that punishes. The absence that says: you broke this family, and I will break you back, and the breaking-back will take the form of: not calling, not texting, not responding to the WhatsApp messages I send every third day (not every day, because every day would be: desperate, and not every week, because every week would be: indifferent, and every third day is: the frequency of a mother who is trying to maintain connection without appearing to need it, which she does, desperately).

The phone rings at 9 PM. I'm in my apartment — the Bandra apartment that I've been renting for two months now, the apartment that is: small, sea-facing (if you lean out the bedroom window and tilt your head at forty-five degrees, you can see a sliver of the Arabian Sea between two buildings, the sliver being: enough, because in Mumbai real estate, any glimpse of the sea is: luxury). The apartment is also: mine. The first space I've occupied alone in twenty-seven years. No Harsh. No in-laws on Sunday visits. No neighbours who know my entire history. Just me and four walls and a kitchen where I cook for one, the cooking-for-one being: an adjustment that involves quantities. How much rice do you cook for one person? The answer is: less than you think, and the first three times I'd cooked too much and eaten the excess standing at the counter because sitting at a table for one felt: performative. Like acting in a play where the audience has left.

"Hello?"

"Ma." His voice. Karan's voice — deeper than I remember, or maybe I'm imagining the deepening because six weeks of silence makes you: uncertain about details. Is his voice deeper? Did he always clear his throat before speaking? Did he always sound this: tired?

"Karan. Beta." I say his name and then the endearment, the endearment that I have not stopped using even though he stopped earning it approximately six weeks ago when he told me, during our last call, that the divorce was "my fault because Pitaji never wanted it" — a statement that was factually incorrect (Harsh wanted the divorce as much as I did; Harsh had simply wanted me to be the one to file, so that he could tell people: she left me, the passive construction that absolved him of agency) but that I could not correct without exposing details about Harsh that Karan did not want to hear.

"How are you?" he asks. The question is: perfunctory. He is not asking because he wants to know. He is asking because phone calls require: openings, and "how are you" is the cheapest opening available.

"Main theek hoon." I'm fine. The lie. The reflex. "Tu kaisa hai?" How are you?

"Theek." He's fine. We're both fine. The finest divorced-mother-and-angry-son combination in the history of Indian telecommunications, both claiming fitness while the actual fitness of either is: questionable.

Silence. The silence that happens when two people who used to talk easily now have nothing easy to say. The silence that I fill, because I'm the mother, and mothers fill silences the way they fill tiffin boxes — compulsively, with whatever is available.

"Gym join kiya maine," I say. "Bandra mein. Seaside Fitness. Bahut accha hai." I joined a gym. In Bandra. Seaside Fitness. It's very good.

"Hmm." The hmm of a twenty-four-year-old who has not asked about his mother's gym membership and does not care about his mother's gym membership and is providing the minimum syllable required to maintain the conversation.

"Yoga class mein jaati hoon. Aur Zumba. Naye dost bane hain — Vandana aur Jaya." I go to yoga class. And Zumba. Made new friends — Vandana and Jaya.

"Okay."

The "okay" stings more than the silence. Because "okay" is: the word that acknowledges receipt without acknowledging content. The word that says: I heard you, and what you said is: irrelevant. The word that Harsh used to use when I'd tell him about my day, the "okay" that was a door closing, the door that said: your life outside of mine is not interesting to me.

I almost say this. I almost say: "Karan, don't 'okay' me. I'm your mother, and I'm telling you about my life, and my life deserves more than 'okay.'" But I don't say this. Because saying this would produce: an argument, and the argument would produce: another six weeks of silence, and I cannot afford another six weeks. The economy of mother-son relations when the son is angry and the mother is guilty (not actually guilty — perceived as guilty, which is: functionally the same) — this economy runs on: restraint. The mother's restraint. Always the mother's restraint.

"Beta, actually — I called because —" He pauses. The pause of a person who has a reason for calling and is deciding how to present it. "Pitaji ne bataya ki tumne flat bech diya." Dad told me you sold the flat.

The Lucknow flat. The flat where Karan took his first steps. The flat where I'd made twenty-seven years of dal and chai and compromises. The flat that was: mine, legally, after the settlement — the settlement that Harsh's lawyer and my lawyer had negotiated over three months of emails that felt like: war conducted in Times New Roman, 12-point font. The flat that I'd sold because staying in Lucknow without Harsh was: living in a museum of a dead marriage, every room an exhibit, every wall a memory I didn't want to visit.

"Haan, bech diya." Yes, I sold it.

"Bina bataye?" Without telling me?

"Maine batane ki koshish ki. Tu phone nahi utha raha tha." I tried to tell you. You weren't picking up.

Silence. The silence of a son who knows this is true and is deciding whether to acknowledge it or redirect the blame. Karan chooses: redirect.

"Woh mera bhi ghar tha, Ma." That was my home too.

The sentence arrives with the weight of a thing that is: true and unfair simultaneously. It was his home. And it was my prison. And both things were: real. And the reality of one did not cancel the reality of the other. But try explaining this to a twenty-four-year-old who remembers the flat as: the place where he grew up, the place where his mother made rajma-chawal on Sundays, the place where his childhood lives — and not as: the place where his mother slowly disappeared into the role of wife until wife was all she was.

"Karan." I say his name. Just his name. Because sometimes a name is enough. Sometimes a name carries everything you can't say — the love that hasn't stopped, the guilt that isn't real but feels real, the desire to explain and the knowledge that explanation will not help.

"I wanted to grow up there. I wanted my kids to grow up there."

"Beta —"

"Your kids. The flat where their dadi made rajma. The flat where —" His voice breaks. Not dramatically — not the way voices break in films, with sobs and visible tears. Quietly. The quiet break of a young man who is angry because he is sad and sad because he is angry and doesn't know how to be both at the same time because nobody taught him, and the nobody-teaching being: my failure and Harsh's failure and the failure of a culture that tells boys: don't cry, be strong, anger is acceptable but sadness is not.

"Main Pune aaungi," I say. "Next week. Milte hain. Baat karte hain. Properly." I'll come to Pune. Next week. Let's meet. Let's talk. Properly.

"Theek hai." Okay. But this "theek hai" is different from Harsh's "okay." This one has: a crack in it. A hairline fracture through which something — not forgiveness, not yet, but the possibility of forgiveness — leaks through.

"Tuesday?" I ask.

"Tuesday works."

"Main aa rahi hoon." I'm coming.

"Okay, Ma." Okay, Mom.

Ma. Not Madhuri. Not "tum" (the formal you that he'd used during our last call, the formal you that a son uses when a son is trying to create: distance). Ma.

I hang up. I sit on my bed. The bed is: a double, which is absurd for a woman living alone, but I'd bought a double because singles felt: definitive, like a declaration of permanent aloneness, and I wasn't ready for that declaration. The double bed with its single occupant is: aspirational. Or delusional. The line between the two is: thin.

The phone is warm in my hand. The warmth of a call that lasted seven minutes and covered twenty-seven years and resolved nothing and changed everything and left me sitting on a bed that's too big in an apartment that's too small in a city that's too loud with a heart that's too full.

I don't cry. I've done my crying in pigeon pose. Instead, I do something I haven't done in weeks: I cook. Not dal-chawal — that's survival food, the food you make when you're feeding the body, not the soul. I make rajma. Karan's rajma. The rajma that takes three hours because you have to soak the beans overnight and then cook them with tomatoes and whole spices and the particular patience that rajma demands — the patience that says: good things take time, and the time is: part of the dish.

The smell fills the apartment. Cumin in hot oil — the pop and sizzle that is the sound of Indian cooking beginning, the sound that says: someone is here, someone is making something, someone is: alive. The rajma simmers. I stand at the kitchen counter, not eating standing up this time but: waiting. Waiting for the rajma to be ready. Waiting for Tuesday. Waiting for the crack in my son's "theek hai" to widen into something I can enter.

The rajma is ready at midnight. I eat it at the table. Sitting down. With a plate, not a bowl. With a spoon, not standing at the counter. The rajma tastes like: the flat in Lucknow. Like Sunday afternoons. Like Karan at six years old saying "aur chahiye" — more, I want more — and me serving him more because serving him more was: the purest expression of love I knew.

More. He wants more. And I have more to give.

Tuesday. I'll be there.


  
    Chapter 7: Pune

    
    
  
  The Deccan Queen takes three hours and ten minutes from Mumbai to Pune, which is enough time to rehearse seven different versions of the conversation I'm about to have with my son and reject all of them.

Version one: honest. "Karan, your father had an affair. That's why I filed for divorce. I didn't tell you because I was protecting him, which was: stupid, because protecting him meant you blamed me." This version is: accurate. This version is also: a grenade. And grenades don't discriminate — they destroy the thrower as much as the target.

Version two: gentle. "Karan, sometimes marriages end because both people grow in different directions. Your father and I simply grew apart." This version is: a lie wrapped in therapy-speak, the kind of sentence Dr. Mehra would approve of and that Karan would see through instantly because twenty-four-year-olds can smell: bullshit, even when — especially when — the bullshit is served with maternal tenderness.

Version three through seven: variations of the above, each more unsatisfying than the last, each discarded while the Deccan Queen passes through stations whose names I register without absorbing — Karjat, Lonavala, the tunnel section where the phone signal dies and I'm left alone with my reflection in the darkened window, the reflection of a fifty-year-old woman in a cotton kurta traveling to Pune to negotiate with a twenty-four-year-old who holds all the power because the power in parent-child relationships shifts, at some point, from the parent to the child, and the shifting is: irreversible.

The train smells of: samosa. Someone three seats ahead has opened a tiffin, and the smell of fried potatoes in pastry has colonised the entire coach with the efficiency of a Mumbai real estate developer — quickly, completely, without asking permission. The smell makes me hungry. The hunger is: inappropriate, because I'm supposed to be anxious, not hungry, and the co-existence of anxiety and hunger is one of the body's more confusing features. Your brain says: your son might reject you. Your stomach says: but samosa.

Pune station. I take an auto to Karan's apartment in Hinjewadi — the IT hub, the place where young engineers live in shared flats and order Swiggy and write code that does things I don't understand and call it: work. Karan's flat is on the seventh floor of a building that looks like every other building in Hinjewadi — concrete, recent, built with the architectural imagination of a tax return.

He opens the door.

He looks: different. Not physically — he's still tall (Harsh's height), still thin (my metabolism), still wearing the uniform of the Indian software engineer: t-shirt with some tech company's logo, joggers, bare feet. But different in the way that a face changes when the face has been: thinking. The thinking-face that young people develop when young people have been forced to confront something they don't want to confront, and the confrontation has left: marks. Not visible marks. Expression marks. The kind you see only if you've memorised the face, which I have, because I've been memorising Karan's face since the day it emerged from my body, wrinkled and screaming, twenty-four years ago in a Lucknow hospital.

"Hi, Ma."

"Hi, beta."

We stand in the doorway. The doorway that is: a threshold in every sense — the physical threshold between the hallway and his apartment, and the emotional threshold between estrangement and whatever comes next. Thresholds require: someone to step across first. I step.

The apartment is: clean. Surprisingly clean for a twenty-four-year-old living alone. (His flatmate has moved out, he'll explain later — some dispute about the electricity bill that Karan describes with the righteous indignation of a man who has discovered that principle is expensive.) The kitchen counter has: one plate, one cup, one spoon. The singular cutlery of a person who has not learned to cook for guests because he has not had guests because having guests requires: a life outside of work, and Karan's life outside of work is: small, the smallness being something I recognise because I had the same smallness in Lucknow, the smallness of a life defined by one relationship (his: work; mine: marriage) and everything else shrunk to fit around it.

"Chai?" he asks.

"Main banati hoon." I'll make it.

"Nahi, Ma. Main banaata hoon." No, Ma. I'll make it.

This is: the first surprise. Karan making chai. Karan, who in Lucknow had never entered the kitchen except to take food out of it, who had grown up in a house where the kitchen was: my domain, the domain that I'd defended and been trapped in simultaneously. Karan making chai means: Karan has learned. Karan living alone has taught Karan what living with me did not — that chai doesn't make itself, that someone has to boil the water and measure the leaves and add the cardamom and wait, and the waiting is: part of the making.

He makes chai. It's: not great. Too much water, not enough milk, the cardamom added too late (cardamom must go in with the water, not after — this being one of the fundamental principles of chai that I'd never taught him because I'd never imagined he'd need to make his own). But it's: his chai. Made with his hands in his kitchen in his apartment. And I drink it with the enthusiasm of a woman tasting: effort.

"Acchi hai," I say. It's good.

"Jhooth mat bol, Ma. Pani jaisi hai." Don't lie, Ma. It's like water.

I laugh. He almost laughs. The "almost" being: the distance between us, measured in: one incomplete laugh, one swallowed smile, one glance that starts warm and then corrects itself to: neutral. The neutral that angry sons maintain because angry sons have decided that warmth is: surrender, and surrender is: what the other side wants.

We sit. His sofa is: IKEA. The specific IKEA sofa that every Hinjewadi flat contains — grey fabric, adequate cushioning, purchased online with the same care one applies to ordering: socks. We sit at opposite ends. The distance between us is: exactly right. Not too close (which would force intimacy neither of us is ready for) and not too far (which would formalise the conversation into something diplomatic rather than familial).

"Flat kyun becha?" he asks. Why did you sell the flat?

This is why I'm here. Not for chai, not for the Deccan Queen scenery, not for a tour of Hinjewadi's architectural monotony. This question. The question my son needs answered.

I choose version eight — the version I hadn't rehearsed, the version that arrives only when you're sitting on an IKEA sofa drinking bad chai across from the person you love most in the world and the rehearsed versions feel like: costumes that don't fit.

"Kyunki woh ghar nahi tha. Woh ek role tha. Aur jab role khatam hua — divorce ke baad — toh woh jagah mujhe yaad dilati thi ki main kaun thi. Aur main woh insaan nahi rehna chahti."

Because it wasn't a home. It was a role. And when the role ended — after the divorce — the place reminded me of who I was. And I don't want to be that person anymore.

Silence. Not the phone-silence of our last call — the comfortable-enough silence of two people sitting in the same room, processing.

"Pitaji kehte hain ki tumne sab kuch tod diya." Dad says you destroyed everything.

"Pitaji ko — apni version batane ka haq hai. Meri version alag hai." Your father has the right to his version. My version is different.

"Toh bata." Then tell me.

And here is where I make the decision. The decision that I'd been avoiding for eight months, that I'd discussed with Dr. Mehra, that I'd run through seven versions on the Deccan Queen. The decision to tell my son the truth — not the full truth (the full truth includes details that a son should not carry about his father) but the essential truth. The truth that says: I didn't leave because I was bored. I didn't leave because I wanted freedom. I left because staying was: destroying me, and the destroying was slow enough that I almost didn't notice until there was almost nothing left to save.

I tell him. Not about the affair (that stays locked). But about the years. The years of "theek hai." The years of shrinking. The years of making dal and attending kitty parties and smiling at dinner parties and losing, piece by piece, the woman I'd been before Harsh — the woman who'd worked in advertising in Mumbai, who'd had opinions and ambitions and a laugh that came from somewhere real, before twenty-seven years of "theek hai" had relocated that laugh to somewhere: unreachable.

Karan listens. The listening of a young man who is hearing something he didn't want to hear but needed to hear, the needed-hearing being: the first step toward understanding, which is: the first step toward forgiveness, which is: a journey that takes longer than one afternoon in Hinjewadi but has to start: somewhere.

"Main nahi jaanta tha," he says finally. I didn't know.

"Maine nahi bataya." I didn't tell you.

"Kyun nahi?" Why not?

"Kyunki tu Harsh ka beta bhi hai. Aur main nahi chahti thi ki tu apne Pitaji ko woh nazar se dekhe." Because you're Harsh's son too. And I didn't want you to look at your father that way.

He puts down his chai cup. The cup makes a sound on the glass table — a small sound, the sound of ceramic on glass, but in the quiet of this apartment the sound is: loud. The sound of something being put down. The sound of something being: released.

"Main sorry hoon, Ma." I'm sorry, Ma.

"Tujhe sorry bolne ki zaroorat nahi hai." You don't need to say sorry.

"Hai. Zaroorat hai. Chhe hafte phone nahi uthaya. Tujhe akele chhod diya. Mumbai mein. Nayi jagah mein. Akele." I do. Six weeks without picking up the phone. Left you alone. In Mumbai. New city. Alone.

I reach across the IKEA sofa. The reach being: a bridge. My hand on his hand. His hand is: large now, the hand of a man, not the hand of the baby whose first steps I'd witnessed on a marble floor in Lucknow. But the skin is the same. The warmth is the same. The son is the same.

"Main theek hoon," I say. And for the first time in eight months, I mean it.


  
    Chapter 8: Nikhil

    
    
  
  The man at the juice bar is staring at me.

Not the creepy staring that Mumbai produces in abundance — the staring that men do on trains, in markets, at traffic signals, the staring that women learn to ignore the way they learn to ignore autorickshaw exhaust: unpleasant but unavoidable. This is different. This is: curious staring. The staring of someone who is trying to place you, trying to figure out whether he knows you from somewhere, the somewhere being: uncertain.

I'm at Seaside Fitness, post-yoga, drinking the juice bar's one acceptable offering: fresh mosambi juice, no sugar, no salt, just the fruit and a prayer. I'm sweaty and red-faced and wearing my standard gym outfit — black leggings, grey t-shirt, the uniform that I've now owned for three months and that needs: replacing, but that I keep wearing because the replacing would require shopping, and shopping alone is: one of the things I haven't learned to do in Mumbai without feeling like a tourist in my own life.

"Excuse me — are you Madhuri? Madhuri Srivastava?"

The name. My maiden name. The name I'd carried for twenty-three years before it became Madhuri Khanna, and that I'd recently reclaimed — not legally yet, the legal reclaiming requiring paperwork that I haven't completed, but socially, because at Seaside Fitness I am: Mar, which could be short for either Madhuri Srivastava or Madhuri Khanna, the ambiguity being: useful.

"I'm Madhuri, yes. But I go by Mar."

"Nikhil. Nikhil Desai. We were at —" He pauses. The pause of someone reconstructing a memory from decades ago. "Lintas. 1997. You were in the creative department. I was in accounts."

Lintas. The advertising agency where I'd worked for three years before Harsh's transfer to Lucknow had ended my career and begun my wifehood. Lintas, where I'd been a junior copywriter with opinions about taglines and a collection of advertising awards that were currently in a cardboard box in my Bandra apartment because I didn't know where to hang them and hanging them felt like: mourning a career I'd chosen to abandon (or had the choice been made for me? This question I'd asked Dr. Mehra, and Dr. Mehra had said: "What do you think?" which is what therapists say when the answer is: obvious and painful).

"Nikhil! My God." I stare at him. I don't remember him — or rather, I remember a shape, a presence, a twenty-something man in the accounts department who wore formal shirts to casual Fridays and who may or may not have been the person who accidentally printed the entire month's media plan on the creative department's printer and caused: a minor interdepartmental war.

"The printer incident," I say. "Was that you?"

He laughs. "Guilty. Twenty-eight years and that's what people remember."

"Seventeen pages of media spreadsheets on our colour printer. We couldn't print layouts for two days."

"In my defence, the accounts printer was broken, and I didn't know colour printers were: territorial."

He's: fifty-two, divorced (this comes out within the first five minutes, because divorced people recognise divorced people the way dog owners recognise dog owners — through small, specific signals that the non-divorced don't notice). He's been at Seaside for four years. He works in — no longer advertising but consulting, the vague kind of consulting that involves PowerPoint slides and airport lounges and phrases like "value proposition" and "stakeholder alignment." He has a daughter, thirteen, who lives with his ex-wife in Andheri and whom he sees on weekends when the weekends aren't consumed by: work, which they often are, the consumption being: the reason for the divorce, or one of the reasons, the reasons being: plural, because divorce reasons always are.

"What happened with you?" he asks. "You were brilliant at Lintas. The Surf tagline — that was yours, right?"

"It was a team effort."

"That's what brilliant people say when they don't want credit. I remember the presentation. You were electric."

Electric. The word enters my body through my ears and travels to a place I'd forgotten existed — the place where professional identity lives, the place where "I am good at something" is stored, the place that twenty-seven years of wifehood had bricked over like a fireplace nobody uses. Electric. I was electric. At twenty-three, standing in a conference room, pitching a tagline to a client, I was: electric.

"I left advertising when I got married," I say. "Moved to Lucknow."

"Lucknow? From Mumbai advertising to Lucknow?" His expression is the expression of someone who has just been told that a Formula One driver retired to become a bullock-cart operator. Shock tempered by politeness.

"My husband was transferred. And then — you know. Life happens. Children happen. Twenty-seven years happen."

"And now?"

"And now I'm here. Divorced. Drinking mosambi juice. Trying to remember who I was before I became someone's wife."

He looks at me. Not the staring of earlier — the looking that happens when someone sees past the gym clothes and the sweat and the fifty-year-old face to something underneath. "You were electric," he says. "That doesn't go away. It just gets: covered."

We exchange numbers. Not in the way that single people exchange numbers — with expectation, with possibility — but in the way that old colleagues exchange numbers: as a bridge back to a self that existed before the self was: overwritten. His number in my phone is filed under "Nikhil (Lintas)" because I need the reminder that I knew him in a context where I was: not a wife, not a mother, not a divorcee, but a copywriter. A professional. A person with a skill that people paid for.

The next week, Nikhil invites me to a wine tasting.

"It's at this shop in Bandra West," he says. We're at the juice bar again — this has become a pattern, the pattern that gym acquaintances develop: same time, same place, the reliability of people who have nowhere better to be, which sounds sad but is: not. It's the reliability of choice. We choose to be here. We choose this conversation over other possible conversations (or over no conversation, which is: always an option, and the awareness of that option makes the choosing: meaningful).

"Wine tasting? In Bandra?"

"Indian wines. There's this shop — The Grape Escape — they do monthly tastings. Sula, Fratelli, some new ones from Nashik you've probably never heard of. It's very civilised. You drink, you spit, you pretend to know what you're talking about."

"I don't know anything about wine."

"Neither does anyone. The entire wine industry is built on: confident ignorance."

I laugh. Nikhil makes me laugh — not the way Jaya makes me laugh (with sharp observations that cut) or the way Vandana makes me laugh (with cheerful absurdities that float), but with: ease. The ease of a man who has decided that life, after fifty, is too short for pretension.

"When is it?"

"Saturday evening. Seven o'clock."

"Is this a —" I don't finish the sentence. The sentence I don't finish is: "Is this a date?" And I don't finish it because finishing it would require: acknowledging that dating is something I might do, and I'm not ready for that acknowledgement. I'm three months into my new life. I'm still learning to cook for one, sleep alone, occupy space without apology. Dating is: a bridge I can see but can't cross yet.

"It's a wine tasting," Nikhil says. "With a former colleague. Who likes wine and who thinks you might like wine too. That's all it is."

"That's all it is," I repeat. And the repetition is: a contract. A contract that says: we will drink wine and not complicate things, we will be acquaintances who share an employer from 1997 and a gym from 2025 and nothing in between.

"Okay," I say. "Saturday."

"Saturday."

He smiles. It's a nice smile — the smile of a man who is: kind, attractive-enough (the "-enough" doing work again), and entirely non-threatening. The smile that says: I am not your ex-husband. I am not trying to control you. I am offering: wine.

I take the offer.

Saturday evening. I stand in front of my wardrobe for forty-five minutes, which is thirty-five minutes longer than I've spent choosing clothes since the divorce. The standing-in-front-of-the-wardrobe is: a problem. Because the wardrobe contains two categories of clothing: gym clothes (functional, unsexy, designed for survival) and Lucknow clothes (salwar kameez, appropriate, designed for: disappearing into the role of wife). Neither category is appropriate for a wine tasting in Bandra with a man who is not-a-date.

I call Vandana.

"Emergency. I need clothes."

"What kind of emergency?"

"Wine tasting. With a man. Who is not a date."

"Is he attractive?"

"He's — he's Nikhil."

"Is Nikhil attractive?"

"He's a former colleague."

"That's not an answer. Is Nikhil attractive?"

"Vandana."

"Okay, okay. What time is this not-a-date?"

"Seven."

"I'll be there at five-thirty. With options."

Vandana arrives at five-thirty with a garment bag that suggests she's been waiting for this moment since we met. She produces: a navy blue cotton dress (simple, flattering, the kind of dress that says "I made an effort but not too much effort"), silver jhumkas (statement earrings that Indian women deploy when Indian women want to be: noticed without appearing to want to be noticed), and a pair of kolhapuri chappals that are somehow both casual and elegant.

"This is too much," I say.

"This is exactly right," Vandana says. "You look beautiful."

"I look fifty."

"You look fifty and beautiful. Those are not contradictory statements."

I look in the mirror — the mirror that I've been learning to face since Seaside Fitness taught me that mirrors are: not enemies but witnesses. The woman in the mirror is: fifty, yes. Dark hair with grey at the temples. Lines around the eyes that Jaya calls "character" and Vandana calls "fixable with the right serum" and I call: evidence. Evidence of twenty-seven years of theek hai. But also: the navy dress fits. The jhumkas catch the light. The kolhapuris make my feet look: deliberate, as if I've chosen to walk somewhere specific, as if I'm going somewhere that matters.

The wine tasting is: exactly what Nikhil promised. Civilised. Sixteen people in a Bandra shop tasting Nashik wines and pretending to identify: tannins, minerality, finish. Nikhil introduces me to the shop owner, a cheerful woman named Deepa who pours with the generosity of someone who understands that the purpose of a wine tasting is not: education but: connection.

I taste a Sula rosé. It's: pink, light, with something fruity that I can't name because my wine vocabulary is: non-existent. "Berry," I say, because "berry" seems safe.

"Which berry?" Deepa asks.

"The... good kind?"

Nikhil laughs. Deepa laughs. I laugh. And the laughter is: the best thing I've tasted all evening.

We walk home. Not together-together — Nikhil walks me to my building and stops at the gate. The gate being: a boundary that he respects without being asked to respect it, the respecting being: what I need right now, which is: someone who understands that gates exist for reasons and that reasons don't need to be: explained.

"Thank you," I say. "For the wine. And the not-date."

"Thank you for coming. And for the berry commentary. Very sophisticated."

"I'm a woman of culture."

"You're a woman of mosambi juice and now, occasionally, rosé. That's progress."

I go inside. I take off the jhumkas. I take off the dress. I put on my pyjamas and stand in the kitchen and drink a glass of water and think: I went out. On a Saturday night. With a man. And it was: fine. More than fine. It was: possible.

The possible. That's what matters. Not the wine, not the man, not the dress. The possible. The discovery that Saturday nights are not: empty spaces to be endured but: spaces to be filled. With wine, with laughter, with the company of a kind man who remembers you as: electric.

I go to bed. The double bed. But tonight, the double bed feels: less empty. Not because anyone is in it with me. Because I am in it with me. And tonight, that's: enough.


  
    Chapter 9: The Haircut

    
    
  
  I cut my hair on a Wednesday.

Not because Wednesday is significant — it isn't, or wasn't, until it became: the day I walked into a salon on Hill Road and said "short" and the stylist said "how short?" and I said "short enough that when I look in the mirror, I don't see the woman I was" and the stylist, whose name was Faizan and who had the kind of cheekbones that made you believe in: genetics as art, looked at me for a long moment and said "I understand completely."

Faizan understood because Faizan was: the kind of person who cuts hair the way surgeons perform operations — with precision, gravity, and the awareness that what you're removing is: not just material but identity. Every snip of the scissors was: a decision. Every lock that fell to the floor was: a year. Twenty-seven years of "lambe baal acche lagte hain" — long hair looks nice — falling to the tiles of a Bandra salon while Kishore Kumar played on the speakers and Faizan worked with the concentration of a man who knew that what he was doing was: not cosmetic but therapeutic.

The scissors made a sound. Not the sound you'd expect — not the clean snip of movie haircuts. The real sound, which is: a crunching. The sound of blades meeting through a thickness of hair that has been growing for years, the thickness of a woman's history compressed into keratin and protein and the specific molecular structure of: holding on.

"You sure?" Faizan asked, halfway through. My hair was asymmetric — long on one side, short on the other, the asymmetry being: a metaphor for where I was in life (half in the old identity, half in the new, and the question being: which half to keep).

"Sure," I said. "Both sides."

He cut the other side. The hair fell. The floor around my chair looked like: a crime scene, if the crime was committed against the past. Dark hair with grey at the temples, curling on the white tiles, forming shapes that reminded me of: Devanagari script. As if the falling hair was writing something. A letter. A resignation letter from the woman I'd been.

When Faizan finished and turned my chair to face the mirror, I didn't recognise myself. This is: the point. The woman in the mirror had: a bob. Sharp, just below the ears, the kind of haircut that professional women in Mumbai wear and that I'd always admired from the distance of my Lucknow salwar kameez life. The haircut said: I have somewhere to be. The haircut said: I am not defined by what falls past my shoulders.

"What do you think?" Faizan asked.

I thought: Jaya was right. The choosing is the point.

"I think," I said, "that I should have done this ten years ago."

The reactions arrived in order of: enthusiasm.

Vandana: "OH MY GOD MAR YOU LOOK INCREDIBLE I LOVE IT WHEN DID YOU DO THIS WHY DIDN'T YOU TELL ME I WOULD HAVE COME WITH YOU!" All of this in a single breath, delivered at the gym entrance at a volume that caused Rohit at the front desk to look up from his phone.

Jaya: A single nod. The nod that said everything Vandana's paragraph had said, but compressed into: one movement. The nod of a woman who had suggested the haircut and was now witnessing its execution and was satisfied in the way that mentors are satisfied when students learn: the lesson.

Sunaina: "Your neck is free now. We'll do better in shoulder stands." The yoga teacher's response — practical, body-focused, as if the haircut's primary benefit was: improved inversions. (She was probably right. That evening's shoulder stand was the best I'd done — my neck lighter, my balance steadier, the hair no longer pooling on the mat like a dark curtain between me and: the ceiling.)

Nikhil: "You look different." A pause. "Good different." Another pause. "Really good different." The pauses being: the pauses of a man who wanted to say something more but whose not-a-date contract prohibited: more. The pauses that said what the words couldn't.

And Karan.

Karan came to Mumbai the following weekend — the first time he'd visited since I'd moved. The first time he'd seen the Bandra apartment, the gym, the life I'd been building from the wreckage of the one I'd left. He stood in my doorway — the doorway that I'd crossed so many times alone — and looked at me.

"Ma. Baal kaat liye." Ma. You cut your hair.

"Haan."

"Acche lag rahe hain." It looks good.

This was: more than a compliment about hair. This was Karan seeing me — the new me, the Mumbai me, the me that was emerging from under the accumulated "theek hais" — and saying: I see you. I accept what I see. I might not understand it yet, but I accept it.

"Andar aa," I said. Come in.

He came in. He looked around the apartment — the small apartment with its sea-sliver view and its single-person kitchen and its double bed and its walls that I'd started decorating (a print of a Husain painting, bought from a gallery in Kala Ghoda; a photograph of the Gateway of India at sunset, taken from my phone; Karan's baby shoes, now mounted in a shadow box because some things from the old life deserve: preservation, and the preservation is not nostalgia but: honour).

"Baby shoes?" he said.

"Teri." Yours.

He stood in front of the shadow box. Looking at the tiny white shoes with blue straps. The shoes that had carried him across a marble floor in Lucknow toward a woman who'd been his entire world. He was quiet for a long time. The long time of a son processing the realisation that his mother had kept this — this small thing, this tiny thing — through a divorce, through a move, through the dismantling of an entire life. She'd kept: his first steps.

"Ma."

"Hmm?"

"Rajma bana de na." Make rajma for me.

The request. Not a demand — a request. The request of a child who has come home and wants: the taste of home. The rajma that takes three hours. The rajma that says: I have nowhere to be except here, making this for you, waiting for the beans to soften, waiting for the spices to deepen, waiting the way mothers wait — not passively but actively, the active-waiting that is: love expressed through time.

"Haan," I said. "Rajma."

I made rajma. Karan sat on the kitchen counter — the counter where I'd eaten standing up for months, the counter that was now: a perch for a twenty-four-year-old who'd come to Mumbai and was watching his mother cook with the particular attention of a son who'd realised that cooking was: not invisible labour but visible love.

"Teach me," he said.

"Rajma?"

"Everything. Rajma. Dal. Chai — because honestly, Ma, meri chai bahut bekar hai." My chai is really terrible.

"I know. You made it for me in Pune. It was like: warm water with regret."

He laughed. A real laugh — the laugh of a son who is not angry anymore, or who is still angry but has decided that the anger is: less important than the rajma, less important than the woman making the rajma, less important than the tiny shoes in the shadow box.

I taught him. The rajma first — soaking, boiling, the tomato-onion base that requires patience. Then the chai — water first, then cardamom (crushed, not whole), then tea leaves, then milk, then the simmer that produces: body, the body that chai needs to be chai and not: warm water with regret.

We ate together. At the table. With plates, spoons, the papad I'd fried while the rajma simmered. The meal that a mother and son eat when the mother and son are: beginning again, and the beginning requires: specific food. Food that tastes like: the place where they started. Food that tastes like: forgiveness made edible.

"Ma," Karan said, mouth full of rajma.

"Hmm?"

"Mumbai suits you." He paused. "The haircut. The apartment. The — everything. You seem like — tum khush lag rahi ho." You seem happy.

Khush. Happy. The word that I'd been avoiding because using it felt: premature, dangerous, like declaring victory before the war was over. But Karan said it. My son looked at me — at the short hair, at the small apartment, at the woman eating rajma at her own table in her own city — and said: you seem happy.

"Main try kar rahi hoon," I said. I'm trying.

"Woh bhi bahut hai." That's also a lot.

Yes. That is also a lot. Trying is a lot. Trying is: everything, when trying follows twenty-seven years of: not trying, of accepting, of theek hai.

Karan stayed the night. He slept on the sofa — the sofa that was slightly too short for his tall frame, his feet hanging off the end in the way that sons' feet hang off sofas when sons have grown bigger than the furniture their mothers own. I covered him with a blanket at midnight. The covering being: the oldest gesture. The mother's gesture. The gesture that says: sleep. I'm here. Whatever the morning brings, I'm here.

The morning brought: chai. Made by Karan. Following my instructions from the previous night. Water first, cardamom crushed, leaves measured, milk added, simmer for body.

"Better?" he asked.

I tasted it. It was: better. Not perfect — the cardamom was slightly heavy, the sugar slightly light — but better. The chai of a son who had listened, who had learned, who was trying.

"Bahut better," I said. Much better.

He smiled. The smile that I'd been missing for six weeks, for eight months, for — honestly? — for years. The smile of my son.


  
    Chapter 10: Cheryl

    
    
  
  Cheryl is not Indian.

This matters because in the ecosystem of Seaside Fitness — where the membership is ninety percent Indian, eight percent NRI, and two percent confused foreigners who wandered in looking for the beach — Cheryl stands out. She is: American, sixty-two, from somewhere in Connecticut that she describes as "the kind of place where people mow their lawns on Saturday and judge you on Sunday." She moved to Mumbai four years ago because her husband, a pharma executive named Doug, was posted here by his company, and then Doug died of a heart attack fourteen months later, and Cheryl stayed because going back to Connecticut felt like: admitting defeat.

"Defeat to whom?" I asked, the first time she told me this story. We were in the changing room — the confession booth of Seaside Fitness — and she was applying moisturiser with the methodical precision of a woman who has decided that skincare is: the one thing she can control.

