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    Chapter 1: Tanvi

    
    
  
  The café smelled like cinnamon and regret.

Cinnamon because Kavita Aunty had started her autumn menu — the masala chai latte, the elaichi biscotti, the pumpkin halwa that she insisted on calling "seasonal fusion" and that the locals of Kasauli called "that orange thing Kavita makes when the weather turns." Regret because Montgomery — Mohit — Biddington, correction, Mohit Bhardwaj had just walked through the door of The Chai Loft with a duffel bag over his shoulder and the specific grin of a man who knew he was about to ruin someone's morning.

Mine.

"Tanvi Kapoor," he said, dropping the duffel on the floor with the thud of a man who had never once in his twenty-six years considered that other people might not want his belongings on their freshly mopped café floor. "Miss me?"

"Like a stomach cramp."

"Ah, but you'd know all about those, wouldn't you?"

I turned my back to him and focused on the espresso machine — a temperamental Italian beast that Kavita Aunty had imported from some dealer in Chandigarh who swore it was refurbished and not stolen, a distinction that mattered less than the fact that it made the best espresso in the Kasauli-Solan belt, the specific crema-topped, dark-as-disappointment espresso that kept the café alive during the off-season when the tourists went home and the locals remembered they could make chai at their own houses for: free.

Mohit leaned on the counter. I could feel him leaning without looking — the specific gravitational disturbance of a six-foot-two former gymnast and current kabaddi team mascot who had been leaning on things in my vicinity since we were eight years old. Leaning on my school desk. Leaning on my bicycle. Leaning on the railing of my grandmother's verandah while eating her aloo parathas and pretending he'd been invited.

"I need a favour," he said.

"No."

"You don't even know what it is."

"I know it involves you. That's enough information to say no."

"My flat flooded."

I turned. The turning was: involuntary. The way you turn when someone says "accident" or "free food" — the body responds before the brain has decided whether it cares. Mohit's flat — the one-bedroom above the old pharmacy on Mall Road, the flat he'd rented since moving back to Kasauli after his gymnastics career ended with a knee that decided, during a competition in Patiala, that it no longer wished to participate in the sport of landing — had flooded.

"The pipe in the bathroom," he said. "The one Gupta ji has been promising to fix since August. It burst last night. The bedroom is — I mean, it's basically a swimming pool. A very small, very cold swimming pool that smells like sewage because the pipe was also connected to—"

"I get it."

"So I need a place to stay. Temporarily. While Gupta ji fixes it, which, knowing Gupta ji, means approximately: never."

"Stay at a hotel."

"Tanvi. It's October. Peak season. Every hotel in Kasauli is booked. Every homestay is booked. The dharamshala is full because there's a kirtan group from Ambala doing a ten-day programme. I've called everyone. I've called people who don't even have rooms — I called your Nani, and she said, and I quote, 'Beta, you can sleep in the garden shed, but it has spiders.' I don't do: spiders."

"So your choices are spiders or me."

"My choice is: you. Because you have a spare room. Because your flatmate moved out last month when she married that accountant from Shimla. Because you've been paying double rent since September and could use someone to split it. And because—" He paused. The pause of a man deploying his final argument. "Because I have something you want."

I knew what he had. He knew I knew. The knowledge sat between us on the counter like an unexploded device — the specific device of mutual need, the device that had been ticking since I'd heard that Mohit Bhardwaj, through his family's connections in the Himachal Pradesh Kabaddi Association, had access to the one thing I needed for my coaching career: a recommendation letter from Vikram Rathore, the state kabaddi coach, the man whose endorsement could get me the head coaching position at the Kasauli Sports Academy that I'd been applying for since: forever.

"You're blackmailing me with a recommendation letter."

"I'm proposing a mutually beneficial arrangement. You give me a room. I get you a meeting with Vikram sir. Nobody's blackmailing anyone. This is: commerce."

"Commerce with a side of emotional terrorism."

"Tanvi." He dropped the grin. The grin that I'd been enduring for eighteen years — the grin that had been aimed at me during every school function, every colony cricket match, every Dussehra mela where he'd show up at my family's stall and eat three plates of chaat without paying. The grin disappeared and what remained was: Mohit. Not the performer. Not the mascot. The person. The person who was, despite everything, my oldest — I refused to say "friend" — my oldest: acquaintance.

"I genuinely have nowhere to go," he said. "Gupta ji says two weeks minimum. I can pay rent. I can stay out of your way. I'll even — " He looked at the espresso machine with the expression of a man making a sacrifice. "I'll make my own chai. I won't use your special oat milk. I know about the — situation."

The situation. The delicate, publicly-known, perpetually-managed situation of Tanvi Kapoor's digestive system, which had been the bane of her existence since she was fifteen and a gastroenterologist in Chandigarh had diagnosed her with IBS, gluten sensitivity, and lactose intolerance — the trifecta of dietary restrictions that made eating in India, a country whose cuisine was built on wheat and dairy, approximately: a military operation. Every meal was a calculation. Every restaurant was a negotiation. Every dinner invitation was a risk assessment. And every person who knew about it — which, in Kasauli, was: everyone — treated it with reactions ranging from sympathy to suspicion to the specific Indian aunty response of "just eat a little, nothing will happen."

Something always: happened.

"Two weeks," I said. "Not a day more. You pay half the rent. You clean up after yourself. You do not — do NOT — bring any food into the flat that contains gluten, dairy, or anything from Sanjay's dhaba, because the last time someone brought Sanjay's butter chicken into my space, I spent two days in the bathroom and lost three kilos that I couldn't afford to lose."

"Deal."

"And the meeting with Vikram sir."

"I'll call him today."

"Today. Not tomorrow. Not 'soon.' Today."

"Today. I promise."

Mohit extended his hand. The hand that had done backflips and cartwheels and the specific gymnastics move where you launch yourself over a vault and hope your knees don't betray you — the hand that was now being offered to seal a domestic arrangement that I was already regretting.

I shook it. The handshake was: brief. Firm. The handshake of two people who had known each other since childhood and who understood, with the clarity of eighteen years of rivalry, that they were about to make either the best or the worst decision of their: shared history.

"Welcome to my flat," I said. "The spare room is on the left. The bathroom schedule is posted on the fridge. And Mohit?"

"Yeah?"

"If you use my oat milk, I will end you."


  
    Chapter 2: Mohit

    
    
  
  The spare room smelled like lavender and judgement.

Lavender because Tanvi Kapoor kept sachets of dried lavender in every drawer, every closet, every conceivable storage space in the flat — the flat that was, technically, a two-bedroom above the old post office on Cart Road, Kasauli, with views of the Shivalik hills that estate agents described as "panoramic" and that Tanvi described as "the reason I pay rent I can't afford." The judgement was: mine. Self-directed. Because I was twenty-six years old, a former state-level gymnast, a current kabaddi team mascot who performed backflips in a tiger costume at halftime, and I was moving into my childhood rival's spare room because my landlord couldn't fix a pipe.

The room was small. Single bed — the iron-frame kind that every hill station flat came with, the frame painted white and chipped in three places, the mattress thin but honest, the kind of mattress that didn't pretend to be comfortable but also didn't actively hurt you. A desk. A chair. A window that opened to the pine-and-deodar slope behind the building, the slope that smelled like Kasauli's signature — the resin-and-cold scent that tourists called "mountain air" and locals called: Tuesday.

I set the duffel on the bed. Unpacked: three kurtas, four t-shirts, jeans, the tiger mascot costume (folded, not hung — hanging it made it look like a taxidermy project), toiletries, my phone charger, and the photograph. The photograph that traveled with me everywhere — Nani's house, the gymnastics hostel in Patiala, the brief terrible stint at the sports management course in Delhi that I'd abandoned after one semester because Delhi was: Delhi, and I was: Kasauli.

The photograph: me and Diya. Age ten and seven. At the Kasauli Club, the old British-era club where our families had been members since our grandparents' time. Diya was in her school uniform — the blue pinafore of Kasauli Convent, the uniform she wore with the specific pride of a seven-year-old who had just been made class monitor. I was behind her, arms crossed, wearing the expression of a ten-year-old brother who was: proud and pretending not to be.

Diya had died when she was nine. Leukaemia. The kind that starts slow and ends: fast. The diagnosis at PGI Chandigarh — the trip down the mountain, the hospital corridors, the doctors who said "treatable" and meant "we'll try" — had been the event that divided my life into: before and after. Before Diya, I was a kid who did gymnastics because it was fun. After Diya, I was a kid who did gymnastics because the physical pain of training was preferable to the other: pain. The pain that sat in the chest and expanded on quiet nights and made breathing feel like: work.

I placed the photograph on the desk. Diya would have loved this arrangement — me, living with Tanvi Kapoor. Diya had adored Tanvi. Had followed her around at every colony gathering, had declared at age seven that Tanvi was "the coolest didi in Kasauli" and had been, in her brief existence, the only person who could make Tanvi and me stop fighting. Because when Diya was in the room, the fighting seemed: small. Stupid. The kind of thing that adults — which we were not yet, but were practicing to become — did because they had forgotten what mattered.

Diya had not forgotten. Diya had known, with the specific wisdom of a child who was: running out of time, that what mattered was: being near the people you loved. Even if those people were idiots who fought about whose turn it was on the colony swing set.

"The bathroom schedule is on the fridge," Tanvi called from the kitchen. Her voice carried the specific efficiency of a woman who managed her life the way a project manager managed a construction site — with timelines, protocols, and zero tolerance for improvisation. "Morning slot is 6 to 6:30. Mine. 6:30 to 7 is yours. If you need longer, wake up earlier."

"Thirty minutes is plenty."

"Good. Kitchen rules: everything is labelled. If it says 'TK,' it's mine. Don't touch it. The oat milk is TK. The gluten-free bread is TK. The almond butter is TK. The regular stuff — the things that won't kill me if I accidentally ingest them — is on the bottom shelf. You can use the bottom shelf."

"You've given me the bottom shelf."

"The bottom shelf is generous. My last flatmate got a section of the bottom shelf. You're getting the whole thing."

I walked to the kitchen. The kitchen was: Tanvi's command centre. Not because she loved cooking — she cooked out of necessity, the way a soldier maintained a weapon, with precision and without pleasure. The kitchen existed to keep her alive. The labelling system was: military. Every container, every bag, every bottle bore a label in Tanvi's handwriting — the neat, angular handwriting of a woman who had been writing food warnings since she was fifteen. "GF" for gluten-free. "DF" for dairy-free. "SAFE" in green. "DANGER" in red. The red labels were on: the wheat flour, the regular milk, the paneer, the cheese, the butter. The staples of Indian cooking, the foods that every other kitchen in Kasauli contained without thought, were here: weapons. Labelled in red. Because for Tanvi Kapoor, a roti could be: a medical emergency.

"I'll keep my stuff on the bottom shelf," I said. "And I'll wash my hands before touching anything of yours. And I'll use separate utensils. I know the protocol."

Tanvi looked at me. The look: surprised. Not the usual Tanvi-looks-at-Mohit look, which ranged from irritation to exasperation to the specific expression she reserved for occasions when I did something particularly idiotic, an expression that combined eye-roll and sigh into a single devastating gesture. This look was: surprised. Genuinely. As if she had expected me to be: careless. And I was being: careful.

"You remember the protocol?" she asked.

"Tanvi. I've known you since we were eight. I was there when you got diagnosed. I was there when your mum cried in the doctor's office in Chandigarh. I was there when you threw up at my birthday party because someone put regular cream in the cake. I remember: everything."

The surprise shifted. Became: something else. Something she covered immediately — the way she covered all emotions that didn't fit the category of "irritation with Mohit" — by turning to the counter and adjusting a label that didn't need adjusting.

"Good," she said. "Then we won't have problems."