"To the lawn-mowing, Sunday-judging people who told me I was crazy for moving here. 'India, Cheryl? At your age?' As if India was: a dare. As if living in Mumbai at sixty was: a stunt."

"What is it, then?"

"It's living. It's just: living. Somewhere loud and messy and alive. Connecticut was quiet and neat and dead. I prefer alive."

Cheryl has: no children, no remaining family in Mumbai (Doug's company offered to repatriate her; she declined), and a daily routine that consists of: 7 AM yoga with Sunaina, 9 AM walk on Carter Road, 11 AM Hindi lesson with a tutor named Priya who comes to her apartment, 2 PM reading, 5 PM gym class (whatever's on the schedule — she's tried everything, including the goat yoga workshop that Seaside hosted once and that produced chaos of a specifically caprine nature), and 8 PM dinner at one of Bandra's restaurants because cooking for one in a kitchen designed for Doug is: more loneliness than she can handle.

"You could learn to cook Indian food," Vandana had suggested.

"I tried. I made dal. It tasted like: yellow water with existential dread."

"That's actually how most people's first dal tastes," Jaya said.

I like Cheryl. I like her because she is: honest in the way that people who've lost everything become honest — not brutally, not performatively, but casually, the casual honesty of someone who has nothing left to protect. She says what she thinks. She wears what she wants (today: a kurta she bought at Colaba Causeway with leggings from Marks & Spencer, the combination being: cultural fusion at its most practical). She drinks Old Monk rum at restaurants because "when in India" and because Doug used to drink Old Monk and drinking what he drank is: the way she keeps him present without: falling apart.

"How do you do it?" I ask. We're at the juice bar — my third month of juice bar conversations, the juice bar having become: the parliament of Seaside Fitness, the place where the real governance of our little community happens, over mosambi juice and overpriced smoothies.

"Do what?"

"Live here. Alone. In a country that's not yours. Without —" I stop. Without sounds like: a deficit. And Cheryl's life is not a deficit. Cheryl's life is: full. But it's full of things she chose after losing the thing she didn't choose to lose, and the distinction is: what I'm trying to understand.

"Without Doug?" She says his name the way people say the names of the dead — carefully, as if the name itself is: fragile, and speaking it too loudly might break: something. "I do it badly. Some days. Most days I do it: adequately. The adequate days outnumber the bad days now, which is: progress."

"My therapist says something similar."

"Your therapist is smart. Keep the therapist. Lose the guilt."

"What guilt?"

"The guilt you carry for being happy. I can see it on you — every time you laugh, every time you enjoy something, there's a flicker. A flicker that says: should I be enjoying this? Am I allowed to enjoy this? My marriage failed, my son was angry, I sold the flat — do I have the right to sit here drinking juice and laughing?"

She's looking at me with the eyes of a woman who recognises the flicker because she's carried it herself. The survivor's guilt that doesn't require a plane crash or a war — just the ordinary catastrophe of a life that ended and a new one that began, and the transition between them producing: a guilt that says: the old life should still be happening.

"Yes," I say. "That flicker."

"The flicker is: a liar. Happiness after loss is not: betrayal. Happiness after loss is: evidence that you survived. And survival is not something to feel guilty about. Survival is: the whole point."

I want to write this down. I want to write it on my wrist, the way I'd written "the choosing is the point" after Jaya's advice. But my wrist is already crowded with blue-ink wisdom, and I'm running out of: skin.

"Tell me about Doug," I say.

Cheryl tells me. Not the Doug-who-died (she doesn't linger there; she's done her lingering). The Doug-who-lived. The Doug who wore Hawaiian shirts to corporate dinners because "life's too short for solid colours." The Doug who learned to eat with his hands in three days because "if a billion people can do it, so can a Connecticut accountant." The Doug who cried during Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge because "that train scene, Cheryl, that train scene" and who then watched it four more times and cried each time.

"He loved India," she says. "Not the India that expats love — the fancy restaurants, the five-star hotels, the curated experience. He loved the mess. The noise. The traffic. He loved that Mumbai was: alive in a way that Connecticut wasn't. He used to say, 'This city doesn't care if you're ready. It happens whether you're ready or not.'"

"That's true," I say. "Mumbai doesn't wait."

"Mumbai doesn't wait. And grief doesn't wait. And life doesn't wait. So you either keep up or you get: left. And getting left is: what Connecticut looks like. Neat lawns. Quiet streets. Everything in its place. Including: you. In your place. In your lane. In your grief. In your widow's uniform."

She drinks her mosambi juice. The juice that the juice bar makes fresh — the sound of the machine pressing the fruit, the citrus-bright smell that cuts through the gym's background aroma of sweat and disinfectant.

"So I stayed," she says. "In the mess. In the noise. In the city where my husband died and where I decided to: live."

The following week, Cheryl invites me to dinner. Not at a restaurant — at her apartment. A fourth-floor flat in a Bandra building that was built in the 1960s and that has the particular charm of old Bombay construction: high ceilings, wooden window frames, a balcony with wrought-iron railings overlooking a street that sells everything from flowers to phone cases.

The apartment is: Doug. His Hawaiian shirts hang in the hallway — not in a closet but on display, like art. His books fill the shelves — crime fiction, mostly, the kind of thick paperbacks that you buy at airports and read on beaches. A photograph of Doug and Cheryl on Marine Drive, his arm around her, both of them squinting against the sunset, both of them: happy. The photograph's happiness is: not the curated happiness of Instagram but the accidental happiness of two people who forgot someone was taking a picture.

"I'm making khichdi," Cheryl announces. "Priya taught me. She says it's the easiest Indian dish, which means if I can't manage it, I should give up and order Swiggy permanently."

"Khichdi is a great start."

"Khichdi is: survival food. Like your dal-chawal. The food you make when you need comfort, not cuisine."

She makes khichdi. It's: surprisingly good. The rice and dal cooked together until they lose their individual identities and become: something new, something combined, the combination that produces: comfort, the particular comfort that Indians have known for centuries and that a sixty-two-year-old woman from Connecticut has learned to produce in a Bandra kitchen while wearing her dead husband's Hawaiian shirt.

We eat on the balcony. The wrought-iron railing is cool under my forearms. The street below produces: the sounds of Bandra at night — a scooter, a dog, someone's television playing a cricket commentary, the call to prayer from the mosque two streets over that arrives on the warm air like: music, like the city singing to itself.

"Mar," Cheryl says. "Can I tell you something?"

"Of course."

"You're going to be okay. I know this because I was: you. Different details — husband died instead of divorced, American instead of Indian, no children to complicate things. But the same: the starting over. The gym as a lifeline. The acquaintances who become: something more. The discovery that you are: more than the role you played."

"How long does it take?"

"The being-okay?"

"The feeling-okay."

She considers this. The considering of a woman who has been doing the math for three years and has arrived at: an answer.

"It's not a destination. It's not like: one day you wake up and you're okay. It's more like: one day you realise you've been okay for a while and you didn't notice. And the not-noticing is: the proof. Because when you're really okay, you stop checking."

The khichdi is warm. The balcony air is warm. The city below is: alive, messy, loud, ungovernable, exactly the way I need it to be.

I stop checking.


  
    Chapter 11: Aditi

    
    
  
  Aditi arrives at Seaside Fitness in April, when the Mumbai heat has turned the city into a pressure cooker and the gym's air conditioning has become: not a luxury but a survival mechanism.

She is: twenty-eight, employed at a tech startup in BKC that does something with AI and fintech and other words that I nod at without comprehending, and she has joined Seaside specifically for the 6 PM yoga class because her therapist (everyone has a therapist now; this is either progress or a symptom; I choose: progress) told her that "your body is holding trauma in your shoulders" and she'd said "which trauma?" and the therapist had said "all of it" and she'd said "that's not helpful" and the therapist had said "start with yoga."

I know all of this because Aditi tells me within the first fifteen minutes of our acquaintance. She tells me while we're setting up our mats — the mat-setup being a ritual that precedes every yoga class the way tuning precedes a concert, the mats arranged in rows with the precision of people who have Opinions about floor space. Aditi places her mat next to mine and says, without preamble:

"I'm Aditi. I'm new. My therapist sent me. I have anxiety and I cope by oversharing. If that's a problem, I can move my mat."

"It's not a problem," I say. "I'm Mar. I'm divorced. I cope by joining gyms in cities I don't belong to."

"Oh, we're going to get along."

We get along.

Aditi is: the youngest person in our growing circle, which now includes Vandana (forty-three, cheerful, the social glue), Jaya (forty-eight, sharp, the moral compass), Sunaina (thirty-four, serene, the spiritual anchor), Cheryl (sixty-two, widowed, the wise elder), and me (fifty, divorced, the narrator, which is: a role I didn't choose but which chose me when I started paying attention to the stories around me). Adding Aditi is like adding chilli to a dish that was already flavourful — she intensifies everything.

"I broke up with my boyfriend two weeks ago," she tells the group at our first communal vada pav session. We're outside the gym — the vada pav stall has become our post-class gathering point, the six-rupee equivalent of a Parisian salon where ideas are exchanged and lives are examined and green chutney stains: everyone's fingers equally.

"How long were you together?" Vandana asks.

"Three years. He was wonderful. Smart, kind, great with my parents. My mother loved him. My father approved — which, if you know my father, is like getting planning permission from the BMC: bureaucratically impossible."

"So what happened?" Jaya asks.

"He proposed."

Silence. The silence of five women processing the apparent contradiction: wonderful boyfriend proposes, and this is: the problem?

"I said no. And then I panicked. And then he cried. And then I cried. And then my mother called and cried. And then my father called and didn't cry but used the word 'disappointing' in a tone that was worse than crying."

"Why did you say no?" I ask.

Aditi looks at her vada pav. The looking-at-food that people do when the food is easier to face than the question. "Because when he proposed, I felt: nothing. Not happiness. Not excitement. Not even nervousness. Nothing. Like he was proposing to someone standing behind me. And I thought: if marrying this man makes me feel nothing, then marrying this man will make me feel: nothing, for thirty years, and then I'll be fifty and divorced and eating vada pav outside a gym and wondering where my life went."

She looks at me. "No offence."

"Full offence taken and forgiven," I say. "Because you're not wrong."

"I'm not saying your situation —"

"Aditi. You're describing my life. Exactly. Harsh proposed. I felt: nothing. I said yes because saying yes was: expected, and expected is what I did for twenty-seven years. You said no. You said no at twenty-eight. I said yes at twenty-three and spent the next twenty-seven years paying for that yes."

The group is quiet. The quiet that happens when a truth lands in the middle of a conversation and everyone recognises it — the recognition that different women at different ages are fighting the same battle: the battle between what you want and what you're expected to want, and the gap between them being: the space where lives get lost.

"You did the brave thing," Jaya says to Aditi.

"It doesn't feel brave. It feels: terrible. My mother isn't speaking to me. My Instagram DMs are full of aunties sending 'shaadi ke liye taiyaar ho jao beta' messages. My flatmate thinks I'm insane."

"Brave things feel terrible," Jaya says. "If they felt good, everyone would do them."

Aditi joins our circle. She comes to yoga, to Zumba, to the Wednesday spinning class where Arjun has learned to avoid Kesariya (he now plays Arijit Singh, which Jaya tolerates because "at least Arijit can sing, even if he sings about the same three emotions on repeat"). She sits with us at the juice bar. She comes to vada pav. She is: the daughter that the group didn't know it needed — the young one, the one who makes the rest of us feel like we've survived something that she's currently surviving, the something being: the pressure to conform, the pressure that Indian women face at every age but that hits hardest at twenty-eight when twenty-eight is "prime marriage age" and refusing a good proposal is: social suicide.

"Meri maa ko phone kar," I tell her one evening. We're walking on Carter Road, the sunset making the sea look: molten. "I'll speak to your mother."

"You don't know my mother."

"I know every mother. I am a mother. We're all the same species. We want our children to be: safe, and we think safe means: married, and we're wrong, but the wrongness comes from love, and the love is: real even when the advice is: terrible."

"What would you say to her?"

"I'd tell her that her daughter said no to a proposal because her daughter knows herself well enough to know that saying yes would be: a thirty-year mistake. And that knowing yourself at twenty-eight is a gift. And that the gift should be: celebrated, not punished."

"She won't listen."

"She'll listen. She won't agree — agreement takes longer. But she'll listen. Because underneath the disappointment and the aunty-network anxiety and the 'log kya kahenge' — what will people say — underneath all of that is: a mother who wants her daughter to be happy. Even if the mother's definition of happy is: wrong."

Aditi doesn't call her mother that night. But she calls her the following week. And the call goes: badly, then better, then badly again, then: silent for three days, then: a text from her mother that says "beta, khana kha lena" — eat something, child — which is: not forgiveness but: a door left open, the particular door that Indian mothers leave open when Indian mothers are angry but not angry enough to stop worrying about their daughter's meals.

"She texted," Aditi tells me.

"What did she say?"

"Khana kha lena."

"That's an 'I love you.'"

"That's a 'khana kha lena.'"

"In Hindi-mother-speak, they're the same thing."

She smiles. The smile of a twenty-eight-year-old who is beginning to learn what it took me twenty-seven years to learn: that the people who love you will forgive you, eventually, for the crime of: knowing yourself.


  
    Chapter 12: Chetan

    
    
  
  I meet Chetan at a book reading.

Not at the gym — at a bookstore in Kala Ghoda, the kind of bookstore that smells of old paper and new ambition and the particular dust that accumulates on shelves where literature lives longer than the people who write it. The bookstore is called Kitaabghar, and it hosts readings every Saturday evening — readings that attract twenty to forty people depending on the author's fame and the weather's mercy, because Mumbai rain can cancel anything except cricket and weddings.

I'm here because Jaya told me to come. "There's an author reading tonight. Chetan Deshpande. He writes literary fiction — the kind that wins awards and sells twelve hundred copies. His new book is about a widower who moves to Goa. You'll either love it or fall asleep. Come."

I come because I've learned that when Jaya says "come," the correct response is: yes. Jaya's recommendations have a one hundred percent accuracy rate. She told me to cut my hair: accurate. She told me to read Doosri Innings: accurate (her blog is beautiful — the kind of writing that enters your chest and rearranges the furniture). She told me Aditi would be good for the group: accurate. Jaya sees: trajectories. She sees where people are going before the people themselves know.

The bookstore is crowded — forty-three people (I count, because counting is what I do when I'm nervous, and I'm nervous because this is my first non-gym social event in Mumbai that doesn't involve Vandana or wine or vada pav, and the absence of those anchors makes me feel: exposed). I find a seat in the third row. Jaya is supposed to be here but has texted: "Ananya fever. Can't come. Tell me everything."

I'm alone in a bookstore. This should be fine. I used to be alone in boardrooms, pitching taglines to clients who held my career in their expressions. I used to be alone in Lucknow, navigating a city I didn't choose while maintaining a marriage I couldn't leave. Being alone in a bookstore should be: easy.

It isn't. Because alone-in-a-bookstore is a specific kind of alone — the kind where everyone else seems to be with someone, in pairs or small groups, and you are: singular, and the singularity is: visible.

And then: Chetan Deshpande walks to the podium.

He is: tall. Not Harsh-tall (Harsh was tall in the corporate way — tall because his suits were well-cut and his posture was aggressive). Chetan is tall in the way that certain men are tall — the tallness is accompanied by a slight stoop, as if the height is: something he's apologising for, or as if he's spent years bending toward shorter people to hear them better. He has grey hair — fully grey, no dye, no pretence, the grey of a man who has decided that vanity is: a tax he's not willing to pay. His eyes are: what I notice. Dark, attentive, the kind of eyes that look at a room and see: individuals, not an audience.

He reads from his new novel. The novel is called Doosra Kinara — The Other Shore — and it's about a man named Mohan who, after his wife's death, moves to a fishing village near Panjim and learns to: exist without the person who defined his existence. Chetan reads a chapter — the chapter where Mohan learns to cook fish curry from a local woman named Francisca, the cooking being: not about the food but about the act of learning something new when everything old has: ended.

His voice is: the kind of voice you don't hear often. Low but not deep, warm but not soft, with the particular cadence of a man who writes sentences for a living and has therefore learned to: speak sentences with the rhythm that sentences deserve. He reads slowly. Not because the prose demands slowness but because he respects the prose — each word given its weight, each pause given its breath.

I forget I'm alone. I forget the counting. I forget the singularity. There is only: the voice, and the story, and the man telling it.

After the reading, there's chai. Because this is India, and no gathering is complete without chai — the chai that materialises at events the way rain materialises in Mumbai: inevitably, without announcement, filling whatever container is available. I'm standing at the chai table, holding a paper cup (better than the lawyer's-office chai, worse than street chai, acceptable for a bookstore), when he appears.

"Did you enjoy the reading?"

I look up. It's Chetan. Standing next to me with his own paper cup, his height requiring him to look down, the looking-down not producing condescension but: attention. The attention of a man who is used to being looked up at and who compensates by: looking down carefully.

"Very much. Mohan's cooking scene — the fish curry. That was —" I search for the word. Not "nice" (too weak). Not "beautiful" (too generic). Not "powerful" (too reviewing). "— honest. It felt like you'd lived it."

"I did. Not the fish curry specifically — I can't cook. But the learning something new when everything old has ended. That's — autobiography." He says this without self-pity. The way Cheryl talks about Doug. The way Jaya talks about her ex-husband. The matter-of-fact tone of people who have metabolised their loss into: material.

"Your wife?" I ask. The question is forward. I know this. I wouldn't have asked it three months ago — three months ago I was the woman who said "theek hai" and didn't ask questions that might produce: discomfort. But Mumbai-Mar asks questions. Mumbai-Mar has learned from Jaya that questions are: respect, because questions say: I'm interested in your truth, not just your surface.

"Meera. Cancer. Three years ago." Three sentences. Each one a complete unit of: fact. The name, the cause, the time. The biography of a loss compressed into: nine words.

"I'm sorry."

"Thank you. It gets —" He pauses. The pause of a man who has been asked this many times and has many answers and is deciding which answer to give to this particular stranger at this particular chai table. "It gets different. Not easier. People say easier. It's not easier. It's: different. The weight doesn't decrease. You just get stronger. So it feels lighter even though it isn't."

"That's the most honest answer anyone has given me about grief."

"I write for a living. Honest answers are: the only product I have."

We talk. The talking that happens when two people who have survived something find each other at a chai table and discover that the surviving has given them: a common language. We talk about books (he's read everything; I've read less than I want to admit but more than most; we argue about Premchand — he says Godaan is the greatest Indian novel; I say Nirmala and the argument is: beautiful, the kind of argument that energises rather than depletes). We talk about Mumbai (he's lived here all his life; I'm still learning; he recommends a walk through Banganga that I haven't done and that he offers to guide). We talk about the gym (he doesn't go to one; he walks — Marine Drive in the mornings, the walk being: his meditation, his therapy, his version of Sunaina's 6 PM yoga).

We don't talk about my divorce. I don't offer it and he doesn't ask. Not because the information is hidden but because: it's not needed. Not yet. What's needed is: this. Two people. Chai. A conversation about Premchand. The discovery that another human being can be: interesting, in a way that doesn't require: explanation or context or the full biography of your damage.

At nine o'clock, the bookstore begins to close. The owner dims the lights — the universal signal that says: go home, the books will be here tomorrow, the conversations can wait.

"Can I walk you somewhere?" Chetan asks.

"I'm in Bandra. It's not far."

"I'm in Dadar. I'll walk you to the station."

We walk. Through the Kala Ghoda streets — the streets that at night produce a particular Mumbai beauty: old buildings lit by streetlamps, the art galleries closed but their window displays still visible, the occasional cat crossing our path with the entitlement that Mumbai cats possess (cats in Mumbai walk as if the city was built for them, and they may be: right). We walk without urgency. The walking of two people who don't want the conversation to end but who understand that endings are: part of the shape of things.

At the station, he says: "This was — unexpected. In a good way."

"For me too."

"Can I have your number? Not for — I'm not —" He's fumbling. The fumbling of a man who hasn't asked for a woman's number in: years, possibly decades, and for whom the asking is: terrifying and exciting in equal measure.

"Yes," I say. Because "yes" is what I'm practising. Yes to the haircut. Yes to the vada pav. Yes to the bookstore alone. Yes to the number.

He saves my number. I save his. "Chetan (Kitaabghar)" — because in my phone, people are: defined by where I met them. The taxonomy of a new life, organised not by history but by: encounter.

I take the train home. The local train at 9:30 PM — crowded but not crushing, the evening-crowd being different from the morning-crowd (the evening-crowd has been: softened by a day of work and is going home to food and sleep and the television that Mumbai runs on). I stand holding the overhead bar, my body swaying with the train's rhythm, and I think: today, I met someone. Not a gym acquaintance, not a former colleague, not a member of my circle. Someone new. Someone who reads Premchand and walks Marine Drive and speaks about grief with the honesty of a man who has earned the right to be: honest.

The train passes Bandra station. I get off. The platform smells of: the sea, and the evening, and the jasmine that someone is selling at the station exit.

I buy a string of jasmine. I loop it around my wrist. The scent follows me home — sweet, persistent, the scent that Meera probably wore, the scent that Indian women wear because jasmine is: not a flower but a declaration of presence. I am here. I smell like: this. I have survived this day and I'm carrying: flowers.


  
    Chapter 13: Banganga

    
    
  
  Chetan calls on a Thursday.

Not texts — calls. The calling being: a generational marker, because people over forty-five call and people under forty-five text and the boundary between the two is: fixed, immovable, the great communicative divide of our time. Chetan calls because Chetan is fifty-three and because Chetan believes that the human voice carries information that text cannot — tone, pause, breath, the micro-hesitations that reveal what words conceal.

"Are you free Saturday?" His voice through the phone is: slightly different from his bookstore voice. Closer. More personal. The voice of a man speaking to one person instead of forty-three.

"Saturday. Let me check." I don't need to check. My Saturday is: empty, the way my Saturdays have been empty since I moved to Mumbai, the emptiness being not the painful kind (that was month one) but the spacious kind (this is month five), the kind that allows for: possibility. "I'm free."

"Banganga. I promised you a walk. The tank is beautiful in the morning — before the tour groups arrive. Shall we say seven?"

"Seven is perfect."

Seven o'clock Saturday morning, I'm standing at Banganga Tank in Malabar Hill, and the city is: different here. Mumbai at seven in the morning in May is already warm — the warmth that arrives not gradually but fully formed, as if the sun has been rehearsing all night and is now performing at full intensity. But Banganga is: cooled by history. The ancient water tank, surrounded by temples that are older than the British occupation, older than the Mughals, older than most things that Mumbai contains — the tank produces a micro-climate that is: sacred and humid simultaneously.

Chetan arrives at seven-oh-three. He's wearing: a white linen kurta and dark trousers, the outfit of a man who has dressed for a walk the way other men dress for dinner — deliberately, with respect for the companion. His grey hair is slightly damp. He's come from his Marine Drive walk.

"You walk Marine Drive and then come here?" I ask. "That's — how many kilometres?"

"Six. Give or take. The giving and taking depending on whether I stop for chai at Girgaon, which I always do, so: seven."

"Every morning?"

"Every morning. Rain, heat, whatever Mumbai decides to throw. The walk is: non-negotiable."

He says this without the self-congratulation that fitness people attach to their routines. Not "I walk seven kilometres every morning" as a boast, but as: a fact. The way Sunaina says "I do yoga." The way Jaya says "I write." A practice. A non-negotiable. The thing that keeps you: upright.

We walk around the tank. The steps descend to the water — green, still, ancient water that has been sitting in this tank since the eleventh century, the water reflecting the temples and the sky and the pigeons that treat Banganga as: a resort, the pigeons bathing and strutting along the stone edges with the entitlement of creatures who have been coming here longer than any human.

"Meera loved this place," Chetan says. He says her name the way he says it in his books — with familiarity, the way you say the name of a city you've lived in. Not with pain (the pain has been processed) but with: presence. Meera is present when Chetan speaks her name. Not as a ghost but as: a fact.

"She was an art historian. She used to bring her students here — from the university — and she'd sit on those steps and lecture about temple architecture and the Silhara dynasty and the student would take notes and she would forget to stop and they'd miss their next class and she'd say, 'History doesn't respect timetables.' She was — "

He pauses. Not the grief-pause. The selection-pause. Choosing which detail to share from the archive of a marriage that lasted twenty-four years.

"She was the smartest person I knew. Smarter than me, which she reminded me of: regularly. And she was right." He smiles. The smile of a man remembering not a tragedy but a person. The person behind the tragedy.

"What was she like? As a person, not as a — not as someone who died."

He looks at me. The look of a man who has been asked this question rarely, because people who know about Meera's death ask about: the death, the dying, the after. Not about: the before. Not about: the living.

"She was impatient. She read three books at a time. She argued with taxi drivers about routes — not because she knew better but because arguing was: sport. She made terrible chai — the worst chai in Maharashtra, possibly in India. She put too much sugar and no cardamom and she'd serve it to guests and they'd drink it and smile and she'd know they were lying and she'd laugh."

"She sounds wonderful."

"She was wonderful. And she was difficult. And she was: mine, for twenty-four years, and then she was: gone, and the gone-ness is not something you recover from. You recover around. Like a tree growing around a rock. The rock stays. The tree keeps growing."

I sit on the stone steps. The stone is warm — the warmth of centuries of sun stored in Basalt, the warmth that rises through your clothes into your skin, the warmth that says: this place has been here longer than your problems and will be here after your problems have become: history.

Chetan sits beside me. Not close — the distance of propriety that Indian men of his generation maintain, the distance that says: I respect your space, I respect the fact that we've known each other for eleven days, I respect that whatever this is, it is: new and fragile and must be handled with the care that new and fragile things require.

"Tell me about you," he says. "Not the gym-you or the divorced-you. The you-before."

"The me-before was a copywriter. At Lintas. In 1997."

"Lintas. That's a name from another era. What was it like?"

And I tell him. I tell him about the creative department — the chaos of it, the brilliance of it, the twenty-three-year-old version of myself who'd stood in conference rooms and pitched ideas and believed that words could: change things. I tell him about the Surf tagline (his eyes widen — "That was you? That tagline is legendary"). I tell him about the award I won at twenty-four — a silver at the Abby Awards — that is currently in a cardboard box in my Bandra apartment because I don't know where to hang it.

"Hang it," he says. "Hang it where you can see it every day."

"It feels like: showing off."

"It feels like: remembering. There's a difference. Showing off is: performance. Remembering is: evidence. Evidence that you existed before you were someone's wife. Evidence that you were: electric."

Electric. The word that Nikhil used. The word that Chetan uses now, independently, without knowing Nikhil used it. The word that two separate men, from two separate parts of my life, have used to describe the woman I was before Harsh — the convergence suggesting that "electric" is not: flattery but: fact.

"Who told you I was electric?"

"Nobody. I'm reading you. You're — the way you talk about the tagline, your face changes. The lines relax. Your eyes do something. You become: younger. Not in years — in energy. That's what I mean by electric. The version of you that loved what she did. That version is still here. I can see her."

I look at the water. The ancient green water of Banganga, reflecting the sky, reflecting the temples, reflecting: me. The woman on the steps. Fifty years old. Short hair. New city. Old talent. The woman who was electric and who is: finding her way back to the current.

"I'm thinking about going back to advertising," I say. The sentence arrives without my permission — I hadn't planned to say it, hadn't even known I was thinking it until the words were: out. The words that my body produced before my brain could: filter.

"You should."

"I'm fifty."

"And?"

"And the industry has changed. It's all digital now. Social media. Reels. Things I don't understand."

"You understand: words. Words don't become obsolete. The medium changes but the need for someone who can: say something true in a way that makes people feel — that need doesn't change. That need is: permanent."

We sit on the steps of Banganga, two people whose lives have been interrupted — his by death, mine by divorce — and who are finding, in the ancient warmth of stone and the ancient stillness of water, the possibility that interruption is not: ending. That the interrupted life can be: resumed. Not the same life — a different life. A life built on the rubble of the old one, the way temples are built on the ruins of older temples, the new structure containing: traces of what came before.

"Chai?" he asks. "There's a stall near the temple. Not Meera-level terrible. Actually drinkable."

"Chai," I say.

We drink chai on the steps of Banganga. The chai is: strong, ginger-heavy, served in small clay cups that you break after drinking — the kulhad, the cup that is used once and returned to the earth, the cup that reminds you: everything is temporary, even the vessel that holds your comfort.

The kulhad breaks in my hand — the satisfying crack of fired clay, the shards falling to the stone steps, the breaking that is: not destruction but completion. The cup has served its purpose. The chai has been: drunk. The morning has been: lived.

"Next Saturday?" Chetan asks.

"Next Saturday."

He walks me to the main road. A taxi — not Uber, not Ola, a proper Mumbai kaali-peeli taxi with a cranky meter and a driver who knows the city by: smell rather than GPS. Chetan opens the door. The door-opening that is: not chivalry but courtesy, the courtesy of a man who has been raised to open doors and who does so without: performance.

"Madhuri," he says. Not Mar. Not the gym-name. My full name. Said the way my parents said it when my parents were: proud. The name that Harsh had shortened to a possessive — "Madhuri, dinner?" "Madhuri, my shirt?" — and that Chetan says as if the name is: a sentence in itself. Complete.

"Chetan."

He smiles. I get in the taxi. The taxi drives me to Bandra through Saturday-morning traffic, and I sit in the back seat holding the fragments of a broken kulhad and thinking: this is what beginning feels like. Not fireworks. Not certainty. But: chai, and stone steps, and a man who says your name like it means something.


  
    Chapter 14: Jai

    
    
  
  Jai is the gym's resident mystery.

He's been at Seaside Fitness longer than anyone — seven years, according to Rohit at the front desk, who keeps track of membership anniversaries the way some people keep track of: birthdays. Seven years of daily attendance: weights in the morning, swimming at lunch (Seaside has a pool — a twenty-five-metre pool that smells of chlorine and ambition and that I've never entered because swimming requires: a swimsuit, and a swimsuit requires: a relationship with my body that I'm still negotiating), and an evening class — usually spinning or Zumba, sometimes Sunaina's yoga.

Nobody knows Jai's full story. This is remarkable because Seaside Fitness is: a gossip ecosystem. Vandana knows everyone's marital status. Jaya knows everyone's emotional temperature. Aditi knows everyone's Instagram handle. Cheryl knows everyone's drink order. I know everyone's name. Between us, we have: a comprehensive database of Seaside's membership.

But Jai is: a gap in the database.

What we know: he's approximately fifty-five, tall, with the kind of lean muscular build that suggests he's been physically active for decades, not months. His hair is salt-and-pepper, worn slightly long — not the long of neglect but the long of: choice. He speaks Hindi and English with equal fluency and occasional Marathi that sounds native. He wears the same thing every day: black shorts, grey t-shirt, white trainers. The uniform of a man who has eliminated decision fatigue from his wardrobe, the way Steve Jobs did with his turtlenecks, except Jai's version costs: significantly less.

What we don't know: everything else. Married? Divorced? Single? Children? Job? Origin story? He arrives, he works out, he leaves. He nods at people. He doesn't join conversations. He exists in the gym the way furniture exists in a room — present, functional, noticed only when you're looking for it.

"Ask him," Jaya says. We're at the juice bar — the parliament is in session. "You're the journalist now."

"I'm not a journalist. I'm a woman who used to write taglines."

"Same skill set. Asking questions. Getting answers. Making people reveal things they didn't plan to reveal."

"That sounds like: interrogation."

"Journalism is: polite interrogation."

I don't ask Jai. I don't need to. Because Jai comes to me.

It happens on a Tuesday — the day I'm at the gym alone because Vandana has a dental appointment, Jaya is at Ananya's school for parent-teacher, Aditi is in a work crisis that involves "a deployment that broke production" (I don't know what this means but her face suggested: catastrophe), and Cheryl is visiting Doug's grave at the Sewri Christian Cemetery, a visit she makes on the third Tuesday of every month.

I'm on the treadmill. The treadmill is: the least interesting piece of gym equipment, the machine that converts: effort into distance that doesn't actually exist, the existential joke of modern fitness — you walk and walk and arrive: nowhere. But the treadmill has a view of the gym floor, and from the treadmill I can see: everyone. Including Jai, who is at the free weights, doing bicep curls with the focused concentration of a man who is: somewhere else.

The treadmill next to mine activates. Jai.

"You're Mar," he says. Not a question.

"How do you know my name?"

"Everyone knows your name. You're the woman who showed up in salwar kameez." The slightest smile. Not a full smile — a muscle movement. The movement that suggests: humour exists in this man, buried under whatever it is that keeps him: silent.

"That was four months ago. Does nobody forget anything in this gym?"

"Gyms are: villages. In a village, one event defines you for a generation."

We walk — side by side on our respective treadmills, walking toward nowhere at the same speed, the synchronisation being: accidental but pleasant. The pleasant that comes from two bodies moving in rhythm without intention.

"I'm Jai," he says.

"I know. You're the gym's mystery man."

"Mystery suggests: something interesting to discover. I'm not interesting."

"That's exactly what interesting people say."

He's quiet for a moment. The treadmill hums. The gym's background music — a playlist that Rohit curates and that oscillates between Bollywood hits and forgettable EDM — fills the silence with: noise that isn't conversation but that makes conversation: possible, because pure silence between strangers on treadmills would be: uncomfortable.

"I'm a photographer," he says. "Commercial. Corporate headshots, product catalogues, events. The kind of photography that pays the bills but that isn't —" He searches for the word. "— isn't the photography I trained for."

"What did you train for?"

"Documentary. I spent fifteen years shooting for magazines. National Geographic India, Outlook, The Hindu's Sunday supplement. I went everywhere — the Sundarbans, Ladakh, the Northeast, Kashmir before it became: a story that only one kind of photographer could tell. I photographed people. Their faces. Their hands. The things that faces and hands reveal when faces and hands are: unguarded."

"Why did you stop?"

The treadmill hums. Jai increases his speed — not dramatically, just a notch, the notch being: the physical manifestation of a question he doesn't want to answer at walking speed.

"My wife. She was tired of me being: gone. Gone for weeks, months. She said — she said something I still think about. She said: 'Jai, tum doosron ki zindagi photograph karte ho. Humari zindagi kaun photograph karega?'"

You photograph other people's lives. Who will photograph ours?

"So I stopped. I came back to Mumbai. I started shooting corporate headshots. Steady money. Regular hours. Home every evening for dinner."

"And?"

"And she left anyway. Two years after I came back. She said — she said she didn't recognise the man who came back. The man she married was: the one who went to Ladakh and didn't call for ten days. The man who came back was: safe. And safe was: not who she'd married."

The irony — the specific, surgical irony of a man who sacrificed his passion for his marriage and lost both. The irony that Jaya would call: "the universe's quality control department at work." The irony that I recognise because my own irony is: similar. I sacrificed my career for my marriage and lost both. The geometry is: different (he gave up going; I gave up doing) but the architecture is: the same.

"When was this?" I ask.

"Eight years ago. I've been: here since. At this gym. Doing corporate headshots. Existing in the way that people exist when they've decided that the extraordinary part of their life is: over."

"Is it?"

He looks at me. Not from the treadmill — he's stopped walking, his machine slowing to a halt while mine continues. The asymmetry of two treadmills: one stopped, one still going. The asymmetry of two lives: one that has decided to stop, one that is: still going.

"I don't know," he says. "That's the honest answer."

"Honest answers are: valuable. I met someone recently who told me that."

"The writer? Chetan Deshpande?"

"How —"

"Village. I told you. Gyms are villages."

I laugh. He almost laughs. The almost-laugh that is: his version of a full laugh, the way his almost-smile is: his version of a smile. Jai operates at: lower volume. Not because he has less to say but because what he has to say is: compressed, the compression of a man who spent fifteen years communicating through images and who therefore treats words as: expensive.

After the treadmill session — after I've walked three kilometres to nowhere and he's walked two — we sit in the lobby. Not the juice bar (Jai doesn't do the juice bar; the juice bar is: social, and Jai's relationship with social is: cautious). The lobby, where the chairs are hard and the conversation is: optional.

"Can I show you something?" he asks.

He takes out his phone. Not the latest model — a phone that's been used, the screen slightly scratched, the case: absent, because Jai is not a man who cases his phone the way he is not a man who cushions his: anything.

The photograph. It's of: a woman's hands. Old hands — wrinkled, sun-darkened, the hands of a woman who has worked with earth for decades. The hands are holding: a clay pot. A diya. Unfired, still wet, the clay catching light. The photograph is: beautiful. Not the beauty of composition or technique (though both are present) but the beauty of: attention. The attention that a photographer gives to a subject when the photographer has decided that this subject is: worth seeing.

"Varanasi," he says. "Twelve years ago. Before I stopped."

"It's incredible."

"I have: thousands. On hard drives. In boxes. Twelve years of: work that nobody has seen because I stopped and the stopping meant: the work stopped being shared."

"Why are you showing me?"

He puts the phone away. The putting-away that is: deliberate, as if the phone is: a confession he's decided to close.

"Because you're going back to advertising. I heard. Village." The slightest smile. "And I thought: if you can go back, maybe I can go back. Maybe going-back is: not regression but — the other thing."

"Reclamation."

"Reclamation. Yes. That's the word."

We sit in the lobby of Seaside Fitness — two people who gave up the things that made them: alive, and who are sitting on hard chairs contemplating whether reclamation is: possible.

"Show your photographs," I say. "Not to me — to the world. Exhibit them. Twelve years of work. People should see."

"Maybe." The maybe of a man who has been saying maybe for eight years and for whom maybe is: a fortress against the vulnerability of: yes.

"Not maybe," I say. Channelling Jaya. "Yes."

He looks at the gym floor. The weights, the treadmills, the people walking to nowhere. "I'll think about it."

"You've been thinking for eight years. Try: doing."

The slightest smile. The almost-laugh. And then: a nod. Not agreement — acknowledgement. The acknowledgement that someone has said the thing he's been waiting for someone to say.


  
    Chapter 15: The Interview

    
    
  
  The advertising agency is on the fourteenth floor of a glass building in Lower Parel — the kind of building that Mumbai produces in abundance now, the glass-and-steel towers that have replaced the textile mills the way ambition replaces: history. The elevator smells of someone's expensive cologne and the particular anxiety of job seekers, the anxiety that produces: sweat in places you didn't know could sweat.

I'm wearing the navy dress. Vandana's navy dress, which has become: my navy dress, because Vandana insisted ("Keep it. It's your power outfit. Every woman needs a power outfit. Mine is teal. Yours is navy. This is: science"). The jhumkas. The kolhapuris. The haircut that Faizan gave me and that I've maintained at monthly appointments because the haircut is: the first thing I chose for myself and I will not let it: grow out.

The agency is called Spark & Co. It's not Lintas — Lintas doesn't exist anymore, absorbed into some global conglomerate whose name I can't remember and whose identity is: corporate, not creative. Spark & Co is: new. Founded three years ago by two women — Prerna and Ritu — who left a multinational because "we got tired of asking permission to have ideas." Their work is: brilliant. I've spent two weeks researching them. Digital campaigns, brand storytelling, social media strategies that go viral not because of luck but because of: craft. The craft of words. The craft that I used to practise.

The interview is at eleven. I'm at the building at ten-thirty because punctuality is: the first thing you control in a situation where you control nothing else.

I sit in the lobby. The lobby has: a receptionist who is twenty-three (everyone in advertising is twenty-three; this was true in 1997 and is true in 2025 and will probably be true in 2050), a wall of awards (Cannes Lions, Spikes Asia, One Show — the hardware that advertising agencies display the way restaurants display their hygiene ratings), and a coffee machine that produces something called a "flat white" which I've never heard of but which the twenty-three-year-old receptionist offers with the confidence of someone who believes that flat whites are: self-explanatory.

"I'll have chai," I say.

"We don't have chai."

"An advertising agency in Mumbai without chai?"

"We have matcha."

"I'll wait."

Prerna comes to get me herself. She is: forty, sharp-featured, wearing a black t-shirt and jeans and sneakers — the uniform of the creative industry in 2025, which is: the opposite of the creative industry in 1997 (when we wore formal clothes and pretended to be corporate while secretly being: lunatics). She shakes my hand.

"Madhuri. Thanks for coming in."

"Thank you for the interview. I have to be honest — I haven't been in an agency in twenty-seven years."

"I know. I read your portfolio."

"My portfolio is from 1997."

"Your portfolio is: extraordinary. The Surf campaign alone — that's taught in advertising schools. I studied it at MICA." She's walking me through the office — an open plan space where thirty people sit at desks with large monitors and small attention spans, the office that modern advertising has become: a room of screens and headphones and Slack messages and the quiet intensity of people creating things that millions will see and most will forget.

"That was a long time ago," I say.

"Good writing doesn't have a shelf life. The principles don't change — insight, brevity, emotional truth. The platforms change. The principles don't."

This is: exactly what Chetan said. The medium changes but the need doesn't. Two people, in two separate contexts, telling me the same thing. The convergence is: either coincidence or evidence.

The interview is: not what I expected. I expected: formal questions about my experience, my skills, my five-year plan. The questions that interviews produce when interviews are: rituals of assessment. Instead, Prerna sits me down in a glass-walled conference room, puts a brief on the table, and says:

"Write me something."

"Now?"

"Now. The client is a chai brand — ironic, given our matcha situation. They want a campaign that speaks to women over forty who are: starting over. New careers, new cities, new identities. The brand is called 'Doosri Chai' — Second Cup. I want a tagline and a sixty-word brand story. You have: thirty minutes."

She leaves. I'm alone in a glass room with a brief that is: my life written on a piece of paper. A chai brand for women starting over. The universe is either: helping or mocking. I choose: helping.

I write.

The writing is: not like writing used to be. In 1997, I wrote on paper — longhand, the words arriving through my fingers in ink. Now I'm writing on a laptop (Prerna's laptop, which she left open for me, the leaving-open being: either trust or a test). But the process is: the same. The process that writing requires, regardless of medium. The emptying. The waiting. The arrival of the idea, which arrives not from the brain but from somewhere deeper — the place where observation and empathy meet, the place where you look at a client's brief and see: not a product but a person. Not a chai brand but a woman. Not a marketing problem but a human truth.

The truth is: starting over is not starting from zero. Starting over is starting from: everything you've already survived.

I write the tagline: Doosri Chai. Pehli se zyada kadak.

Second Cup. Stronger than the first.

I write the brand story in sixty words:

She's fifty. She's moved. She's starting over. They told her the best years were behind her — but they didn't know her chai. Doosri Chai isn't a second choice. It's a second chance. Brewed with the same leaves, the same spice, but this time — on her terms. Because the second cup is always the one she makes for herself.

I put the laptop down. Thirty minutes. The thirty minutes that felt like: three, the way time collapses when you're doing the thing you were made to do. The time-collapse that I'd experienced at twenty-three and that I'd forgotten existed until this moment, in a glass room on the fourteenth floor of a Lower Parel building, at fifty.

Prerna comes back. She reads. She reads slowly — the slow reading of a person who takes words seriously, who reads not for speed but for: weight.

"Pehli se zyada kadak," she says. "That's —" She looks at me. "That's the line."

"Is it?"

"It's the line that makes a fifty-year-old woman pick up the box and not put it down. It's the line that makes her feel: seen. Not pitied. Not patronised. Seen."

"So —"

"So the job is yours. If you want it."

The "if you want it" is: important. Not a formality — a genuine question. Do I want this? Do I want to re-enter an industry I left twenty-seven years ago? Do I want to sit in an office with twenty-three-year-olds and write for platforms I don't understand and learn: everything, all over again?

"I want it," I say.

"Good. We'll start you as senior copywriter. Part-time first — three days a week. You'll need to learn the digital tools. We'll pair you with someone for that. The pay is —" She names a figure. It's less than what Harsh used to make at his polymer company. It's more than: zero, which is what I've been earning for twenty-seven years.

"That's fine."

"One more thing. The Doosri Chai campaign — I want you to lead it. Not assist. Lead."

"I've been out of the industry for —"

"Twenty-seven years. Yes. And in thirty minutes you produced the best brief response I've seen this quarter. The industry missed you, Madhuri. Don't make us wait any longer."

I walk out of the building into the Lower Parel afternoon. The sun is: punishing — May in Mumbai, when the heat is not a temperature but a personality, aggressive and unrelenting. I stand on the pavement and call: everyone.

Vandana: screams. Jaya: "About time." Sunaina: "Your shoulders will drop three centimetres." Cheryl: "Doug would have hired you on the spot." Aditi: "DIDI I'M LITERALLY CRYING AT MY DESK." Nikhil: "Electric. I told you."

And Chetan. I call Chetan last — not because he's least important but because he's: most, and the most-important calls require: a moment. A breath. The breath that Sunaina taught me.

"Hello?"

"I got a job."

"Tell me everything."

I tell him everything. Standing on a Lower Parel pavement, sweating through the navy dress, jhumkas catching the sun, telling a man I've known for three weeks that I've reclaimed a version of myself that I thought was: dead.

"Doosri Chai," he says. "Pehli se zyada kadak. That's — that's poetry, Madhuri."

"It's a tagline."

"Good taglines are: poetry. The best ones are. And that's one of the best."

"Thank you."

"No. Thank you. For going. For writing. For saying yes."

Yes. The word I've been practising. The word that started with a haircut and a vada pav and a bookstore and a man who reads Premchand and that has now become: a job. A tagline. A glass room where I was: electric again.

Doosri Chai. Pehli se zyada kadak.

The second cup. Stronger than the first.


  
    Chapter 16: Monsoon

    
    
  
  The monsoon arrives on the second of June, which is three days earlier than the meteorological department predicted and exactly on time by Mumbai's own calendar — Mumbai's calendar being: not a document but a feeling, the feeling that the air has been holding its breath for weeks and that the breath is about to be: released.

I'm at the gym when it starts. Studio A, 6 PM yoga, Sunaina guiding us through a sequence that she's titled "Surrender" — the word that I would have resisted three months ago (surrender was what I'd done for twenty-seven years; I didn't need more practice) but that I now understand differently. Sunaina's surrender is not: giving up. It's: giving in. To the pose. To the breath. To the body's knowledge of what it needs, which is always: more than the mind thinks it does.

We're in savasana — the final resting pose, the pose where you lie on your back and do: nothing, the nothing being the hardest thing you'll do all class because nothing requires you to stop performing, stop achieving, stop being: useful, and just: exist — when the first thunder arrives.

Not distant thunder. Mumbai thunder — the thunder that doesn't warn, that arrives fully formed, the sound equivalent of a door slamming in a cathedral. The sound shakes the studio windows. Someone in the back row gasps. Sunaina doesn't flinch. "Breathe with it," she says. "The storm is: practice."

And then: the rain.

Mumbai rain is not like other rain. Other cities have rain that falls. Mumbai has rain that: arrives. The rain is not weather — the rain is an event, the event that transforms the city from its dry, dusty, heat-ravaged self into something: different. Something that smells of wet earth and relief and the particular petrichor that Mumbai produces when three months of accumulated heat meets: water from the Arabian Sea.

The smell enters the studio through the ventilation. Petrichor — the word I learned from Chetan, who told me it comes from the Greek for "stone" and "blood of the gods," which is: the most accurate description of that smell I've ever heard. The blood of the gods. The divine fluid that the earth releases when the earth is: grateful for rain.

Class ends. We roll up our mats. We walk to the lobby. And we stop.

The lobby has glass doors, and through the glass doors we can see: the monsoon. Not rain but: a wall. A wall of water that has been dropped on Bandra with the subtlety of a tsunami and the persistence of a mother-in-law. The street outside Seaside Fitness is: a river. The auto-rickshaws are: boats. The pedestrians who were caught outside are: swimming, or wading, or standing under shop awnings with the resigned patience of people who have lived through this before and who know that the only response to Mumbai monsoon is: wait.

"Bahar nahi ja sakte," Vandana says. We can't go out.

"Obviously," Jaya says. "Unless you want to swim to Carter Road."

"I can't swim."

"Then we wait."

We wait. The waiting that the monsoon forces — the waiting that is: Mumbai's gift to its residents, because Mumbai moves at a speed that doesn't allow for waiting except when the monsoon says: stop. And when the monsoon says stop, everyone stops. The city that never sleeps is forced to: nap.

We sit in the lobby — the full group, all of us, because the monsoon has trapped us together the way a playwright traps characters in a room and forces them to: talk. Vandana. Jaya. Sunaina (who's staying because her apartment in Khar is unreachable by any vehicle short of a submarine). Aditi (who's trying to text her colleague about the deployment situation but whose phone has: no signal, the monsoon having opinions about: telecommunications). Cheryl (who's wearing Doug's Hawaiian shirt under her gym jacket and who looks: unbothered, because a Connecticut woman who survived Doug's death can certainly survive: weather). Jai (who appeared from the weight section with the same neutral expression he wears for everything — weights, weather, existence). And me.

"This is nice," Cheryl says.

"This is: trapped," Jaya corrects.

"Trapped and nice are not: mutually exclusive. Some of the best moments of my life happened when I was trapped. Doug and I were stuck in a train between Vashi and Panvel for four hours once. Power outage. No AC. We played Twenty Questions for three hours and I learned things about that man I hadn't learned in thirty years of marriage."

"Like what?" Aditi asks.

"Like he'd always wanted to learn the tabla. And that his first kiss was with his best friend's sister, which he'd never told me because the best friend later became his business partner. And that he once ate an entire kilogram of jalebi on a dare when he was twenty-two and was sick for three days."

"One kilo of jalebi?" Vandana's eyes widen with the expression of someone who is simultaneously horrified and calculating whether she could match this feat.

"One kilo. He said it was the proudest and most disgusting moment of his life."

The laughter fills the lobby. The laughter of seven people stuck in a gym while Mumbai drowns outside — the laughter that trapped people produce when trapped people have decided to make the trapping: good.

"Okay," Jaya says. "If we're doing this. Confessions. One thing nobody in this room knows about you. Go."

Silence. The silence of people being offered vulnerability and deciding whether to: accept.

Vandana goes first — because Vandana always goes first, because Vandana's relationship with silence is: antagonistic. "I've been married three times. Not twice, which is what I told everyone. Three times. The first marriage lasted: eleven months. I was nineteen. He was twenty-two. We got married in Arya Samaj because his parents didn't approve and my parents didn't know. It ended when he moved to Dubai and didn't take me with him. I don't count it because eleven months is: not a marriage. It's: a mistake with a certificate."

The room absorbs this. Not with shock (we're past shock; this group has been absorbing each other's truths for months) but with: recalibration. The recalibration that happens when someone you think you know reveals a layer you didn't expect.

Jaya: "I've been writing Doosri Innings for four years. Twelve thousand followers. And sometimes — sometimes I write entries that are fiction. Not about real people. Made up. And I don't tell the readers which ones are real and which are fiction because the point of the blog is: truth, and sometimes fiction is more true than reality."

Sunaina: "I almost quit yoga. Last year. I was teaching six classes a day and I hadn't done my own practice in months. I was: performing yoga without practising yoga. And the difference between performing and practising is: the difference between being alive and being: on display."

Aditi: "I said no to the proposal because I felt nothing. That's what I told everyone. The truth is: I felt something. I felt: relief. Relief that he'd proposed because it meant the waiting was over. And then I felt: horror, that the thing I'd been waiting for produced relief instead of joy, and the horror of misplaced relief is what made me say no."

Cheryl: "After Doug died, I went to a grief counsellor in Bandra. She was terrible. She kept saying 'he's in a better place.' And one day I said, 'He's in Sewri Cemetery, which is not a better place by any definition, and I'd like to stop paying you three thousand rupees an hour to be lied to.' And then I came to this gym. And this gym was: better therapy than therapy."

Jai: "The photograph I showed Mar — the woman's hands in Varanasi. That's my mother. I went to Varanasi to photograph strangers and the person I ended up photographing was: my mother, making diyas at the ghat the way she made them every morning of her life. I didn't recognise her hands at first. I photographed them because they were beautiful. And then I recognised them and I — I couldn't stop crying. Because my mother's hands were: beautiful, and I'd never noticed until I saw them through a lens."

The room is quiet. The quiet that follows confessions — not uncomfortable silence but: full silence. The silence that contains everything that's been said and holds it with: care.

"Mar?" Jaya says.

My turn.

"Harsh had an affair," I say. "That's why I filed for divorce. I found out because his phone buzzed during dinner and the message was: not from a colleague. He'd been seeing someone for two years. A woman from his office. I confronted him. He didn't deny it. He said: 'Main tujhse pyaar karna bhool gaya.' I forgot how to love you. And the worst part was — I believed him. Not that it justified the affair. But that it was: true. He'd forgotten how to love me because I'd forgotten how to be: loveable. Because I'd become: the role. And the role is not: a person you love. The role is: a function you use."

I forgot how to love you.

The rain continues. The lobby holds seven people who have just given each other: the truth. Not the curated truth of Instagram or the diplomatic truth of dinner parties. The real truth. The truth that the monsoon extracts from people the way the monsoon extracts petrichor from the earth — by force, by pressure, by the understanding that some things can only emerge when the normal systems are: overwhelmed.

"I need vada pav," Vandana says.

"The stall is underwater," Jaya says.

"Then someone needs to swim."

Nobody swims. Instead, we order Swiggy — seven vada pavs, delivered by a delivery rider who arrives soaking wet and grinning because delivery riders in monsoon Mumbai are: heroes, the heroes who bring food through floods with the determination of a species that refuses to let weather interrupt: hunger.

We eat vada pav in the lobby of Seaside Fitness while the monsoon rages outside. The chutney stains our fingers green. The pav is soft. The potato is hot. And we are: together, which is all we've ever needed and the last thing any of us expected to find at a gym.


  
    Chapter 17: Spark & Co

    
    
  
  My first day at Spark & Co, I arrive twenty minutes early and spend fifteen of those minutes in the bathroom trying to remember how to breathe.

Not Sunaina-breathing — the diaphragmatic, intentional breathing that enters your belly and exits through your crown chakra. Panic-breathing. The breathing that happens when your body has decided that re-entering the workforce after twenty-seven years is: a threat equivalent to a tiger in the underbrush, and that the appropriate response is: hyperventilation in a corporate bathroom while a twenty-three-year-old on the other side of the partition makes a phone call about her Bumble date.

"He's an investment banker," she's telling someone. "Which means he's either rich or lying, and honestly, at this point, I'll take either."

I flush. I wash my hands. I look in the mirror — the mirror that shows: a fifty-year-old woman in a white kurta and black trousers, a compromise between the navy dress (too formal) and gym clothes (too casual), the compromise that working women negotiate every morning and that I'm negotiating for the first time in: twenty-seven years.

The office is: exactly as I remember and nothing like I remember. The energy is the same — the particular energy of an advertising agency, which is: controlled chaos, the chaos of people who are paid to have ideas and who produce those ideas in conditions that would give a health-and-safety inspector: palpitations. But the tools are: different. In 1997, we had typewriters, then computers, then email — the technology arriving in stages, each stage a small revolution. Now: everything is screens. Figma. Canva. Google Docs where six people edit simultaneously and the cursor movements look like: ants at a picnic. Slack channels with names like #random and #clients-from-hell and #doosri-chai-campaign.

Prerna introduces me to the team. "Everyone, this is Madhuri. She's our new senior copywriter. She wrote the Surf campaign in '97. Be nice to her and learn everything you can."

Twenty faces look at me. Twenty faces that are, on average, twenty-five years younger than mine. Twenty faces that express: curiosity (who is this aunty?), respect (the Surf campaign — even they've heard of it), and the particular wariness that young people feel when an older person enters their space (is she going to be the one who doesn't understand memes?).

"Hi," I say. "I'm Mar. I don't understand memes. But I can write a sentence that makes you feel something in under ten words. And if anyone can show me how to use Figma without crying, I'll buy you chai. Actual chai, not the matcha situation this office has going on."

Laughter. The laughter that happens when a new person demonstrates: self-awareness, which is: the quality that makes people want to work with you, more than talent, more than experience, more than a twenty-seven-year-old campaign that's taught in advertising schools.

My desk is: a shared workspace, the kind of desk that hot-desking culture has produced — no personal items, no territory, just a surface and a monitor and the understanding that you are: interchangeable, which is simultaneously democratic and: depressing. I set up my laptop (new — purchased with the first month's advance that Prerna offered when I admitted I didn't own one). I open Slack. I stare at the channels. I feel like: an astronaut who's been in cryo-sleep for three decades and has woken up on a spaceship that runs on: technology she's never seen.

"You look lost." The voice belongs to: Zoya. Twenty-six, junior copywriter, assigned as my "digital buddy" — the person who will teach me the tools while I teach her the craft, the exchange being: generational symbiosis.

"I am lost. Where's the channel for the Doosri Chai campaign?"

"It's #doosri-chai. I'll add you." She types something faster than my eyes can track. "Done. Also, I set up your Notion workspace, your Figma access, and your Google Drive folder. Your password for everything is in the password manager — here." She hands me a Post-it. The Post-it has: a URL and a master password and the words "CHANGE THIS IMMEDIATELY" in handwriting that suggests urgency.

"Thank you, Zoya."

"Also, nobody uses email here. Everything is Slack. If you email someone, they'll think you're: a client."

"What's wrong with being a client?"

"Clients are the people who tell us our ideas are wrong and then take credit when the ideas work."

"That hasn't changed since 1997."

"Some things are: eternal."

I learn. The learning that a fifty-year-old does in a twenty-five-year-old's world — slowly, deliberately, with the awareness that every question I ask reveals a gap and every gap is: a vulnerability. But I learn because the alternative is: not learning, and not learning is: what I did for twenty-seven years in Lucknow, where the only new thing I learned was: another way to make dal.

The Doosri Chai campaign becomes: my life. Not in the all-consuming way that Harsh's career was his life (that was obsession; this is: purpose, and the difference between obsession and purpose is: obsession serves the work while purpose serves the person). The campaign requires: a brand story, a visual identity, a social media strategy, a launch event, and — the thing I'm responsible for — the words.

I write. I write taglines: seventeen versions, discarding sixteen, keeping one. I write social media copy: short sentences that must work on a screen the size of a playing card, the constraint being not a limitation but a discipline, the discipline of saying more with less, which is: what advertising has always been. I write the brand manifesto — six hundred words about women who start over, women who brew their second cup on their own terms, women who are: not less than they were but more, because the second version of anything is: refined by the failure of the first.

Zoya reads my manifesto. She reads it slowly — the slow reading that Prerna did, the slow reading of people who take words seriously. When she finishes, she looks up.

"Didi," she says. "This is going to make people cry."

"Good crying or bad crying?"

"The crying that makes them buy chai. Which is: the best kind of crying, commercially."

I laugh. Zoya makes me laugh the way Aditi makes me laugh — with the sharp, unsentimental humour of a generation that has been raised on irony and that uses irony not as defence but as: language.

The second week, I bring chai.

Not from the matcha machine. From the chaiwala on the corner near Seaside Fitness — the chaiwala whose fifteen-rupee cups I've been drinking for five months and whose chai is: the standard against which all other chai is measured. I order twenty-two cups (one for each team member and one for the matcha machine, which deserves: pity). I carry them to the office in a cardboard tray, the tray staining with chai that sloshes because auto-rickshaws on Lower Parel roads do not provide: smooth transport for beverages.

The chai arrives. Twenty-two paper cups, each slightly different in colour (the chaiwala's measurements being: intuitive, not precise, the imprecision being: the whole point), each producing a smell that colonises the Spark & Co office the way the samosa smell colonised the Deccan Queen — completely, mercilessly, without permission.

"What is this?" Prerna emerges from her glass office, drawn by the smell the way organisms are drawn to: light.

"Chai. Real chai. From a real chaiwala. Because this office deserves to know what chai tastes like."

The team gathers. Twenty-two people — each taking a cup, each tasting, each producing the expression that real chai produces when real chai meets a palate that has been: deprived. The expression of: recognition. Of: comfort. Of: the thing that was missing from this office, which was not: technology or talent or ambition but: chai.

"This is the best thing that's happened since I joined," says a designer named Kunal.

"This is better than my appraisal," says the account manager, Sneha.

"This is grounds for a religion," says Zoya.

Prerna drinks. She drinks the way one drinks something that is: not just a beverage but a correction. A correction of the matcha error. A correction that says: we are an Indian advertising agency and we will drink Indian chai and the flat-white-matcha-cold-brew culture that has colonised Indian workplaces will not colonise: this office. Not on Madhuri's watch.

"Every Friday," Prerna says. "Chai Friday. Mar brings the chai. The company pays."

Chai Friday. My contribution to Spark & Co. Not a tagline, not a campaign, not a manifesto. Chai. The thing that I've been making for twenty-seven years — the skill that I thought was: domestic, that I thought was: wifely, that I thought was: the opposite of professional. But that is, in fact: professional. Because bringing people together over a shared experience is: the definition of good advertising. And good chai is: the best shared experience India has ever produced.


  
    Chapter 18: The Second Saturday

    
    
  
  Chetan and I have a routine now.

Saturday mornings. Banganga, then chai, then walking — the walking that takes us through parts of Mumbai I haven't seen and that he knows the way a writer knows a city: not by maps but by stories. Every street has a story. Every building has a character who lived there, or died there, or fell in love there, and Chetan tells me these stories while we walk, and the walking becomes: not exercise but education. The education of a city that I thought I knew (I'd lived here before Lucknow, briefly, during the Lintas years) but that I didn't know at all, because knowing a city when you're twenty-three and knowing a city when you're fifty are: different forms of knowing.

Today: Chor Bazaar. The thieves' market — not because thieves shop here (or maybe they do; the market is: non-judgmental about its clientele) but because the market sells things that look stolen even when they're not. Antiques, furniture, brass, old Bollywood posters, gramophones that may or may not work, cameras from the 1950s, typewriters that remind me of Lintas.

"Meera used to bring me here," Chetan says. We're standing in front of a stall that sells brass figurines — Ganesh, Saraswati, Hanuman, the entire pantheon arranged on a wooden shelf with the care of a curator and the pricing of a pirate. "She'd buy things. Not for the apartment — for the idea. She said antiques carry: memory. The brass has been touched by hands we'll never know. The wood has stood in rooms we'll never enter. Buying an antique is: adopting someone else's history."

"That's beautiful."

"That's Meera. Everything she touched became: beautiful. Even this." He picks up a small brass Saraswati — the goddess of knowledge, seated on a lotus, holding a veena. The figurine is tarnished, the brass darkened by decades of: existence. But the craftsmanship is: visible. Whoever made this made it with: attention.

"For you," he says.

"Chetan —"

"For your desk. At Spark & Co. A goddess of knowledge for a woman who writes words for a living."

He pays the stall-keeper — three hundred rupees after bargaining that the stall-keeper enjoys more than Chetan does, the bargaining being: the commerce of Chor Bazaar, the commerce that requires both parties to pretend they're angry when both parties are: delighted.

I hold the Saraswati. The brass is cool in my palm — the coolness of metal that has been sitting in shade, the coolness that will warm to my body temperature and become: mine. The weight of it is: satisfying. Not heavy — substantial. The substance of a thing that has existed longer than my problems and that will exist after my problems have become: irrelevant.

"Thank you," I say. "For the goddess. And for the walks. And for —" I stop. The stopping of a woman who wants to say something and is afraid that saying it will change: the shape of things. Because the shape of things between Chetan and me is: undefined, and undefined is: safe, and safe is: what I need while I'm still learning to be: unsafe.

"And for?" he prompts.

"For not rushing. Whatever this is — you're not rushing it. And I need that."

"I'm not rushing because I'm not in a hurry. I've been alone for three years. I've learned that alone is: not empty. Alone is: a room. And the room can be: spacious if you let it."

"That sounds like something from your novel."

"Everything I say sounds like something from my novel. Occupational hazard of being a writer. My thoughts arrive: pre-edited."

I laugh. The laugh that Chetan produces in me — not Jaya's cutting laugh, not Vandana's buoyant laugh, not Aditi's irreverent laugh, but: the quiet laugh. The laugh that comes from a place of: recognition. Recognising a person who understands you. Recognising a person who has been where you are and who is not trying to pull you forward but is willing to: walk beside you.

We walk through Chor Bazaar. The market is: a sensory assault — the smell of old brass and incense and the particular dust that antiques produce (the dust of other eras, the dust that carries: time). The sound of bargaining in Hindi, Marathi, Gujarati — the trilingual commerce that Mumbai conducts with the fluency of a city that has been: trading since before trading was called trade. The touch of objects — I run my fingers along a wooden cabinet that's older than Indian independence, the wood smooth from decades of: use, the kind of smooth that human hands produce by touching the same surface every day for years.

"Can I ask you something?" I say.

"You can ask me anything."

"Do you still talk to Meera?"

He doesn't flinch. The question that would make some widowers: retreat, he receives with the openness of a man who has integrated his grief into his: architecture.

"Every morning. On the walk. I tell her about my day. What I'm writing. What I ate. Small things. Not because I think she hears — I'm not religious in that way — but because the telling is: a practice. Like Sunaina's yoga. The practice of maintaining a conversation even when the other person can't: respond."

"That's —" I search for the word again. Not sad (it isn't). Not sweet (too diminishing). "— faithful. In the old sense. Keeping faith."

"Keeping faith. Yes. That's what it is." He looks at me. The look that Chetan gives me — the look that I've been receiving on Saturday mornings for four weeks now — is not the look of a man who is replacing his wife. It's the look of a man who has enough room in his life for: the dead and the living. For Meera and for: whoever comes next. The room that grief creates when grief is: processed, not suppressed.

"Have you told her about me?" I ask. The question is: bold. Bolder than anything Lucknow-Mar would have asked. But Mumbai-Mar asks bold questions because Mumbai-Mar has learned from Jaya that questions are: respect.

"I have."

"What did you tell her?"

"I told her I met a woman who writes taglines that make me think of poetry. I told her this woman has short hair and silver jhumkas and she eats vada pav after yoga and she's the first person in three years who's made me want to: continue the conversation."

"And what did Meera say?"

He smiles. The smile of a man who talks to his dead wife on Marine Drive walks and who finds: humour in the absurdity, not irreverence.

"She said: 'About time.'"

We end the walk at a small café in Girgaon — the café that Chetan stops at during his Marine Drive walks, the café that serves: Irani chai and bun maska, the breakfast of old Bombay, the breakfast that existed before avocado toast and cold brew and the entire vocabulary of contemporary café culture.

The Irani chai arrives in a glass — not a cup, a glass, because Irani cafés serve chai in glasses the way their ancestors served it in Isfahan and that has survived colonisation, independence, urbanisation, and the gentrification of Indian food culture. The chai is: milky, sweet, the particular sweetness that Irani chai has — not the ginger-sharpness of street chai or the cardamom-warmth of home chai but a sweet, buttery, almost caramel quality that makes you feel like you're drinking: a hug.

The bun maska is: simple. A soft white bun, split, spread with Amul butter that has melted into the warm bread and produced: a sheen. The sheen of butter on bread. The sheen that says: this is not health food, this is: soul food, and the soul is: what we're feeding.

"Tell me about the Doosri Chai campaign," Chetan says. "How's it going?"

"It's going. We're shooting next week. Zoya found a director — a young woman named Meghna who shoots everything on film, actual film, not digital, because she believes film has: texture that digital doesn't."

"She's right."

"She's right and she's expensive. But Prerna approved the budget because Prerna believes in: the work."

"What's the concept?"

"Women making chai. That's it. Different women, different kitchens, different lives — but all of them making their second cup. The cup after the first cup failed. The campaign isn't about the chai. It's about the women."

"And the tagline?"

"Pehli se zyada kadak."

He says it back to me. "Pehli se zyada kadak." Tasting the words. "I keep thinking about that line. It works on three levels — the chai is stronger, the woman is stronger, the life is stronger. And the 'kadak' — it's not a gentle word. It's: fierce. A kadak woman is not: soft. She's: formidable."

"That's exactly what we intended."

"That's exactly what you are."

The sentence lands. Not as a compliment — as a: truth. The kind of truth that Chetan speaks because Chetan is a writer and writers are people who notice truths that others feel but can't articulate. "That's exactly what you are." Kadak. Formidable. Not soft — not in the way that people expected me to be. Strong in the way that the second cup is strong: because the first cup taught me how much: heat I could take.

I drink my Irani chai. The sweetness coats my tongue. The bun maska butter melts on my lips. The café around us produces the sounds of old Bombay — spoons on glass, chairs on tile, Marathi conversation at the next table, the whir of an ancient ceiling fan that has been turning since: independence and that turns still, with the persistence of a thing that has decided to: endure.

"Chetan," I say.

"Hmm?"

"This is a date."

He looks at me. Not surprised — as if he's been waiting for me to say it. Waiting for the word that changes the not-a-date contract into: a new contract.

"Yes," he says. "This is a date."

The first date of my second life. In a Girgaon café, with Irani chai, with bun maska, with a man who talks to his dead wife on morning walks and writes novels that win awards and sells twelve hundred copies and who has just been told, by a fifty-year-old woman with short hair and a brass Saraswati in her bag, that this is: a date.

And it is. It is: exactly that.


  
    Chapter 19: The Campaign

    
    
  
  The Doosri Chai campaign shoots on a Thursday in July, in a rented studio in Andheri that smells of fresh paint and the particular anxiety of production days — the anxiety that advertising people carry the way other professionals carry briefcases: constantly, invisibly, with the awareness that everything can go wrong and probably will.

Meghna, the director, arrives at six in the morning with a crew of twelve and a calmness that contradicts her age (twenty-nine) and her medium (film, which is expensive and unforgiving and requires: precision). She's brought three cameras — actual film cameras, the kind that make a sound when they roll, the mechanical click-whir that digital cameras don't produce and that film people love because the sound says: this is real, this is physical, this is: light hitting silver.

"We're shooting five women," Meghna tells me. "Five kitchens. Five stories. Each woman makes chai her way. We don't script the making — we let them make it and we film what happens."

"That's the concept."

"That's the concept. And the concept is: brilliant, because real women making real chai is more compelling than any actress performing the idea of making chai. Performance is: imitation. Reality is: truth."

The five women are: not actresses. They're real women who Zoya found through an open casting call that went viral on Instagram (Zoya's Instagram strategy being: a masterclass in the algorithm, the algorithm that determines what thirty million people see and that Zoya navigates with the instinct of someone who was born into the digital age the way previous generations were born into: monarchy).

Woman One: Kamla, sixty-seven, retired schoolteacher from Dadar, who makes chai in a steel vessel that she's been using for forty years — the vessel dented and darkened by decades of boiling, the vessel that is: an artifact of a marriage that produced three children and survived one husband's death and that has outlasted: everything except the need for morning chai.

Woman Two: Fatima, thirty-five, single mother from Byculla, who makes chai with ginger so strong it makes your eyes water — "my mother's recipe, which she learned from her mother, which came from Lucknow, which is: a chai city pretending to be a kebab city."