 * 

I called Vikram sir from the verandah. The verandah that overlooked the Shivalik hills, the hills that were turning October-gold, the deodar and pine giving way to the deciduous oaks and rhododendrons that coloured the lower slopes in shades of amber and rust, the specific autumn palette that Kasauli wore for six weeks before winter arrived and turned everything: grey.

Vikram Rathore picked up on the second ring. The voice: deep, the voice of a man who had coached Himachal Pradesh kabaddi for twenty years and whose voice carried the authority of twenty years of shouting at athletes who weren't: trying hard enough.

"Mohit. Your father told me you'd call."

"Yes, sir. I have a request."

"Your father already made the request. Tanvi Kapoor. The girl who coaches the Kasauli Sports Academy junior team. He says she's good."

"She's — she's excellent, sir. She played state-level during college before the health issues. She's been coaching juniors for three years. Her team won the district championship last year. She knows kabaddi the way — she knows it from the inside. Not textbook. Instinct."

"And she wants the head coaching position."

"She deserves the head coaching position."

Silence. The specific silence of a man evaluating not just the request but the: requester. Vikram sir had known my family for decades — my father, the retired army colonel who had settled in Kasauli and become the Kabaddi Association's honorary secretary, the man whose connections were: Mohit's inheritance and Mohit's: currency. The currency I was now spending on: Tanvi Kapoor.

"I'll meet her," Vikram sir said. "Next week. Tuesday. At the academy. Tell her to bring her training plans and her team's match records."

"Thank you, sir."

"Mohit. Your father says you're still doing the mascot thing."

"Yes, sir."

"You could be coaching. You have the skill."

"I have a bad knee and a good backflip, sir. The mascot job pays and doesn't require: functioning cartilage."

"You're wasting yourself."

"I'm surviving, sir. That's enough for now."


  
    Chapter 3: Tanvi

    
    
  
  Day three of the Mohit Bhardwaj Occupation, and I had to admit: he was clean.

Not clean in the way men usually claimed to be clean, which meant "I don't leave visible food on the counter" while ignoring the hair in the drain and the toothpaste splatter on the mirror and the specific trail of destruction that the male species left through any domestic space like a monsoon through a kachcha road. Mohit was: actually clean. The bathroom after his 6:30 slot was drier than when he entered it. The kitchen counters were wiped. His dishes were washed, dried, and put away — not left in the rack to "air dry," which was code for "I'll deal with it tomorrow," which was code for "never."

He had also, true to his word, called Vikram sir. The meeting was Tuesday. Four days away. Four days in which I needed to compile my training plans, my match records, my philosophy of coaching statement — the document that the Sports Academy board required, the document that was supposed to capture in two thousand words why Tanvi Kapoor should be trusted with the development of Kasauli's junior kabaddi programme, a document I had been rewriting since: June.

The problem with the document was: me. I was good at coaching. I was good at reading players, at understanding the kabaddi raid — the way a raider's body moved, the weight shifts, the ankle turns, the specific biomechanics of a successful raid that I had learned not from textbooks but from playing, from the years at Panjab University where I had been the women's team captain before my body decided that competitive sport and inflammatory bowel syndrome were: incompatible. I could coach. I could not: write about coaching. The words came out either too technical (the board would glaze over) or too passionate (the board would think I was: unhinged) or too honest ("I want this job because kabaddi saved my life during the years when my body was trying to kill me, and if you don't give me this position I will probably spiral into a depression that will make the IBS worse, which will make the depression worse, which is a feedback loop that I have been managing since I was seventeen and that coaching is the only thing that breaks").

Too honest was: probably not what the board wanted.

I was at The Chai Loft. My shift — the morning one, 6 AM to 1 PM, the shift that started with Kavita Aunty's pre-opening prep and ended with the lunch rush tapering off. The café was mine in a way that the flat was mine — not owned, but: inhabited. I had been working here since I was nineteen, first as a part-time helper during college breaks, then full-time when I moved back to Kasauli after university, then as the de facto manager when Kavita Aunty's knees started protesting the stairs to the loft level and she needed someone who could: run.

The Chai Loft was Kasauli's anchor. Not the tourist cafés on Mall Road with their overpriced maggi and Instagram-optimised views. The Chai Loft was on the lower road, Cart Road, tucked between the old post office and the pharmacy where Mohit's flat was currently drowning. The building was colonial — stone walls, wood beams, the specific architecture of a Kasauli building that had survived since the British decided this hill station was ideal for: consumption patients and weekend officers who needed to escape the plains heat.

The café occupied the ground floor. Stone floor, always cool. A long wooden counter — sal wood, because everything structural in Himachal was: sal — behind which the espresso machine reigned. Tables: eight on the ground floor, four in the loft, the loft accessible by a spiral iron staircase that Kavita Aunty had installed in 2019 and that creaked in a way that announced every customer's ascent like a doorbell. The walls: lined with bookshelves. Not decorative books — real books. Kavita Aunty's collection. Hindi literature, English novels, Urdu poetry, the complete works of Premchand alongside Agatha Christie alongside Faiz Ahmed Faiz. The café smelled of: books and coffee and the cinnamon that Kavita Aunty put in everything during autumn.

My sister Priti arrived at noon. Priti — younger by two years, married since last year to Karan, who played defence for the Himachal Pradesh state cricket team and who treated Priti like she was: the only person in every room he entered. Priti had worked at The Chai Loft before the wedding. Now she came in occasionally, more out of loyalty than need, because Karan's cricket salary meant she could focus on her music — the sitar, which she played with the specific intensity of a woman who had found her instrument and would not be separated from it.

"How's the cohabitation?" Priti asked, settling onto a stool at the counter. She ordered her usual — a turmeric latte, the golden milk that Kavita Aunty made with coconut milk and fresh haldi from the Solan market, the drink that Priti claimed was "medicinal" and that I suspected she ordered because it was: yellow, and Priti liked yellow things.

"He's clean," I admitted.

"Mohit Bhardwaj is clean?"

"Shockingly."

"What else?"

"He remembers the protocol. The food protocol. He asked me which cutting board was the gluten-free one. He: asked."

Priti looked at me. The look that sisters share — the look that contains eighteen years of shared experience and the specific telepathy of siblings who grew up in the same house and know each other's facial expressions the way musicians know their scales. The look said: you're surprised that he cares about you.

"He's always cared," Priti said.

"He's always annoyed me."

"Same thing, with boys. Especially that boy."

"Don't."

"I'm just saying—"

"Don't."

"Fine. How's the coaching document?"

"Terrible. I've rewritten it eleven times. It either sounds like a Wikipedia article or a therapy session."

"Let Mohit help."

"Absolutely not."

"He's good with words. He writes the mascot routines. He wrote that speech for Papa's retirement — the one that made everyone cry."

"He made everyone cry because he told the story about Papa falling into the ravine during a trek and being rescued by a: goat."

"It was a compelling narrative! The goat was a hero."

"The goat was a goat, Priti."

"A heroic goat. My point is: Mohit can write. And you need: a writer. And he's living in your flat. Free labour."

The suggestion was: irritating. Irritating because it was: correct. Mohit could write. He had a way with words that I would never admit to his face — the way he told stories at gatherings, the way he narrated the mascot routines with a comedic timing that made the kabaddi crowds laugh even when the team was losing, which was: often. The Kasauli Wildcats were not a strong team. They were a team that had a mascot who could do backflips and a crowd that came for the: entertainment.

"I'll think about it," I said. Which, in sister-language, meant: yes, probably, but I need to pretend I came to this decision independently.


  
    Chapter 4: Mohit

    
    
  
  She asked me at 11 PM on a Thursday.

Not directly. Tanvi Kapoor did not ask for things directly — she approached requests the way a cat approached a closed door, circling, investigating, pretending disinterest, until the need overcame the: pride. I was on the verandah, scrolling through the Wildcats' social media page (sixteen followers gained this week, a personal best, mostly because I'd posted a video of the tiger mascot attempting a backflip on a wet pitch and face-planting into the mud, which had, against all expectations, gone mildly viral in the Himachal Pradesh sports community), when she appeared in the doorway with her laptop and the expression of a woman carrying a live grenade.

"I need your opinion on something," she said.

"My opinion? On: something? This is unprecedented. Should I mark the calendar?"

"Don't make me regret this."

She sat on the other plastic chair — the verandah had two, both the white Nilkamal kind that every Indian household owned, the kind that looked fine for the first month and then began yellowing in the sun like aged newspapers. The verandah was narrow, barely wide enough for the two chairs and the railing, and the Shivalik hills were invisible in the dark, but you could feel them — the cold that rolled down from the higher ridges, the specific October night cold of Kasauli that wasn't quite winter but was: warning.

Tanvi opened the laptop. The document. The coaching philosophy statement. I'd heard her cursing at this document through the wall for the past three evenings — not loudly, but audibly, the specific under-breath cursing of a Hindi-speaking woman who had exhausted the polite expletives and was working through the: creative ones.

"It's terrible," she said.

I read it. It was: not terrible. It was competent, structured, correct. It listed her qualifications, her experience, her training methodology. It mentioned her Panjab University captaincy, her district championship win as coach, her understanding of physical conditioning for young athletes. It was the kind of document that a committee would read and say: fine. Acceptable. Next applicant.

"It's missing you," I said.

"What does that mean?"

"It means — this could be written by anyone. Any coach with your qualifications could have written this. But the board isn't deciding between qualifications. They're deciding between: people. And this document doesn't tell them who Tanvi Kapoor is."

"They don't need to know who I am. They need to know I can coach."

"They need to know why you coach. That's the: difference."

She looked at the screen. Then at the hills — the invisible hills, the darkness where the hills were. Then at her hands on the keyboard, the hands that had raided in competitive kabaddi until her body said: stop, the hands that now coached other bodies to do what hers couldn't, the hands that were: still.

"I coach because — because when I'm coaching, I'm not sick."

The sentence landed on the verandah like a stone. Small. Heavy. Final.

"Not literally," she added quickly. "I'm still — the IBS doesn't stop. The celiac doesn't stop. But when I'm in the training hall, when I'm watching a raider set up a bonus line touch, when I'm reading the defender's angle and shouting the correction before the play collapses — I'm not: thinking about it. I'm not calculating what I ate, whether it was safe, whether my stomach will betray me in an hour. For those two hours of practice, I'm just: a coach. Not a patient. Not a person with a: condition. Just: Tanvi, who knows kabaddi, who can see the game, who can: help."

"Write that."

"I can't write that. It's too — it's too: much."

"It's the truth. The truth is always too much. That's what makes it: true."

She stared at me. The stare of a woman recalibrating — the way you recalibrate when someone you have categorised (enemy, rival, annoyance) does something that doesn't fit the: category. I was supposed to be: Mohit. The mascot. The prankster. The boy who had put a rubber spider in her tiffin in Class 5 and had called her "Tanvi Trouble" through all of secondary school and who was currently sleeping in her spare room because he couldn't manage: plumbing.

I was not supposed to: understand.

"I'll help you write it," I said. "If you want. I'll type, you talk. You tell me why you coach. Not the CV version. The real version. And then we'll: edit it down to something the board can handle. The truth, but: board-appropriate."

She closed the laptop. Opened it. Closed it again. The oscillation of a woman whose pride and whose need were engaged in: combat.

"Fine," she said. "But if you tell anyone I asked for your help—"

"I will tell: everyone. I will take out an ad in the Himachal Darpan. 'Tanvi Kapoor asks Mohit Bhardwaj for help. Sources confirm: hell has frozen.' "

"You're insufferable."

"And you're asking an insufferable person for help. What does that make: you?"

"Desperate."

"Desperate is: honest. I'll take it."

We worked until 1 AM. The hills appeared slowly — not visually, but in the sounds that the late-night Kasauli hills made: the barking deer in the Wildlife Sanctuary, the distant truck gears on the Kalka-Shimla road, the wind through the deodar that sounded like the trees were: breathing. Tanvi talked. I typed. She talked about the first time she watched kabaddi — age six, at a mela in Ambala, sitting on her father's shoulders, watching a raider touch the bonus line and escape three defenders, and the crowd erupting, and the sound of that crowd becoming: the sound that meant joy. She talked about playing — the women's team at Panjab University, the coach who told her she had "the best spatial awareness I've ever seen in a raider," the matches where her body cooperated and she was: unstoppable. She talked about the diagnosis — fifteen, in a gastroenterologist's office in Chandigarh, her mother's face, the list of foods she could never eat again, the realisation that her body was: at war with itself. She talked about quitting competitive play — the last match, at a tournament in Jalandhar, where she'd had a flare-up during the second half and had played through it because the team needed her, and had: won, and had spent the night in a hospital, and had known, lying on the hospital bed with an IV in her arm, that she would never: play again.

And then she talked about coaching. The first session with the junior team. A group of eleven-year-olds who didn't know how to do an ankle hold. The patience required. The joy of seeing one of them — a girl named Komal, skinny, fierce, the kind of kid who ran like she was being chased by something only she could see — execute her first successful raid. The: sound of that. Not a crowd. Not a stadium. Just twelve kids cheering in a training hall in Kasauli, and Komal's face, and the feeling in Tanvi's chest that was the opposite of: sick.

"That," I said. "That's your coaching philosophy."

The document, by 1 AM, was: different. Not longer — actually shorter than her original. But every sentence contained: her. The committee wouldn't read a CV. They'd read: a person.

"It's good," she said. The highest praise Tanvi Kapoor had ever given me.

"You're welcome."

"I didn't say: thank you."

"You will. Eventually. Probably on your deathbed. 'Mohit, I should have thanked you for that coaching document in October 2024.' And I'll say, 'Too late, Tanvi. I've moved on.' And then you'll: haunt me."

She laughed. The laugh surprised both of us — the way a hiccup surprises, involuntary, unplanned, the body betraying the: mind. Tanvi Kapoor, laughing at something Mohit Bhardwaj said. On a verandah. At 1 AM. Under the Kasauli stars.

I filed the sound. In the filing cabinet of my memory, in the drawer marked "Tanvi Kapoor," which was larger than it should have been, which contained eighteen years of: evidence. The laugh went next to: the look. The look she'd given me yesterday when I'd asked about the cutting board. The look that said: you pay attention.

I paid attention. I had always paid: attention.


  
    Chapter 5: Tanvi

    
    
  
  The food poisoning happened on a Saturday.

Not technically poisoning — cross-contamination, which sounded clinical and minor and completely failed to capture the experience of spending fourteen hours in a bathroom while your intestines staged a full-scale revolt against a microscopic amount of wheat protein that had somehow infiltrated your supposedly gluten-free dinner. Cross-contamination. The word of a bureaucracy. The reality was: war.

Mohit had ordered from Prakash Kitchen. Prakash Kitchen on Mall Road, the restaurant that knew me, that had my dietary requirements laminated behind the counter, that had a separate preparation area for my orders because the owner, Prakash bhai, had a daughter with celiac and understood. I ordered from Prakash Kitchen every week. The same thing: gluten-free roti with dal makhani made without cream, using coconut milk. Every time: safe. Every time: the one restaurant in Kasauli where I could eat without the: calculation.

But I hadn't ordered. Mohit had. Online. Through the app. He'd typed my special instructions — I'd watched him type them, every word, the way you watch a surgeon handling a scalpel near your: face. The instructions were clear. The delivery driver had confirmed. The receipt showed: GF, DF, separate prep.

Something had: failed. Somewhere between the app and the kitchen and the delivery and my plate, a grain of wheat or a drop of cream had crossed the: line. And my body, which maintained a standing order to destroy all intruders with the enthusiasm of a border guard who had been: personally offended, had responded.

The first sign was at 10 PM. A cramp. Not the regular cramp — the regular cramp was a 3 on my personal scale, the scale that went from 1 (manageable, take a buscopan, carry on) to 10 (hospital, IV fluids, do not pass go). This was a 7 by 10:15. An 8 by 10:30. By 11, I was on the bathroom floor.

The bathroom floor was cold. Tile — the white tile of every Indian bathroom, the tile that was cool in summer and freezing in October, the tile that pressed against my cheek as I lay on my side, knees drawn up, waiting for the next wave. The waves came every fifteen minutes. Then every ten. Then every: five. The body emptying itself with the systematic efficiency of a machine performing: an emergency evacuation.

Mohit knocked at midnight.

"Tanvi."

"Go away."

"I'm not going away."

"I don't want you to see me like this."

"I've seen you like this before. Class 10. The school picnic. The samosas had: wheat."

"That was — that was sixteen years ago."

"And I carried you to the bus. And I held your hair. And I told Mrs. Mehta that you had heatstroke because you didn't want anyone to know. I remember. Now open the: door."

I opened the door. Not because I wanted to — because my body, which had been operating on autopilot for two hours, had decided that stubbornness required energy I no longer: had. Mohit was in the doorway. Pyjamas. Hair uncombed. The expression on his face was not the expression I expected — not pity, not disgust, not the specific discomfort that men displayed when confronted with the reality of a woman's body doing something: unglamorous. His expression was: focused. The expression of a person who had: a plan.

"I've called Prakash bhai," he said. "He checked the kitchen. The regular cook was off tonight. The substitute didn't follow the protocol. He's — he's devastated. He says he'll—"

"I don't care about Prakash bhai right now."

"Right. Okay. What do you need?"

"Electrolytes. The ORS packets are in the kitchen, second drawer, left side. And the heating pad — the electric one, not the hot water bottle. Under my bed. And—" A wave hit. I turned to the toilet. Mohit did not leave. He stayed in the doorway, and when the wave passed, he was there with a wet cloth — cold, wrung out, the precise temperature for pressing against a forehead that was: burning.

"I did this," he said.

"You didn't cook the food."

"I ordered it. I should have called. You always call. You told me you always call. And I thought — I thought the app would be enough. The instructions were clear. I thought—"

"Mohit."

"I'm sorry."

"I know."

He brought the ORS. Mixed it — the ratio correct, because of course he knew the ratio, because he had known me for eighteen years and had been: paying attention. He brought the heating pad. Plugged it in. Placed it against my abdomen with the care of a person handling something: fragile. He brought a pillow from his room and a blanket and made a nest on the bathroom floor — because the bathroom was where I would be for the next several hours, and if I was going to be: here, I was going to be: comfortable.

"You don't have to stay," I said.

"I'm staying."

"It's not — this isn't pleasant. This is the: ugly part. The part that people don't see. The part that makes people—" I stopped. The sentence I almost said: the part that makes people leave. The part that had made my college boyfriend leave. The part that my flatmate had carefully never witnessed because I had timed my worst episodes to: coincide with her: absences. The ugly, humiliating, body-betraying part that I managed in: private, because privacy was the only dignity the: disease left.

"The part that makes people: what?" Mohit said.

"Nothing."

"Tanvi. I'm not going anywhere. You're on a bathroom floor. I put you here because I was: lazy with an app. The least I can do is sit on this floor with you until you can: stand."

He sat. On the cold tile. His back against the wall, his legs stretched out, his phone playing — not music, because music required energy to: process — but the specific white noise of rain on a tin roof, the sound from a sleep app that he'd once told me his therapist had recommended after Diya's death, the sound that meant: safe.

We sat on that bathroom floor until 4 AM. He refilled the ORS three times. He replaced the heating pad when it cooled. He told me, at 2 AM when I was shaking and crying from the pain — not the stomach pain, the joint pain, the inflammatory response that celiac triggered in my knees and wrists and fingers, the pain that felt like every joint was being: pried open — he told me the story of the Kasauli Wildcats' worst game, the one where the opposing team scored fourteen points in the first half and the crowd started leaving and Mohit, in the tiger costume, had done a cartwheel that went wrong and he'd landed in the: commentary box, and the commentator had screamed, and the crowd had come back because "the mascot might die," and from that moment the Wildcats had: rallied. Not because of skill. Because the crowd was back. Because: laughter.

The story was: stupid. It was: exactly what I needed.

By 4 AM, the waves had slowed. The shaking had stopped. The joints were: aching but stable. Mohit helped me to my bed — his arm around my waist, careful, the way you support a person who is: standing but barely, a person whose body has spent six hours: emptying and is now: hollow.

"Thank you," I said. The words I had never said to him. In eighteen years.

"You're welcome," he said. "And Tanvi? I will never order your food again. You call. Always. I will never: assume."

He closed the door. I heard him walk to his room. I heard the door: not close. Left open. So he could hear if I: needed.

I lay in the dark, the heating pad against my abdomen, the taste of ORS in my mouth — salt and sugar and the specific chemical tang of rehydration, the taste that meant: recovery. The taste that meant someone had: stayed.


  
    Chapter 6: Mohit

    
    
  
  Three days after the food incident, Tanvi still wasn't right.

Not the dramatic not-right of Saturday night — the bathroom floor, the shaking, the fourteen hours of: war. This was the quieter aftermath, the version that people didn't see because it didn't make for compelling storytelling. The fatigue. The brain fog that made her forget words mid-sentence, reaching for "spatula" and landing on "the — the thing, the flat thing you flip things with." The joint aches that made her grip on coffee cups: tentative. The specific exhaustion of a body that had spent three days rebuilding after a demolition.

She went to work anyway. Because Tanvi Kapoor did not take sick days. Tanvi Kapoor took buscopan and ginger tea and a determination that bordered on: clinical stubbornness. She went to The Chai Loft at 6 AM and stood behind the counter and made espresso and smiled at customers and carried plates to the loft tables up the spiral staircase that creaked under her feet, and if her hands trembled when she poured the steamed oat milk, if her face went grey for three seconds when a cramp passed through her like an electrical current, she: managed. She managed because managing was the only option she had ever been: offered.

I watched. Not from inside the café — I wasn't that obvious. From the pharmacy next door, where Gupta ji was supervising the plumber who was allegedly fixing my flat's pipe (the plumber had arrived, inspected the damage, sucked his teeth in the universal plumber language for "this will cost more than you expect," and was now proceeding at the pace of a man who charged by: the hour). Through the pharmacy window, I could see The Chai Loft's entrance. I could see Tanvi moving behind the counter. I could see her: slowing.

By noon, she'd stopped climbing the spiral staircase. Gauri — her cousin, who worked the afternoon shift, Gauri who was engaged to Nikhil Ahuja, the Kasauli Wildcats' reserve defender — had taken over loft service. Tanvi stayed behind the counter. By 1 PM, she was sitting on the stool behind the register, which I had never seen her do during a shift, because Tanvi's philosophy of work was: vertical. You stood. You moved. You did not: sit. Sitting was for: customers.

She was: sitting.

I walked in at 1:15. The café was in its post-lunch lull — three customers in the loft, one at the bar, Kavita Aunty in the back doing accounts. The espresso machine was hissing its idle hiss, the sound of a machine waiting for someone to: need it.

"You should go home," I said.

"I'm fine."

"You're sitting."

"I'm: resting."

"You don't rest. You've never rested. In eighteen years, I have never once seen Tanvi Kapoor voluntarily: rest. You're not resting. You're: crashing."

"Don't tell me what I'm—"

"I'll cover your shift."

The offer hung in the café air — between the cinnamon and the coffee and the faint smell of the old books on the shelves, the Premchand and the Christie, the pages that had absorbed years of: steam. Tanvi stared at me. Gauri, behind the loft railing, stared at me. Even the customer at the bar, a retired colonel who came every afternoon for a black coffee and the crossword in the Tribune, looked up from his: puzzle.

"You don't work here," Tanvi said.

"I know how to make coffee. You taught me. Summer holidays, 2015. You were training, and I was bored, and you showed me how to use the machine because you said, and I quote, 'If you're going to stand there being useless, at least be useless: productively.' I can pull an espresso. I can steam milk. I can — I can make the: oat milk latte."