Woman Three: Sunita, fifty-two, recently divorced (like me — when she told her story at the casting, I had to leave the room because the recognition was: too precise), who makes chai for one now and who said, during casting: "The hardest part of divorce is not the loneliness. It's learning the correct amount of water for one cup. I kept making two. For months. Two cups. Because my hands remembered: him."

Woman Four: Priya, twenty-four, Zoya's age, the generation that drinks cold brew and matcha and who said she wanted to be in the campaign because "my nani makes the best chai in the world and I've never told her that, and this ad is: my way of telling her."

Woman Five: Lakshmi, forty-one, entrepreneur who runs a tiffin service from her apartment in Malad and who makes chai between orders — "the chai is: my break, my meditation, my five minutes of not being: a business."

The shoot begins. Meghna films each woman in a set designed to look like her actual kitchen — the set designers having visited each woman's home and recreated the details (Kamla's steel vessel, Fatima's ginger grater, Sunita's single cup, Priya's nani's photograph on the wall, Lakshmi's tiffin boxes stacked beside the stove). The attention to detail is: obsessive, and the obsession is: the difference between advertising that works and advertising that: wallpapers.

I watch from behind the monitor — the monitor where the director's feed plays, where I can see what the camera sees, which is: hands. Hands making chai. Hands that are: different ages, different colours, different levels of weathering, but that perform the same movements — pour, stir, wait, pour again. The universal choreography of chai-making that every Indian kitchen has performed and that no one has: filmed with this much attention.

The sound. Meghna insisted on recording the sound of chai-making separately — a dedicated sound engineer with a boom mic capturing: the hiss of water hitting a hot vessel. The bubble of milk approaching boil. The pour — the thin, steady stream of chai from vessel to cup, the stream that every chaiwala in India performs with a height that aerates the chai and that home-makers perform with a height that doesn't splash.

"That sound," Meghna says, reviewing playback. "The pour. That's the sound of: India waking up."

I'm sitting in a folding chair watching five women make chai and I'm crying. Not the pigeon-pose crying of Chapter 5 — not the grief-cry. The recognition-cry. The cry that happens when you see your own story reflected in other women's stories and the reflection is: not a mirror but a: multiplication. I am: Sunita, making two cups by muscle memory. I am: Kamla, holding a vessel that has outlasted a marriage. I am: Priya, who hasn't told her nani. I am: all of them, and they are: all of me.

"Mar." Zoya's hand on my shoulder. "You okay?"

"I'm —" I wipe my eyes. "I'm watching the campaign I wrote become: real. And it's better than I wrote it. It's better because they're real."

"That's what you said in the manifesto. 'The second cup is always the one she makes for herself.' These women are: making their own cups. On camera. For three million people to see."

"Three million?"

"That's the projected reach. Prerna's media plan. Three million women will see this campaign and think: that's me."

Three million women. Making chai. Starting over. Being: kadak.

The campaign launches two weeks later. A Thursday again — Prerna's superstition, Thursday launches, because "Thursday is Guruvar and the guru knows: timing."

The film goes live on Instagram, YouTube, and a homepage takeover on several news sites that Prerna has negotiated with the aggression of a woman who believes that good work deserves: prime placement. I watch the numbers from my desk at Spark & Co — the desk that now has the brass Saraswati that Chetan gave me, positioned next to my monitor where I can see her every time I look up.

Hour one: forty thousand views. The comments begin — the comments that social media produces, which are: a war zone of sincerity and trolling. But the sincere comments outnumber the trolling three to one, and the sincere comments say things like:

"Rote rote dekh liya." Watched it crying.

"Yeh meri maa ki kahaani hai." This is my mother's story.

"Pehli se zyada kadak — this is my new WhatsApp status."

Hour six: three hundred thousand views. The campaign is trending. Not because of paid promotion (though there is paid promotion) but because: women are sharing it. Sharing with the specific energy that women bring to content that makes them feel: seen. The sharing that says: this is me, and I need you to know this is me.

By the end of the week: 2.7 million views. The client — Doosri Chai's founder, a woman named Meenakshi who started the company after her own divorce and who makes chai with the conviction of a person who believes that tea leaves can: heal — calls Prerna.

"Whatever you're paying Madhuri," Meenakshi says (speakerphone; the whole office can hear), "double it."

The office erupts. The eruption that happens in advertising agencies when a campaign works — the eruption that is: part celebration, part relief, part the specific joy of people who make things for a living seeing the things they make: matter.

Zoya hugs me. The hug of a twenty-six-year-old who has just watched a fifty-year-old woman produce the most successful campaign of their agency's year. The hug that says: you showed me that age is: not a limitation but a: depth. That the twenty-seven years you spent making chai and being a wife and losing yourself and finding yourself — those years produced the insight that produced the campaign that produced: 2.7 million views.

I call Chetan.

"It worked," I say.

"Of course it worked."

"2.7 million views."

"2.7 million people who were seen. That's not a campaign. That's: a conversation."

"A conversation about chai."

"A conversation about women. Chai is just the: medium."

I hang up. I sit at my desk. The Saraswati gleams. The office hums. Zoya is already writing copy for the next phase of the campaign — "Phase 2: The Women Respond" — user-generated content where real women send in their chai stories.

I look at the Saraswati. The goddess of knowledge. The goddess who sits on a lotus and holds a veena and who represents: the arts, the learning, the words. The goddess who Chetan gave me because Chetan saw what I was before I remembered it myself.

I am: a copywriter. I am: a senior copywriter at Spark & Co. I am: the woman who wrote "Pehli se zyada kadak." I am: Madhuri Srivastava, and I am — after twenty-seven years of being someone else — myself.


  
    Chapter 20: Harsh

    
    
  
  Harsh calls on a Sunday.

This is unusual because Harsh has not called since the divorce papers were signed — nine months ago, in the office of his lawyer in Lucknow, where I'd sat in a chair that was too hard and signed documents that dissolved twenty-seven years of marriage into: legal language. The language of divorce is: bureaucratic, clinical, the language that takes a life and reduces it to: assets, liabilities, custody (not applicable — Karan being twenty-four and therefore: uncustodied), and the particular phrase "irreconcilable differences" which is: the legal way of saying "we broke each other so slowly that neither of us noticed until we were: broken."

My phone shows his name. The name that I haven't deleted from my contacts because deleting feels: definitive, and I'm not a definitive person (or I wasn't; I'm becoming one, but the becoming is: gradual). "Harsh" — just the name. No surname. No emoji. No photograph. Just the four letters that used to mean: everything and that now mean: history.

I answer because not answering would be: avoidance, and I've done enough avoiding.

"Madhuri."

His voice. The voice that woke me up for twenty-seven years with "chai bana do" — make chai — the phrase that was both a request and an assumption, the assumption that making chai was: my function, the way a kettle's function is: to boil. His voice sounds: older. Or maybe I'm hearing it differently now that I'm no longer: inside the marriage, the way you hear a building differently when you're standing outside it.

"Harsh. Hello."

"Karan told me you're working."

"Yes. At an advertising agency."

"Advertising?" The word arrives with the precise tone that Harsh uses for things he doesn't understand — the tone that is: not quite disapproval but is in the: neighbourhood. The tone that says: I acknowledge this information and I am processing it through the filter of my own values, and my values say: women of a certain age in our family don't work in advertising agencies, they work in: homes.

"Spark & Co. In Lower Parel. I'm a copywriter."

"You were a copywriter. In 1997."

"I am a copywriter. In 2025."

Silence. The silence of a man adjusting to a sentence he didn't expect. The silence that I know — I know its texture, its temperature, its duration — because I've been listening to Harsh's silences for twenty-seven years and each silence has: a meaning. This silence means: I'm recalculating.

"Karan also told me about your — haircut."

"My hair is not a conversation we need to have, Harsh."

"I'm not — I'm not calling about your hair." He sounds: uncomfortable. The discomfort of a man who has called for a reason and is circling the reason the way planes circle airports when the runway isn't clear. "I'm calling because — Madhuri, I want to say something."

"Then say it."

"I'm sorry."

The two words arrive. They arrive simply — no preamble, no qualification, no "I'm sorry but" which is what Harsh used to say and which is: not an apology but an argument wearing an apology's clothes. Just: I'm sorry.

"For what?" I ask. Not because I don't know — I know. But because I need him to say it. I need the words to be: specific, because specific apologies are the only kind that count. A general "sorry" is: a fog. A specific "sorry" is: an address. It tells you where the person has been and what they've seen and what they're willing to: own.

"For the affair. Obviously." He clears his throat. The throat-clearing of a man who is not accustomed to: vulnerability. "But not just the affair. For before the affair. For the — I didn't see you, Madhuri. For years. I lived in the same house and I didn't see you. You were: there, and I took the there-ness for granted, and the taking-for-granted is — that's what I'm sorry for. More than the affair. The not-seeing."

I sit down. I'm in my apartment — the Bandra apartment that has become: mine, with the Husain print and the baby shoes and the double bed and the sea-sliver view. I sit on the bed. The bed that is: still too big for one person but that I've stopped noticing, the way you stop noticing the size of a room when you've filled it with: your own life.

"Main tujhse pyaar karna bhool gaya," he says. The sentence from the night I found out. The sentence that had been: a weapon, deployed in the kitchen of our Lucknow flat, aimed at my chest, accurate. "I said that. That night. I said I forgot how to love you. And I've been thinking about it. For nine months. And what I've realised is: I didn't forget. I never learned. I married you because you were: suitable. Smart, pretty, good family. You checked the boxes. And I thought checking boxes was: love. And it's not. It's: procurement."

"Procurement."

"I procured a wife. I didn't: love a woman. And the difference is — the difference took me nine months to understand, which makes me: slow. I've always been slow with things that aren't polymer chemistry."

He's trying to be: funny. The Harsh-humour that appears in moments of discomfort — the humour that I used to find: charming and that I later found: deflecting and that I now find: human. Imperfect. The humour of a man who is: trying.

"Why are you telling me this now?"

"Because Karan came to Lucknow last weekend. He told me about Mumbai. About your job. About the campaign — he showed me the video. 2.7 million views."

"3.4 million now."

"3.4 million. Madhuri — the video. The women making chai. I watched it and I — I saw you. For the first time. I saw what you can do. What you could always do. What I —" His voice tightens. Not breaks — tightens. The tightness of a man holding emotion the way a dam holds water: structurally, with: effort. "What I stopped you from doing."

"You didn't stop me."

"I did. Not with force — with assumption. The assumption that you'd come to Lucknow and be: a wife. The assumption that your career was: a phase. The assumption that making chai for me was: what you should be doing. And the assumption was: violence. Quiet violence. The kind you don't recognise until the damage is: done."

"Harsh —"

"Let me finish. Please." The please is: new. Harsh didn't say please during the marriage. Please was: unnecessary, because request and command were: the same thing in our household, and the person issuing both was: him. "I'm not asking you to forgive me. I'm not asking for anything. I'm telling you: I see it now. What I did. What I was. And I'm — I'm ashamed."

The word "ashamed" from Harsh Khanna is: a revolution. Harsh Khanna, deputy general manager of polymer division, Harsh Khanna who wore his confidence the way other men wore cologne — constantly, heavily, filling whatever room he entered. Harsh Khanna saying "ashamed" is: a man dismantling his own mythology.

"I don't need you to be ashamed," I say.

"I need me to be ashamed. Because the shame is: accurate. And accurate emotions are the only ones worth having. Your therapist probably told you that."

"You have a therapist?"

"Since last month. A man named Dr. Bajaj, who charges eight thousand rupees an hour and who asks me questions I don't want to answer and who is: the first person in fifty-three years to make me feel: uncomfortable in a productive way."

I laugh. Not the big laugh — the small laugh. The laugh of: surprise. Harsh in therapy. Harsh, who once said "therapy is for people who don't have enough work to do," sitting in a therapist's chair, answering questions he doesn't want to answer.

"I'm glad," I say. "About Dr. Bajaj."

"He's terrible. I like him."

Silence. But a different silence from the earlier one. This silence is: the silence after something has been said that needed to be said. The silence of: completion. Not of the relationship (that was completed nine months ago) but of: the conversation that the relationship needed.

"Madhuri."

"Hmm?"

"The tagline. Pehli se zyada kadak. Karan told me what it means. The second cup, stronger than the first." A pause. "You were always kadak. I just: didn't notice."

"I know."

"Main jaanta hoon ki tu jaanti hai." I know that you know. The Hindi sentence that folds in on itself — the knowing of knowing, the acknowledgement that she has already understood what he's only now understanding, and that the gap between their understanding is: the years she spent in the marriage and the months she's spent outside it.

"Thank you for calling, Harsh."

"Thank you for answering."

I hang up. I put the phone down. I don't check it again — not because the call was insignificant but because the call was: sufficient. Enough was said. The words that needed to be spoken were: spoken. The sorry that needed to be said was: said. And now the phone can be: still.

I make chai. For one. The correct amount of water. The correct amount of milk. Cardamom crushed. Ginger sliced. The chai that I've been making for twenty-seven years, except now the chai is: mine. Not made for Harsh. Not made for the role. Made for the woman standing in her Bandra kitchen at 7 PM on a Sunday, watching the steam rise and thinking: he called. He apologised. It's not enough and it's: everything.

Not enough because an apology doesn't return: twenty-seven years.

Everything because an apology means: he sees. Finally. He sees.

The chai is ready. I pour it into the ceramic cup that Vandana gave me — the cup with a crack down one side that Vandana said was "wabi-sabi, the Japanese art of finding beauty in imperfection, which is also: the Indian art of not throwing things away." The cracked cup. The beautiful cup. The cup that holds: my chai, in my kitchen, in my city, in my life.

I drink.

Kadak.


  
    Chapter 21: The Exhibition

    
    
  
  Jai's photographs go up on a Saturday in August.

Not in a gallery — Jai doesn't trust galleries. "Galleries are: curated. Curated means: someone else decides what's worth seeing. I want the photographs to decide for themselves." So the exhibition happens at Seaside Fitness. In the lobby. The lobby that has been our parliament, our confessional, our monsoon shelter — the lobby that Jai has transformed, over three days of silent work (Jai works silently the way other people work loudly — with total absorption and zero commentary), into: a gallery.

Thirty-seven photographs. Thirty-seven moments from twelve years of documentary work that nobody has seen. Printed on archival paper, mounted on foam board, hung on the lobby walls with the precision of a man who understands: framing. Not just the framing of a photograph but the framing of: a story. Each photograph is positioned so that standing in front of one, your peripheral vision catches: the next. The photographs are: a sentence. The lobby is: a paragraph. The exhibition is: a chapter in the book that Jai stopped writing eight years ago and has now: resumed.

The photographs.

I stand in front of his mother's hands — the Varanasi photograph, the one he showed me on his phone. Printed large, it is: devastating. The hands are: geography. Every wrinkle a river, every callus a mountain, the clay of the diya catching light the way his mother's skin catches light — with the particular luminosity of a body that has been working for: decades. The photograph doesn't sentimentalise. It doesn't say: look at this old woman's beautiful hands. It says: look at these hands. Just: look.

Next to it: a fisherman in the Sundarbans, standing in a boat that is barely a boat — a plank of wood that the water has agreed to carry, temporarily. The fisherman's face is: turned away from the camera. We see his back, his shoulders, the net in his hands. The net is: the subject. The net and its weight. The weight of a day's labour compressed into: rope and knots and hope.

A woman in Ladakh, standing in a doorway. The doorway is: small, the woman is: smaller, and behind her: the Himalayas, enormous, indifferent, the kind of beauty that makes human structures look: brave. The woman is brave. Standing in a doorway at fourteen thousand feet, wearing a chuba and a smile that says: I live here. This impossible place is: my home.

A child in Kashmir, playing cricket with a tennis ball on a street that has: bullet marks on the walls. The child is: mid-swing. The bat (not a proper bat — a plank of wood, like the fisherman's boat, the universe of improvised objects that poverty creates) is: blurred with motion. The child is: sharp. The bullet marks are: sharp. The cricket is: defiance. The cricket is: the thing that happens even when everything else has: stopped.

Thirty-seven photographs. Each one a world. Each one an act of: seeing that Jai performed with his camera and that he then hid for eight years and that he has now, because a woman on a treadmill told him "not maybe — yes," released into the world.

The opening is: packed. Not with art-world people (Jai didn't invite art-world people; "art-world people look at photographs the way accountants look at balance sheets — for: value, not meaning"). With gym people. Seaside Fitness members who've come because Rohit sent a WhatsApp blast and because the gym community has decided that Jai's exhibition is: our exhibition. Our mystery man, showing us what he's been hiding.

Vandana is here in a purple sari that she describes as "my gallery outfit" and that makes her look like a Bollywood star at a film premiere, the premiere being: a gym lobby in Bandra, which is: not Cannes but is: enough. She moves through the photographs with the attention of a woman who takes beauty: seriously.

Jaya is here, taking notes. Her phone out, typing observations that will become a blog post on Doosri Innings. "Jai's photographs," she'll write later, "are not about what he saw. They're about how he saw. The seeing of a man who trained his eye to notice what the rest of us walk past."

Sunaina is here, standing in front of the Ladakh photograph. Standing the way she stands in yoga — still, grounded, her body a response to what she's seeing. "This woman's posture," she murmurs. "Her spine. She's been carrying things up mountains her entire life. Her spine knows: weight."

Cheryl is here, wearing Doug's Hawaiian shirt, standing in front of the Kashmir cricket photograph. "Doug would have loved this," she says. "A kid playing cricket in a war zone. That's — that's the whole world, isn't it? The war and the game. Happening at the same time."

Aditi is here, filming everything on her phone for Instagram stories that will reach: her three thousand followers, each of whom will see Jai's photographs in vertical format with Bollywood music overlaid, which is: not how Jai intended his work to be seen but which is: how things are seen now, and the format doesn't diminish the: content.

And Chetan. Chetan is here because I asked him to come, and Chetan comes when I ask because we are: dating now. Not the dramatic dating of twenty-year-olds (grand gestures, Instagram posts, the performance of: couplehood). The quiet dating of fifty-year-olds — Saturday walks, evening phone calls, the occasional dinner at the Irani café in Girgaon where we ate bun maska and I said "this is a date" and he said "yes." The quiet dating that doesn't announce itself because it doesn't need to. It exists. That's: enough.

Chetan stands in front of the Varanasi photograph. He stands there for: a long time. The long time of a writer absorbing an image, the absorption that writers do when they see something that they want to translate into: words, and the wanting is: frustrated, because some images refuse translation, some images say: I am not a sentence, I am not a paragraph, I am: this. Just this. Look.

"This is extraordinary," Chetan says to Jai. The sentence that Chetan — a man who uses words professionally and therefore uses them carefully — offers to Jai. Not "nice" or "beautiful" or "impressive." Extraordinary. Outside the ordinary. Beyond the expected.

Jai nods. The Jai-nod — the communication of a man who compresses a paragraph into: a movement. But his eyes do something I haven't seen before. His eyes: shine. Not tears — shine. The shine of a man whose work is being seen for the first time in eight years and who is discovering that being seen is: not the vulnerability he feared but the: recognition he needed.

"Thank you," Jai says. To Chetan. To me. To the room. Two words. The most words Jai has spoken to a group since I've known him.

After the exhibition, we eat. Not vada pav — this occasion requires: more. Vandana has ordered from a Bandra restaurant: biryani, kebabs, dal makhani, naan, raita. The food arrives in foil containers that the delivery rider carries with the solemnity of a man transporting: treasure. We sit in the lobby — the lobby that is now a gallery, the gallery that is now a: dining room — and we eat with our hands because some food requires hands, because hands are: the original utensil, the utensil that connects the food to the body without intermediary, the way Jai's photographs connect the subject to the viewer without intermediary.

The biryani is: spectacular. The rice layered with spice and meat and the particular saffron that Mumbai biryani uses — not the heavy saffron of Lucknow biryani (I know Lucknow biryani; I ate it for twenty-seven years) but the lighter saffron that lets the rice: breathe. The rice that breathes. The photographs that breathe. The lobby that breathes with the breath of eight people eating and talking and being: together.

"To Jai," Vandana raises her paper cup of Limca. "To the man who hid thirty-seven masterpieces in a hard drive and needed a divorced woman on a treadmill to tell him: not maybe. Yes."

"Not maybe," the room echoes. "Yes."

Jai almost smiles. Almost. The almost being: the most he's ever given. And the most being: enough.


  
    Chapter 22: Vandana's Secret

    
    
  
  Vandana's third husband is named Sanjay, and he lives in Dubai, and she hasn't told anyone about him until now.

"Until now" being: a Tuesday evening at Seaside Fitness, post-spinning, post-shower, post the particular vulnerability that hot water produces when hot water follows physical exertion and the body is: open, defenceless, the kind of open that makes confessions: inevitable.

"He's not my ex-husband," Vandana says. We're in the changing room — the confessional — and I'm pulling a kurta over my head and Jaya is drying her hair and the conversation has arrived without warning, the way Vandana's conversations always arrive: suddenly, fully formed, as if she's been carrying the sentence for weeks and the sentence has decided, independently, to: exit.

"He's your current husband?"

"Technically."

"What does technically mean?"

"It means: we're married. On paper. Legally. He's in Dubai, I'm in Mumbai, we haven't been in the same room in fourteen months, and neither of us has filed for divorce because filing requires: acknowledging that it's over, and acknowledgement requires: courage, and courage is the one thing I have in abundance for other people and in: deficit for myself."

Jaya puts down her towel. The putting-down of the towel being: Jaya's signal that she's transitioning from observer to: participant. "Fourteen months?"

"Fourteen months. He went to Dubai for a three-month project. The project extended. The extension extended. And then the extensions stopped being about: the project and started being about: not coming back."

"Did he say that?"

"He didn't need to. When a man extends a three-month trip to fourteen months, the extension is: the message. The medium is: the distance. The distance says what the man won't."

I sit on the wooden bench. The bench that has held so many confessions — Jaya's divorce, my crying-year, the collective truth-telling of the monsoon. The bench that absorbs our stories the way old wood absorbs: moisture.

"Why didn't you tell us?" I ask.

"Because telling you meant: admitting it. And I wasn't ready to admit it because admitting it meant: I've failed. Three marriages. Three. The first one — I was nineteen, it doesn't count. The second one — he was wrong, I was right, it ended. But the third one — Sanjay is a good man. A genuinely good man. He doesn't cheat, he doesn't lie, he doesn't: disappear. He's just — he's in Dubai. And Dubai is not a place, it's a: decision. The decision to be: elsewhere."

"You haven't failed," Jaya says. "Marriage has failed you. Three times. The failure belongs to: the institution, not the person."

"That's a beautiful sentence and I appreciate it and I don't believe it."

"You don't need to believe it. You need to: hear it."

Vandana cries. Vandana — who is always cheerful, always teal-activewear, always the first to laugh, the first to order vada pav, the social glue that holds our group together — Vandana cries. Not the elegant crying of films. The real crying — the crying that makes your face: ugly, that produces sounds that your body makes against your will, the sounds that come from the place where you've been storing the pretence of being: fine.

I hold her. The holding that women do in changing rooms — the holding that is: arms around shoulders, chin on head, the physical architecture of comfort that requires no words, only: presence. Jaya holds from the other side. The three of us: a structure. A building made of: women, standing in a changing room, holding each other while the shower drips and the lockers stand open and the world outside continues without: pause.

"I'm so tired," Vandana says. "Of being the cheerful one. Of being the one who says 'it's fine, it's fine, it's all fine.' Of being: the fine one."

"Then stop being fine," I say. "Be: not fine. Be not fine here, with us, in this changing room that has heard worse and survived."

"You're quoting me," she says. "From when you first arrived. I told you it would be fine."

"You did. And it is fine. But fine doesn't mean: without pain. Fine means: the pain hasn't won."

She wipes her face. The wiping that women do — with the backs of hands, with the edges of towels, with the particular efficiency of women who cry and then: continue, because continuing is: what women do. The continuing that is: not strength but necessity, and the necessity becoming: strength, through repetition.

The following week, Vandana calls Sanjay.

She calls from my apartment — she asked to come over, which she's never done before (Vandana hosts; Vandana doesn't ask to be hosted), and the asking being: the sign that something has shifted, that the cheerful architecture has: cracked, and what's underneath the crack is: a woman who needs help, which is: the hardest thing for the helper to admit.

I make chai. The chai that I make for one, now made for two — the adjustment of quantities that I've been learning since the divorce. Two cups. Cardamom crushed. Ginger sliced. The chai steams. The apartment smells of: safety. Or rather: the apartment smells of chai, and chai smells like safety, and the equation is: universal.

Vandana dials. Speakerphone. I don't ask to listen — she puts it on speaker because she wants a witness, because what she's about to do requires: the courage of an audience, the audience being: me, sitting on my bed with my chai, holding space the way Sunaina taught me.

"Vandana." Sanjay's voice. Pleasant. Warm. The voice of a man who is genuinely: kind. The kindness audible even through a phone speaker at nine o'clock at night.

"Sanjay. Main pooch rahi hoon — directly. Tum wapas aa rahe ho ya nahi?" I'm asking — directly. Are you coming back or not?

Silence. The transatlantic silence that carries the weight of fourteen months and the distance of: four thousand kilometres.

"Vandana, project ki deadline —"

"Nahi. Project mat bolo. Mujhse sach bolo. Mujhe sach chahiye, Sanjay. Sach." No. Don't talk about the project. Tell me the truth. I need the truth, Sanjay. Truth.

A longer silence. The silence of a man who has been avoiding a conversation and has just been told that the avoidance is: over.

"Mujhe nahi pata." I don't know.

Three words. The most honest three words Sanjay has said in fourteen months. He doesn't know. He doesn't know if he's coming back. He doesn't know if the marriage is over. He doesn't know if the distance is: temporary or permanent. He doesn't know — and the not-knowing, for a man who has chosen the safety of distance over the danger of: presence, the not-knowing is: the truth that he's been hiding behind the project's deadlines.

"Theek hai," Vandana says. But not the "theek hai" that I used to say — the theek hai of acceptance, of submission, of fine-fine-fine. This is a different "theek hai." This is: acknowledgement. The acknowledgement that she has asked, he has answered, and the answer is: insufficient, but it is: real. And real answers, even insufficient ones, are: better than the polished silence of fourteen months.

She hangs up. She puts the phone down. She picks up her chai.

"Well," she says.

"Well."

"That was: terrible."

"That was: brave."

"Can brave and terrible be the same thing?"

"They usually are."

She drinks the chai. The chai that I made. The chai that tastes different from her own chai because every person's chai tastes like: that person — their measurements, their timing, their particular relationship with sugar and ginger and cardamom. My chai tastes like: me. And Vandana is drinking me, which is: the most intimate thing that chai can be.

"What do I do?" she asks.

"You wait. Not the waiting you've been doing — the waiting that pretends everything is fine. Real waiting. Active waiting. The waiting where you keep living, keep going to the gym, keep being: Vandana — not the cheerful Vandana, not the fine Vandana, but the real Vandana. The Vandana who cried in a changing room and asked for help. That Vandana."

"That Vandana is: a mess."

"That Vandana is: honest. And honest is more useful than cheerful."

She puts her head on my shoulder. The weight of her head — the physical weight of a friend leaning on you, the weight that is: not burden but honour. The honour of being trusted. The honour of being the person that the cheerful one comes to when cheerful isn't: enough.

We sit in my apartment — the apartment that was: too small, too quiet, too single. The apartment that is now: a place where a friend sits on a bed and puts her head on a shoulder and drinks chai and is: not fine.

And not-fine is: fine.


  
    Chapter 23: The Gym at Night

    
    
  
  Seaside Fitness closes at ten, but on the last Friday of every month, they keep the pool open until midnight for members who book in advance. Vandana calls it "Moonlight Swim" and has been trying to get me into the pool since: January.

I've resisted. The resistance being: not about swimming (I can swim; I learned in Lucknow at the university pool where Harsh taught me during our courtship, the courtship that I now understand was: an audition for the role of wife, each lesson a scene in which I demonstrated: willingness to learn, willingness to be taught, willingness to be: shaped). The resistance is about: the swimsuit. The swimsuit that requires me to be: visible. My body, visible. In water, in light, in the company of people who will see me in a state of: undress that I haven't permitted since the marriage ended.

But it's August. Seven months in Mumbai. Seven months of yoga and Zumba and spinning and walking and the gradual, gruelling reclamation of a body that I'd treated as: furniture. Something functional. Something that occupied space without occupying: attention. Seven months of Sunaina saying "your body is: a practice" and Jaya saying "your body is: yours" and Cheryl saying "your body survived Doug dying and it's still here and that makes it: extraordinary."

So I buy a swimsuit. Not the swimsuit that Vandana recommends (a bikini, because "you have the body, Mar, you just don't know it"), not the swimsuit that I would have bought in Lucknow (a full-coverage salwar-style swim dress that covers everything from neck to knee and that exists for the purpose of: invisibility). A one-piece. Navy blue. Simple. The swimsuit of a woman who is: present but not performing. Visible but not: displayed.

The pool at midnight is: a different creature from the pool at noon. At noon, the pool is: exercise. Lanes, caps, goggles, the mechanical back-and-forth of people swimming for fitness. At midnight, the pool is: ceremony. The overhead lights are dimmed. The water is: illuminated from below — blue-green, the colour that water becomes when light hits it from underneath, the colour of: another world. The colour that makes you feel like you're entering: something, not just swimming in something.

Vandana is already in the water. She's wearing the bikini she recommended for me — teal, naturally — and she looks: magnificent. Not in the magazine way (Vandana doesn't have a magazine body; she has a Vandana body, which is: better, because a Vandana body is a body that has lived and laughed and eaten vada pav and been married three times and survived all of it). She waves from the shallow end.

"Get in! The water's perfect!"

The water is: not perfect. The water is twenty-six degrees, which is: cold enough to make your body protest when you first enter and warm enough to forgive you after thirty seconds. I descend the ladder. The chrome is cool under my hands — the cool of metal in humidity, the cool that says: hold on, this is the transition, the transition from air to water, from dry to wet, from: visible to submerged.

My feet find the bottom. The tiles are smooth — the smooth of surfaces designed for bare feet, surfaces that have been walked on by hundreds of bodies and that retain: nothing. No footprints. No memory. Just: smooth, clean, anonymous surface.

I sink.

Not dramatically — I don't plunge or dive. I lower myself until the water reaches my chest, then my shoulders, then my neck, and then I'm: in. In the water. In the blue-green light. In the midnight pool at Seaside Fitness with Vandana waving from three metres away and the sound of my own breathing amplified by the water's proximity to my ears.

And the thing about water — the thing that nobody told me, the thing that Sunaina probably knows but that you have to discover yourself — is that water holds you. Not metaphorically. Physically. The buoyancy that physics describes as "the upward force exerted by a fluid" is, when experienced by a fifty-year-old woman who has been: carrying things for twenty-seven years, not a force but: a release. The water says: I've got you. You can stop holding yourself up. I'll do it.

I float. On my back. Looking up at the ceiling of Seaside Fitness, which at midnight with the lights dimmed looks like: a sky. Not the Mumbai sky (the Mumbai sky is: obscured by light pollution and ambition and buildings that block the stars). A private sky. A ceiling-sky. The sky of a room that is: mine, ours, the shared space of women in water at midnight.

Jaya arrives. She enters the water without ceremony — the way Jaya does everything, with directness and zero performativity. She's wearing a black one-piece that's been worn a hundred times and that she hasn't replaced because replacing functional things is: Jaya's version of wasteful.

Cheryl arrives. In a swimsuit that Doug bought her in Goa — "the last holiday, the one before the heart attack, the one where we ate fish curry every night and swam every morning and he said 'Cheryl, promise me we'll always live near water' and I promised and I kept the promise and the swimsuit."

Aditi arrives last. Running — she's always running, Aditi, running from meetings to gym to therapy to the life she's building at twenty-eight with the urgency of someone who knows that the years go fast because she's watched: us. She cannonballs into the pool. The splash is: enormous, inappropriate, joyful. The splash of a twenty-eight-year-old who has not yet learned that some occasions call for dignity instead of: impact. The splash drenches Vandana, who screams, and Jaya, who doesn't flinch, and me, who laughs.

We swim. Not laps — that would be: exercise, and this is not exercise. This is: five women in water at midnight, moving through the blue-green light with the particular grace that water gives to bodies that land doesn't. In water, you are: lighter. In water, your joints don't ache and your shoulders don't carry and your hips — Sunaina's filing cabinets — don't store. In water, you are: released.

"I used to swim with Doug," Cheryl says. She's floating on her back, her eyes closed, the Hawaiian shirt (not worn in the pool, obviously, but: present, folded on a chair by the pool edge, present the way Doug is always present). "In Goa. In the ocean. We'd swim out past the waves and float. And he'd say: 'This is it, Cheryl. This is the point. The floating.' He meant: the floating is the point of everything. Not the swimming — the floating. Not the effort — the rest."

"Doug was wise," Vandana says.

"Doug ate a kilo of jalebi on a dare. Wise is: selective with him."

We laugh. The laughter that five women produce in a midnight pool — the laughter that echoes off the tiled walls and the water's surface and the ceiling-sky and that returns to us: amplified. The amplification of shared joy. The acoustics of: belonging.

After the swim, we sit on the pool edge. Feet in the water. The water now warm from our bodies — the water that we've warmed by being in it, the reciprocity of: you hold me, I warm you. Our legs dangle. Our toes make circles in the surface.

"We should do this every month," Aditi says.

"We will," Vandana says.

"Promise?"

"Promise. Last Friday. Midnight swim. Forever."

Forever. The word that young people use and that old people have learned to: distrust. But tonight, sitting on the edge of a pool at midnight in Bandra, with my feet in warm water and my friends beside me and the blue-green light making everything look: gentle — tonight, forever feels: possible.

"Forever," I say.

And I mean it. Even though I know better. Even though twenty-seven years of "forever" taught me that forever is: a lie. Even though — because — the lie is: beautiful. And some lies deserve to be: believed.


  
    Chapter 24: Aditi's Mother

    
    
  
  Aditi's mother comes to Mumbai on a Wednesday in September, and the arrival is announced not by Aditi but by Aditi's face — the face that arrives at yoga looking like it has been: hit by something invisible.

"She's here," Aditi says, unrolling her mat with the violence of a person who is processing a familial invasion through: wrist action. "She arrived this morning. She's staying in my flat. She brought three suitcases. Three. For a week. The suitcases contain: four saris, two sets of bedsheets ('because who knows what condition your bedsheets are in'), a pressure cooker ('because every home needs a proper pressure cooker, Aditi'), and enough achaar to last until: the apocalypse."

"Mothers," I say. "We travel heavy."

"You travel with: ammunition."

The mother's name is Kamini. Kamini Sharma from Jaipur — a woman who, I will discover, is: exactly what I expected and nothing like I expected. What I expected: the traditional Indian mother who sees her unmarried twenty-eight-year-old daughter as: a problem to be solved, the solution being: marriage, the marriage being: the only acceptable outcome for a woman of Aditi's age, background, and (this is the part that hurts) beauty, because beautiful women who don't get married are, in the lexicon of Indian mothers: wasting God's gift.

What Kamini actually is: complicated.

I meet her because Aditi brings her to the gym. Not to exercise — Kamini doesn't exercise ("My mother believes that physical exertion is for people who don't have enough housework, which is: her exercise philosophy and also: her entire worldview"). She brings her because Vandana suggested it. "Bring her to us," Vandana said. "Let her see your life. Not the version you describe on phone calls — the real version. The gym, the friends, the vada pav. Let her see: what you've built."