"You can't make the masala chai."

"Kavita Aunty makes the masala chai. The big pot. It's already: made. I just have to ladle it. I can: ladle."

Gauri appeared at the top of the staircase. "Let him, Tanvi. You look like you're about to: faint."

"I am not about to faint."

"Your face is the colour of the wall."

The wall was: white. Tanvi's face was: also white. The argument was: lost.

She left at 1:30. I walked her to the flat — two minutes, Cart Road to the post office building, up the stairs, the twenty-three steps that she climbed holding the railing with both hands, which was: wrong, because Tanvi Kapoor took stairs two at a time, always, as if stairs were a personal challenge that she was: winning. Today she took them one at a time, and I stayed behind her, close enough to: catch.

"Bed," I said. "Heating pad. ORS. I'll bring dinner — I will CALL Prakash bhai, personally, on the phone, and I will stand in the kitchen while he prepares it, and I will carry it here myself. No app. No delivery driver. No: assumptions."

"You have the mascot practice tonight."

"I'll skip it."

"You can't skip it. The Solan match is Saturday."

"The tiger can miss one practice. The tiger has been doing backflips for three years. The tiger knows the: routine."

"Mohit. Go to practice. I'm fine."

"You're not fine."

"I will be fine. By tonight. If I: rest." The word cost her. Rest was: surrender. And Tanvi Kapoor did not: surrender. But she said it. She admitted it. Because the body — her body, the body that had been at war with itself since she was fifteen — had: won. Today, the body won, and Tanvi lost, and losing meant: rest.

"I'll be back by 8," I said. "With dinner. From Prakash bhai's hands to: yours."

 * 

I covered the Chai Loft shift. Three hours. Kavita Aunty watched me from the back room with the expression of a woman who was: impressed against her will. I pulled espressos. I steamed oat milk. I ladled the masala chai into kulhads — the clay cups that Kavita Aunty insisted on because "paper cups are a crime against: beverages." I climbed the spiral staircase with trays, the staircase that creaked its announcement of: competence. I served the retired colonel his black coffee and his Tribune crossword, and he said: "Seven across is 'paradox.' " And I said: "Thank you, sir." And he said: "You're better than you look, son."

From: a retired colonel, this was: high praise.

At 4 PM, Gauri cornered me behind the counter. Gauri — small, fierce, the kind of woman who organized her wedding seating chart with the precision of a military operation and who had once made Nikhil cry during a disagreement about table linens (he'd wanted: blue; she'd wanted: ivory; ivory had won, along with Nikhil's: dignity).

"What are you doing?" she asked.

"Making a cappuccino."

"Not what I meant. What are you doing with: Tanvi?"

"I'm her flatmate."

"You're her flatmate who sat on a bathroom floor for six hours. You're her flatmate who is covering her shift at a café where you don't work. You're her flatmate who looked at her today like she was—" Gauri paused. Selected the word with: care. "—breakable."

"She was: crashing. Anyone would—"

"Anyone would not. Tanvi's had flare-ups before. I've seen them. Priti's seen them. We bring her soup and we leave because she doesn't want: witnesses. She let you: stay. Do you understand what that means?"

I understood. The understanding lived in the same drawer as the laugh — the filing cabinet, the drawer marked "Tanvi Kapoor," the drawer that was: overflowing. I understood that Tanvi Kapoor, who managed her disease in private, who had built walls around her vulnerability with the engineering precision of a person who could not afford: weakness, had let me sit on her bathroom floor and mix her ORS and hear her: cry.

"I'm just being a good flatmate," I said.

Gauri looked at me. The look of a woman who had just heard: the most unconvincing sentence in the history of: sentences.

"Sure," she said. "A good: flatmate."


  
    Chapter 7: Tanvi

    
    
  
  Tuesday. Vikram sir. The Kasauli Sports Academy.

I woke at 5 AM, which was: unnecessary, because the meeting was at 10, and the academy was a fifteen-minute walk from the flat, and I had been ready since: Sunday. The training plans were printed. The match records were tabulated. The coaching philosophy statement — the one Mohit had helped me write at 1 AM on a verandah, the document that contained: me — was in a clear plastic folder, the kind of folder that said "I am a professional who organises documents in: folders."

The stomach was: cooperative. Not good — the stomach was never: good, the way a ceasefire was never: peace — but cooperative. Manageable. A 2 on the scale. The kind of 2 that allowed: function. I had eaten rice and dal for dinner last night, the safest meal in my repertoire, the meal that my body accepted with the grudging tolerance of a customs officer who couldn't find anything: illegal.

I dressed. Navy salwar kameez — the interview outfit, the one that said "I am serious about coaching your kabaddi programme" without saying "I spent forty-five minutes deciding what to wear." Hair pulled back. The pearl studs that Maa had given me for my twenty-first birthday, the pearls she'd bought from a jeweller in Chandigarh on a trip that was supposed to be for my gastroenterologist appointment but that she'd turned into a: celebration, because my mother believed that medical appointments should always be followed by: shopping. "Beta, we've given the doctor money. Now we give the jeweller money. This is: balance."

Mohit was in the kitchen when I came out. 6:15 AM. He was not supposed to be awake until 6:30 — the bathroom schedule dictated it, the schedule that was on the fridge and that I had typed in 14-point font because I believed that domestic agreements should be: legible.

"Why are you awake?"

"Making you breakfast."

He was making: idlis. The rice-and-urad batter that he'd fermented overnight — I hadn't noticed, which meant he'd started it yesterday morning when I was at the café, which meant he had: planned. The idli stand was steaming on the stove, the round moulds filling the kitchen with the specific aroma of fermented batter meeting: steam. Beside the stand, a small pot of coconut chutney — fresh coconut, green chillies, curry leaves, a squeeze of lime. All: safe. Every ingredient on my: green list.

"You made idli batter," I said.

"I called your mum. She gave me the recipe."

"You called my: mother?"

"She was very helpful. She also told me to tell you to wear the navy salwar kameez, which I see you're already wearing, so I'll tell her: mission accomplished."

"You are — you are calling my mother about my: outfit?"

"I'm calling your mother about rice-to-urad ratios. The outfit came up: organically."

I sat at the table. The table that was too small for two people, the table that I'd bought from a furniture shop in Solan when I'd moved in, the table that was: sufficient for one person eating alone and insufficient for two people eating: together. Our knees were close under the table. Not touching. Almost. The: almost was a specific distance, the distance between proximity and: contact, the distance that I was suddenly: aware of.

The idlis were: perfect. Soft, fluffy, the edges slightly crisp from the steaming, the way Maa made them, the way that only someone who had called my mother and listened to her instructions with the attention of a: student would have been able to replicate. The coconut chutney was: sharp. The lime. The green chilli. The curry leaves that Mohit had bought from — where? Kasauli didn't have fresh curry leaves. The nearest source was Solan, twenty minutes down the mountain.

"Where did you get curry leaves?"

"Solan."

"You drove to: Solan? For curry leaves?"

"I drove to Solan for: you. The curry leaves were the: vehicle."

The sentence. The: sentence. I ate the sentence with the idli, chewing it, tasting it, unable to decide if it was: flirtatious or: sincere, and deciding it was: both, and deciding that both was: dangerous.

 * 

The Kasauli Sports Academy was on the ridge road, past the Monkey Point turn, a cluster of buildings that the Himachal Pradesh government had built in the 1990s and that the mountain weather had been: ageing since. The main training hall was concrete and corrugated roofing, functional, unbeautiful. The kabaddi mat — the standard 13x10 metres, blue with white lines, the mat that I had spent more hours on than any other surface in my life — occupied the centre. Around it, the bleachers that held two hundred spectators for district matches and twelve spectators for practice sessions, the twelve being: parents who were committed and kids who were bored.

Vikram sir was at the mat edge. Tall. Grey-haired. The posture of a man who had been a raider in his youth and whose body still remembered: attacking. He wore a tracksuit — the Indian team blue, the colour that meant: authority, the colour that meant someone in this room had been to nationals.

"Tanvi Kapoor," he said.

"Yes, sir."

"Mohit's father speaks highly of you. Mohit speaks highly of you. I'd like to hear: you speak of yourself."

I presented. Twenty minutes. The training plans — the progressive system I'd designed for the junior team, starting with basic holds and raids, building to team strategy, to match reading, to the mental conditioning that separated a good kabaddi player from a: great one. The match records — the district championship win, the specific matches where my adjustments had turned losses into: wins. And the coaching philosophy. The document. The: real one.

Vikram sir listened. He did not interrupt. He did not nod or frown or give any of the: signals that people gave when they were processing. He was: still. The stillness of a man who had heard a thousand coaching pitches and was listening for the: one that was: different.

When I finished, he said: "The girl. Komal. The one you mentioned in your philosophy. The one who executed her first successful raid. Where is she now?"

"She's on the junior team. She's — she's the best raider I've seen at that age level, sir. Her instinct is: natural. She reads the court the way — she doesn't think about where to move. She: knows."

"Like you did."

"I — yes. Like I did."

"And you can't: play."

"No, sir."

"But you can: teach."

"Yes, sir."

"That's rarer. Playing is talent. Teaching is: talent plus understanding. Most players can't explain what they do. They just: do. You can explain. That document—" He tapped the plastic folder. "That document tells me you understand: why. Not just how. Why. Why kabaddi works. Why a raid succeeds. Why a young girl from Kasauli runs into a circle of defenders and comes out: alive."

"Because she's not: afraid, sir. Because someone taught her that the fear is: information, not a: command. The fear tells you where the defenders are. It doesn't tell you to: stop."

Vikram sir smiled. The first expression he had shown in twenty minutes.

"I'll recommend you for the position," he said. "The board will make the final decision. But they will have: my recommendation."

I walked home on the ridge road, the Shivalik hills spread below like a quilt — green and gold and the specific grey of October cloud cover, the clouds that sat on the hills like caps, the clouds that would become fog by evening and make driving on the Kasauli-Solan road: an act of faith. I called Mohit.

"He said yes."

"I know."

"How do you know?"

"Vikram sir called my father. My father called me. You were still: walking."

"Indian communication networks."

"Faster than Jio. Congratulations, Tanvi."

"It's a recommendation. Not the position yet."

"It's Vikram Rathore's recommendation. That's — that's the position, Tanvi. The board won't override: him."

I stopped walking. The ridge road was empty — just me and the pine trees and the cold air and the specific silence of a Kasauli afternoon, the silence that wasn't silent but was: composed of small sounds, the wind, the distant school bell from the Convent, the: breathing of a woman who had just taken the largest step of her professional life.

"Thank you," I said. For the second time in a week. To: Mohit.

"Stop thanking me. I just made a phone call."

"You made: idlis."

"The idlis were: separate."

"Nothing with you is: separate, Mohit."

Silence. The specific silence of a sentence landing on a person who hadn't expected: it. On the other end of the phone, Mohit Bhardwaj — the mascot, the prankster, the man who had an answer for everything — had: no answer.

"I'll see you at the flat," I said. And hung up. And stood on the ridge road. And: breathed.


  
    Chapter 8: Mohit

    
    
  
  Match day. The Kasauli Wildcats versus the Solan Scorpions. District league round four.

The training hall at the Kasauli Sports Academy was: full. Not stadium-full — this was district kabaddi, not Pro Kabaddi League, and the two hundred bleacher seats were occupied by: parents, siblings, local shopkeepers who closed early on match days because kabaddi in Kasauli was the closest thing to professional entertainment between the Shimla multiplex and the Chandigarh stadium. The air inside was thick with the smell of bodies and tiger balm and the specific anticipation of a crowd that had come to see: a match, but also: a tiger.

I was the tiger.