Kamini arrives at Seaside Fitness at 5:45 PM — fifteen minutes before yoga — wearing a cotton sari in deep maroon that suggests: formality, with gold bangles that produce a sound when she walks — the sound of an Indian mother approaching, the sound that every Indian child recognises, the sound that says: I am here, and my presence is: non-negotiable.

She is: small. Shorter than Aditi by several inches. Her face is: Aditi's face in thirty years — the same sharp features, the same direct eyes, but with the particular set of a jaw that has been: clenched for decades. The clenched jaw of a woman who has held opinions in a world that didn't want her opinions and who has therefore developed the jaw to: keep them.

"Namaste, aunty," I say.

"Madhuri?" She knows my name. She knows all of our names — Aditi has talked about us on phone calls, the phone calls that fill the space between "khana kha lena" texts, the phone calls where a daughter tells her mother about a life that the mother cannot see.

"Aditi told me about you," Kamini says. "You're the divorced one."

Direct. Kamini is: direct. The directness that women of her generation deploy not as rudeness but as: efficiency. Why circle when you can: arrive?

"I'm the divorced one. Yes."

"My sister is divorced. She lives in Udaipur. She's: very happy."

This is — unexpected. The acknowledgement that divorce can produce: happiness. From a woman who brought three suitcases and a pressure cooker to her unmarried daughter's flat.

"Aunty, andar aaiye," Aditi says. Come inside. "I'll show you the gym."

The tour happens. Kamini walks through Seaside Fitness with the appraising eye of a woman who evaluates: everything. The weight section ("Why are there more men than women?"), the cardio zone ("These machines look expensive — kitna fee hai?" How much is the fee?), the juice bar ("Three hundred eighty rupees for a smoothie? Beta, I can make smoothie at home for thirty rupees"), Studio A ("This is where you do yoga? It's nice. Clean."), and the pool ("Swimming? You swim? You never told me you swim").

The pool stops her. Kamini stands at the pool's edge, looking at the blue-green water, and something in her face: shifts. The shift that happens when a memory surfaces — the kind of memory that lives in the body, not the mind, and that surfaces when the body encounters: a trigger.

"Main bachpan mein swimming karti thi," she says softly. I used to swim as a child. "Pushkar mein. Lake mein. My father taught me."

Aditi stares. "You never told me you could swim."

"There are many things I haven't told you. Swimming is: one."

This sentence — delivered by a small woman in a maroon sari standing at the edge of a pool in a Bandra gym — this sentence opens a door that I don't think Kamini intended to open. The door that says: I am more than you think I am. I am more than the mother who brought bedsheets and achaar. I am more than the woman who called you "disappointing" when you refused a proposal. I am: a person who once swam in Pushkar Lake and who has been: many things, and the many things have been compressed over decades into: a mother, the way a star is compressed into: a diamond, and the compression is: beautiful and violent and irreversible.

Aditi sees the door. Aditi, who is: twenty-eight and angry and who has spent months in therapy and at yoga and eating vada pav and building a life that doesn't include her mother's approval — Aditi sees the door and does something I don't expect.

She takes her mother's hand.

"Maa," she says. "Aaj yoga class mein mere saath baitho." Sit with me in yoga class today.

"I can't do yoga. I'm sixty-one."

"Sunaina is going to love you. Come."

Kamini does yoga.

Not well — no one does yoga well the first time, and Kamini's body, which has spent sixty-one years performing the yoga of: housework (the squatting, the grinding, the lifting, the carrying that Indian housework demands and that is: yoga without the mat and without the credit) — Kamini's body resists the formalisation of movements it already knows.

But Sunaina sees her. Sunaina sees: everything. Sunaina sees the maroon sari that Kamini has changed out of (into borrowed gym clothes from Vandana's emergency-stash, which fits because Vandana's emergency-stash fits everyone because Vandana's preparedness is: universal). Sunaina sees the gold bangles that Kamini hasn't removed because the bangles are: non-negotiable, the sound of the bangles during yoga being: the sound of a mother's presence in a room full of women who are someone's daughters.

"Welcome," Sunaina says to Kamini. "First time?"

"First time in a gym. Not first time being told what to do with my body."

Sunaina smiles. "Here, nobody tells you. Here, I suggest. Your body decides."

Kamini's body decides: cat-cow (yes), downward dog (modified — her wrists protest), warrior two (surprisingly strong — the strength of a woman who has carried buckets and ground spices and lifted children), and savasana.

In savasana, Kamini does what I did in Chapter 5. She cries. Not from the hip openers (Sunaina kept today's class gentle — the intuition of a teacher who senses a new body's needs). She cries from: the stopping. The stopping that savasana demands — the lying down, the closing of eyes, the permission to: stop. Kamini, who has been: working since she was fourteen (married at eighteen, first child at twenty, household of six to manage, husband who worked and came home and was: fed, the feeding being Kamini's job, always Kamini's job) — Kamini has not: stopped. In sixty-one years. She has not been given permission to lie on the ground and close her eyes and: stop.

The tears are: silent. The silent tears that Indian mothers produce because Indian mothers have learned to cry without: sound, the soundless crying being: a skill, a survival skill, the skill of a woman who has needs and no space in which to: express them.

Aditi sees. From her mat, two feet away, Aditi sees her mother crying on the floor of a Bandra gym, and Aditi understands — in the way that daughters understand when daughters are ready — that her mother is not: the enemy. Her mother is: a woman who once swam in Pushkar Lake and who has been carrying things ever since.

After class, they stand outside. Aditi and Kamini. I watch from the juice bar, where I'm pretending to read my phone while actually watching two women negotiate the distance between: love and understanding, which is: the shortest distance in the world and also the: longest.

"Maa," Aditi says. "Main theek hoon." I'm fine.

"Main jaanti hoon." I know.

"Toh phir kyu aayi?" Then why did you come?

"Kyunki theek hona aur khush hona alag hai. Main dekhna chahti thi ki tu khush hai." Because being fine and being happy are different. I wanted to see if you're happy.

"Happy?"

"Khush. Sacchi wali khush. Natak wali nahi." Happy. Real happy. Not the pretend kind.

Aditi looks at her mother. The looking that daughters do when daughters realise that their mothers have been: paying attention all along, even when the attention looked like: criticism, even when the attention sounded like: disappointment, even when the attention arrived in the form of: three suitcases and a pressure cooker.

"Main khush hoon, Maa." I'm happy, Ma.

"Toh main bhi." Then so am I.

The gold bangles sound. The sound of a mother accepting. The sound of: enough.


  
    Chapter 25: Marine Drive

    
    
  
  Chetan takes me to Marine Drive on a Sunday morning.

Not the Marine Drive of tourists — the Marine Drive of photographs and selfies and the Queen's Necklace viewed from: a safe distance. Chetan's Marine Drive is: the Marine Drive of walkers. The Marine Drive that exists between five and seven in the morning, when the joggers and the walkers and the old men doing their morning stretches own the promenade, and the city is: quiet in the specific way that Mumbai is quiet, which is not: silent (Mumbai is never silent; silence in Mumbai would be: a medical emergency) but: reduced. The volume turned down. The bass removed. The treble remaining — the sea, the gulls, the occasional taxi on the road behind us, the sound of shoes on concrete.

"This is where I walk," Chetan says. "Every morning. This is where I talk to Meera."

We're at the southern end, near Nariman Point, where the promenade curves and the sea is: close enough to touch if you lean over the railing, which I don't because Chetan is holding my hand and leaning would mean: letting go, and I don't want to let go.

He's holding my hand. This is: the first time. Five weeks of Saturday walks, one confession at an Irani café ("this is a date"), multiple phone calls, and tonight — Sunday morning at five-thirty — is the first time his hand has found mine. The finding being: not sudden. Gradual. The way his fingers brushed mine while we walked, then rested against mine, then interlocked — the interlocking that two people's hands perform when the hands have decided, independently of the brains, that: this is happening.

His hand is: warm. Larger than mine. The hand of a man who writes — not the soft hand of a man who types (typing produces different hands; Chetan writes longhand first, then types, the longhand being: his practice, the way Sunaina's yoga is her practice). His palm has the callus of a pen held for hours. The callus of: words.

"Tell me about Meera," I say. "Not the Meera you've told me about — the Meera of this place. The Marine Drive Meera."

"Marine Drive Meera was: the morning Meera. The best Meera. She'd wake up at five — she was always a morning person, the kind of person who the alarm wakes and who is immediately: awake, no transition, no grogginess, just: alive. She'd make chai — terrible chai, always terrible — and she'd bring it to the walk. Two cups. In a flask. The flask is still in my kitchen."

"Do you still use it?"

"Every morning. I make chai — better chai than Meera's, but don't tell her — and I pour it into the flask and I carry it here. And I drink from one cup and the other cup is: hers."

"Even now?"

"Even now. Three years. The other cup sits on the railing and the chai gets cold and I pour it into the sea when I leave. The sea takes it. The sea doesn't judge. The sea says: I'll hold this. I'll hold whatever you give me."

The image: a man pouring cold chai into the Arabian Sea every morning for three years. The ritual. The devotion that exists not because someone is watching but because: the practice requires it. The practice of grief that becomes the practice of: love continuing past the border of death.

"Will you still do that?" I ask. "Now that we're —"

"Now that we're: together?" He says it. The word that neither of us has used. Together. The word that makes the not-a-date and the Banganga walks and the Irani café confession into: something with a name.

"Yes."

"Yes. I'll still do that. Because Meera is not: replaced. Meera is: permanent. And you are not: a replacement. You are: what comes next. And what comes next doesn't erase what came before. It: accompanies."

Accompanies. The word that a writer chooses — not replaces, not follows, not supersedes. Accompanies. Walking alongside. Meera on one side, me on the other, and Chetan in the middle, holding: both.

"I can live with that," I say.

"Can you?"

"I can. Because I'm not jealous of Meera. I'm: grateful to Meera. She made you into the man who walks Marine Drive at five in the morning and pours chai into the sea and says things like 'the sea doesn't judge.' She made you into: someone I want to walk with."

He stops walking. The stopping of a man who has heard something that makes his body: pause. He turns to me. The early morning light is: gentle on his face — the light that exists before the sun is fully up, the light that photographers call "golden hour" and that is: kinder than any other light, the light that makes fifty-three-year-old men look: beautiful, the way the pool's blue-green light made fifty-year-old women look: beautiful.

"Madhuri," he says.

"Chetan."

"I would like to kiss you. If that's — if you —"

"Yes."

The kiss happens on Marine Drive at six in the morning, with the Arabian Sea as witness and two cups of chai on the railing (one full, one empty — the empty one being Meera's, poured into the sea twenty minutes ago) and the sound of waves and the light of early morning and the taste of: chai on his lips, because Chetan tastes like chai, because of course he does, because the man who pours chai into the sea every morning would taste like: the thing he loves.

The kiss is: not what I expected. I expected: awkwardness. The awkwardness of two fifty-somethings who haven't kissed new people in decades, who are out of practice, who might bump noses or misjudge the angle. But the kiss is: none of that. The kiss is: simple. His lips on mine. Warm. The warmth of chai and morning and the Arabian Sea and the man who wrote Doosra Kinara and who is standing on the Marine Drive promenade at six in the morning kissing a woman who used to be: someone's wife and who is now: herself.

I pull back. Not because I want to stop but because I want to: see him. To see his face after the kiss. The face that carries Meera and Marine Drive and three years of grief and the particular expression that a man has when a man has kissed someone for the first time since the person he loved: died.

He is: smiling. Not the small smile of our early acquaintance. A full smile. The smile that reaches his eyes and changes his entire face and makes him look: not younger but: alive. More alive than I've seen him. The aliveness that comes from: the new.

"That was —" he starts.

"Don't finish the sentence. Writers ruin moments by finishing sentences."

He laughs. The laugh that is: the best sound on Marine Drive at six in the morning, better than the sea, better than the gulls, better than the entire orchestra of Mumbai waking up.

We continue walking. Hand in hand. Past the art deco buildings of Marine Drive — the buildings that are: Mumbai's most beautiful architecture, the curves and lines and pastel colours of a city that was built to: impress, and that still impresses, eighty years later, the way good design always impresses — not by shouting but by: existing. Beautifully. Consistently.

Past the Taraporevala Aquarium (closed at this hour, the fish inside doing whatever fish do when humans aren't watching). Past the stretch of promenade where the early yoga practitioners are: doing sun salutations facing the sea, the sun salutations that greet the sun that is rising now over the city, orange and enormous and absolutely: certain, the certainty of a sun that has been doing this for: billions of years and that will do it for billions more and that doesn't require: our permission to be magnificent.

"Breakfast?" Chetan asks.

"The Irani café?"

"The Irani café."

We eat bun maska. We drink Irani chai. We sit across from each other in the café that is ours now — the café that was Chetan-and-Meera's and that is now Chetan-and-Madhuri's, and the transition being not: a replacement but an accompaniment, the way Chetan said, the way a new song doesn't erase the old song but plays: after it, in the same concert, on the same stage.

"Chetan," I say.

"Hmm?"

"I want to tell you something. About Harsh. About what happened."

"You don't need to —"

"I want to. Because you told me about Meera. And because what happened with Harsh is: something I've been carrying, and the carrying is: getting lighter, but the lightness would be helped by: sharing."

I tell him. Everything. The affair. The "I forgot how to love you." The twenty-seven years of theek hai. The selling of the flat. The moving to Mumbai. The gym. The friends. The haircut. The job. The whole story — the story that I've been living and that I've been telling in pieces but that I now tell: whole, to a man who listens the way he reads — slowly, carefully, giving each word its: weight.

When I finish, he reaches across the table. His hand on mine. The hand with the pen-callus. The hand that writes novels and holds chai cups and that is now: holding me.

"Thank you," he says. "For trusting me with that."

"Thank you for listening."

"That's what I do. I listen. And then I write. And the writing is: the listening made permanent."

"Don't put me in a novel."

"Too late. You've been in every novel since: Marine Drive."


  
    Chapter 26: Navratri

    
    
  
  October arrives with Navratri, and Seaside Fitness transforms.

Not literally — the treadmills remain, the weights remain, the pool remains its chlorinated self. But the energy shifts. Navratri energy is: specific. It's the energy of nine nights devoted to the goddess, the energy that turns Mumbai from a city that works into a city that: dances. The energy that Preeti ma'am has been preparing for since August, when she announced "Garba Special is coming" with the gravity of a military commander announcing: deployment.

The Garba Special. The event that Jaya warned me about in Chapter 3: "Preeti ma'am's Garba Special in October comes close" to killing you. I'd taken this as: hyperbole. It is not hyperbole.

Seaside Fitness hosts Garba Night on the sixth night of Navratri — the night traditionally dedicated to Goddess Katyayani, which Preeti ma'am explains is "the warrior form, the fierce form, the form that doesn't take nonsense from anyone, which is: my brand." The event is held not in Studio B (too small) but in the lobby-gallery (Jai's photographs are still on the walls, the photographs serving as: witnesses to the dancing, the documentary photographer's work documenting: them while they document us).

The lobby has been cleared. The juice bar tables pushed to the sides. The reception desk covered with a cloth. Rohit has strung lights — not the tasteful fairy lights of upscale Bandra restaurants but the full, unrestrained, maximum-wattage strings of coloured bulbs that Indian festivals demand, the lights that say: subtlety is for: other occasions. This occasion is for: brightness.

Vandana is dressed. When I say "dressed," I mean: transformed. Vandana in gym clothes is: beautiful. Vandana in Navratri clothes is: a visitation. She wears a chaniya choli in emerald green and gold — the mirror-work catching the coloured lights, the dupatta draped with the particular carelessness of a woman who knows exactly how careful she's being, the ghaghra swirling when she moves and producing the sound of fabric on air that is: the sound of Navratri itself.

"You're wearing that?" I ask.

"Beta, if you can't wear a chaniya choli at Garba, when can you wear it? At the dentist?"

"I don't have a chaniya choli."

"I know. I brought you one."

She produces: a garment bag. Inside the garment bag is: a chaniya choli in deep blue — the navy that has become my colour, the navy of the power dress and the swimsuit and now: the Garba outfit. The mirror-work catches light. The fabric is: heavy in the way that celebratory clothes are heavy — weighted with: occasion.

"Vandana. This is —"

"This is exactly what you need. Put it on. We have thirty minutes."

I put it on. In the changing room — the confessional, the place where I've cried and held and been held and changed, literally and metaphorically. The chaniya choli fits because Vandana has: measured me with her eyes (Vandana's eyes are better than any tailor's tape — she can estimate a body's dimensions from across a juice bar with the accuracy of a women's clothing professional, which she is not, but which she should be).

I look in the mirror. The mirror that eight months ago showed me a woman in salwar kameez who didn't recognise herself. The mirror now shows: a woman in a chaniya choli with short hair and silver jhumkas and the expression of someone who is about to do something she's never done before and who is: excited, not afraid.

"Ready?" Vandana asks.

"No."

"Perfect. The best things happen when you're not ready."

The Garba begins.

Preeti ma'am takes the centre of the lobby-turned-dance-floor. She's wearing white — all white, the white of the goddess, the white that in the context of Navratri is not absence but: presence. All colours contained in: one. She raises her hands. She claps. The clap that starts Garba is not: a sound. It's: a signal. The signal that the nine nights have arrived and that the appropriate response is: movement.

The music starts. Not Bollywood — traditional Garba music, the dandiya beats, the rhythms that Gujarat has been producing for centuries and that have spread across India the way all good things spread: through dancing. The dhol produces bass that enters your feet. The singers produce melodies that enter your chest. The combination produces: an irresistible instruction to your body that says: move.

I don't know Garba. I've never done Garba. In Lucknow, Navratri was: a festival that happened to other people. We observed it with puja, not with dancing, because Harsh's family was: restrained. Restrained in celebration, restrained in emotion, restrained in everything except criticism, where they were: lavish.

But here — in the lobby of Seaside Fitness, with the coloured lights and the dhol and Preeti ma'am in white conducting the floor like a general — here, not knowing doesn't matter. Because Garba is: communal. The steps are: simple (step, clap, turn, repeat). The rhythm is: forgiving (the beat comes around again if you miss it). And the community is: patient (nobody watches your feet; they watch your: face, and the face that Garba demands is: joy).

Vandana pulls me in. We're in the outer circle — the circle that moves counterclockwise around the central lamp (a brass diya, lit by Sunaina before the dancing began, the flame that is: the goddess, the flame that the dancers orbit the way planets orbit: the sun). The circle moves. I move with it. Step, clap, turn. Step, clap, turn. The rhythm entering my feet through the floor the way the bass entered my sternum in Zumba class eight months ago — through the body, not the mind.

Jaya is here — Jaya who doesn't dance, who has never danced in the six months I've known her, who treats physical expression with the suspicion of a woman who prefers: written expression. But tonight Jaya dances. Not beautifully — Jaya dances the way she speaks: precisely, without flourish, each step deliberate. But she dances. And the dancing is: her version of "not maybe — yes."

Cheryl is here. Cheryl in a red and gold sari that she bought for this occasion because "if I'm going to dance with the goddess, I'm going to dress for the goddess." Cheryl who learned Garba from YouTube videos this week and who is performing the steps with the academic precision of a woman who approaches everything as: a research project. Her steps are: correct. Her rhythm is: slightly off. Her joy is: total.

Aditi is here. With her mother. Kamini Sharma from Jaipur, who returned to Mumbai for Navratri because "my daughter says the gym does Garba" and who is dancing with the fluency of a woman who has danced Garba since she was six years old in Rajasthan, where Garba is: not a festival activity but a language, the language that her body speaks when her body is given permission.

Kamini dances and Aditi watches her mother dance and sees — for the first time — the woman before the mother. The woman who swam in Pushkar Lake and danced at Navratri and who had: a life before Aditi, a life that was: full and bright and dancing, before the years of housework and marriage and pressure cookers compressed it into: the mother. The mother who is now: dancing again.

Jai is here. Standing near his photographs. Not dancing — Jai doesn't dance. But his phone is out. He's shooting. Not commercial photography — the photography that he stopped doing, the photography that sees people in their unguarded moments. Click. Vandana mid-spin, the mirror-work catching coloured light. Click. Jaya's precise feet, each step a decision. Click. Cheryl's red sari against the white wall. Click. Kamini and Aditi, mother and daughter, circling the diya.

Click. Me. I don't see the camera. I'm dancing. Step, clap, turn. The chaniya choli swirling. The jhumkas catching light. The short hair that Faizan cut moving with each turn. My body performing movements I've never learned and that my body — the body that held twenty-seven years of theek hai — my body knows. Because the body knows things the mind has forgotten. The body remembers: movement before stillness, joy before restraint, dancing before the world said: sit down.

Sunaina is here. Not dancing but standing beside the brass diya, her hands in prayer position, her eyes closed. The yoga teacher at the flame. The stillness at the centre of the movement. The practice at the heart of the celebration.

And Nikhil. Nikhil is here, dancing with the easy confidence of a man who dances at every Navratri and who does not need Preeti ma'am's instruction because his feet know the steps the way his mouth knows: conversation. He dances near me. Not with me — the distinction being: important. Near. The proximity of a former colleague who has become a friend and who might be: more, except that I'm with Chetan now, and Nikhil knows this (village — gyms are villages), and Nikhil's response to knowing is: grace. The grace of a man who steps back without being asked.

I dance for two hours. Two hours of Garba — the circles, the dandiya (sticks that Preeti ma'am distributes and that we clash in patterns, the clash-clash-clash of wood on wood producing a rhythm that is: ancient, the rhythm of women celebrating the goddess, the rhythm of a faith expressed through: percussion), the twirls, the stamping, the particular exhaustion that Garba produces — not the exhaustion of the treadmill (walking to nowhere) but the exhaustion of celebration (dancing to: everywhere).

At ten o'clock, Preeti ma'am stops the music. The stopping is: sudden, which is: the tradition, the tradition that says: the goddess determines the ending, not the dancers. The lobby is: silent for one breath. One breath where sixty people stand still, sweating, panting, the coloured lights blinking on faces that are: glowing.

And then: cheering. The cheering that follows Garba — the release of energy that the dance built and that the stopping: unleashes. Sixty people cheering in a gym lobby in Bandra on the sixth night of Navratri, the cheering that is: prayer and celebration and exhaustion and gratitude, all at once.

I'm standing in the middle of the floor. My chaniya choli is damp with sweat. My feet hurt. My arms ache. My face is — I see it in the mirror on the far wall — my face is: alive. More alive than it's been in decades. The face of a woman who danced for two hours with a goddess and a community and who is: not tired but: full.

Vada pav appears. Of course it does. Vandana has ordered: sixty. Sixty vada pavs, delivered mid-Garba, stacked in foil-covered trays. The vada pav after Garba is: not food. It's: sacrament. The sacred meal that follows the sacred dance. We eat standing up, still swaying, the chutney on our fingers mixing with the sweat on our foreheads and the coloured light on our clothes and the everything of: this night.

"Same time next year?" Preeti ma'am says.

"Same time next year," sixty voices answer.


  
    Chapter 27: The Award

    
    
  
  The email arrives on a Monday morning at 9:47 AM, sandwiched between a Slack notification about a client call and a WhatsApp message from Vandana about a new face serum. The email is from: the Advertising Club of India. The subject line is: "Shortlist Notification — Abby Awards 2025."

I read it three times. The first time: to absorb the words. The second time: to verify that the words are addressed to me and not to someone else whose name happens to be Madhuri Srivastava. The third time: because the words — "We are pleased to inform you that your campaign 'Doosri Chai: Pehli Se Zyada Kadak' has been shortlisted for the Gold Abby in the category of Best Integrated Campaign" — the words need to be read three times before they become: real.

The Abby Awards. The same awards where I won silver in 1998 — twenty-seven years ago, at twenty-three, in a different life. The awards that I'd kept in a cardboard box and that now hang on my apartment wall because Chetan said "hang them" and hanging them was: the first act of reclamation.

And now: gold shortlist. Not silver. Gold.

"ZOYA!" I shout across the office.

Zoya looks up from her screen. Zoya, who has the hearing of a twenty-six-year-old (which is: superhuman, capable of detecting a whispered comment about her outfit from across a room while wearing AirPods playing music at full volume), turns to me with the expression of someone who has never heard me shout because I don't shout, I am not a shouting person, and the shouting is: an event.

"What happened? Client fire? Server down?"

"Abby shortlist. Gold. Doosri Chai."

The scream that Zoya produces is: the scream of a generation that has grown up on reaction videos and that has therefore perfected the art of: vocal response to good news. The scream is: high-pitched, extended, and attracts the attention of every person on the floor, which is: the entire team of twenty-two, who turn from their screens to look at me and Zoya with expressions ranging from concern (is someone dying?) to curiosity (is someone being fired?) to hope (is someone ordering lunch early?).

"GOLD SHORTLIST!" Zoya announces to the floor. "DOOSRI CHAI! ABBY AWARDS! MAR DIDI IS A GENIUS AND WE ALL WORK WITH A GENIUS!"

The floor erupts. The eruption that advertising agencies produce when awards happen — the eruption that is: part professional pride, part personal joy, part the specific vindication that creative people feel when the work they believed in is: believed in by others.

Prerna emerges from her glass office. She's holding her phone — the phone that received the same email, as agency head. She walks to my desk. She stands in front of me. She says:

"Twenty-seven years. The industry missed you. The Abby Awards just: confirmed it."

The ceremony is in November. Mumbai. The Jio Convention Centre — the venue that hosts events that are: too large for taste and too important for anywhere else. I need a dress.

"I'll handle it," Vandana says. Vandana, who handled the first dress (navy, wine tasting with Nikhil), the second outfit (chaniya choli, Navratri), and who has become: my unofficial stylist, the stylist being: a role she was born for and that her career in fashion-adjacent-wellness has prepared her for with the precision of a military training programme.

"Not navy this time," she says. "Navy was: the return. This is: the arrival. We need — " She pauses, accessing the internal fashion database that Vandana carries where other people carry: anxiety. "Red."

"Red?"

"Red. Not the red of: emergency. The red of: announcement. The red that says: I am here, and I am not leaving, and if you haven't noticed me yet, you are about to."

The dress is: custom. Made by a tailor in Bandra that Vandana knows — because Vandana knows every tailor, every salon, every boutique within a three-kilometre radius, the radius being: her kingdom, the kingdom of a woman who understands that looking good is not: vanity but: communication.

The dress is red silk. Floor-length. Simple — no embellishment, no mirror-work, no distraction. The fabric does the work. The fabric says: this woman doesn't need decoration. This woman is: the decoration.

I try it on. In Vandana's apartment this time — Vandana has a full-length mirror that she calls "the truth-teller" and that I call "the anxiety-machine." But tonight the truth-teller shows me: a woman in a red dress who looks like she belongs at an awards ceremony. Not because the dress is expensive (it isn't — Vandana's tailor charges artist-rates, the rates that artists charge when artists understand that some garments are: collaborations, not transactions). But because the woman in the dress is: present. Fully present. Not hiding. Not disappearing. Standing in front of a mirror in a red dress and: staying.

"Well?" Vandana asks.

"I look —"

"You look like a woman who's about to win a gold Abby. That's what you look like."

The night of the ceremony. I bring: everyone.

Not "everyone" in the vague sense — specifically everyone. Vandana (emerald green, naturally). Jaya (black, predictably, but with silver earrings that catch light — a Jaya concession to: occasion). Cheryl (navy, the dress that I wore to the wine tasting, because Cheryl borrowed it and never returned it and has claimed it as: Doug's proxy — "Doug would have looked great in navy"). Aditi (gold, because Aditi dresses her age, which is: twenty-eight and unafraid). Sunaina (white, always white, the yoga teacher's commitment to: simplicity). Nikhil (suit, dark grey, the suit of a man who attends events and who attends them: correctly). Jai (black shirt, dark jeans, the Jai uniform upgraded from gym to: gala, the upgrade being: minimal, because Jai's approach to formal wear mirrors his approach to conversation: stripped to essentials).

And Chetan. Chetan in a white kurta and dark churidar — the outfit that Indian men wear when Indian men want to look: literary and elegant and like they don't care about fashion while actually caring: deeply. Chetan, who stands beside me in the lobby of the Jio Convention Centre and says:

"You look like the cover of a book I want to write."

"Is that a compliment?"

"That's the highest compliment a writer can give. The cover is: the promise. You are: the promise of a story that the reader can't put down."

The ceremony is: long, the way awards ceremonies always are — speeches, categories, the parade of work that advertising produces and that is, at its best: art, and at its worst: wallpaper. I sit through fifteen categories. The Doosri Chai campaign is in category sixteen.

"The Gold Abby for Best Integrated Campaign goes to —"

The envelope. The pause. The pause that award ceremonies produce for dramatic effect but that the human heart experiences as: cardiac event. The pause where you think: maybe not, maybe I was wrong to hope, maybe the shortlist was: the end and the gold is: someone else's, and the someone-else is: fine, because the shortlist was enough, the shortlist was: more than I expected, the shortlist was —

"Doosri Chai: Pehli Se Zyada Kadak. Spark & Co."

The sound. Not the sound of my name being called — the sound of: everyone. Zoya screaming (again). The team of twenty-two jumping. Prerna's face — the face of a woman who founded an agency on the belief that good work wins and who has just been: vindicated. And behind me: Vandana gripping my arm so hard I'll have fingerprints tomorrow, and Jaya's single nod (the nod that says: of course), and Cheryl saying "Doug, did you hear that?", and Aditi filming on her phone, and Chetan — Chetan's hand on my lower back, warm, steady, the exact same pressure that Sunaina's hand had on my back during pigeon pose, the pressure that says: you are here, you did this, this is: yours.

I walk to the stage. The red dress moves. The jhumkas catch the spotlight. The woman walking to the stage is: not the woman who arrived at Seaside Fitness in salwar kameez ten months ago. The woman walking to the stage is: Madhuri Srivastava, copywriter. Gold Abby winner. Fifty years old. Short hair. Mumbai.

The trophy is: heavy. Heavier than the silver I won in '98. The gold Abby is: a solid thing, the weight of industry recognition compressed into: metal and a plaque that reads my name.

I stand at the podium. The microphone produces the feedback squeal that all microphones produce when you get too close, and the squeal is: the sound of reality saying: this is happening.

"This award," I say, "is for every woman who made chai for someone else for twenty-seven years and then decided to make it for herself. Pehli se zyada kadak."

The applause is: not polite. The applause is: the sound that a room makes when a room recognises truth, and the truth is: not just a tagline but a life, my life, the life that was: interrupted and that has been: resumed.

I walk off the stage. Chetan is waiting. He takes the trophy — holds it while I hold him, the holding that happens in public but that is: private, the private moment in the public space, the moment that says: we did this, together, separately, the way lives are lived: together and separately, simultaneously.

"You were electric," he says.

"I know," I say.

And I do. I know. Finally, irrevocably, without qualification or caveat or the old Lucknow voice saying "theek hai" — I know. I am: electric. I always was.


  
    Chapter 28: Jaya's Blog

    
    
  
  Jaya's blog post about Jai's exhibition goes viral on a Thursday.

"Viral" in Jaya's world means: twelve thousand views in twenty-four hours, which is twelve times her usual readership and which she announces at the juice bar with the expression of a woman who has been writing for four years and who has just discovered that the internet is: listening.

"Twelve thousand," she says. "Twelve. Thousand."

"That's wonderful, Jaya."

"That's terrifying. Twelve thousand people read my words. My words about Jai's photographs. My words that I wrote at 2 AM after the exhibition while eating Maggi straight from the pot because cooking at 2 AM requires: effort, and writing requires: Maggi."

The post is titled: "The Man Who Hid Thirty-Seven Masterpieces." The title that Jaya wrote with the instinct of a woman who understands that headlines are: doors, and the best doors are the ones that make you want to: enter.

I read the post on my phone. Jaya writes the way she speaks — directly, without ornament, with the precision of a scalpel and the warmth of a mother's hand, the combination being: impossible and yet Jaya.

I have a friend who photographs the way some people pray — with total attention and zero expectation. His name is Jai. He doesn't want me to write his last name, which is fine because Jai is: enough. One syllable. Like the sound a camera makes when the shutter opens. Like the sound of something beginning.

For twelve years, Jai travelled India with a camera. He shot fishermen and potters and children playing cricket in streets that had bullet marks on the walls. He shot his mother's hands without knowing they were his mother's hands. He shot the country the way the country needs to be shot: with love and with anger and with the understanding that love and anger are: the same impulse wearing different clothes.

Then he stopped. He put the cameras away. He started shooting corporate headshots — the photographs that LinkedIn profiles require and that nobody remembers. He did this for eight years. Eight years of forgetting what his hands were for.

Last week, in the lobby of a gym in Bandra, Jai hung thirty-seven photographs on the walls. He hung them because a woman told him: "Not maybe. Yes." And the woman was right. The photographs are: extraordinary. Not because they're technically perfect (they are) or because they're compositionally brilliant (they are) but because they are: honest. Each photograph says: I saw this. I saw this person, this moment, this light. And I kept it. For you.

The post continues — descriptions of specific photographs, the Varanasi hands, the Kashmir cricket, the Ladakh doorway. Jaya's writing is: the kind of writing that makes you feel like you were: there. Present. Seeing what she saw. Feeling what she felt.

And the internet responds.

Not the usual internet — not the trolling, the noise, the performative outrage. The other internet. The internet of people who read and feel and share because sharing is: the impulse that honest writing produces. The internet that says: this moved me, and I need you to know it moved me.

The comments:

"Where can I see these photographs?" (Sixty-three times, in various phrasings.)

"This is the best art writing I've read in years."

"Who is this writer? I need to read everything she's written."

"The line about the camera shutter — 'like the sound of something beginning' — I've been thinking about that all day."

And: a message from a gallery. Not just any gallery — Experimenter Gallery in Colaba, one of Mumbai's most respected contemporary art spaces, the space that shows: serious work. The message is to Jaya's blog email, which forwards to Jaya's phone, which Jaya reads at the juice bar while I'm sitting next to her, and the reading produces: a sound from Jaya that I've never heard before. A sound that is: between a gasp and a laugh and that suggests her body doesn't know which response to produce so it's producing: both.

"They want to show Jai's photographs," Jaya says. "Experimenter. They want to — they want to do a full exhibition."

"Jaya."

"A real gallery. Not a gym lobby. A real, actual, art-world gallery where people who know about photography will come and see and —" She stops. The stopping of a woman who has been writing about other people's lives for four years and who has just accidentally changed: someone's life.

"You need to tell Jai," I say.

"I can't tell Jai. Jai will have a cardiac event."

"Jai survived the gym exhibition. He'll survive this."

Jai doesn't have a cardiac event. Jai does something worse. Jai sits in the lobby — the gallery-lobby, the scene of his thirty-seven photographs — and he is: silent. The silence of a man processing information that his brain has classified as: impossible.

"Experimenter," he says. Finally.

"Experimenter," Jaya confirms.

"They want: me."

"They want: your photographs. Which are: you. So yes. They want you."

"I haven't shot new work in eight years."

"They don't want new work. They want the twelve years. The work you hid. The work that Madhuri told you to show and that you showed in this lobby and that I wrote about and that twelve thousand people read about and that Experimenter read about and now — now they want to: show."

The sequence. The extraordinary sequence that begins with a woman on a treadmill saying "not maybe, yes" and that moves through a gym lobby exhibition and a blog post and twelve thousand readers and a gallery email and that arrives: here. In this lobby. With a man sitting in a chair processing the fact that his life is about to: change.

"What do I do?" Jai asks. To me. To Jaya. To the room.

"You say yes," I say.

"Not maybe," Jaya adds.

"Yes," Jai says. The word. The word that I've been practising since January and that Jai is now practising for the first time. The word that changes things. The word that is: terrifying and necessary and the only word that matters.

But the viral post does something else. Something that Jaya didn't anticipate.

It brings attention to Doosri Innings.

Not just the Jai post — the entire blog. Twelve thousand people who came for Jai's photographs stayed for: Jaya's writing. They read the archives. Four years of posts about life after divorce — the honest, unflinching, sometimes funny, sometimes devastating posts that Jaya has been writing in the dark (not literally dark; Jaya writes in the morning, with chai, at her desk in Khar, but metaphorically dark — writing without the assurance that anyone is: reading).

The readership quadruples. From twelve hundred to forty-eight hundred regular readers. The numbers that, in the world of blogs, mean: a following. Not a massive following — not influencer-level, not book-deal-level. But: enough. Enough readers that Jaya's words matter to: more than herself.

And with the readers comes: an email. From a literary agent. Not any literary agent — Kavitha Rao of Rao & Partners, the agency that represents three Sahitya Akademi winners and four JCB Prize longlistees, the agency that represents: serious writing.

"She wants to talk," Jaya tells me. We're walking — Carter Road, evening, the walking that we do when we need to process things that are too large for: sitting. "She wants to talk about turning Doosri Innings into a book."

"Jaya."

"A book. An actual book. With pages and a cover and an ISBN and the whole — the whole thing."

"That's extraordinary."

"That's — I don't know what that is. I've been writing this blog for four years. Four years of telling my story and other women's stories and the stories that live in the space between: what happened and what I felt about what happened. And now someone wants to: collect them. Bind them. Publish them."

"What did you say?"

"I said I'd think about it."

"Jaya. We've been through this. With Jai. What's the word?"

"The word is: yes. I know the word is yes. But — Mar, the blog has posts that are fiction. I told you. In the monsoon. Some of the posts are: made up. And a book — a book has to be: true. Or labeled. Fiction or nonfiction. And Doosri Innings is: both. It's the truth of emotion written in the form of: sometimes fiction. How do you publish that?"

"You publish it as: what it is. A collection of writing that lives between truth and fiction. The literary world has a word for that."

"Creative nonfiction?"

"Autofiction. Chetan told me. The form where the writer's life is: the material, but the material is: shaped. Not raw truth but: crafted truth. Truth with structure."

"Autofiction." Jaya rolls the word. "Doosri Innings as: autofiction."

"Talk to Kavitha. Tell her exactly what you told me — some posts are fiction, some are real, readers don't know which. And see what she says."

"What if she says no?"

"Then you find a different agent. But she won't say no. Because a writer who can make fiction feel like truth and truth feel like fiction is: the writer every publisher wants."

Jaya stops walking. Carter Road stretches behind us and before us — the sea on one side, the buildings on the other, the promenade that we've walked a hundred times and that has heard a hundred conversations and that is: patient with us, the way roads are patient with the people who walk them.

"Mar," she says.

"Hmm?"

"When you came to Seaside Fitness in January — in salwar kameez, lost, fresh from Lucknow, not knowing anyone — I thought: this woman needs help. I'm going to help her."

"You did help me."

"I know. But I didn't expect you to: help me back. I didn't expect that the woman I was helping would be the woman who told Jai to show his photographs and who told me about autofiction and who — who made this group into what it is. You're the centre, Mar. You arrived and we became: a group. Before you, we were: individuals at a gym. After you, we're: this."

"Don't give me that much credit."

"I'm a writer. I give credit where the story: demands it. And the story demands it here."

The sea does what the sea always does on Carter Road at sunset — it turns orange. The orange that Mumbai produces when the sun hits the Arabian Sea at the correct angle, the angle that exists for approximately: seven minutes and that makes everything — the water, the promenade, the faces of two women standing on a road — everything: gold.

"Say yes," I tell her.

"Yes," she says.


  
    Chapter 29: Karan's Visit

    
    
  
  Karan comes to Mumbai for Diwali.

He arrives on the Deccan Queen — the same train I took to Pune six months ago, the train that takes three hours and ten minutes and that produces, in the passenger, enough time to rehearse multiple versions of conversations and reject all of them. But Karan doesn't rehearse. Karan is twenty-four and twenty-four-year-olds don't rehearse conversations with their mothers — they arrive, they are: present, and the presence is: the conversation.

He's taller. Or I'm shorter. Or the six months since Pune have: rearranged us, the way time rearranges parents and children, subtly, continuously, until one day the child is taller and the parent is: looking up.

"Ma." The word that returned in Pune and that has stayed. Not "Mummy" — the formal address of childhood. Not "Mom" — the English that his Hinjewadi friends use. "Ma." The Hindi that carries: warmth and weight and the particular possessiveness that Hindi produces when Hindi says "Ma" instead of any other word for mother.

"You've lost weight," I say. Because this is what mothers say. This is the opening gambit of every Indian mother greeting her child — the assessment, the inventory, the scanning of the body for signs of: neglect. "Are you eating?"

"Ma. I'm a software engineer at a tech company. They feed us. Literally. Three meals. Snacks. An entire kitchen. I'm eating more than I've ever eaten."

"Then why are you thin?"

"I'm not thin. I'm fit. There's a difference. I go to the gym."

"Which gym?"

"A gym in Hinjewadi. It's — it's not Seaside Fitness." The smile. The Karan-smile that I haven't seen in: too long. "Tum ne mujhe gym-obsessed bana diya." You've made me gym-obsessed.

"Good. The gym is: important."

"Ma, you sound like a cult leader."

"Every good community sounds like a cult from the outside."

He laughs. I laugh. The laughter that a mother and son produce when the distance between them has been: closed, or at least: narrowed to a width that laughter can cross.

I show him the apartment. The apartment that he saw in January — when it was: empty, new, a stranger's space that I was trying to make: mine. The apartment is: different now. The Husain print. The baby shoes. The silver from the '98 Abbys and the gold from the '25 Abbys, both on the wall. The brass Saraswati from Chetan — on the shelf near the window where the sea-sliver view lives. Books — Chetan's novels, Jaya's printouts, Sunaina's yoga texts. The apartment is: full. Not cluttered — full. The fullness of a life that has been: lived in these rooms.

"It's nice," Karan says. Then: "It looks like: you."

"What does that mean?"

"It means — in Lucknow, the flat looked like: a house. A generic house. This looks like: you. Specific. The specific that makes something: yours."

The observation of a twenty-four-year-old who is learning to: see. The seeing that children develop when children realise that their parents are: people, not roles, and that people have: aesthetics, preferences, identities that exist independently of: parenting.

"Come," I say. "I'm taking you somewhere."

I take him to Seaside Fitness. Not for a workout — for an introduction. The introduction that matters more than any introduction I've ever made, more than the interview at Spark & Co, more than the Abby Awards stage. I'm introducing my son to: my people.

They're all there. Vandana has arranged it — because Vandana arranges things the way generals plan operations: with strategy, precision, and backup plans for the backup plans. She's told everyone: "Madhuri's son is coming. Be: yourselves. But the best version of yourselves. Like when the in-laws visit but without: the judgement."

Karan walks into Seaside Fitness and is immediately:

Hugged by Vandana ("Beta! I'm Vandana aunty. I've heard everything about you. You're more handsome than your mother described, which means: your mother is modest, which is: her only flaw").

Assessed by Jaya ("So you're the one who made her cry in Pune. Good. Mothers need to cry with their children sometimes. It's: drainage").

Touched by Sunaina — literally. She takes his hand, examines his palm. "You carry tension in your right hand. Typing. Too much typing. Come to yoga sometime." Karan looks at me as if to say: Is she always like this? And I nod: Always.

Embraced by Cheryl ("You look like your mother. Which means: you got lucky. Doug looked like his father and his father looked like: a potato with hair").

High-fived by Aditi ("Bhai! Finally! Your mom talks about you more than she talks about Chetan and that's: saying something").

And Jai. Jai nods. The Jai-nod. Karan nods back. Two men communicating in the language of: minimal acknowledgement, the language that men use when words are: too many and a nod is: sufficient.

"They're —" Karan looks at me after the introductions, after the chai (Rohit has made chai at the juice bar, because Rohit has learned that this group runs on: chai, not smoothies), after the tour of the gym that included Jai's photographs (still on the walls, still being seen by members, the photographs having become: part of Seaside's identity). "They're: your family."

"They're my friends."

"No. Ma. They're your family. The way you talk about them. The way they talk about you. The way Vandana-aunty called me 'beta' like she's known me since birth. That's: family. Not the kind you're born into. The kind you: choose."

"Chosen family."

"Chosen family. Yes." He's quiet for a moment. The quiet of a twenty-four-year-old processing something that his generation understands intuitively (chosen family is: a concept that Gen Z has popularised) but that his mother's generation had to: discover. "Ma, I need to tell you something."

"Tell me."

"I was angry at you. When you left Lucknow. I was angry because I thought you were: running away. From Papa. From the marriage. From us — from me. I thought the move to Mumbai was: escape."

"It was."

"I know. But escape isn't: bad. I understand that now. Escape is: what you do when the place you're in is: killing you. And Lucknow was: killing you. Not physically — but the you that was: you. The copywriter. The woman who writes taglines that make three million people feel: seen. That woman was: dying in Lucknow. And you saved her by: leaving."

The sentence from my twenty-four-year-old son. The sentence that I didn't know I needed until I heard it. The sentence that is: absolution. Not from a priest or a therapist or a friend but from: the person whose opinion matters most. My son. Telling me that the leaving was: not abandonment but: survival.

"Thank you, beta."

"Don't thank me. I'm just: saying what I see. Which is what you taught me. In Lucknow, when I was little, you used to say: 'Jo dikhta hai woh bolo. Jhooth mat bolo. Jo hai woh hai.' Say what you see. Don't lie. What is, is."

I said that. I taught him that. In the years when I was: the role and not the person, in the years of theek hai, I was still: teaching my son to see. To speak. To be: honest. The teaching that happened even when I wasn't being: honest with myself.

"You taught me well," I say.

"You taught me: everything."

Diwali night. The apartment.

Karan and I light diyas. Not the electric lights that Lucknow used (Harsh preferred electric because electric was: safe, and safety was Harsh's primary aesthetic), real diyas. Clay diyas from the market in Linking Road — the market where everything costs: half what it should and twice what you'd pay with bargaining, the bargaining that I've learned from Cheryl (who learned from Doug, who learned from the streets of Mumbai where he'd lived for thirty years).

The diyas line the windowsill. Five diyas — one for each window, the apartment's five windows that face: the sea, the sliver of sea that was a selling point and that has become: a compass. The diyas flicker. The flame moves with the draft from the open windows — the draft that carries the sound of Diwali fireworks outside, the fireworks that Mumbai produces in quantities that would alarm the environment ministry (they do alarm the environment ministry; the environment ministry is: perpetually alarmed and perpetually ignored).

Karan calls Harsh. He puts it on speaker. "Diwali mubarak, Papa."

"Diwali mubarak, beta. Are you with —"

"I'm with Ma. In Bandra."

Silence. The Harsh-silence. The silence of a man who is learning that his son is with the woman he didn't see for twenty-seven years and who is now: being seen by everyone except him.

"Tell her: Diwali mubarak. From me."

"Tell her yourself. She's right here."

I take the phone. "Diwali mubarak, Harsh."

"Diwali mubarak, Madhuri." His voice is: softer than the apology call. The softness of a man who has had four months of therapy and who is learning that soft is not: weak. "How is Mumbai?"

"Mumbai is: good."

"Karan tells me the apartment is: beautiful."

"It's small."

"He says it looks like you."

"He said that."

"I believe him. You always had: taste. I just never said it."

This is: new. Harsh complimenting something he didn't control. Harsh acknowledging that I had: taste, which implies that I had: identity, which implies that the identity existed independently of: the marriage. The acknowledgement that Dr. Bajaj has been working toward, and that is arriving: slowly, sentence by sentence, phone call by phone call.

"Thank you, Harsh."

"Happy Diwali, Madhuri. Really."

He hangs up. Karan looks at me. "You two are: weird."

"We're divorced. Divorced people are: weird."

"No. You're weird because you're: civil. Papa says nice things about you now. You say his name without: flinching. It's like — it's like you're better as ex-spouses than you were as: spouses."

"Maybe that's the point. Maybe some relationships are better when they're: over. Not because the people are bad — because the structure was: wrong. And without the structure, the people can: be."

"Deep, Ma."

"I work at an advertising agency. Everything I say is: a tagline now."

He laughs. The Karan-laugh — the laugh that is: half mine and half Harsh's, the genetic mixing that two people produce when they create: a person, the person who carries both of them in every expression, every sound, every laugh that is: the proof that the marriage, whatever it was, produced something: good.

We eat. Karan has cooked — not me. Karan has cooked because I taught him to cook in the haircut chapter, because the teaching that happened over a weekend in Bandra produced: a son who cooks. He's made paneer butter masala (his own recipe — not the internet recipe, his own, which he's been developing in his Hinjewadi kitchen with the dedication of a software engineer who applies: systematic iteration to everything, including: gravy).

The paneer is: perfect. The butter masala is: rich, creamy, the spice exactly right — not too much, not too little, the Goldilocks masala that only comes from: practice. He's made jeera rice. He's made raita. He's made — and this is the part that makes me: cry — chai. The chai that I taught him. Cardamom crushed. Ginger sliced. The chai that I've been making for twenty-seven years and that he's been making for six months and that tastes like: mine, because it is mine, because the recipe is: inheritance, the inheritance that mothers pass to children not through wills but through: hands.

"Happy Diwali, Ma."

"Happy Diwali, beta."

The diyas flicker. The fireworks sound outside. The sea-sliver view is: obscured by smoke and light, the Diwali night that turns Mumbai into: a galaxy, every building a star, every window a flame, every family a: constellation.

We are: a constellation of two. A mother and a son. Eating paneer butter masala and drinking chai in a Bandra apartment on Diwali night. And the constellation is: small, but it is: enough.

It is: everything.


  
    Chapter 30: December

    
    
  
  December in Mumbai is not winter. December in Mumbai is: the city's exhale. The months of monsoon and heat and Navratri and Diwali have passed, and what remains is: a gentleness. The temperature drops to twenty-three degrees, which Mumbaikars treat as: arctic, pulling out sweaters and shawls and the one jacket that every Mumbaikar owns and wears for exactly six weeks before it returns to the back of the cupboard where it lives for the remaining: forty-six weeks.

I've been in Mumbai for eleven months.

Eleven months since the salwar kameez and the auto-rickshaw and the building with the name that wasn't mine on the mailbox. Eleven months since the first Zumba class and the first vada pav and the first time Vandana said "it will be fine" and I believed her because believing was: easier than thinking.

The apartment mailbox now has: my name. Madhuri Srivastava. 4B. The name in the building's register. The name on the electricity bill, the gas bill, the Swiggy account, the Amazon account, the gym membership, the LinkedIn profile that Zoya set up for me ("You need a digital presence, didi — you're a Gold Abby winner, you can't be: invisible"). The name that is: mine. Not Mrs. Harsh Khanna. Not "Harsh ki wife." Madhuri Srivastava.

The morning routine has become: a routine. Not the deadening routine of Lucknow (wake, chai, household, theek hai, repeat) but the routine of: a life chosen. Five-thirty: wake. Not to an alarm — to the light that enters through the sea-sliver window, the light that is different every morning because the sea is different every morning and the light that the sea reflects is: the sea's mood, and the sea's mood is: varied, like a person's, like mine.

Six: yoga. Not at Seaside (too early for Sunaina) — at home. The practice that Sunaina taught me and that I now do: alone. In my living room, on the mat that Sunaina gave me after three months ("You're ready to practise without me. This mat is: your teacher now"). Sun salutations facing the window. The sea-sliver catching the first light. My body moving through poses that my body now: knows, the way my body knows how to make chai — not from thinking but from: repetition that has become instinct.

Six-forty-five: chai. Cardamom crushed. Ginger sliced. One cup. The correct amount of water. The correct amount of milk. The chai that is: mine.

Seven: the walk. Not Marine Drive (that's Chetan's; I don't intrude on his morning conversation with Meera). Carter Road. The walk that I do alone, with music (a playlist that Aditi curated called "Mar Didi's Morning Energy" which contains: film songs from the '90s that I grew up with, mixed with contemporary Hindi indie that I'm: learning to love), the walk that takes thirty minutes and that produces: the thinking that the day requires.

Seven-thirty: shower. Dress. Not the salwar kameez of January (I still own them; I wear them on Sundays, the way you wear comfortable things when comfortable is: the point). The work clothes — kurtas with trousers, the compromise that has become: my style, the style that says: I am Indian and professional and fifty and I dress for: myself.

Eight-fifteen: auto-rickshaw to Lower Parel. The ride that I've memorised — every pothole, every traffic signal, every chai stall that my auto passes and that produces a smell that says: Mumbai is awake.

Eight-forty-five: Spark & Co. The desk. The Saraswati. The monitor. Zoya arriving at nine with cold coffee and complaints about her Bumble matches ("He said his hobby is 'vibing.' That's not a hobby. That's: a state of being. I have: standards").

The routine of a life. My life. The life that I built in eleven months in a city that I moved to because I had: nowhere else to go and that has become: the only place I want to be.

The December project at Spark & Co is: different. Not a client campaign — an internal project. Prerna's idea.

"We're creating a brand film," Prerna says. Monday morning team meeting, the meeting where twenty-two people sit in the glass conference room and pretend to be: alert, while actually being: under-caffeinated and over-Slacked. "Not for a client. For us. For Spark & Co. Our story. Who we are. Why we exist. What we believe."

"What's the budget?" asks Sneha, the account manager, because account managers ask about budgets the way doctors ask about symptoms — reflexively, diagnostically.

"Zero."

"Zero."

"Zero. We're an advertising agency. We can make a brand film with: zero budget and maximum talent. Which we have." She looks at me. "Mar, I want you to write it."

"The Spark & Co brand film."

"The Spark & Co brand film. Our manifesto. On screen."

I write it. Not at the office — at home, on a Sunday, with chai, the way all good writing happens: in solitude, with caffeine, without the pressure of: a deadline (the deadline is next Friday; I ignore it because deadlines are: imaginary, and good writing happens when the writing is: ready, not when the calendar says it should be).

The manifesto:

We started because we got tired of asking permission to have ideas.

Two women. One office. Zero clients. A belief that the best advertising doesn't sell — it sees. It sees the woman making chai for one. The photographer hiding masterpieces. The mother who dances at Navratri. The son who cooks for his mother on Diwali.

We believe that every brand is a person. And every person deserves to be: seen.

Not targeted. Not segmented. Not reduced to a demographic. Seen.

We are Spark & Co. We make the work that makes people say: that's me.

That's always been the point. Not awareness. Not reach. Not ROI.

Recognition.

The moment someone sees your ad and says: they know me. They see me. They understand.

That's the spark.

I send it to Prerna. Prerna reads it. Prerna calls me.

"You've put our friends in the manifesto."

"I've put truth in the manifesto. Our friends happen to be: true."

"The woman making chai for one."

"Me."

"The photographer hiding masterpieces."

"Jai."

"The mother who dances at Navratri."

"Kamini."

"The son who cooks."

"Karan."

Silence. The Prerna-silence — rare, significant, the silence of a woman who speaks for a living and who is rendered: speechless by good writing, which is: the highest compliment a writer can receive.

"Keep it," she says. "Every word."

The year ends. The year that began with: a divorce, a flat, a gym, a salwar kameez. The year that produced: a community, a career, a relationship, a gold Abby, a son who cooks, a man who pours chai into the sea, a photographer who said yes, a blogger who said yes, a mother who danced, a friend who cried, a pool at midnight, a monsoon that trapped us, a changing room that held us, a lobby that became a gallery that became a dance floor that became: home.

On the thirty-first of December, we gather. Not at the gym — at my apartment. The apartment that was too small for a party but that has become: exactly the right size for the people I love.

They come. Vandana in sequins ("It's New Year's Eve, Mar — sequins are: mandatory"). Jaya in black with silver ("I'm consistent"). Cheryl in Doug's Hawaiian shirt over a dress ("Doug loved New Year's. He'd count down from thirty instead of ten because 'ten seconds isn't enough to say goodbye to a year'"). Aditi in gold ("Same outfit as the Abbys because: it's my lucky outfit"). Sunaina in white ("Consistency is: my practice"). Jai in his black shirt and dark jeans ("I don't have other clothes"). Nikhil in a blazer ("I dress for occasions because occasions deserve: effort").

And Chetan. Chetan in a white kurta — the same kurta from the Abbys, because Chetan is: a man of rituals, and the rituals include: wearing the same clothes to important events because the clothes become: part of the memory, and the memory is: what matters, not the fashion.

Karan is not here — he's in Pune with friends, which is: correct. Twenty-four-year-olds spend New Year's Eve with friends, not mothers. He called at six. "Happy New Year, Ma. I'm proud of you. Say that to yourself from me."

The apartment is: warm. Not from heating (Mumbai doesn't need heating in December; Mumbai needs heating in never) — from people. Nine people in a small apartment produce: warmth. The thermodynamic warmth of bodies in proximity and the emotional warmth of people who have chosen to spend the last hours of the year with: each other.

I've cooked. Not alone — Cheryl helped (her contribution: a salad that she calls "the American contribution to Indian hospitality, which is: the only contribution we're qualified to make"). Vandana helped ("I don't cook. I supervise. Supervision is: a form of cooking"). Jaya brought wine ("from the same place Nikhil took you — The Grape Escape, which is: overpriced but worth it, because good wine on New Year's Eve is: not a luxury but a necessity").

The food: biryani (my version, learned in eleven months of Mumbai living, the Lucknow girl's attempt at Mumbai biryani which is: neither Lucknow nor Mumbai but somewhere in between, the in-between that I am). Paneer tikka. Dal makhani. Naan from the tandoor at the corner restaurant because making naan in an apartment kitchen is: insanity. And: chai. Always chai.

We eat on the floor. Not because the apartment lacks chairs (it has: four chairs, which is insufficient for nine people) but because eating on the floor is: what we do. The floor-sitting of Indian hospitality, the sitting that says: formality is for strangers, and we are not: strangers.

At eleven-fifty, we move to the window. The five windows that face the sea. The sea-sliver that is, tonight, not a sliver but: a mirror. The sea reflecting the city's lights — the lights of a Mumbai that is counting down, the lights of apartments and buildings and cars and the string lights that every balcony in Bandra has hung for the occasion.

"Ten," Vandana starts.

"Thirty," Cheryl corrects. "We count from thirty. Doug's rules."

"Doug's not —"

"Doug's rules transcend: his physical presence. Thirty."

We count from thirty. Thirty seconds of countdown — thirty seconds of a year ending, a year that was: the hardest and best year of my life, the year where I lost: everything I thought I was and gained: everything I actually am.

"Three. Two. One."

"Happy New Year."

The cheering. The hugging. The particular chaos of nine people in a small apartment trying to hug each other simultaneously, the geometry of nine-person hugging being: impossible and therefore: perfect.

Chetan finds me in the chaos. His arms around me. His mouth near my ear.

"Happy New Year, Madhuri."

"Happy New Year, Chetan."

"This was a good year."

"This was: the year."

"What's next year?"

"Next year is: next year. I don't plan years anymore. I plan: mornings."

He kisses me. At midnight. In my apartment. With seven friends cheering and the sea reflecting Mumbai's lights and the year turning from old to new and the world continuing its rotation and the chai cooling on the counter and the biryani half-eaten and the Saraswati gleaming on the shelf and the baby shoes on the wall and the life that I built — from wreckage, from salwar kameez, from vada pav and Zumba and a woman named Vandana who said "it will be fine" — the life that is: mine.

Mine.


  
    Chapter 31: Sunaina's Story

    
    
  
  Sunaina tells me her story on a January morning — the anniversary of my arrival in Mumbai, which I didn't mention to anyone because anniversaries of arrivals are: private, the kind of thing you hold inside and examine alone, the way you examine a stone you've been carrying in your pocket, turning it over to see if it's changed.

But Sunaina knows. Sunaina knows things without being told, the way teachers know when a student is struggling and the way yoga practitioners know when a body is: holding.

"One year," she says. We're in Studio A, before class. She's laying out the mats — the ritual that she performs every morning: twelve mats, evenly spaced, each one aligned with the one beside it, the alignment being: not obsession but respect. Respect for the space. Respect for the practice. Respect for the bodies that will arrive and place themselves on these mats and trust her with: their weight.

"One year," I confirm. "I didn't think you'd notice."

"I notice: everything. It's the curse of teaching. You learn to see bodies and then you can't: stop seeing them. In the supermarket. On the train. Everywhere. I see posture and I think: that woman's husband is unkind. That man's mother just died. That child is loved. The body says: everything."

"My body said: everything?"

"Your body said: 'I have been invisible for a very long time and I am afraid of being seen.' That's what your body said in January. On the first day."

She sits on the floor. Not on a mat — on the bare wood, cross-legged, her spine the straight line that her spine always is, the line that is: not rigid but aligned, the alignment of a woman who has spent twenty years teaching bodies to: be.

"I want to tell you something," she says. "Because it's your anniversary. And anniversaries deserve: truth."

"Tell me."

"I wasn't always: this." She gestures at herself — at the white clothes, the calm face, the spine, the stillness that Sunaina wears the way other people wear: noise. "I was: angry. For years. The angriest person you'd ever meet."

"You?"

"Me. Sunaina Mehta, yoga teacher, woman of: breath and surrender and 'the tears are the practice working.' I was: rage."

The word "rage" from Sunaina is: disorienting. Like hearing a monk say "I used to rob banks." The disorientation of a person you've placed in one category suddenly declaring: I belong in another.

"I grew up in Ahmedabad. My father was: a mathematician. Brilliant. Genuinely brilliant — the kind of brilliant that produces: equations that nobody understands and a household that nobody enjoys. He lived in numbers. He spoke in numbers. He loved in: numbers, which means he didn't love at all, because love is: not an equation, love is a practice, and practice requires: presence, and my father was present only in: abstract."

"My mother was: the opposite. Warm. Loud. The kind of Gujarati woman who feeds everyone and asks questions and fills rooms with: herself. She married my father because — I asked her once — because 'he was the smartest man I'd ever met and I thought smart meant: good.' Smart doesn't mean good. Smart means: smart. Good means: good. They're different: currencies."

"I was the middle child. Three sisters. The eldest married well — which in Ahmedabad means: married rich. The youngest was: the baby. I was: the in-between. The one who was not special in any direction. Not the smartest, not the prettiest, not the most obedient. Just: there."

She pauses. The pause of a woman assembling memories into: a sequence. The sequence that makes a life into: a story.

"I found yoga at nineteen. At the university. A teacher — Guruji, we called him, everyone called him Guruji because he was: a man who deserved the title, which is rare because most people who are called Guruji are: charlatans. Guruji was: the real thing. He taught Iyengar yoga — the precise kind, the kind that uses props and alignment and that treats the body as: an instrument, not an ornament."

"The first class — I cried. Like you. In pigeon pose. Guruji said: 'The tears are stored in the hips. The hips are: the filing cabinet of the emotional body.' I use that line now. His words became: my words. That's how teaching works — you absorb your teacher and then you transmit, and the transmission is: not copying but: continuing."

"I studied with Guruji for five years. I became a teacher. I moved to Mumbai because Mumbai needed yoga teachers — this was 2005, when yoga in Mumbai was: a luxury, not a lifestyle, and the studios were: few, and the opportunities were: available."

"I met a man. Vikram. He was — he was everything my father wasn't. Warm. Present. Physical. He touched me and the touching was: not mathematical. The touching was: human. I thought: this is it. This is the answer to the equation that my father never solved. Love as: presence. Love as: touch."

"We married. We were happy. Not the happiness of movies — the happiness of mornings. Chai together. Walking together. The small happinesses that are: the real happinesses."

She stops. The stopping that precedes: the part of the story that costs. The part that the storyteller has been building toward and that the storyteller knows will change: the shape of the room.

"Vikram died. In 2011. A motorcycle accident on the Western Express Highway. He was riding home from work — he worked at an architecture firm in Andheri — and a truck changed lanes without indicating and Vikram was: gone. Not slowly. Not with warning. Not with the declining health that gives you time to: prepare. Gone. In the time it takes a truck to change lanes. Which is: three seconds."

Three seconds. The time that separates: everything from nothing. The time that Sunaina has been carrying for fourteen years.

"After Vikram, I was: rage. Not grief — I expected grief. Grief I could have: held. But rage — the rage of a woman who did everything right (yoga, breath, alignment, practice) and who was given: randomness. The randomness of a truck. The randomness that says: your practice doesn't protect you. Your alignment doesn't protect you. Nothing protects you. The truck changes lanes and: everything."

"I stopped teaching. For two years. I stopped practising. I stopped: everything that had made me: me. Because if yoga couldn't protect Vikram — if the universe could give me a man who was: present and then take him away in three seconds — then what was the point of: alignment? What was the point of: breath?"

"And then?"

"And then: nothing. That's the honest answer. There was no moment. No epiphany. No 'one day I woke up and understood.' That's what books say. Books lie. What happened was: I went back to the mat. Not because I understood — because I had nothing else. The mat was: the only thing left. The last surface in the world that I could: lie down on and not fall."

"I went back to savasana. Just savasana. For weeks. Lying on the floor. Not moving. Not breathing with intention. Just: being on the floor. And the floor held me. The way the water held you in the pool. The floor said: I've got you. I'm not going anywhere. And the floor was: right. The floor doesn't change lanes."

The sentence — "the floor doesn't change lanes" — enters me the way certain sentences do: through the chest, not the mind. The sentence that rearranges your understanding of a person. The sentence that makes you realise that the woman who has been teaching you to breathe has been: breathing through damage that you cannot imagine.

"Sunaina," I say. "I didn't know."

"Nobody knows. I don't tell people because telling makes them: careful around me. And I don't want careful. I want: normal. Normal is: what Vikram would want. He was the most normal man alive. Normal in the beautiful way — the way that makes normal feel like: a gift."

"Why are you telling me?"

"Because it's your anniversary. And because you think the year you've had — the divorce, the move, the starting over — you think it's: the hardest thing. And I want you to know: it isn't. It's the bravest thing. The hardest thing is: the thing you can't control. The truck. The three seconds. What you did — leaving, choosing, building — that's not hard. That's: agency. And agency is: the only thing that the universe gives us that the truck can't take."

I hold her. In Studio A, on the wood floor, beside twelve perfectly aligned mats, I hold the woman who taught me to breathe and who has been breathing through: the unbreathable. The holding that says: I see you now. Not the teacher — the person. The person who carries fourteen years of a three-second loss and who has turned that loss into: a practice that helps strangers cry in pigeon pose and find themselves on mats that she aligned with: love.

"The tears are the practice working," I say.

"The tears are: always the practice working," she says. "Even mine."


  
    Chapter 32: The Flat in Lucknow

    
    
  
  Harsh sells the Lucknow flat in February.

He tells me by phone — not a scheduled call, not a formal notification, just a Tuesday afternoon call that arrives while I'm at Spark & Co reviewing copy for a skincare brand whose target audience is "women who feel invisible" (my speciality now; I've become the agency's expert on: invisible women becoming visible, which is either a niche or a: calling).

"I sold the flat," Harsh says.

The flat. The Gomti Nagar flat. The flat where I lived for twenty-seven years — the flat that contained: a kitchen where I made chai every morning, a bedroom where I slept beside a man who forgot how to love me, a living room where I watched television I didn't choose, a balcony where I drank chai alone and watched the Gomti River move slowly toward: somewhere else. The flat that was: my prison and my home, simultaneously, the way prisons become homes when you've been in them long enough that the walls feel: familiar instead of confining.

"To whom?" I ask. The question that doesn't matter but that the mind produces when the mind is processing a loss it didn't expect to: feel.

"A young couple. Newly married. He's an IAS officer. She's a doctor at KGMU. They're — they're excited about the flat. They want to: renovate."

Renovate. The word that means: erase. Tear down the walls I knew and build new ones. Replace the kitchen where I stood for decades with a kitchen where someone else will stand. The renovation of a life into: another life.

"That's good," I say. And it is good. The flat should be: lived in by people who want it. The flat should be renovated and filled with new furniture and new curtains and a new couple's new arguments about which side of the bed is whose. The flat should be: someone else's story now.

"I wanted you to know," Harsh says. "Before the paperwork finishes. I wanted you to: know."

"Thank you."

"Your share — the settlement amount — it'll be in your account by March."

"I know. The lawyer sent the details."

Silence. The silence of two people who shared a flat for twenty-seven years and who are now discussing its sale with the bureaucratic politeness of: former occupants. Not former lovers. Not former partners. Former occupants. People who lived in the same space and who are now living in: different spaces, the different spaces being: the point.

"Harsh."

"Hmm?"

"Did you keep anything? From the flat?"

"I kept the pressure cooker."

I laugh. The laugh that divorce produces — not bitter, not joyful, but: absurd. Harsh keeping the pressure cooker. The pressure cooker that I used every day for dal, for rajma, for the meals that held the marriage together because the marriage itself couldn't: hold.

"The pressure cooker."

"It works perfectly. Eleven years old and it still whistles on time. Some things are: reliable."

"Unlike marriages."

"Unlike marriages. Yes."

He laughs too. The laugh that I haven't heard from Harsh in — I don't know how long. The laugh that requires: distance from the thing being laughed at. You can't laugh at a marriage while you're in it. You can only laugh at it when you're: outside, looking back, seeing the absurdity that was invisible from: within.

"Take care, Madhuri."

"Take care, Harsh."

I tell Chetan about the flat. Saturday morning. Marine Drive. The walk that has become: ours, though we walk at seven, not five-thirty, because five-thirty is still: Meera's time, and the boundary is: respected.

"How do you feel?" Chetan asks. The question that a writer asks because a writer knows that the answer to "how do you feel?" is never: simple, that the answer contains: layers, and that the layers are: the story.

"I feel — relieved. And sad. And relieved that I'm sad, because the sadness means it: mattered. The flat mattered. The years mattered. And if they didn't matter — if I felt nothing — that would be: worse. That would mean the twenty-seven years were: wasted. But the sadness says: they weren't wasted. They were: spent. Like currency. You spend money and the money is gone but what you bought with it: remains."

"What did you buy?"

"Karan. A knowledge of myself that I couldn't have gotten any other way. The understanding that 'theek hai' is not: a philosophy but a: symptom. And the ability to write 'Pehli se zyada kadak' — because you can't write about the second cup if you haven't: survived the first."

"That's — that's a novel, Madhuri. What you just said. That's: a novel."

"Don't steal my life for your fiction."

"Too late. I told you. You've been in every novel since Marine Drive."

We walk. Marine Drive in the early morning — the light that photographers call golden hour and that I call: the hour when everything looks: forgivable. The buildings forgiven for their decay. The sea forgiven for its pollution. The promenade forgiven for its cracks. Everything bathed in: light that says: I see your imperfections and I choose to illuminate them: gently.

"Can I ask you something?" I say.

"You can ask me anything."

"When Meera died — when you lost the flat, the life, the everything — did you feel: free?"

He doesn't flinch. Chetan doesn't flinch at questions the way he doesn't flinch at: anything. The unflinching of a man who has processed his grief to the point where grief is: no longer a wound but a: landscape. A place he's been. A place he knows.

"I felt: weightless," he says. "Not free — weightless. There's a difference. Free implies: choice. Weightless implies: untethered. And untethered is: not freedom. Untethered is: floating without gravity. Floating without: direction."

"And now?"