The tiger costume was: absurd. A full-body suit — orange and black stripes, foam-padded torso, a headpiece with ears and a jaw that moved when I moved my chin, paw gloves with retractable felt claws. I had designed the costume myself, which explained both its: creativity and its structural flaws. The left ear had been reattached three times with fevicol. The tail was held on by a safety pin and hope. The foam padding made the interior temperature approximately: surface of the sun. But when I put it on — when the Wildcats' entrance music played (a Bollywood mashup that the team captain, Raju, had insisted on despite my objections that a kabaddi team should not enter to "Chak De! India" because "every team enters to 'Chak De! India,' Raju, we need: branding") — when I ran onto the mat and did the backflip, the crowd: erupted.

The backflip was my signature. A standing back tuck in a foam tiger suit on a kabaddi mat, which was not designed for gymnastics and which had the grip coefficient of: wet soap. Every match, I did the backflip, and every match, I expected the knee — the left knee, the knee that had ended my gymnastics career in Patiala, the knee that the orthopaedic in Chandigarh had declared "structurally: compromised" — to finally: quit. It hadn't quit yet. The knee was: stubborn. Like everything else about me.

The match was: tight. The Solan Scorpions were good — disciplined, coached by a retired national player who ran his team like a military unit, the kind of team where every defender knew their zone and every raider had a: plan. The Wildcats were: chaotic. Enthusiastic, talented, but chaotic, the kind of team that won on individual brilliance and lost on collective: confusion.

Tanvi was courtside. Not coaching — she wasn't the head coach yet, not officially. The current head coach was Sharma sir, a fifty-eight-year-old former phys-ed teacher who had been coaching the senior team for fifteen years with the philosophy that kabaddi was "a simple game made complicated by: thinking." Sharma sir did not believe in: strategy. He believed in "heart" and "fighting spirit" and the specific brand of motivational shouting that involved comparing his players to various animals, none of which were: complimentary.

Tanvi was there as the junior team coach, observing the seniors. But I could see her watching — not the match, but the: coaching. Watching Sharma sir's substitution patterns. Watching the way he called timeouts too late. Watching the defensive gaps that opened when he put his three strongest defenders on the same side of the court. Watching with the: hunger of a person who knew she could do: better.

Halftime. Wildcats down by four. Sharma sir's speech was: loud. It involved the word "shame" fourteen times and a comparison to: donkeys. The players looked: deflated. I looked at Tanvi. Tanvi looked at: the mat.

"Can I?" she mouthed.

I nodded.

She walked to the huddle. In her navy tracksuit, hair pulled back, the posture of a woman who was about to: coach. She was not supposed to be there — the senior team was not her jurisdiction, and Sharma sir was: present, and the protocol was that the junior team coach observed but did not: intervene.

Tanvi intervened.

"Raju," she said. The captain looked up. "Your ankle hold on the left is: early. You're committing before the raider's weight shifts. Wait half a second longer. You'll feel the hip drop. Then: grab."

Raju blinked. Looked at Sharma sir. Sharma sir was drinking water and had not heard.

"Vikash," Tanvi continued. "Stop chasing the raider. You're a corner defender. You hold the corner. Let the chain take the middle. If the raider comes to you, he's: trapped. If he doesn't come to you, you've: funnelled him into the chain. Either way: you win."

Vikash nodded. The nod of a player who had just heard something that made: sense.

"And the right side is: open. Your cover defender is drifting centre. Keep him right. That's where they're scoring."

Thirty seconds of: coaching. Not motivational. Not emotional. Tactical. The specific language of a coach who saw the game as: geometry — angles, positions, weight distributions, the mathematics of seven bodies on a mat.

Second half. The Wildcats won by: three. Raju's ankle hold — delayed by half a second, catching the raider's hip drop — was the turning point. The crowd erupted. Sharma sir took credit. Tanvi was already at the exit, walking toward the: door.

I caught her outside. The October evening was: cold. The kind of cold that arrived in Kasauli at 5 PM like a guest who hadn't been invited but wasn't leaving, the cold that rolled down from the higher ridges and settled in the valley between the academy and the town.

"That was: illegal," I said.

"What was?"

"Coaching the senior team. At halftime. While Sharma sir was: present."

"Sharma sir was comparing them to donkeys. Someone had to: intervene."

"If the board finds out—"

"The board just saw their team: win. Nobody's complaining."

"Tanvi."

"Mohit."

We stood outside the academy. The pine trees were black against the sky, which was: the specific Kasauli sunset colour, purple fading to grey, the colour that lasted ten minutes before the dark arrived. From inside, the crowd was leaving — the specific sound of two hundred people gathering their belongings and discussing the match with the post-game authority of people who had: watched and therefore: knew.

"You're going to be a great head coach," I said.

"I'm going to be: fired before I start."

"You're not going to be fired. You're going to be: legendary."

She looked at me. In the purple light. The look was: new. Not the irritation look, not the surprise look, not the look from the bathroom floor that was: vulnerability. This look was: gratitude. And something: else. Something that neither of us named, because naming it would make it: real, and real was: complicated, and we were: flatmates.

"Come on," she said. "I'll make dinner. Rice and dal. The: safe meal."

"The safe meal," I agreed. And followed her down the ridge road, the pine trees breathing around us, the cold settling into our jackets, the: distance between us smaller than it had been: yesterday.


  
    Chapter 9: Tanvi

    
    
  
  Veer Malhotra arrived in Kasauli on a Wednesday, and by Thursday every woman in the town between the ages of eighteen and sixty had: an opinion.

He was the Wildcats' new signing — a raider from Jalandhar, twenty-four, transferred from the Punjab state team after a disagreement with his coach that nobody would specify but everyone: discussed. Six feet. Shoulders like a wardrobe. Jaw like something a sculptor had: finished and then decided to: improve. He had the specific confidence of a man who had been handsome since birth and had never been given: a reason to doubt it.

He walked into The Chai Loft on his second day in town, during my morning shift, and ordered: a turmeric latte.

"You have turmeric lattes?" he said, reading the chalkboard menu that Kavita Aunty updated with the enthusiasm of a woman who believed that: presentation was everything.

"It's Kasauli. We have everything with haldi," I said.

He smiled. The smile was: effective. The kind of smile that operated on a person the way sunlight operated on ice — slow, warm, inevitable. I was: immune. Not because the smile wasn't good — it was very good — but because I had been immunised, over eighteen years, against the specific virus of: male charm. Living with Mohit Bhardwaj had given me: antibodies.

"I'm Veer," he said. "Just joined the Wildcats."

"I know. My sister's husband plays cricket for Himachal. The sports community in this town is: small."

"Then you must be Tanvi. The junior team coach."

"You've done your homework."

"Raju told me. He says you fixed their defence at halftime last Saturday and won them the: match."

I looked at the espresso machine. The espresso machine looked back with the blank indifference of an appliance that did not: gossip. Raju had told Veer. Raju had, presumably, told: everyone. The halftime intervention that was supposed to be: quiet, invisible, the kind of coaching adjustment that happened in the margins and stayed in the: margins, had become: a story.

"Raju talks too much," I said.

"Raju says you see the game differently. He says you called the ankle hold timing from the bench. Half a second. He says nobody's ever told him: that."

"It's basic biomechanics. The hip drop precedes the weight shift. If you wait for the weight shift, you're: late."

Veer leaned forward. The lean was: different from Mohit's lean. Mohit leaned with the casual presumption of a man who had been leaning into my space for eighteen years and considered it: his territory. Veer's lean was: studied. Intentional. The lean of a man who was: interested and wanted you to: know.

"Can you coach me?" he asked. "Individually. My raiding — I know I'm fast, but I'm: predictable. My old coach never fixed it. He just said 'be faster.' That's not: coaching."

"I'm the junior team coach. I don't coach seniors."

"Sharma sir isn't going to fix my raiding. Sharma sir told me to 'play with heart.' That's not a: strategy."

"It's not."

"So: help me?"

The request was: reasonable. A new player asking for coaching from someone who understood the game at a level that the current head coach did: not. A request that, if I accepted, would give me access to a senior player, would let me test my coaching theories on an elite raider, would: build my case for the head coaching position. A request that made: professional sense.

Priti appeared at the counter, materialising from the back room with the timing of a sister who had: radar.

"You should," Priti said, as if she'd been listening to the entire conversation, which she: had. "You should definitely coach him. It would be great for your: portfolio."

"Priti."

"I'm just saying. Professionally: excellent. Also—" She looked at Veer with the appraising expression of a woman who was happily married but not: blind. "Also: just generally excellent."

"Priti."

"I'll set up the sessions," Veer said, either not noticing or deliberately ignoring the sister-commentary. "Mornings? Before the team practice?"

"6 AM," I said. "At the academy. Bring your: court shoes, not the ones you wore to practice yesterday. I watched. Your lateral grip is: wrong."

Veer grinned. The grin said: you watched me practice. You were: paying attention.

I had been paying attention. I paid attention to: everyone on the kabaddi mat. It was my: job. The fact that Veer Malhotra happened to be the person I was paying attention to was: coincidental. Professional. Entirely: professional.

 * 

Mohit found out about the coaching sessions the way everyone in Kasauli found out about everything: Kavita Aunty told the pharmacist, who told Gupta ji, who told the plumber, who told Mohit when he went to check on the flat repairs.

He was sitting on the verandah when I got home. 7 PM. The Shivalik hills were disappearing into the October dark, the last light catching the ridge line before the: night. He had two cups of chai — one regular, one made with oat milk, separate pot, separate cup, the: protocol.

"You're coaching Veer Malhotra," he said.

"I'm coaching his raiding. Individually. It's: professional development."

"Professional development."

"For my coaching portfolio."

"Right."

The monosyllable contained: worlds. "Right" was not agreement. "Right" was the word a person used when they had: opinions but were choosing not to: share them, which in Mohit's case was approximately as natural as a fish choosing not to: swim.

"Say what you're thinking," I said.

"I'm not thinking anything."

"You're thinking: something. Your jaw is doing the thing."

"What thing?"

"The clenching thing. The thing it does when you're — when you have: opinions."

"I don't clench my jaw."

"You've been clenching your jaw since you were twelve. You clenched it when Mrs. Sharma gave me the science prize over you. You clenched it when I beat you in the colony cricket match. You're clenching it: now."

He unclenched. Deliberately. The deliberateness was: funny. And also: revealing, because Mohit Bhardwaj, who performed backflips in a tiger suit in front of two hundred people without: self-consciousness, was: self-conscious about his jaw.

"Veer Malhotra is: new," he said. "Nobody knows him. He left Punjab under — circumstances. Nobody knows: what circumstances."

"Are you warning me about a: player? Or about a: person?"

"I'm—" He stopped. The stopping was: significant. Mohit did not stop mid-sentence. Mohit's sentences were complete and usually: excessive. The stopping meant the sentence he'd almost said was: dangerous.

"I'm just saying: be careful," he finished. The substitute sentence. The safe: version.

"I'm always careful, Mohit. Careful is my: default setting. Careful is the reason I'm alive."

He flinched. The flinch was: small. Almost invisible. But I saw it because I had been watching Mohit Bhardwaj for eighteen years, and I knew his face the way I knew the kabaddi mat — every line, every angle, every micro-expression that betrayed what his words were: hiding.

The flinch said: I know you're careful. I know careful is how you survive. I'm not worried about your: survival. I'm worried about: something else.

I took the oat milk chai. He took the regular. We sat on the verandah in the October cold and drank in: silence. The silence was: different from last week's silence. Last week's silence was the silence of two people adjusting to: proximity. This silence was the silence of two people who had: something to say and were: not saying it.

The chai tasted like: cardamom and distance.


  
    Chapter 10: Mohit

    
    
  
  I watched them from behind the bleachers.

Not in a creepy way — in the way a person who happened to be at the academy at 6:15 AM because he was checking the mascot costume storage locker (the tail had detached again, the safety pin having: surrendered) happened to observe two people on the kabaddi mat through the gap between the aluminium bleacher seats. Happened to observe: Tanvi coaching Veer Malhotra.

She was: extraordinary.

I had known this. I had known it the way you know the sun rises — as fact, as certainty, as the specific kind of knowledge that doesn't require: thought. But knowing it and seeing it were: different. Seeing Tanvi on the mat, in her tracksuit and court shoes, demonstrating the raider's approach angle — not telling Veer, showing him, her body moving with the ghost of the raider she'd been, the raider whose muscle memory lived in her shoulders and hips even though the disease had taken the: endurance — was seeing a person in the space where they: belonged.

"Your entry is: straight," she told him. "Every time. Straight line to the baulk line. The defenders know. They've watched your footage from Punjab. They know you go straight and then cut left. So: don't."

"Don't cut left?"

"Don't go straight. Approach at an angle. Forty-five degrees, right side. The cover defender will shift to compensate. That opens the: lane. Then you cut: left. Same finish, different: entry. They won't read it."

Veer tried it. The approach was: wrong. Too wide. Tanvi stopped him. Adjusted his stance — her hand on his shoulder, repositioning the angle, the touch of a coach who saw the body as: geometry and moved it like a: protractor.

My jaw: clenched.

I noticed. Unclenched. Clenched again. The jaw had a mind of its own and that mind was: not interested in my: instructions.

"Again," Tanvi said. Veer tried again. Closer. The angle was thirty degrees instead of forty-five, but the lane opened, and the ghost defenders that Tanvi had described in their tactical conversation would have: shifted.

"Better," she said. "But the hand contact — you're reaching with the: arm. Reach with the shoulder. The shoulder extends your reach by six inches and protects the hand from the chain."

She demonstrated. The shoulder lead. The way a raider's body became a lance — the shoulder first, the hand following, the touch on the defender's hip that scored the point while the body was already: retreating. The movement was fluid, practised, the movement of a woman whose body remembered what her: illness had taken.

Veer was watching her with the expression of a person who had just discovered: something. Not a technique. A: person. The expression said: you are remarkable, and I am: noticing.

I left. Through the back door, past the storage lockers, into the October morning. The air was: sharp. The kind of sharp that Kasauli mornings specialised in — cold that entered the lungs like a blade, cold that made your eyes water and your nose run and your body: wake up with the resentful alertness of a system that had been: ambushed by: temperature.

I walked to the flat. Made tea. Not chai — plain tea, the English kind, the kind that Nani had taught me to make because Nani had grown up in a Kasauli where the British influence was still: fresh, and Nani's tea was: Darjeeling, loose leaf, no milk, one sugar, steeped for exactly four minutes, served in a porcelain cup with a saucer because "mugs are for people who have given up on: civilisation."

Nani. I should visit Nani.

 * 

Nani's house was on the upper road, past Monkey Point, a Victorian-era cottage that had been in the Bhardwaj family since my great-grandfather bought it from a departing British officer in 1948 for a price that was, by modern standards: criminal, and by 1948 standards: fair. The cottage was: crumbling. Not dramatically — not falling down — but crumbling in the specific way that old Kasauli houses crumbled, the plaster peeling from the stone walls, the wooden window frames warping from decades of monsoon-and-frost cycles, the garden growing: wild because Nani, at eighty-two, had decided that gardens should be: free.

"The garden is not wild," she corrected me every time. "The garden is: liberated."

Nani was on the verandah. In her chair — the wooden rocking chair that my grandfather had built before he died, the chair that creaked at a frequency that was: comforting if you were Nani and alarming if you were: anyone else, because the creaking sounded like the chair was one rock away from: disintegration.

"Mohit." She didn't look up from her knitting — a scarf, the fifteenth this year, because Nani knitted scarves the way other people breathed, continuously and without: conscious decision. The scarves were: legendary in Kasauli. Every shopkeeper, every postman, every stray dog had, at some point, been draped in one of Nani's scarves. The dogs looked: uncomfortable but: warm.

"Nani."

"Tea?"

"I've had tea."

"You've had: your tea. Now have: mine."

This was: not negotiable. Nani's tea was a ritual — the Darjeeling, the porcelain, the four-minute steep, the conversation that happened over it, because Nani did not have conversations without: tea, the way a courtroom did not have proceedings without: a judge. The tea was: the authority.

She poured. The teapot was: the blue one, the Wedgwood that had survived three generations and one earthquake (Uttarkashi, 1991; the teapot had fallen from the shelf and landed in a basket of knitting yarn, which Nani considered: divine intervention and which the family considered: physics).

"You're troubled," she said.

"I'm not troubled."

"Your left knee is bouncing. You bounce your left knee when you're troubled. You've been doing it since you were: six."

I stopped bouncing. The knee: resumed. Apparently the knee was also not interested in my: instructions.

"There's a new player on the Wildcats," I said. "Veer Malhotra. From Jalandhar."

"And?"

"And Tanvi is coaching him. Individually."

"And?"

"And — nothing. I'm: informing you."

"You're informing me about a woman coaching a man at the sport she: coaches. This is: news?"

"It's not — it's the way he: looks at her, Nani."

"How does he look at her?"

"Like she's — like she's: remarkable."

"She is: remarkable."

"I know she's remarkable. I've known she's remarkable since we were eight and she organised the entire colony cricket match including: umpiring, scoring, and a half-time snack schedule."

Nani set down her teacup. The Wedgwood on the saucer made a: sound. A small, precise, porcelain: sound. The sound of a grandmother about to say something that her grandson was: not ready for.

"Beta," she said. "You have loved that girl since you were: ten years old. You have fought with her, teased her, pranked her, annoyed her, sat on her bathroom floor at 3 AM, made her idlis from her mother's recipe, and driven to Solan for: curry leaves. If another man looking at her bothers you, perhaps it is time to: stop pretending."

"I'm not pretending."

"You are pretending so hard that even the pretending is: pretending. You are layers of pretending. You are a Russian doll of: pretending."

"Nani—"

"When your grandfather decided he loved me, he told me. He did not drive to Solan for curry leaves and hope I would: decode it. He stood in my father's drawing room and said: 'I love your daughter, and I would like to marry her, and I have brought: mangoes.' The mangoes were: unnecessary. But the sentiment was: clear."

"Times were: different, Nani."

"Times are: always different. Love is: always the same. Tell the girl. Or lose her to the man from Jalandhar who has: better shoulders and: worse intentions."

"You haven't even met him."

"I don't need to meet him. He's from Jalandhar. I know: Jalandhar."

The Jalandhar prejudice was: Nani's. Unshakeable. Based on a single incident in 1967 involving a Jalandhar businessman who had sold her grandfather a faulty tractor. The tractor had haunted: three generations of Bhardwaj family opinion regarding: Jalandhar.

I finished the tea. Kissed Nani's forehead. The forehead that was: warm, lined, the forehead of a woman who had survived a husband's death, a granddaughter's death, three earthquakes, and seventy-two Kasauli winters, and who was: still here, in her rocking chair, knitting scarves for: dogs.

"I'll think about it," I said.

"Don't think," Nani said. "Thinking is: what cowards do instead of acting."


  
    Chapter 11: Tanvi

    
    
  
  Diwali was two weeks away, and Kasauli was transforming.

The transformation was: annual, predictable, and still — every year — beautiful. The shopkeepers on Mall Road strung marigold garlands between the lamp posts, the orange and gold flowers catching the October sun and making the road look like it was: celebrating. The sweet shops — Gupta Sweets, Sharma Mithai, the new place near the church that called itself "Artisan Confections" and that everyone called "the expensive one" — had their Diwali displays in the windows: kaju katli in silver foil, besan ladoo stacked in pyramids, the specific abundance of Indian festivity that said: we have survived another year, and we are: grateful.

I could eat: none of it.

This was the annual Diwali cruelty. The festival of lights, the festival of family, the festival of food — and the food was: wheat, dairy, ghee, maida, sugar in combinations that my body treated as: chemical warfare. Every year, Maa tried. She made GF besan ladoo with jaggery instead of sugar. She made coconut barfi with dairy-free condensed milk. She tried, and the results were: edible, sometimes good, but never: the same. Never the kaju katli that melted on the tongue like: silver clouds. Never the gulab jamun that Priti and I had eaten as children, sitting on the floor of our Ambala house, our fingers sticky, our faces: happy with the specific happiness of children who did not know that their bodies could: betray them.

I was fifteen when the first Diwali after diagnosis arrived. I had stood at the kitchen counter watching Maa make gulab jamun — the dough, the frying, the sugar syrup — and had: cried. Not loudly. Quietly. The crying of a teenager who had lost something she couldn't: name, because the loss wasn't dramatic, wasn't visible, wasn't the kind of loss that people gathered around and mourned. It was the loss of: normal. The loss of eating without: thinking. The loss of festivals without: calculations.

Maa had found me. Had held me. Had said: "Beta, we will make our own sweets. Different sweets. Better sweets." And had spent the next ten years proving it — a collection of recipes, adapted and invented, the Tanvi-safe Diwali menu that grew every year and that was, by now, a: tradition.

But traditions required: Maa. And Maa was in Ambala — had moved back after Papa's retirement from the army, back to the city where she'd grown up, the city that was three hours from Kasauli by bus and that might as well have been: three continents during Diwali, because Diwali was when the buses were: full, the trains were: full, the Chandigarh-Kasauli road was a parade of cars carrying families home, and getting a seat on any vehicle was: a military operation.

"Come home," Maa said on the phone. "For Diwali. Priti is coming. Karan is coming. Papa will make his terrible jokes. We'll do puja. We'll make the ladoo."

"I'll try, Maa."

"Don't try. Come."

"The café is busy. Diwali week is our biggest week. Kavita Aunty needs—"

"Kavita Aunty has survived fifty Diwalis without you. She'll survive this one."

The truth was: I wanted to go. I wanted to be in Ambala, in the house that smelled like incense and Maa's cooking and the specific warmth of a family gathered for: the thing that mattered. But the other truth — the truth I couldn't tell Maa, the truth I could barely: admit — was that leaving Kasauli meant leaving the flat, and leaving the flat meant leaving: Mohit. And leaving Mohit for five days felt like: removing a wall from a building. The building might stand. Or it might: notice.

When had Mohit become: a wall? When had his presence in the flat shifted from intrusion to: architecture? From the duffel bag on the café floor to the bathroom schedule to the ORS at 3 AM to the idlis from Maa's recipe — somewhere in the: sequence, he had stopped being a guest and started being: structural.

This was: a problem.

 * 

Mohit was in the kitchen when I got home from the shift. He was: baking. The kitchen smelled like almond flour and vanilla — the specific combination that meant he was attempting something from the: recipe book. The recipe book being: a spiral-bound notebook that I had started in 2018, filled with every GF-DF recipe I'd found or created, the notebook that lived on the kitchen shelf next to the spice rack and that I had: not given him permission to use.

"What are you doing?" I asked.

"Making Diwali sweets."

"You're — you're making Diwali sweets. From my: recipe book."

"I called your mum again."

"You called my mother: again?"

"She said the almond flour barfi is your favourite. Page seventeen. She also said the coconut ladoo is: tricky, and that the jaggery needs to be melted slowly or it: burns. I'm on: page seventeen."

I looked at the counter. He had: assembled. The almond flour, the jaggery, the coconut milk, the cardamom pods that he'd crushed with the back of a spoon because we didn't have a mortar and pestle, the pistachios for garnish — the shelled, unsalted kind from the dry fruit shop in Solan, the specific pistachios that Maa used because "the salted ones ruin the: sweetness, and the shelled ones mean you don't have to: work."

He had driven to Solan. Again. For: pistachios.

"Mohit."

"Don't tell me to stop. I'm already: committed. The jaggery is melting. You can't: un-melt jaggery."

"Why are you doing this?"

He stopped stirring. The spatula — my spatula, the silicone one, the safe one — paused in the pot. He looked at me. Not the grin. Not the mascot. Not the prankster. The: person. The person I had been sharing a bathroom schedule with for two weeks, the person who had sat on my bathroom floor and mixed my ORS and left his door: open.