"Now I have: gravity again. The writing is gravity. Marine Drive is gravity. You are: gravity."

"I'm your gravity."

"Don't say it like that — it sounds like a bad Bollywood film. I mean: you give me weight. The weight of: someone to walk with. Someone whose story matters to me. The weight that untethered people need to come back to: ground."

"Chetan Deshpande. Writer of award-winning literary fiction. And terrible Bollywood dialogue."

"The worst. My editor would kill me."

We stop at the Irani café. Bun maska. Irani chai. The ritual that is: ours. The ritual that carries Meera's ghost and my past and Chetan's words and the entire weight of two lives that have found each other at: fifty, which is: late and also: exactly on time.

"I want to go back to Lucknow," I say.

"To the flat?"

"Not to the flat. The flat is: someone else's now. To the city. To see it — as a visitor. Not as a: prisoner. I want to walk through Hazratganj and eat at the chaat stall near the university and see the Gomti River and the Bara Imambara and all the places that were: the scenery of my captivity, and I want to see them as: scenery. Just scenery. Not: walls."

"When?"

"Next month. Before the heat starts."

"Do you want me to come?"

"No. This one I need to do: alone. The way I came to Mumbai: alone. Some journeys require solitude. The solitude that allows you to: hear yourself. Not the self that talks to Chetan or the self that writes taglines or the self that does yoga. The self that walks through Lucknow and remembers being: invisible, and who is now: visible, and who needs to see the place where the invisibility happened to confirm: it's over."

"That's brave."

"That's necessary."


  
    Chapter 33: Lucknow

    
    
  
  The train to Lucknow takes fourteen hours from Mumbai Central — the Pushpak Express, which departs at 7:35 PM and arrives at 9:40 AM, the arrival time being: approximate, because Indian Railways treats schedules as: suggestions, not commitments, and the suggestion is: we'll get you there when we get you there, and the getting-there is: the point, not the: when.

I book a 2AC berth. Not the 3AC of my younger years (when every rupee was: accounted for, when Harsh's salary dictated: everything, including the class of train travel that his wife was: permitted). 2AC. The berth with curtains. The berth that gives you: privacy, which is: not a luxury but a necessity when you're returning to the city that held you for twenty-seven years and that you're visiting for the first time as: a free woman.

The train departs. Mumbai slides past the window — the suburbs, the shanties, the buildings that thin as the city exhausts itself into: countryside. Maharashtra becomes: flat. Then green. Then the particular landscape of central India — the landscape that is: neither beautiful nor ugly but vast, the vastness that India produces between cities, the vastness that reminds you that India is: not its cities but its spaces, the spaces between.

I don't sleep well. Not because of the berth (the berth is: comfortable, the sheets crisp, the pillow: adequate) but because my mind is: rehearsing. The way it rehearsed on the Deccan Queen to Pune — rehearsing conversations, scenarios, the things I'll feel when I see the Gomti Nagar neighbourhood, the market, the streets that I walked for twenty-seven years in the specific trance of a woman who was: present but not alive.

The train pulls into Lucknow Junction at 10:15 AM — thirty-five minutes late, which by Indian Railways standards is: punctual. The platform is: exactly as I remember. The same tea sellers. The same coolies. The same announcements in Hindi and English, the English being: the English that railway announcers speak, the English that turns every word into: three syllables and every sentence into: music.

The smell. The smell of Lucknow station is: the smell of my past. Not a specific smell — a composite. Chai and diesel and dust and the particular smell of too many people in too small a space, the smell that Indian railway stations produce and that no amount of: modernisation can eliminate because the smell is: the station, the way the sound of the sea is: the sea.

I step onto the platform. I'm carrying: one bag. A weekender. The bag of a woman who is visiting, not returning. The bag that says: I'm here for three days and then I'm going: home. And home is: Mumbai.

An auto-rickshaw to Gomti Nagar. The auto-rickshaw driver is: a young man who plays Hindi film songs on a Bluetooth speaker attached to the dashboard with electrical tape, the attachment being: the engineering solution that Lucknow auto-drivers have perfected, the solution that works until it: doesn't, and the doesn't being: not their problem but the passenger's.

The streets. The streets of Lucti Nagar — I refuse to call it "home" even in my mind, because the recategorisation is: important, the way the name change from Margaret to Madhuri in my own story is: important — the streets are: the same. The same shops. The same intersections. The same chai stall near the university where I used to stop on afternoons when the flat felt: airless.

And: different. The streets are different because I am different. The streets haven't changed — the buildings are the same height, the trees the same species, the road the same cracked asphalt. But I see them differently now because I am: a different pair of eyes. The eyes that used to see these streets as: the boundaries of my world now see them as: scenery. Just scenery. Streets in a city that I used to live in and that I now: visit.

The flat. The old flat. Gomti Nagar, third floor.

I stand across the street. Not inside — I don't have access anymore, and the new owners are: renovating, which means the flat is currently: a construction site, and the construction sounds (drilling, hammering, the particular shout of a foreman telling a worker to move faster) are: the sounds of erasure. My kitchen is being: erased. My bedroom is being: erased. The balcony where I drank chai and watched the Gomti is being: erased.

And I'm: fine.

Not the old "fine" — the theek hai that meant: I'm not fine but I will pretend because pretending is easier than feeling. The new fine. The fine that means: this is completed. This chapter of my life is: complete. The flat belongs to someone else. The kitchen will make someone else's chai. The balcony will hold someone else's gaze. And the woman who stood on that balcony for twenty-seven years is: standing across the street, in a white kurta and kolhapuris, with a weekender bag, and she is: whole.

I visit Hazratganj. The promenade that is: Lucknow's Marine Drive, except not on the sea but on: history. The shops that sell chikan embroidery and the restaurants that serve the food that Lucknow is famous for — the kebabs, the biryani, the nihari, the food that Lucknow produces with the seriousness of a city that believes cooking is: art.

I eat at the chaat stall. The same stall that I used to visit — the stall near the university, the stall whose owner recognises me.

"Madhuri ji? Aap? Bahut din ho gaye." You? It's been a long time.

"Bahut din," I confirm. A long time. A lifetime.

He makes me: pani puri. The pani puri that this stall makes — the puri crisp, the filling sharp with chaat masala and tamarind, the pani (the water, the spiced water) producing the particular explosion of flavour that pani puri produces when pani puri is: right. The explosion that is: sensory, complete, the taste that fills your mouth the way a memory fills your mind — entirely, suddenly, without permission.

I eat pani puri standing at the stall in Hazratganj, and the pani puri tastes like: twenty-seven years. Not the bad years — the years themselves. The time. The accumulation of days that produced: this moment, this woman, this puri in her mouth. The years that were: not wasted but spent, like currency, the currency buying: the person I am now.

I visit the Bara Imambara. The monument that Lucknow is famous for — the labyrinth, the bhulbhulaiya, the maze of corridors that tourists enter and sometimes: can't leave. I went once, with Harsh, in the early years, when the marriage was: new and the city was: new and everything was: possible.

I enter the labyrinth alone. The corridors are: narrow, dark, the walls close enough to touch on both sides. The dark that the labyrinth produces is: not frightening but meditative. The dark that removes: distraction. In the dark, you see: nothing. And in seeing nothing, you see: yourself.

I walk through the bhulbhulaiya. I turn left, right, left, the turns being: instinctive, not planned, the way you navigate a life — not by map but by: feel. The feel that says: this way. Not because this way is correct but because this way is: yours.

I emerge. The exit deposits you on the roof of the Imambara — the roof that overlooks: Lucknow. The entire city spread below. The minarets. The domes. The Gomti River moving slowly toward: somewhere else. The city that held me and that I have now: navigated. The labyrinth that I entered afraid and emerged from: standing on the roof, looking down, seeing the whole thing from: above.

The view is: beautiful. Not the beauty of Marine Drive (that's a different beauty — the beauty of sea and light and openness). This is the beauty of: a city that is ancient and that has seen more than I have and that continues, regardless of who lives in it and who leaves. Lucknow will be here after me. Lucknow was here before me. And the three years between my leaving and this visit have changed: nothing about Lucknow and everything about: me.

I sit on the roof. The stone is warm from the sun — February sun, gentle, not the Mumbai May sun that punishes. The warm stone. The gentle sun. The view of a city that I survived.

I call Chetan.

"I'm on the roof of the Bara Imambara."

"How is it?"

"It's: a labyrinth I navigated and a roof I'm standing on and a city I'm looking down at."

"That's a metaphor."

"That's a: fact. The metaphor is: accidental."

"The best metaphors are."

I sit on the roof and I look at Lucknow and I understand: this city is not my enemy. This city was never my enemy. The enemy was: the theek hai. The smallness. The invisible life. And those things were not Lucknow's fault — they were the fault of a marriage that required me to be: small, and a culture that required me to be: invisible, and a version of myself that required me to be: compliant. Lucknow held those things because I held those things. And now that I've let them go, Lucknow is: just a city. A beautiful city with terrible traffic and the best kebabs in India and a river that moves slowly toward: somewhere else.

I'm moving toward somewhere else too. But I'm not moving: slowly.


  
    Chapter 34: Cheryl's Departure

    
    
  
  Cheryl tells us on a Wednesday.

Not at the gym — at the juice bar, which is: the same thing, because the juice bar at Seaside Fitness is not a juice bar but a: parliament, a confessional, a newsroom, the place where information is: exchanged with the solemnity of a United Nations session and the emotional intensity of: a family dinner.

"I'm going back to Connecticut," she says.

The sentence arrives the way sentences arrive when sentences are: grenades. Quietly. Simply. And then: the detonation.

Vandana's smoothie stops halfway to her mouth. Jaya's typing on her phone ceases — the cessation of Jaya's typing being: the most dramatic silence available, because Jaya types constantly, the way other people breathe. Aditi puts her head down on the counter, which is: Aditi's physical response to news she cannot process while: upright.

"When?" I ask. Because "when" is: the question that anchors loss in time, and time is: the only thing that makes loss: manageable.

"April. Next month."

"Why?"

"Because my daughter is pregnant. My first grandchild. And a grandmother's place is: where the grandchild is. And the grandchild will be in: Hartford."

The reason is: unchallengeable. A grandchild. The biological imperative that overrides: geography, friendship, gym memberships, vada pav, the entire architecture of a life built in Bandra over: years. The grandchild that says: come. And the grandmother who says: yes. Because grandmothers always say yes to grandchildren the way the sea always says yes to: rivers.

"But —" Vandana starts. The "but" of a woman who is about to argue with: reality. Vandana argues with reality regularly and sometimes wins, but this time reality is: a grandchild, and grandchildren are: non-negotiable.

"No buts," Cheryl says. "I've been in Mumbai for eight years. Since Doug died. Eight years of this gym, this group, this — this life that I built on top of the life I lost. And it's been: extraordinary. But my daughter needs me. And the baby — the baby will need to know: grandma's stories. Including the story of Doug and the kilo of jalebi and the Hawaiian shirts and the Indian grandmother who isn't technically her grandmother but who will FaceTime every week and send achaar by post."

"You're going to send achaar to Connecticut?" Aditi asks, raising her head.

"I'm going to send achaar to Connecticut. Mango achaar. Because that child will know the taste of: India, even if India is: nine thousand miles away."

The plan is: formed. Not over days but over: minutes, because this group makes plans the way Mumbai makes decisions — quickly, loudly, with total conviction and zero planning.

"Farewell party," Vandana announces. "At the gym. Next Saturday. Everyone comes."

"I don't want a party," Cheryl says.

"Nobody wants a party. Parties are: imposed. Like rain. And like rain, parties are: necessary."

The farewell party happens on a Saturday afternoon in March — the month that sits between Mumbai's gentle winter and its punishing summer, the month that is: neither here nor there, the month of: transitions.

Seaside Fitness is transformed. Not by Vandana alone (though Vandana is: the general) — by all of us. Aditi handles decorations (streamers and balloons and a banner that reads "CHERYL: YOU WILL BE MISSED" in handwriting that suggests Aditi's artistic talent lies in: other areas). Jaya handles the music (a playlist called "Cheryl's Greatest Hits" which contains every song Cheryl has ever mentioned liking, from Carole King to Kishore Kumar, because Cheryl's musical taste is: transcontinental). Sunaina handles the lighting — dimming the overhead fluorescents and lighting candles, actual candles, in the lobby, the candles giving the gym the atmosphere of: a temple, which is: what Sunaina intended, because Sunaina treats every departure as: a ceremony.

Jai handles the photographs. Of course he does. He's printed twelve photographs — not his documentary work, but photographs of: us. Photographs he's been taking since his exhibition, since the camera came back into his hands and his hands remembered: what they were for. Twelve photographs of: our group. At the gym. At Garba. In the pool. At the juice bar. Eating vada pav. Laughing. The photographs that document: a family. Not the family you're born into — the family you: find at a gym in Bandra when you're fifty and divorced and the only thing you have is: a membership.

He's framed them. Twelve frames, arranged on the gallery wall beside his documentary work. The documentary work says: I saw the world. The group photographs say: I saw my world.

Cheryl arrives. In Doug's Hawaiian shirt — the shirt that has become: her armour, her talisman, the shirt that carries Doug's cologne (faded, but present, because Cheryl doesn't wash the shirt, she tells us — "washing it would wash away: him, and I'm not ready for that, and I'll never be ready for that, and that's: fine").

She sees the photographs. She sees the banner. She sees the candles. She sees: us. All of us. Vandana in teal. Jaya in black. Aditi in something sparkly. Sunaina in white. Jai in his uniform. Nikhil in a blazer. Rohit behind the juice bar, making smoothies. Preeti ma'am, who has come despite it being her day off because "Cheryl once tipped me five hundred rupees after Garba and that kind of generosity deserves: attendance." Even Kamini — Aditi's mother, who flew from Jaipur because "Cheryl aunty welcomed me to yoga and a yoga-welcoming woman is: family."

And Chetan. Chetan who has met Cheryl only twice but who is here because I asked and because Chetan comes when I ask because we are: together, and together means: your people are my people, and my people includes a sixty-three-year-old American woman in a Hawaiian shirt who is about to leave for Connecticut.

"You idiots," Cheryl says. Her voice: cracking. Not breaking — cracking. The crack of a voice that is holding: too much. "I said no party."

"We didn't listen," Vandana says. "Listening is: selective in this group."

The party is: everything a farewell should be and nothing that a farewell should be. It's: too happy (the laughter, the music, the vada pav that arrives in quantities suggesting Vandana ordered for: an army). And it's: too sad (the tears, which come in waves, the waves that the group produces when the group confronts: subtraction).

Cheryl speaks. Not a speech — Cheryl doesn't do speeches. An address. The address of a woman who has been addressed by grief and by love and who knows the: difference.

"When Doug died," she says, "I thought: that's it. The story's over. The American woman in Mumbai whose husband died — that's a tragedy, and tragedies end. But you —" She looks at us. The looking that Cheryl does — the looking that sees everything, the looking that learned from eight years of watching Mumbai and mourning Doug and building a life on top of: rubble. "You made the tragedy into: a chapter. Not the last chapter. A middle chapter. The chapter where the character discovers that the story continues. That the story always: continues."

She holds up her glass — Limca, because Cheryl drinks Limca at celebrations the way Doug drank Limca at celebrations, the Limca being: their drink, the drink that carries the memory of a man who ate a kilo of jalebi and who would have: loved this party.

"To the gym," Cheryl says. "To the juice bar. To the vada pav. To the people who showed a Connecticut woman that home is: not a country or a city or a flat but the people who show up when you're: grieving."

"To Cheryl," we say.

The Limca toast. The toast that is: not champagne but is: better than champagne because Limca is: ours, and ours is: everything.

She leaves on a Tuesday. I drive her to the airport — not in an auto-rickshaw but in a car that Vandana has arranged (Vandana arranges things), the car being: an Innova, because Cheryl's luggage includes three suitcases (one for clothes, one for Doug's things, one for: achaar that she's bringing to Connecticut), and three suitcases require: an Innova.

At the airport. The departure gate. The gate that separates: the people who are leaving from the people who are: staying.

"Mar," Cheryl says.

"Cheryl."

"Take care of them. The group. Vandana pretends she's fine but she's: not fine about Sanjay. Jaya's book deal will: scare her. Aditi's mother is coming around but slowly. Sunaina carries: more than she shows. Jai is: almost human now, don't let him go back. And Chetan — Chetan is: good. He's the good one. Don't let him pour all his chai into the sea."

"I'll take care of them."

"And take care of: you. That's the one you forget. You take care of everyone and you forget: the one person who needs it most."

"Cheryl —"

"Don't argue. I'm leaving the country. I get to: lecture."

She hugs me. The Cheryl-hug — the hug of a woman who is: taller than me, broader than me, who smells of Doug's faded cologne and the particular laundry detergent that American women use, the detergent that smells like: a country I've never visited but that I now: love, because Cheryl is from there and anything that Cheryl is from is: loveable.

"Goodbye, Cheryl."

"Not goodbye. I'll be on FaceTime. Every week. I'll want updates. Vada pav counts. Garba reports. Jai photograph updates. Everything."

"Everything."

She walks through the gate. The Hawaiian shirt disappears into the security line. The shirt that Doug wore and that Cheryl wears and that is now: walking through an airport toward a plane that will carry it to Connecticut, where a grandchild will someday touch the fabric and ask: "Who wore this?" And Cheryl will say: "Your grandfather. The greatest man I ever knew. Let me tell you about the jalebi."

I drive back to Bandra. Alone. The Innova too big for one person. The empty seats where Cheryl's suitcases were now: empty. The emptiness that departure produces — not the emptiness of loneliness but the emptiness of: space that someone used to fill.

And the space will fill. The space always fills. With new people, new stories, new casual acquaintances who become: everything.

But not yet. For now: the space is Cheryl's. And I let it: be.


  
    Chapter 35: The Book Launch

    
    
  
  Jaya's book launches in April.

Not the blog — the book. Doosri Innings: Stories Between Truth and Fiction — published by Westland, edited by a woman named Rhea who Jaya describes as "the only person who has ever made me rewrite a sentence and be: grateful," printed on paper that smells like: possibility and ink and the particular confidence of a debut author who has waited four years for this moment and who is: terrified.

"I can't breathe," Jaya tells me. We're at her apartment in Khar — the apartment that I've never visited because Jaya doesn't host (Jaya writes; hosting is: the opposite of writing, because hosting requires you to care about: other people's comfort, and writing requires you to care about: your own truth). But tonight — the night before the launch — Jaya has invited me over because Jaya needs: a witness. A witness to the terror.

The apartment is: exactly what I expected. Small. Books everywhere — not arranged but accumulated, the way sediment accumulates in a riverbed, layer upon layer, each layer a period of reading that Jaya has never: organised because organisation implies: completion, and Jaya's reading is: never complete. There are books on shelves, on the floor, on the kitchen counter, on the bathroom window ledge (a copy of Interpreter of Maladies balanced on the edge of the tub, warped from steam, evidence that Jaya reads in the: bath).

"What if nobody comes?" Jaya says.

"Forty-eight hundred regular readers. They'll come."

"What if they come and they hate it? The blog is free. The book costs: four hundred and ninety-nine rupees. When you charge for words, people expect the words to be: better. What if the words aren't better? What if the words are: the same, and the same isn't: enough when you're asking someone to pay?"

"The words are extraordinary. Rhea said so. Kavitha said so. I've read the manuscript — I said so. The words are: extraordinary."

"You're my friend. Friends lie."

"I'm your friend and I don't lie. I told you your dal was too salty last week and you didn't speak to me for: three hours."

"The dal was: perfectly seasoned."

"The dal was: an ocean. And the book is: extraordinary. Stop. Breathe. Make chai."

She makes chai. The Jaya chai — strong, black, no milk, no sugar, the chai of a woman who takes her stimulants: undiluted, the way she takes her truth: undiluted. The chai that I've been drinking at the juice bar for a year and that I've learned to: appreciate, the way you appreciate all acquired tastes — not immediately but with: time.

The launch is at Kitaabghar. The bookstore where I met Chetan — the bookstore that is: not just a bookstore but a nexus, the place where lives intersect and stories begin. Kitaabghar's owner, Meera (not Chetan's Meera — a different Meera, because Mumbai produces Meeras the way it produces: autorickshaws — in abundance), has given Jaya the main hall.

The hall is: full. Not the full of a bestseller launch (that's: five hundred people, spotlights, television cameras). The full of a debut launch — seventy people, which is: exactly right, because seventy people who chose to be here is: better than five hundred people who were: invited. These seventy people came because they read Doosri Innings online and because the writing moved them and because they want to: see the person behind the words.

I'm in the front row. Beside me: Vandana (purple, because Vandana treats book launches as: fashion events and fashion events as: opportunities). Aditi (who has read every blog post and who considers Jaya "the only writer on the internet who doesn't annoy me"). Sunaina (white, candle-steady, the stillness at the centre). Jai (with his camera, shooting, because Jai shoots everything now — the man who stopped has: started, and the starting is: unstoppable). Nikhil (who reads Jaya's blog because "a good blog is: better than most novels, and Jaya's blog is: a good blog"). Kamini (who flew in from Jaipur because "a book launch is: a blessing, and blessings require: attendance").

And Chetan. Chetan who knows what a book launch means — the exposure, the vulnerability, the moment when the private act of writing becomes: public. Chetan who published three novels and who knows that the moment a book enters the world, the book is: no longer yours. It belongs to: everyone who reads it.

Jaya reads.

She reads from Chapter 7 of the book — the chapter titled "The Day I Stopped Saying Fine." The chapter where the fictional Jaya (or is it the real Jaya? — this is autofiction, the boundary is: the point) stops saying "I'm fine" after her divorce and starts saying: what she actually feels. The chapter where she stands in a supermarket in Khar and someone asks "how are you?" and instead of "fine" she says: "My husband left me and I can't decide between penne and fusilli and I think fusilli might be: a metaphor for my life, which is spiral-shaped and: going nowhere."

The audience laughs. The laughter that a debut author hears for the first time from: strangers. Not friends-laughter (friends laugh because they know you). Stranger-laughter. The laughter of seventy people who are hearing your voice for the first time in: real life and who are laughing because the voice is: funny. Genuinely funny. The funny that comes from truth, not from jokes.

Jaya looks up from the book. She looks at: us. The front row. The people who have been listening to her voice for a year — at the juice bar, in the changing room, on Carter Road walks — and who are now listening to her voice in: print. In a book. In a physical object that will sit on shelves and in bags and on bathroom window ledges and that will outlast: everything.

"This book," Jaya says, putting down the text and speaking to the room, "is dedicated to eight casual acquaintances who became: everything. You know who you are. And if you don't — read the: acknowledgements."

The acknowledgements. I've read them. Jaya sent me an advance copy and the acknowledgements say:

To Madhuri, who arrived in salwar kameez and taught me that starting over is not an ending. To Vandana, who dresses for every occasion because every occasion deserves beauty. To Sunaina, who taught us that the floor doesn't change lanes. To Cheryl, who is in Connecticut but whose Hawaiian shirt is: permanent in our hearts. To Aditi, who said no and in saying no said: yes. To Jai, who hid thirty-seven masterpieces and needed to be told: not maybe. To Nikhil, who stepped back with grace. To Chetan, who walks Marine Drive every morning and pours chai for: love.

To all the women who are living their doosri innings. The second innings is: always the one where the real game happens.

I cry. The crying that a person does when a person sees themselves in: someone else's words. The crying that books produce when books are: true. Not factually true — emotionally true. The truth that makes you think: she knows me. She wrote me. She put me in: sentences.

After the reading, signing. Seventy copies. Jaya signs each one with the focus of a woman who is touching each book as if the book is: a person, because to Jaya, books are: people. Each copy is a relationship. Each signature is: a handshake.

I hand her my copy. She signs it:

To Mar — who made the second cup stronger than the first. Pehli se zyada kadak. — Jaya

I hold the book. The weight of it — the physical weight of two hundred and sixty pages of a friend's truth, printed on paper, bound in a cover that shows: a woman's silhouette, the silhouette of: any woman, every woman, the woman who starts over.

"Congratulations," I say.

"Thank you for: existing," she says. "In January. In salwar kameez. At Seaside Fitness. Thank you for: arriving."


  
    Chapter 36: Sanjay

    
    
  
  Sanjay comes back.

Not permanently — not yet — but he comes. On a Thursday in April, unannounced, which is: the most Sanjay thing possible, because Sanjay's relationship with announcements is: avoidant, and avoidance has been his primary communication strategy for sixteen months.

Vandana calls me at 6 AM. This is: unprecedented. Vandana doesn't call at 6 AM because Vandana doesn't exist at 6 AM — Vandana's body is present at 6 AM but Vandana's personality doesn't activate until: 7:30, after chai, after the specific ritual of morning self-assembly that Vandana performs and that involves: skincare (seven steps), music (Bollywood, always, the '90s decade, non-negotiable), and the gradual transition from unconscious human to: Vandana.

But at 6 AM: the phone rings. And Vandana's voice is: different. Not the public Vandana — the private Vandana. The Vandana who cried in the changing room. The Vandana who called Sanjay on speakerphone from my apartment. The Vandana who has been: waiting for sixteen months and who has just received: an arrival.

"He's here," she says.

"Who?"

"Sanjay. He's in my living room. He's sitting on my sofa. He has: a suitcase. One suitcase. He smells like airplane and he's drinking the chai I made and he's: here."

"What did he say?"

"He said: 'Main aa gaya.'" I've come.

Three words. The same three words that Sanjay failed to say for sixteen months — the three words that Vandana asked for on that speakerphone night, the three words that he couldn't give her because giving them required: deciding, and deciding required: courage, and courage was the thing that Dubai's distance allowed him to: avoid.

But now: "Main aa gaya." Present tense. I have come. Not "I'm thinking about coming" or "I might come" or the endless succession of "project deadlines" that were not deadlines but: deferrals. I have come. The sentence that arrives with a suitcase and a man on a sofa and the chai that Vandana made because Vandana makes chai when she doesn't know what else to do, which is: the Indian response to every crisis, every arrival, every departure, every moment that the body doesn't know how to: handle.

"What do I do?" Vandana asks.

"You drink chai with your husband."

"He's been gone for sixteen months."

"And now he's: here. On your sofa. Drinking your chai. That's: a start."

"A start isn't: enough."

"A start is: everything. We've talked about this. With Cheryl, with Jaya, with me. Every second chance starts with: showing up. He showed up."

"With one suitcase."

"How many suitcases does a man need to come home?"

Silence. The Vandana-silence — rare, brief, the silence of a woman who processes quickly because processing is: Vandana's superpower.

"I'm scared, Mar."

"I know."

"I'm scared because if he leaves again — if he comes back for a week and then goes back to Dubai — I won't survive it. I survived sixteen months because I didn't know if he was coming. But if he comes and goes — if he gives me: hope and then takes it — that's: worse than the not-knowing."

"Then tell him that. Tell him exactly what you just told me. The same way you told him on the phone: directly. Main pooch rahi hoon."

"Main pooch rahi hoon," she repeats. I'm asking.

"Poochho."

I don't hear from Vandana for three days.

Three days of silence from a woman who normally texts seventeen times before noon is: alarming. I text. I call. I leave a voice note that says "if you need me I'm here" and that I hope she hears as: support and not as: intrusion.

On the fourth day: a text. One word. An image.

The image is: two cups of chai. On a table. Side by side. The cups matching — the matching that married couples achieve when married couples share a kitchen, the matching that says: these cups belong together.

The word is: "Theek."

Not "theek hai" — not the fine that isn't fine. Just: "theek." Okay. The okay that means: we're talking. We're figuring it out. It's not resolved but it's: in progress. The in-progress that is: the most honest status of any relationship at any time.

Sanjay comes to Seaside Fitness the following week. Vandana brings him — not for a workout (Sanjay doesn't work out; Sanjay's physique is the result of: genetics and the Dubai heat, which produces sweat that counts as: exercise) but to meet: us.

He is: tall. Taller than I expected — Vandana is not tall, and I'd assumed Sanjay would be: proportional. He's not. He's six-one, with the particular build of a civil engineer (his profession — he builds things, which is: ironic, given that his marriage required: building and he chose instead to be: in Dubai).

"Namaste," he says. The namaste of a man who is: nervous. The nervous of a man who knows that his wife's friends know: everything. That they know about the sixteen months. The speakerphone. The "mujhe nahi pata." The crying in the changing room. The friends who held his wife while he was: four thousand kilometres away, building things that weren't: his marriage.

"Sit," Vandana says.

He sits. At the juice bar. The parliament. The place where judgement is: rendered.

"So," Jaya says. The "so" of a woman who is about to conduct an interrogation and who is: looking forward to it. "Sixteen months."

"Jaya —" Vandana starts.

"Let him speak. He's had sixteen months of silence. He can have: five minutes of speaking."

Sanjay speaks. He speaks with the careful precision of an engineer who is aware that every word is being: evaluated, measured, tested for: structural integrity.

"I was afraid," he says. "The project in Dubai was: real. The deadlines were: real. But the extensions — after the first six months, the extensions were: not about the project. They were about: me. Being afraid to come back. Because coming back meant: being here. Being present. And being present meant: facing the fact that I wasn't: enough. That the marriage wasn't: enough. That Vandana deserved: more than a man who builds bridges in other countries and can't build: a bridge to his own wife."

The table is: silent. The silence of people hearing a confession that is: uncomfortable but honest, and honest is: what this table demands.

"What changed?" I ask.

"She called. On the phone. She said: 'Main pooch rahi hoon. Tum wapas aa rahe ho ya nahi?' And the directness — the directness of that question — it was like: a structural load test. When you test a bridge, you put maximum weight on it. If it holds: it's: safe. If it breaks: it was never: safe. The question was the load test. And I: held."

"You held by saying 'mujhe nahi pata,'" Jaya notes. "That's not: holding."

"That was: the honest answer at the time. I didn't know. But the honesty — the saying 'I don't know' instead of 'the project deadline' — the honesty cracked something. The thing that had been: sealed. And through the crack: the truth came in. The truth that I was: hiding. In Dubai. Behind deadlines. Behind distance."

"And now?" Jaya presses.

"And now I'm: here. With one suitcase. The suitcase is: permanent. I resigned from the Dubai firm. I have a job interview next week at an infrastructure consultancy in Worli. I'm: staying."

Vandana's hand finds Sanjay's under the table. The finding that happens when a hand that's been: empty for sixteen months encounters the hand that should have been: there. The finding that I recognise because I found Chetan's hand on Marine Drive and the finding was: the same.

"Welcome to the gym," Vandana says. The public Vandana — the Vandana who is cheerful and teal and who treats welcomes as: ceremonies. But underneath the ceremony: the relief. The relief of a woman whose husband has come home with one suitcase and the word "permanent."

"Thank you," Sanjay says.

"Don't thank me yet," Vandana says. "You haven't tried Preeti ma'am's spinning class."


  
    Chapter 37: The Photograph

    
    
  
  Jai's Experimenter exhibition opens on a Friday in May — the month when Mumbai's heat reaches its annual maximum and the city becomes: an oven with traffic, the oven that makes you question every life choice you've ever made including the choice to live in a city that is, thermodynamically: trying to kill you.

But the gallery is air-conditioned. The gallery is: a temple of controlled temperature, the temperature that art requires (twenty-two degrees, constant — because photographs warp in heat and paintings crack and sculptures sweat and the art world's relationship with climate is: obsessive). I arrive at seven, wearing white because the heat demands white and because Sunaina has influenced me more than I will: admit.

The exhibition is titled: "Haath" — Hands. Jai's curated selection — thirty photographs from the twelve-year archive, all of hands. His mother's hands in Varanasi. A potter's hands in Kutch. A surgeon's hands in a hospital in Chennai (the gloves catching fluorescent light, the hands inside the gloves doing something that the photograph doesn't show but that the photograph implies: saving). A child's hands holding a cricket bat in Kashmir. A fisherman's hands mending nets in the Sundarbans. A weaver's hands at a loom in Varanasi — the thread between fingers thinner than thought, the thread that becomes: fabric, the fabric that becomes: clothing, the clothing that becomes: identity.

Hands. The body part that does: everything. That makes chai and holds cameras and signs divorce papers and touches the faces of people we love and is: the first thing we use to reach for the world and the last thing we use to: let go.

The Experimenter crowd is: not the Seaside Fitness crowd. These are art-world people — the people who Jai didn't invite to his gym exhibition because "they look at photographs the way accountants look at balance sheets." But Experimenter invited them, and they've come, and they're looking at Jai's photographs with the specific attention that art-world people bring to: new work. The attention that is: partly aesthetic, partly commercial, partly the attention of people who make their living from: recognising talent.

Jai stands in a corner. Not hiding — occupying. The corner that Jai occupies in the same way he occupies: every space — minimally, efficiently, with the awareness that he is: present but not performing. He's wearing a white shirt — not the black-shirt gym uniform but white, the white that I've never seen on Jai and that makes him look: different. Not transformed — revealed. The white revealing what the black: hid.

"You look good," I tell him.

"I look: uncomfortable."

"Good and uncomfortable are: not mutually exclusive."

"They are for me."

A woman approaches. Roshni Talwar — Experimenter's founder, a woman whose reputation in the Indian art world is: formidable, a word that means she has opinions and the power to: enforce them. She's small, sharp-featured, wearing the kind of minimalist black that the art world prescribes as: uniform.

"Jai," she says. "These are: remarkable. The Varanasi hands — we've had three inquiries about purchasing the print."

"Purchasing?" Jai's voice carries the specific tone of a man who has not considered that his photographs have: monetary value. That the images he made for: the practice of seeing can be: bought. The commerce of art — the commerce that exists because art exists in a world that runs on: money, and the world that runs on money requires: art to also run on money, which is: the tension that every artist navigates and that Jai has been: avoiding for eight years.

"Three inquiries. One from a private collector in Delhi. One from the Kiran Nadar Museum. And one from —" She pauses, the pause of a gallerist about to deliver: news. "The Museum of Modern Art. In New York."

"MoMA."

"MoMA. They're building an exhibition on South Asian documentary photography. They want to include: four of your prints. Haath would be: one of the featured series."

The silence that follows is: architectural. Not the silence of absence but the silence of: a structure being built. The structure that Jai is building in his mind — the structure of: this information. MoMA. Four prints. The Museum of Modern Art wants his work. The work that he hid for eight years. The work that a woman on a treadmill told him to: show.

He looks at me. Across the gallery. Through the art-world crowd. Through the people holding wine glasses and examining his photographs with the attention of: professionals. He looks at me and his face does something I've never seen. His face: opens. The closed face — the Jai-face of minimal expression and compressed emotion — opens. Like a door that has been: locked for eight years and that has just been: opened by a key he didn't know existed.

"Yes," he says. To Roshni. To MoMA. To the world. "Yes."

After the opening. The crowd thins. The wine is: finished (the art world runs on wine the way the gym runs on chai, the respective fuels of their respective communities). The photographs remain on the walls — illuminated, seen, the seeing that Jai waited eight years for and that is now: happening.

We sit on a bench in the gallery. Jai and me. The bench that galleries provide for: contemplation, for the sitting that art requires when art is: too much to take standing up.

"I need to tell you something," Jai says.

"Tell me."

"The photograph. The one I showed you. On the treadmill. My mother's hands."

"I remember."

"She died. Three months after I took that photograph. In Varanasi. At the ghat where she made diyas every morning. She had a: stroke. At the ghat. With the clay still on her hands."

The sentence. The sentence that arrives the way Sunaina's Vikram story arrived — quietly, devastating, the sentence that rearranges your understanding of a person and of: a photograph.