"Because Diya loved Diwali," he said.

The name. In the kitchen. Between the almond flour and the melting jaggery, the name of the girl who had died at nine, the girl whose photograph was on Mohit's desk, the girl who had called me "the coolest didi in Kasauli" and who had: not survived long enough to eat Diwali sweets as a: teenager.

"She loved the lights," he said. "The diyas. She'd line them up on Nani's verandah — twenty, thirty, forty diyas, because she said the more light there was, the less: dark there was. Seven-year-old logic. But she was: right. And after she — after, Diwali became the: hardest day. Because the lights kept: coming. Every year. And she: didn't."

"Mohit."

"So I make sweets. Every Diwali. Nani and I make sweets and put them on the verandah and light the diyas and — it's not: enough. It's never enough. But it's: something. And this year, I thought — your mum's recipes. Your safe recipes. I thought I could make them for: you. Because you can't eat the regular ones. And Diya would have: hated that. She would have hated that you couldn't eat the Diwali sweets. She would have made you: safe ones. She was: nine, and she would have figured it: out."

I was: crying. Not the quiet crying of the fifteen-year-old at the kitchen counter. The crying of a twenty-six-year-old woman who was standing in a kitchen that smelled like cardamom and almond flour and: grief, watching a man make sweets for a dead sister and a living: friend, watching a man who carried his loss the way she carried her: disease — invisibly, constantly, with a: smile that covered: everything.

"The jaggery is burning," I said.

"What?"

"The: jaggery. It's burning. You need to stir."

He stirred. I cried. The kitchen was: small and full of steam and the specific alchemy of grief and sugar and the feeling that — for the first time in eleven Diwalis — the sweets might taste like: enough.


  
    Chapter 12: Mohit

    
    
  
  The almond flour barfi turned out: good.

Not Maa-level good — Maa-level was a standard achieved through ten years of recipe refinement and the specific intuition of a mother who cooked for her daughter's survival. But good. The barfi was firm, the jaggery sweetness balanced by the cardamom, the pistachios adding the: crunch. Tanvi had eaten three pieces. Three. She had eaten three pieces of a sweet that I had made in her kitchen from her mother's recipe, and she had not said "good" or "nice" or any of the polite nothing-words that Indians deployed when they didn't want to: offend. She had said: "More."

"More" was: better than any compliment.

I made more. I made the coconut ladoo (page twenty-two, the jaggery melted: slowly this time, the coconut roasted to gold, the whole thing rolled into balls that were not uniform in size but were: honest). I made the til chikki (page thirty-one, sesame and jaggery, the brittle snapping between fingers like: music). I made enough sweets for two people and a: verandah.

The verandah became: Diwali headquarters. Tanvi brought the diyas — clay diyas from the potter in the lower bazaar, the potter who had been making Diwali diyas since before either of us was born, the diyas that were irregular and slightly lopsided and: perfect in the way that handmade things were: perfect, which was to say: imperfect and: alive. We lined them along the verandah railing. Twenty-three. Tanvi had wanted twenty. I had: added three.

"Twenty-three," she said.

"One for each year of Diya's life. If she were: alive."

Tanvi placed the twenty-third diya at the centre of the railing. She did not: speak. She lit it with a matchstick — the smell of sulphur, the small flame, the clay warming under the: fire. The twenty-third diya was: Diya's. And Tanvi had understood without: explanation.

This was the thing about Tanvi Kapoor. She understood without: words. She read the: spaces between sentences the way she read the kabaddi mat — the gaps, the angles, the things that were present in their: absence. She understood that the twenty-third diya was not: decoration. It was: remembrance. And she had placed it at the: centre.

 * 

Diwali evening. The flat smelled like: home.

Not the flat's usual smell — the flat usually smelled like espresso (carried home in Tanvi's clothes from the café), lavender (the sachets), and the faint antiseptic tang of a kitchen managed for: survival. Tonight it smelled like: jaggery, cardamom, sesame, the warm oil of the diyas burning on the verandah, and the incense that Tanvi had lit — agarbatti, the specific sandalwood that her family used for: puja.

We did puja. Tanvi's puja — the small brass Lakshmi from her parents' house, the one she'd brought to Kasauli when she moved, the Lakshmi that had been in the Kapoor family for three generations, small enough to fit in a palm, heavy enough to feel: consequential. She placed it on the kitchen counter — the only surface in the flat that was reliably clean, the surface that Tanvi maintained with the devotion of a: temple.

"You don't have to," she said. "If you're not — if it's not your: thing."

"My Nani does puja every morning at 5 AM. My thing is: hereditary."

We stood in the kitchen. The agarbatti smoke curled between us. Tanvi recited the: aarti. Her voice — the voice I associated with: orders, instructions, coaching corrections, the sharp-edged voice of a woman who managed the world by: managing it — was: different. Softer. The aarti voice. The voice that came from the part of Tanvi that was: faith, not: control.

"Om Jai Lakshmi Mata, Maiya Jai Lakshmi Mata..."

I joined. My voice was: untrained, off-key, the voice of a man who performed backflips for a living and did not: sing. But Nani's aarti had been my morning soundtrack for twenty-two years — the years I'd lived in Nani's house, before the flat, before the gymnastics hostel, the years when Nani and Diya and I had stood in the prayer room at 5 AM and the aarti had been: the sound that meant morning, that meant: family, that meant: the day was beginning and we were: together.

Tanvi looked at me. Mid-aarti. The look was: the one from the ridge road. Gratitude and something: else. The something else that we were both pretending was: not there, that we were managing with the same precision that Tanvi managed her: kitchen, labelling it, containing it, putting it on the: bottom shelf.

After puja, we ate. On the verandah. The sweets and rice and the dal that was: safe, always safe, the meal that anchored every evening. The diyas flickered in the Kasauli wind — the twenty-three flames wavering but not: dying, because the potter's diyas were deep-welled and the oil was: generous and the flames were: stubborn, like everything else in this: town.

Below the verandah, Kasauli was: lit. Every house, every shop, every building from Cart Road to the upper ridge was: glowing. The electric lights — the serial lights that Indians strung with the same fervour that Americans strung Christmas lights, the lights that transformed Kasauli from a sleepy hill station into something that looked like a: constellation had landed. And the diyas — hundreds of them, on windowsills and verandahs and doorsteps, the small clay flames that said: we are here, we endure, the: darkness has not won.

"Happy Diwali, Mohit," Tanvi said.

"Happy Diwali, Tanvi."

She held up a coconut ladoo. I held up a til chikki. We touched them together — the ladoo-chikki toast, the most absurd Diwali toast in the history of: Diwali — and ate.

The jaggery tasted like: celebration.

 * 

At 10 PM, my phone rang. Veer Malhotra.

"Happy Diwali, coach," he said. He called Tanvi "coach" — a habit that had started during their morning sessions and that I: noted every time, because "coach" was: respect, and respect was: proximity, and proximity was the thing that made my jaw: clench.

"She's — she's not here," I lied. Tanvi was: six feet away, on the verandah, looking at the diyas.

"I called her phone. She didn't pick up."

"It's Diwali. She's: busy."

"Right. Tell her I said Happy Diwali. And that I'll be at the academy at 6 tomorrow. The ankle feint she showed me — I want to: practice."

"I'll tell her."

"Thanks, Mohit. Happy Diwali."

"Happy Diwali."

I hung up. Tanvi was looking at me. The look said: who was that?

"Veer," I said. "Happy Diwali."

"Oh." She turned back to the diyas. "Tell him: thanks."

"Tell him yourself. Tomorrow. At 6 AM. When you're: coaching him."

The sentence was: meaner than I intended. The meanness surprised me — the way you're surprised when a door slams harder than you meant, the wind catching it, the: force exceeding the: intention. Tanvi's face shifted. The Diwali softness — the aarti voice, the ladoo toast, the twenty-third diya — retreated. What replaced it was: the wall. The Tanvi wall. The wall she built when someone was: unfair.

"You're being: ridiculous," she said.

"I'm being: honest."

"You're being jealous, and you're disguising it as: honest."

"I'm not: jealous."

"Your jaw is: clenching."

It was. The jaw was: clenching. The jaw was betraying everything my mouth was: denying.

"Goodnight, Tanvi," I said.

"Goodnight, Mohit."

I went to my room. Closed the door. This time: all the way. The twenty-third diya was still burning on the verandah, and from my window I could see its flame — small, stubborn, the diya for a girl who would have told her brother: stop being stupid. Stop being: afraid. Tell: her.

I didn't: tell her.


  
    Chapter 13: Tanvi

    
    
  
  The board's email arrived on a Monday morning, between an espresso order for the retired colonel and a turmeric latte for a tourist couple from Delhi who had opinions about Kasauli's "rustic charm" that they expressed loudly enough for the entire café to: benefit.

Subject: Kasauli Sports Academy — Head Coach (Kabaddi) — Shortlist Notification

Dear Ms. Kapoor,

We are pleased to inform you that you have been shortlisted for the position of Head Coach, Kabaddi Programme, Kasauli Sports Academy. Your interview with the selection committee is scheduled for...

I read it three times. The words didn't change. Shortlisted. The word I'd been waiting for since June, since the application, since the twelve rewrites of the coaching philosophy that had become: one rewrite, at 1 AM on a verandah, with a man who typed while I: talked.

"Tanvi?" Gauri was looking at me from the espresso machine. "You're: smiling."

"I don't smile."

"You're smiling right now. It's: alarming. What happened?"

I showed her the phone. Gauri screamed. The scream was: disproportionate. The retired colonel looked up from his Tribune. The Delhi tourists looked: concerned. Kavita Aunty appeared from the back room with the speed of a woman whose hearing was: selective (she could not hear Gauri's daily complaints about the staircase but could hear: good news from forty feet through a: wall).

"My girl!" Kavita Aunty enveloped me. The hug was: total. Kavita Aunty's hugs were not casual — they were structural events, the kind of hug that redistributed your: skeletal arrangement. She smelled like masala chai and flour and the particular scent of a woman who had been running a café for twenty years and whose body had: absorbed the premises.

"When's the interview?" Gauri asked.

"Next Friday. 10 AM. The full board."

"The full board means: Vikram sir, the district sports officer, the academy principal, and Brigadier Thakur."

"Brigadier Thakur?"

"He joined the board last month. He's — he's intense. Ex-army. He thinks women shouldn't coach men's sports."

The sentence landed. Small. Sharp. The kind of sentence that arrived in a woman's career like a thorn in a shoe — not enough to: stop walking, but enough to make every step: hurt.

"He thinks that: currently," I said. "He'll think differently after: Friday."

"That's the spirit." Gauri squeezed my hand. "But prepare. Prepare for: everything. The tactical questions, the philosophy questions, and the: 'but you're a woman and this is a men's programme' question. Because it's: coming."

I knew it was coming. The question had been: coming my entire career. Every tournament I'd attended as a player. Every coaching session where a father had said, "My son doesn't need a: lady coach." Every time I'd walked onto a kabaddi mat and the: assumption in the room was that I was someone's: sister, someone's: girlfriend, someone's: anything except: the coach.

The question was: exhausting. And the answer — the answer I'd been giving for years, the calm, measured, evidence-based answer about coaching credentials and results — was: also exhausting. Because the answer shouldn't be: necessary. The results should be: enough.

But results were never enough for the Brigadier Thakurs of the world. For them, the question wasn't about: competence. It was about: comfort. Their comfort. The comfort of a man who had lived in a world where men coached men, and the idea that this might: change was the same as the idea that the world might: tilt.

 * 

I told Mohit at dinner. The safe meal — rice, dal, a sabzi of lauki that I had made because lauki was: boring and safe and required zero: risk. The verandah. The two Nilkamal chairs. The Shivalik hills doing their October sunset, the colours that were: daily and still: impossible.