"The photograph is: the last one I have of her. Not a portrait — her hands. I didn't know it would be the last. You never know which photograph is: the last. You never know which morning is: the last morning she'll make diyas. You never know which hands are: the last hands you'll hold."

"Jai —"

"The photograph went into a hard drive. With everything else. I stopped shooting after she died. Not because of Vikram — the way Sunaina lost her husband. Not because of a truck. Because: my mother's hands were the most beautiful thing I'd ever photographed and the most beautiful thing I'd ever photographed was: gone. And the camera that photographed them felt: treasonous. The camera that recorded the last image of her hands felt like: the instrument of a goodbye I wasn't: ready for."

"And now MoMA wants those hands."

"Now MoMA wants those hands. And my mother's hands will hang in a museum in New York and people who never knew her — people who don't know that her chai was: terrible (worse than Jaya's, and Jaya's is: punishing) and her diyas were perfect and her sari always smelled of sandalwood because she put: sandalwood in her cupboard because she believed sandalwood keeps: evil away — people who don't know any of this will look at her hands and see: beauty."

"They will."

"And that's: enough. That's — Mar, that's enough. I've been carrying this photograph for twelve years. Twelve years of: her hands in a hard drive. And now her hands will be in a museum and people will see them and they won't know: the story. But they'll see: the hands. And the hands are: the story."

I put my hand on his. The hand that held the camera that photographed the hands that made the diyas. The hand that stopped and started and is now: holding mine in a gallery in Colaba where his mother's hands are: on the wall, illuminated, seen.

"She would be proud," I say.

"She would say: 'Jai, yeh sab chhodo, chai banao.'" Leave all this, make chai.

"That sounds like: every Indian mother."

"That sounds like: the best Indian mother."


  
    Chapter 38: The Second Summer

    
    
  
  The second summer arrives without announcement — the way Mumbai's summers always arrive, not as a date on a calendar but as a sensation on the skin. One morning in April the air is: tolerable. The next morning the air is: an assault. The transition is: absent. Mumbai doesn't transition into summer. Mumbai is: ambushed by it.

I've been in Mumbai for fifteen months.

Fifteen months since the auto-rickshaw and the salwar kameez and the building where the mailbox didn't have my name. The mailbox has my name now. The building has my name now. The city has my name now — not literally (Mumbai doesn't learn names; Mumbai learns: faces, habits, the particular way a person walks through a crowd, the walking that marks you as: belonging or not-belonging, and my walking has shifted from not-belonging to belonging in fifteen months, the shift being: visible to anyone who watches).

The second summer is: different from the first. The first summer was: survival. I didn't know where to buy groceries. I didn't know which auto-rickshaws to trust. I didn't know the route from my apartment to Seaside Fitness without Google Maps. The first summer was: the summer of a tourist. A tourist in her own life.

The second summer is: the summer of a resident. I know where to buy groceries (the kirana store on the lane behind Carter Road — the store run by Dinesh, who knows my order before I order it because I order the same things every week and Dinesh has memorised my habits the way he's memorised every regular's habits, the memorisation being: his profession and also his: art). I know which auto-rickshaws to trust (the ones parked outside Seaside Fitness at 7:30 AM, because those drivers have been vetted by Rohit, the gym's unofficial auto-rickshaw quality control department). I know the route. I know the shortcuts. I know the pothole on Hill Road that will break your ankle if you're not: watching.

I know Mumbai. Not the way Chetan knows it (Chetan knows Mumbai the way a writer knows a city — through stories, through history, through the invisible architecture of memory). Not the way Vandana knows it (Vandana knows Mumbai through: people, through the network of relationships that she maintains the way other people maintain: databases). I know Mumbai the way a resident knows it — through the body. Through the feet that have walked the streets. Through the skin that has sweated in the heat. Through the lungs that have breathed the air. The knowing that is: physical, not intellectual. The knowing that makes a city: yours.

At Spark & Co, the second year brings: new challenges. The Doosri Chai campaign has won awards and produced: expectations. Expectations that the next campaign will be as good. Expectations that I will be as good. The pressure that success produces — the pressure that says: you've proven you can do this once, now prove you can do it: always.

The new client is: a financial services company. Not the emotional territory of chai — the sterile territory of mutual funds and insurance policies and the language that financial companies use, the language that says "your future is: secured" while meaning "our profits are: secured." The language that I have to: transform.

"I hate this brief," I tell Zoya. We're at the desk — the hot desk that has become: my desk, because after twelve months of sitting here every day the hot desk has cooled into: territory. My territory. Marked by the Saraswati and a photograph that Jai gave me (the Carter Road sunset — the one where Jaya and I are walking and the sea is orange and the photograph says: these two women are going somewhere) and Zoya's cold coffee, which has migrated from her desk to mine because proximity produces: sharing.

"Nobody likes financial briefs," Zoya says. "Financial briefs are: the vegetables of advertising. Necessary. Unexciting. You eat them because: health."

"I need to find the human in this. The way we found the human in Doosri Chai. The chai was: the vehicle. The human was: the driver. This mutual fund needs: a human."

"Who's the human?"

"Everyone. Everyone who saves money and hopes the saving will become: enough. Everyone who puts aside a thousand rupees a month and hopes that the thousand rupees will grow into: a safety net. The hope that money represents — not the money itself but the: hope."

I write. Not the tagline — not yet. The manifesto first. The brand story first. The human first.

You don't save money. You save: mornings. The morning your daughter gets into IIT and you say "haan, kar lo." The morning your parents need surgery and you say "main hoon." The morning you retire and you look at the sea and you say "maine kar liya." You don't save money. You save: the ability to say yes.

Zoya reads it. "Didi. This is going to make people open: savings accounts."

"That's the idea."

"That's also going to make me cry. Financial products shouldn't make people: cry."

"Everything should make people cry. Crying is: the only proof that communication has: landed."

The work continues. The work that I love — not love in the grand way that people talk about passion (passion is: exhausting, and I'm fifty and I don't have the energy for exhaustion). Love in the small way. The love of sitting at a desk and finding the right word. The love of Zoya saying "didi, this is good" and meaning it. The love of Prerna reading my copy and nodding — the Prerna-nod, which is: the highest compliment in the building because Prerna doesn't nod at things that don't: deserve it.

At the gym, the routines continue. Zumba on Mondays (Preeti ma'am is training for another Garba Special — "this year we're going to ten, not two hours, which is: either ambition or sadism"). Yoga on Wednesdays and Fridays (Sunaina has started teaching a new class called "Yoga for Grief" which is: packed every session because Mumbai is: a city of people carrying things, and the carrying produces grief, and the grief needs: a mat).

Vandana and Sanjay are: working. Not fixed — working. The working that relationships do when relationships decide to: continue despite the damage. Sanjay got the Worli job. He comes home every evening. He doesn't extend. The not-extending being: the act of love that Vandana needed, the act that says: I'm here. Not leaving. Here.

Jaya's book sells. Not bestseller numbers — but steady. The steady that publishers call "a strong debut" and that means: the book found its readers, and the readers found: themselves in the book, and the finding is: the point. Kavitha (the agent) is talking about: a second book. Jaya is talking about: writing it.

Aditi has been promoted. At her tech company. The promotion that she earned by: being brilliant, which she has always been, and by saying no to a proposal and yes to her own ambition, which she has been: since Chapter 11.

Jai's MoMA exhibition happens in September. He'll fly to New York. His first international trip since: the stopping. His mother's hands will hang in a museum in Manhattan and people who don't speak Hindi will look at them and see: beauty that transcends language. Which is: the definition of art.

And Chetan. Chetan is writing a new novel. He won't tell me what it's about. "Writers don't discuss: works in progress. Discussing kills the: mystery. And mystery is: the fuel." But I've seen his notebook — the notebook he writes in longhand, the notebook that sits on the Marine Drive railing while he pours Meera's chai into the sea — and I've seen my name. Not the whole sentence. Just my name. "Madhuri" — in Chetan's handwriting, which is: beautiful the way his prose is beautiful, the beauty of: a man who takes words seriously and who treats even handwriting as: an art.

He's writing me. Into a novel. The novel that will contain: a version of me that is not me but that is made of: me. The way Jaya's autofiction is made of: truth that has been shaped. The way all writing is: the writer's life, refracted through: craft.

"You're writing about me," I say. Marine Drive. Saturday morning.

"I'm writing about: a woman. Who she is: undefined."

"She has short hair and silver jhumkas and she works in advertising."

"That's: coincidental."

"She lives in Bandra and her son cooks paneer butter masala."

"Many women live in Bandra."

"She tastes like: chai."

He looks at me. The look that Chetan gives when the conversation has arrived at: the real thing. The look that says: you've found me out.

"She tastes like chai," he confirms. "And the novel is: the story of how she learned to taste like: herself."

"That's: my story."

"That's: every woman's story. You're just: the one I happened to notice."


  
    Chapter 39: The Pool, Again

    
    
  
  The pool at midnight. Again.

Not the monsoon pool of Chapter 21 — the May pool. The pool that exists when Mumbai's heat has reached the temperature at which rational thought: evaporates, and the only rational act remaining is: submersion. The pool that Vandana proposes at 11 PM via the group chat that has replaced the original group chat (the original having been: retired after Cheryl left, because a group chat without Cheryl is: a different group chat, and different things deserve: different names. The new chat is called "Doosri Innings" — Jaya's title, Jaya's copyright, Jaya's: gift to us).

The message: "Pool. Midnight. Non-negotiable. Bring: nothing. The water provides."

I arrive at 11:50. The gym is closed — Rohit has given Vandana the key, because Rohit gives Vandana everything Vandana asks for, the giving being: not weakness but wisdom, because saying no to Vandana is: possible but exhausting, and Rohit has chosen: conservation of energy.

The pool is: lit. Not by the overhead lights (those are off; the fluorescents would destroy the: mood) but by the underwater lights — the blue-green lights that turn the water into: something other than water. Something luminous. Something that exists between: the real and the remembered, the way dreams exist between: experience and imagination.

Vandana is already in. Floating. The Vandana-float — on her back, arms extended, the posture of a woman who has surrendered to the water and who is: being held. The water holding Vandana the way the floor held Sunaina after Vikram. The holding that requires: nothing from the held. Only: presence.

"Get in," she says.

I get in. The water is: perfect. Not cold (the May heat has warmed it), not warm (the night has cooled it). The temperature that exists for approximately: three hours in May and that is: the body's temperature, the temperature where you can't tell where your skin ends and the water: begins. The dissolution. The becoming-water that the pool produces at midnight in May when the body is: tired and the mind is: quiet and the world outside the pool is: asleep.

Jaya arrives. In her swimsuit — the same black swimsuit that she bought after the monsoon swim, the swimsuit that she never expected to buy because Jaya doesn't swim, except that Jaya now: swims, because the monsoon pool taught her that water is: not the enemy of words but the: space between them.

Aditi arrives. Sunaina arrives. Two women and two women and me — five women in a pool at midnight, which is: three fewer than the monsoon swim (Cheryl in Connecticut, Kamini in Jaipur, and the empty space that is: felt but not named).

"I miss Cheryl," Aditi says. The saying that the group does — the naming of absence, which is: not morbid but necessary. Necessary because Cheryl's absence is: real, and pretending it isn't is: the kind of lie that this group doesn't: tell.

"Cheryl is FaceTiming us in —" Vandana checks her phone, which is sitting on the pool edge, the phone being: waterproof because Vandana's phone is always waterproof because "water is: my element and my element requires: technology" — "three minutes."

Three minutes later: Cheryl's face on the screen. Propped on the pool edge. The face of a woman in Connecticut at 1:30 PM (the time difference being: nine and a half hours, which is: the exact distance between Mumbai midnight and Connecticut afternoon, the distance that FaceTime collapses into: pixels).

"You're swimming without me," Cheryl says. Her voice — the Cheryl-voice that carries Doug's ghost and Connecticut's autumn and the particular indignation of a woman who is: missing the pool.

"We're swimming with you," Vandana corrects. "You're: here. On screen. Which counts."

"It doesn't count."

"It counts. Modern intimacy includes: screens. We've discussed this."

"Modern intimacy is: a poor substitute for actual water."

"Then come back."

"I can't come back. The baby is: three months old. The baby needs: grandma. And grandma is: the baby's favourite person, which is: correct, because grandmas are: always the favourite person."

The baby. Cheryl's granddaughter. Named: Meera. Not after Chetan's Meera — after Doug's mother, who was also: Meera, because the world produces Meeras the way Mumbai produces: auto-rickshaws, and each Meera is: different and each Meera is: beloved.

"Show us the baby," Aditi demands. Aditi has been demanding baby content since the birth because Aditi's relationship with babies is: obsessive despite her refusal to have one, the obsession being: the specific love of a woman who wants to love children without: producing them.

Cheryl angles the phone. The baby appears. Three months old. The face of: possibility. The face that doesn't yet know that the world contains: loss and divorce and theek hai and midnight pools and friendships that span nine-and-a-half-hour time differences. The face that knows only: warmth and milk and grandma's arms and the Hawaiian shirt that grandma wears and that the baby grabs with: tiny hands.

"She grabs the shirt," Cheryl says. "Doug's shirt. She grabs it and she holds on. Like she knows."

"She knows," Sunaina says. From the water. The yoga teacher's voice — quiet, certain, the voice that says things that are: either wisdom or faith and that the distinction doesn't: matter. "Children know. Before language. Before understanding. They know: who held them. And Doug holds her through: the shirt."

The silence after Sunaina's words is: the silence of five women in a pool and one woman on a screen and one baby in Connecticut all: pausing. The pause that wisdom produces — not the pause of thinking but the pause of: absorbing. The words entering the body the way water enters: everything.

We float. Five women floating in a pool at midnight while a phone screen shows a woman in Connecticut holding a baby in a Hawaiian shirt. The floating that is: not exercise but ceremony. The ceremony that this group performs when the group needs: renewal. The renewal that water provides — not spiritual (I don't do spiritual; spiritual is Sunaina's territory) but physical. The water renewing the body the way sleep renews the mind. The water saying: you have been carrying things. Put them down. I'll hold them. I'll hold: you.

I float and I think about: the year. Not the calendar year — the year of my life in Mumbai. Fifteen months. The months that produced: everything. And I think about what Cheryl said at her farewell — "the story always continues" — and I think: yes. The story continues. The story is: continuing right now, in this pool, at midnight, with these women, with this water.

"Vandana," I say.

"Hmm?"

"How's Sanjay?"

"Sanjay is: sleeping. In our bed. In our apartment. Where he belongs. He snores. He's always snored. The snoring was: the thing I missed most. Not the conversation. Not the sex. The snoring. The sound that says: someone is here. Someone is: breathing beside you. The snoring that is: the ugliest sound and the most beautiful sound, simultaneously."

"That's: the most romantic thing you've ever said."

"Don't tell anyone. My reputation requires: superficiality."

Jaya laughs. The Jaya-laugh — rare, precious, the laugh of a published author floating in a pool at midnight who is: lighter than she was a year ago, the lightness that comes from putting your words into the world and having the world say: thank you.

"What's everyone's best moment?" Jaya asks. "Of the year. One moment. The single best moment."

"Garba," Vandana says. Immediately. No hesitation. "The sixth night. The dancing. Preeti ma'am in white. All of us in the circle. That was: the moment."

"Jai saying yes," I say. "At the gym exhibition. When he looked at his photographs on the wall and he said: yes. That was: the moment when I understood that casual acquaintances can become: catalysts."

"The floor," Sunaina says. "When I told Mar about Vikram. About the floor that held me. Telling that story was: the first time I'd told it in years. And telling it was: the practice working."

"My book launch," Jaya says. "Obviously. The seventy people. The laughter. The: acknowledgements."

"Cheryl?" Vandana angles the phone toward the pool. "Best moment?"

From Connecticut, the pause. The pause of a woman choosing between: many good moments. And then:

"The vada pav. After Garba. Standing in the lobby. Sweating. Eating vada pav. Surrounded by: all of you. That's: my moment."

"Aditi?"

"Saying no. To Vikrant. Chapter 11. The moment I said no and the no was: mine. Not my mother's. Not culture's. Mine."

Five moments. Five women. Five definitions of: the best. And the best being: not the dramatic (not the Abby Awards, not the MoMA exhibition) but the: human. The garba. The acknowledgement. The vada pav. The floor. The: no.

"Mine too," I say. "All of them. All of your bests are: my bests. Because your moments happened because of: this. This group. This pool. This midnight."

We float. The phone screen glows on the edge. Cheryl's face. The baby asleep now — asleep in grandma's arms in a Hawaiian shirt in Connecticut while five women float in a pool in Bandra at midnight and the city of Mumbai sleeps around us and the world turns and the water: holds.


  
    Chapter 40: The Second Monsoon

    
    
  
  The monsoon returns in June — the second monsoon, my second monsoon, the monsoon that I no longer fear because the first monsoon taught me that rain in Mumbai is: not weather but identity. Mumbai without monsoon is: a city. Mumbai with monsoon is: Mumbai.

The rain arrives on a Tuesday at 3:47 PM. I know the time because I'm at my desk at Spark & Co and the first crack of thunder makes Zoya drop her phone (not from shock — from the specific excitement that Mumbaikars feel when the monsoon breaks, the excitement that is: relief, because the weeks before the monsoon are: the worst weeks, the weeks where the humidity reaches ninety-three percent and the air becomes: soup and every person in the city walks around with the expression of: someone being slowly cooked).

"IT'S HERE!" Zoya announces. As if: the entire office couldn't hear the thunder. As if: the rain pounding the windows isn't audible to every person on the floor. Zoya's announcement is: not information but celebration. The celebration that Mumbai performs every year when the monsoon arrives — the celebration that says: we survived the heat, and the reward is: water.

I stand at the window. The Lower Parel view — the office buildings, the construction cranes, the roads that are already: flooding, because Mumbai floods the way other cities get: damp. Not gradually but immediately. One hour of monsoon rain and the streets are: rivers. The rivers that flow through the city carrying: everything, the everything being: plastic bags and auto-rickshaw passengers and the specific despair of people who chose to wear: white.

"The second monsoon is: different," Prerna says, standing beside me. "The first monsoon you experience in Mumbai, you think: disaster. The second monsoon, you think: home."

"Home."

"Home. Because the monsoon is: the thing that separates tourists from residents. Tourists run from the rain. Residents: walk in it. Residents know that getting wet is: inevitable, and inevitable things should be: embraced."

At Seaside Fitness, the monsoon transforms the gym. Not structurally — the treadmills still work (mostly; Treadmill 7 has been "temporarily out of service" since: I arrived, and the "temporarily" has become: philosophical, a question about the nature of: time). But the energy shifts. The monsoon energy is: different from the summer energy. Summer energy is: escape. People come to the gym to escape the heat. Monsoon energy is: communion. People come to the gym because the gym is: the only dry place that isn't their apartment, and apartments in the monsoon are: claustrophobic, the walls closing in with the humidity and the sound of rain and the particular loneliness that monsoon afternoons produce.

The gym becomes: a living room. A communal living room where forty people sit and talk and drink Rohit's chai (Rohit has added chai to the juice bar menu — not because the business model supports it but because "nobody wants a smoothie when it's raining, and refusing to serve chai during monsoon is: criminal").

I sit at the juice bar. Vandana sits beside me. Jaya sits beside Vandana. Aditi sits beside Jaya. The formation that has become: ours. The formation of women who have spent eighteen months sitting in approximately this formation and who have shaped the juice bar stools to: their bodies, the bodies having made the stools: theirs.

"Sanjay wants a baby," Vandana says.

The sentence arrives the way Vandana's sentences always arrive — without preamble, without warning, with the specific bluntness of a woman who treats conversation as: surgery. Cut. State. Move on.

"A baby," Jaya repeats.

"A baby. He says — he says the Dubai years were: wasted years. And he wants to: make up for them. He wants to start the family we postponed. He wants to: begin."

"Vandana. You're forty-three."

"I'm aware of my age, Jaya. My eggs are also: aware."

"Do you want a baby?"

The question. The question that Vandana processes the way Vandana processes all questions — quickly, with the full force of her intelligence, which is: considerable, and her honesty, which is: formidable.

"I want: Sanjay to stay. And Sanjay staying might require: giving him something to stay for. And a baby is: the thing that makes men stay. Not always. Not reliably. But: often."

"That's not a reason to have a baby," I say. "That's a reason to have a: conversation."

"I've had conversations. I've had sixteen months of conversations — with myself, with you, with Sanjay, with my mother who calls every Sunday and asks 'koi khushi khabar?' as if the only good news a woman can produce is: a pregnancy. I've had: conversations. What I need is: clarity."

"Then be clear. Not with us — with Sanjay. Tell him what you just said. The 'Sanjay staying might require giving him something to stay for.' Tell him: that. Because if he's staying for a baby, he's not staying for: you. And staying for you is: the only staying that survives."

Vandana drinks her chai. The chai-drinking that Vandana performs when Vandana is: thinking. The thinking that produces: decisions. Vandana doesn't think for: pleasure. Vandana thinks for: action.

"You're right," she says.

"I know."

"You're annoyingly right. You've been annoyingly right since: January. Since the salwar kameez. Since you walked in here not knowing anyone and somehow knowing: everything about what women need from each other. How do you do that?"

"I spent twenty-seven years being: wrong. Twenty-seven years teaches you: everything about right."

The monsoon continues. The monsoon that lasts four months — the four months where Mumbai is: underwater and overloaded and absolutely alive, the aliveness that rain produces when rain is: expected and embraced and: celebrated.

I walk in the rain. Not to somewhere — just: in the rain. Carter Road. Evening. The promenade that is: soaked, the benches wet, the couples who usually sit on the benches standing under the trees that don't actually provide: shelter but that provide: the illusion of shelter, which is: sufficient because in monsoon Mumbai, the illusion of dryness is: all you have.

I walk and I get wet and the getting-wet is: not discomfort but baptism. The baptism of the second monsoon — the monsoon that says: you survived the first year. You're: here. You're not visiting. You're not escaping. You're: living. In this city. In this rain. In this life that you built from: nothing, from wreckage, from the raw material of a divorce and a flat and a gym membership and the specific courage that women produce when women decide to: begin again.

The rain on my face. The rain on my short hair (Faizan's cut, maintained every six weeks, the cut that is: mine now, the cut that says I am not the long-haired wife of a Lucknow man but the short-haired woman of a Mumbai life). The rain on my arms, my kurta (wet, sticking, the fabric becoming: a second skin, the skin of: Mumbai). The rain on my kolhapuris (ruined, again, because kolhapuris in monsoon are: sacrificial, offered to the rain gods in exchange for: the right to walk).

I stand at the Carter Road railing. The sea is: invisible. The rain is so heavy that the sea and the sky and the rain have become: one thing. One grey, moving, enormous thing that contains: everything. The sea and the sky and the rain saying: we are: the same. We are: water. And you are standing in us and you are: part of us.

My phone rings. Chetan.

"Where are you?"

"Carter Road. In the rain."

"You're insane."

"I'm alive."

"Those might be: the same thing in Mumbai."

"Come walk with me."

"In the monsoon?"

"In the monsoon. In the rain. Come walk with me and get wet and ruin your kurta and lose your chappals and be: alive with me."

He comes. Of course he comes. Chetan comes when I ask because love is: showing up, and showing up in the monsoon is: the Mumbai version of love, the version that says: I will be wet and uncomfortable and alive with you because being wet and uncomfortable and alive with you is: better than being dry and comfortable and alone.

We walk. Carter Road. In the rain. Holding hands. The hands that are wet and the grips that are: slippery and the walking that is: ridiculous and beautiful and the most romantic thing that two fifty-somethings can do in Mumbai in June, which is: walk in the rain and laugh at the rain and be: the rain.

"I love you," I say. First time. In the rain. On Carter Road. The words that I haven't said to anyone new in twenty-seven years and that I'm saying now because the rain gives: permission. The rain that washes everything — dirt, pretence, the hesitation that prevents people from saying: the thing.

"I love you," he says. "Since Marine Drive. Since the first walk. Since you said: 'tell me about Meera.' Since then."

"That long?"

"That long. Writers are: slow to speak. But we: notice everything."

We stand in the rain. Two people who found each other at fifty. Two people who had: first lives that ended (one by divorce, one by death) and who are now living: second lives. Doosri innings. The second innings where the real game: happens.

The rain pours. The sea roars. The city of Mumbai drowns and lives and drowns and lives and the drowning and the living are: the same thing, the same city, the same monsoon, the same: us.


  
    Chapter 41: Eighteen Months

    
    
  
  Eighteen months. The number that sounds like: nothing. Eighteen months is: the time it takes to get a master's degree, to grow a baby and recover from growing a baby, to learn intermediate Spanish. Eighteen months is: a blip. A breath. A rounding error in the accounting of: a life.

Except that my eighteen months have been: everything.

I sit on my balcony — the balcony that faces the sea-sliver, the sliver that changes every hour and that I've learned to read the way fishermen read water: the pale morning sliver that says "today will be gentle," the dark afternoon sliver that says "monsoon is coming," the orange evening sliver that says "another day survived." I sit and I think about: the woman who sat on the other balcony. The Gomti Nagar balcony. The Lucknow balcony where I drank chai and watched a river that moved slowly toward: somewhere else.

That woman is: gone. Not dead — transformed. The way a caterpillar doesn't die when it becomes a butterfly (the caterpillar actually: dissolves, completely, inside the cocoon — the cells breaking down into: nothing, into biological soup, and then: reassembling into something with wings. The dissolution being: total. The reassembly being: miraculous. The metaphor being: exact).

I dissolved. In January of last year. I arrived in Mumbai dissolved — my cells broken down, my identity liquefied, the woman I'd been for twenty-seven years turned into: biological soup. And then: the reassembly. Cell by cell. Friendship by friendship. Tagline by tagline. The reassembly that produced: this woman. On this balcony. In this city. With this life.

The inventory:

I am Madhuri Srivastava. Age: fifty-one (the birthday happened last month — Vandana threw a party at the gym, naturally, the party including a cake from the Bandra bakery that said "51 and Kadak" because Vandana treats cake inscriptions as: advertising copy). I am a senior copywriter at Spark & Co. I am a Gold Abby winner. I am a resident of Bandra, Mumbai. I am a member of Seaside Fitness. I am the mother of Karan, who lives in Pune and who cooks paneer butter masala and who calls every Sunday and who is: my greatest achievement, the achievement that required: not my talent but my presence, and the presence that I gave even when I was: invisible to everyone else.

I am the partner of Chetan Deshpande. Writer. Widower. Man who pours chai into the sea. Man who is writing a novel that contains: a version of me. Man who said "I love you" in the rain on Carter Road and who meant it and who means it and who will mean it for: however long meaning lasts.

I am the friend of: Vandana, who dresses for every occasion and who is learning that a husband's return is not: a conclusion but a beginning. Jaya, who published a book and who is writing another and who is: the sharpest person I know and the kindest, the combination being: rare. Sunaina, who carries Vikram's loss in her spine and who turns the loss into: teaching. Aditi, who said no and meant yes and who is: twenty-nine and free. Jai, who showed his mother's hands to the world and who is: flying to New York in September. Nikhil, who stepped back with grace and who remains: present, the presence of a man who values friendship over: ambition. Cheryl, who is in Connecticut with a baby named Meera and a Hawaiian shirt and a weekly FaceTime that begins with "what's the vada pav count?" and ends with: "I miss you idiots."

I am: enough. Not the "enough" of self-help books (those books annoy me; they tell you you're enough without explaining: what enough means). The "enough" that means: I don't need to add anything to myself. I don't need another award. Another relationship. Another proof. I am: the sum of my parts, and the parts are: sufficient. The sufficiency that comes not from achievement but from: recognition. The recognition of: what I already am.

At the gym. My last Zumba class before the monsoon break (Preeti ma'am takes July off because "even warriors need: rest, and rest is: Goa, and Goa is: mandatory"). The class is: full. Twenty women in Studio B, the studio that has heard every beat of every Bollywood song that Preeti ma'am has programmed into her speakers and that has absorbed: the sweat of transformation.

Preeti ma'am plays the last song. Not a Bollywood song — a qawwali. The qawwali that she plays once a year, at the end of the last class before the break, the qawwali being: her tradition, the tradition that says: this is not just fitness, this is: devotion.

"Chaap Tilak." Amir Khusrau. The qawwali that has been sung for seven hundred years and that contains: the surrender that exercise is, the surrender of the body to: movement, the surrender that is not weakness but: trust.

We dance. Not the choreographed steps of Zumba — the free movement that the qawwali demands. The movement that is: personal. Each woman in Studio B moving in her own way, the way that her body chooses, the way that her body has learned in: however many classes she's attended, however many years she's lived, however many surrenders she's performed.

I dance. In the mirror, I see: myself. The woman with short hair and silver jhumkas and the body that has been doing Zumba for eighteen months and that is: different. Not thinner (I've never been interested in: thinner; thinner is: a number, and I'm done with numbers). Different. The body that moves with: confidence. The body that knows its own: rhythms. The body that trusts: itself.

The qawwali ends. The last note. The note that hangs in the air the way incense hangs in a temple — not disappearing but: dissolving slowly, the dissolution that is: not ending but transformation.

"See you in August," Preeti ma'am says. "Don't lose your fitness. Don't lose your: selves."

Evening. Carter Road. The walk that I do alone on Wednesdays — the walk that is: mine, the solitude that I guard because solitude is: not loneliness but self-consultation, the consultation that a person needs when a person is: responsible for her own life and the responsibility requires: regular check-ins with the person doing the: living.

The sea is: calm. The pre-monsoon calm — the last days of stillness before the four months of: fury. The sea knowing what's coming and being: peaceful about it. The peace of: preparation.

I walk and I think about: what comes next. Not the plan — I don't plan years anymore, I told Chetan at midnight on New Year's. I plan: mornings. But the direction. The direction that a life has when a life has: momentum. And my life has momentum now — the momentum of: agency. The momentum that Sunaina talked about: "Agency is the only thing the universe gives us that the truck can't take."

What comes next is: more. More mornings. More chai. More Marine Drive walks with Chetan, where Meera's cup sits on the railing and the sea takes the cold chai and the sea says: I'll hold this. More Zumba with Preeti ma'am. More yoga with Sunaina. More conversations at the juice bar that begin with: nothing and end with: everything. More words at Spark & Co — the words that make invisible women: visible. More Karan. More paneer butter masala. More "Ma" on the phone on Sundays.

More rain. The monsoon is: coming. I can feel it — the particular heaviness in the air, the weight that precedes the water, the weight that Mumbai carries for three weeks before the release. The weight that I carried for twenty-seven years before my: release.

The release is: complete. The release happened. And what followed the release was: this. This life. This city. This self.

I stand at the Carter Road railing. The sea-view. The full view — not the sliver from my apartment but the panoramic Carter Road view that says: this is where you live. This is your: sea. This is your Mumbai.

"Theek hai," I say. To the sea. To the city. To myself.

But the "theek hai" is: different now. The "theek hai" that used to mean "I'm fine when I'm not fine" now means: "I'm fine. Actually fine. Fine in the way that fine was always supposed to mean but that my life didn't allow it to: mean." The reclamation of the phrase. The reclamation of: everything.

Theek hai.

I'm: theek.


  
    Epilogue: Casual Acquaintances

    
    
  
  The word "casual" means: relaxed and unconcerned. The word "acquaintance" means: a person one knows slightly. Together, the phrase means: people you know without knowing. People who exist at the periphery of your life — the barista who makes your coffee, the neighbour whose name you might not remember, the woman on the treadmill beside you who breathes too loudly and whose playlist you can hear through her earphones and who you will never, in a million years, think of as: someone who matters.

Except.

Except that the barista remembers your order and the remembering is: a form of love. Except that the neighbour waters your plants when you're away and the watering is: a form of love. Except that the woman on the treadmill tells you to show your photographs and the telling changes: your life.

I came to Mumbai with: nothing. A suitcase. A divorce. A flat whose mailbox didn't have my name. I came to Mumbai because Lucknow was: the place where I became invisible, and Mumbai was: the place where I might become visible again, or at least: the place where nobody knew I was invisible, which is: almost the same thing.

I joined a gym. Not because I wanted to be fit — because I wanted to be: somewhere. Somewhere that wasn't the apartment. Somewhere that had: people. Even if the people were: strangers. Even if the strangers were: casual acquaintances.

And then: the casual acquaintances became everything.

Vandana became the friend who hands you a chaniya choli and says "put it on." Jaya became the friend who writes your story and calls it: fiction. Sunaina became the teacher who says "the tears are the practice working" and who means it because: her tears taught her. Cheryl became the friend who toasts with Limca and counts down from thirty and who calls from Connecticut every week to ask about: vada pav.

Aditi became the young woman who said no and in saying no: taught an older woman that no is: a complete sentence. Jai became the photographer who hid masterpieces and who needed someone to say: not maybe. Yes. Nikhil became the man who stepped back with grace, the grace that makes friendship: possible when romance is: not.

Chetan became the man who pours chai into the sea every morning for a wife who died three years ago and who walks Marine Drive with a woman who arrived one year ago and who holds both: simultaneously, the way life holds grief and joy simultaneously, because that is: what life does.

Karan became — Karan was always. Karan was always my son. But Karan became: my friend. The friend who cooks paneer butter masala and calls on Sundays and who said "Ma, you taught me everything" and who meant it and who is: the proof that even in the years of theek hai, even in the years of invisible, even in the years of: nothing happening — something was: happening. A boy was learning from his mother. The mother who was invisible to everyone except: him.

And Harsh. Harsh became: a person. Not my husband — a person. A person who is in therapy and who sold the flat and who kept the pressure cooker and who said "Diwali mubarak, really" and who is learning, at fifty-four, that "I forgot how to love you" is not: an excuse but a diagnosis, and that the diagnosis requires: treatment, and the treatment is: the rest of his life.

I am fifty-one years old. I live in Bandra, Mumbai. I work at an advertising agency where I write words that make invisible women: visible. I have short hair and silver jhumkas and a red dress for awards ceremonies and a navy dress for dates and a chaniya choli for Garba and a swimsuit for midnight pools. I have a balcony that faces a sliver of sea and a Saraswati on my shelf and baby shoes on my wall and a Gold Abby that weighs more than you'd think.

I have a man who writes me into novels and a son who cooks me dinner and a friend in Connecticut who wears her dead husband's Hawaiian shirt and a yoga teacher who lost her husband to a truck and who found: the floor. I have a group chat called "Doosri Innings" and a juice bar that serves chai during monsoon and a trainer who plays qawwali at the end of the last class and a photographer whose mother's hands will hang in MoMA.

I have: a life. A life that began eighteen months ago in salwar kameez at a gym in Bandra where a woman named Vandana said "it will be fine" and where a woman named Preeti said "Zumba starts in five" and where the treadmill moved under my feet and the feet moved with it and the moving was: the beginning.

The beginning of: everything.

On my balcony. Morning. Chai. The chai that is: mine — cardamom crushed, ginger sliced, the recipe that I've been making for twenty-seven years and that Karan makes in Pune and that tastes the same in both cities because the recipe is: not geographic but genetic, the taste of: us.

The sea-sliver catches the first light. The light that is: different every morning. Today's light is: gold. The gold of Marine Drive at dawn. The gold of the Abby Awards trophy. The gold of a second chance that the world gives to women who decide to: take it.

I drink my chai. I look at the sea. I think about: the casual acquaintances who became everything. The strangers who became family. The gym that became home. The city that became mine.

Theek hai.

I'm: theek.

Actually, genuinely, for the first time in twenty-seven years: theek.

And the theek is: kadak.

Pehli se zyada.
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