We had been: careful since Diwali. Not cold — careful. The fight over Veer's phone call had left a: residue. Not anger. Something more nuanced than anger — the awareness that we had: touched something real and then: retreated, the way you touch a hot pan and pull your hand back and then stand there, looking at the pan, knowing it's: hot, knowing you'll touch it: again.

"Shortlisted," he said.

"Shortlisted."

"The full board?"

"Including Brigadier Thakur."

Mohit's face: changed. The change was: specific. Not anger — Mohit didn't do anger the way most people did anger, loud and confrontational. He did anger the way a river did anger — quiet, deepening, the current getting: faster underneath the: surface.

"Thakur," he said. "The Thakur who told the women's cricket team they should 'focus on the home front'?"

"The same."

"I'll talk to my father. My father knows Thakur. They were in the army together."

"No."

"Tanvi—"

"No. I will not get this position because your father called his friend. I will not get this position because of: connections. I will get this position because I walk into that room on Friday and I am: the best candidate. Not the best female candidate. The best: candidate. Full stop."

"I know you're the best candidate."

"Then let me: prove it."

"Tanvi. The board isn't always: fair. You know this. I know this. The world isn't—"

"The world isn't fair. I've known that since I was fifteen and a doctor told me I'd never eat: normally again. I've known that since I was twenty and I played a match with an IV in my arm. I know the world isn't: fair. I compete in it: anyway."

The sentence: ended the argument. Not because Mohit agreed — I could see the: disagreement in his eyes, the specific frustration of a man who wanted to: help and was being told that help was: not wanted. But he: respected it. He respected the wall that I'd built between myself and the world's: unfairness, the wall that said: I will win on my own terms or not at: all.

"Okay," he said. "No calls. No connections. You walk in. You: win."

"I win."

"And if Thakur asks the: question?"

"Then I answer. The way I always: answer. With results."

He looked at me. The river-anger was: subsiding. What replaced it was: the other thing. The thing that had been: growing since the verandah at 1 AM, since the bathroom floor, since the idlis and the Solan curry leaves and the twenty-third diya. The thing that was: too big for the bottom shelf.

"You're going to be: extraordinary," he said.

Not great. Not good. Not legendary. Extraordinary. The word sat on the verandah like the twenty-third: diya — specific, intentional, lit.


  
    Chapter 14: Mohit

    
    
  
  The flare-up came on Wednesday. Two days before the interview.

Because of course it did. Because Tanvi Kapoor's body operated on the principle of: maximum inconvenience. The body that had betrayed her during the Jalandhar match, during school picnics, during every moment when normality would have been: welcome, had chosen the forty-eight hours before the most important meeting of her career to: revolt.

It started at the café. Gauri called me at 11 AM. Not texted — called. Gauri did not call unless the situation was: urgent, because Gauri communicated in text messages the way a machine gun communicated in: bullets, rapid and: relentless.

"She's in the back room," Gauri said. "She's — she's trying to work through it, but she's: grey. The grey that means: bad. Not the grey that means: tired."

I knew the greys. There was tired-grey, which was: Tanvi after a double shift, manageable, resolved by: sleep. There was stress-grey, which was: Tanvi before a match day, resolved by: the match starting. And there was bad-grey. Bad-grey was the grey that preceded: the bathroom floor. Bad-grey was: an emergency.

"What did she eat?"

"She says the sabzi from last night. Lauki. But she thinks the oil might have been — the new oil. She bought a new bottle from the shop in Solan. She thinks it might have been processed on shared equipment."

Shared equipment. The two words that haunted Tanvi's existence. Not the allergen itself — she could avoid: wheat, dairy, the specific proteins that triggered the: war. What she couldn't control was: the equipment. The factory that processed her safe flour on the same line as wheat flour. The oil pressed in a facility that also pressed mustard oil in vessels that had been contaminated with: everything. The invisible enemy. The enemy that didn't appear on labels because Indian food labelling laws were: insufficient, because "may contain traces of" was: optional, and optional meant: absent.

I was at the café in eight minutes. Through the back room door — the room that Kavita Aunty used for storage, the room that smelled like cardboard boxes and coffee beans and the particular dampness of a Kasauli building's: interior. Tanvi was on the floor. Not the dramatic collapse of the Saturday night incident — this was controlled. She was sitting against the wall, knees up, arms wrapped around her abdomen, the posture of a woman managing: pain through: compression.

"Go away," she said.

"No."

"I'm: fine."

"You're on a storage room floor."

"It's a comfortable: floor."

"It's a concrete floor covered in: coffee sacks."

"The coffee sacks are: comfortable."

I sat. On the concrete floor. Next to the coffee sacks. Next to: Tanvi, whose face was the specific grey that meant the next six hours would be: difficult.

"The interview is: Friday," she said. The sentence was: terror. Not the fear of the pain — she had lived with pain since fifteen, and pain was: familiar, the way an old injury was familiar, something you accommodated and: worked around. The terror was: timing. The terror was that her body, the body she managed with military precision, the body she fed and monitored and calculated for, had chosen: now.

"You'll be fine by Friday," I said.

"You don't know that."

"I know you. You have forty-eight hours. You will: manage."

"What if I can't? What if I walk into that room and the: — what if the fatigue is still—"

"Then you walk in tired and you: still win. Because you're Tanvi Kapoor, and you once played a kabaddi match with an IV in your arm, and you: won."

"That was: stupid. The doctors said—"

"The doctors said you shouldn't have played. And you played. And you won. And it was: stupid and: magnificent. Both things are: true."

She almost laughed. The almost-laugh was: a victory. Because laughing while your intestines were: staging a revolution was: evidence of: something. Resilience, or: stupidity, or: the specific Tanvi Kapoor quality that was: both.

 * 

I took over her coaching sessions. Both of them — the junior team practice at 4 PM and Veer's individual session at 6 AM. Tanvi gave me the plans. Written out, because Tanvi Kapoor did not trust: verbal instructions. Written in her angular handwriting, the handwriting that I could read the way I read: Tanvi — with familiarity, with: effort, with the occasional need to: decipher.

The junior team was: chaos. Eleven- and twelve-year-olds who treated the kabaddi mat like a: playground, which it: was, but it was also a: training ground, a distinction that required: patience. The patience of a person who could say "ankle hold" forty-seven times in two hours and still find: enthusiasm for the forty-eighth.

"Coach Tanvi says the wrist should be here," said Komal, the skinny fierce raider, the girl who ran like she was being chased by something only she could see. She adjusted my hand position on the demonstration. "You're holding it wrong."

"I'm — I'm a former state-level gymnast. I think I know how to—"

"Coach Tanvi says gymnasts grip with their fingers and kabaddi players grip with their palms. You're gripping with your: fingers."

I adjusted. Komal nodded. The nod of a twelve-year-old who had corrected an adult and was: satisfied.

"Better," she said. And I understood, in that moment, why Tanvi loved: coaching. Not because of the sport — although the sport was: beautiful, the seven-on-seven geometry of raid and defence, the breath hold, the lunge, the escape. But because of: this. This moment where a twelve-year-old girl corrected a twenty-six-year-old man and was: right. Where knowledge flowed in the direction that mattered — from the teacher to the student, and then from the student: back, because Komal had learned from Tanvi, and now Komal was teaching: me, and the chain was: unbroken.

Veer's session was: different. 6 AM. The academy in the pre-dawn dark, the mat cold, the lights: fluorescent and: unforgiving. Veer arrived with coffee — two cups, one for me, one for: the coach who wasn't there.

"How is she?" he asked.

"She'll be fine."

"The interview is Friday."

"She'll be: fine."

"Mohit." Veer set down the cups. "I know you don't — I know this is: complicated. Me being here. Coaching with her. I know you think I'm—"

"I don't think anything."

"You think I'm interested in her. And you're: right. I am. But I'm also: respectful. And I'm: not stupid. I can see what's: happening in that flat."

"Nothing is happening in that flat."

"Right. Nothing. The man who drives to Solan for curry leaves and makes Diwali sweets from her mother's recipes and sits on bathroom floors at 3 AM — that man is doing: nothing. You're: convincing no one, Mohit."

The silence between us was: competitive. Two men on a kabaddi mat at 6 AM, and the: competition was not about: sports.

"Let's train," I said.

"Let's: train," he agreed.

We trained. I followed Tanvi's notes — the approach angle variation, the shoulder-lead contact, the specific footwork pattern she'd designed for Veer's body type (tall, power-based, needing: agility training to complement the: strength). The notes were: meticulous. Every session planned in thirty-minute blocks. Every drill with repetitions, rest intervals, and the coaching cues that Tanvi used — the words she'd chosen specifically for: Veer, because Tanvi coached each player differently, because she understood that coaching was not: one voice for all bodies but: many voices for many bodies.

By 7 AM, Veer was sweating. The ankle feint was: improving. The approach angle was: widening. And the: competition between us — the competition that had nothing to do with: kabaddi — was: unresolved.

"She's going to get the position," Veer said, towelling off. "Friday. She's going to: crush it."

"I know."

"And whatever happens between — whatever happens with us three — she deserves: someone who isn't afraid to: tell her."

He looked at me. The look was: not hostile. Not challenging. The look was: honest. The honesty of a man who was interested in a woman and who was: also fair enough to acknowledge that another man's claim was: older.

"I'm not afraid," I said.

"Then: tell her."

Two people in one week telling me to: tell her. Nani and now: Veer. The universe was: conspiring. And I was: still on the mat, gripping with my: fingers instead of my: palms.


  
    Chapter 15: Tanvi

    
    
  
  Friday. 10 AM. The Kasauli Sports Academy boardroom.

The boardroom was not a boardroom — it was the academy principal's office with four extra chairs arranged in a semicircle, the chairs borrowed from the staff room and each a different: height, colour, and decade of manufacture. The principal's desk had been pushed against the wall. A water jug — the steel kind, the kind that every Indian government office contained as proof of: hospitality — sat on a side table next to four glasses and a plate of Parle-G biscuits that nobody would: eat but that had been placed there because protocol demanded: biscuits.

I was: ready.

The flare-up had subsided by Thursday evening. Not fully — fully took a week, sometimes two, the body rebuilding at its own pace, indifferent to: deadlines. But enough. Enough meant: standing without swaying. Enough meant: speaking without the brain fog inserting blank spaces where words should: be. Enough meant: a 3 on the scale, which was the baseline I operated on most days, the background hum of: management.

I wore the navy salwar kameez. The pearl studs. Hair pulled back. The posture of a woman who had been trained — by coaches, by illness, by: life — to occupy space without: apologising for it.

The panel: Vikram Rathore, in his Indian team tracksuit, the authority. The district sports officer, a bureaucrat named Rawat who had signed every sports budget in Solan for fifteen years and whose primary interest was: cost. The academy principal, Mrs. Mehra, who had been principal for twenty years and who treated every meeting as an opportunity to remind everyone that the academy was: underfunded. And Brigadier Thakur.

Brigadier Thakur was: exactly what Gauri had described. Tall. Rigid. The moustache of a man who had served thirty years in the Indian Army and whose moustache had served: alongside him, a co-combatant. He sat in his chair with the specific erectness of a person for whom "at ease" was: still a military position.

The first twenty minutes were: fine. Vikram sir asked about my training methodology. I answered — the progressive system, the individualised coaching, the data-driven approach (match statistics, player performance tracking, the spreadsheets that I maintained because: evidence). Rawat asked about budget. I had prepared a budget — realistic, detailed, with line items for equipment, travel, nutrition support. Mrs. Mehra asked about facilities requirements. I had prepared: that too.

And then Brigadier Thakur spoke.

"Ms. Kapoor." The "Ms." was: loaded. Not disrespectful — technically correct — but loaded with the specific weight of a man who was about to ask a: question that he believed he already knew the: answer to.

"Sir."

"The head coaching position oversees the men's senior team. The team that competes at district and state level. Men."

"Yes, sir."

"In your experience, how do male athletes respond to: female authority?"

The question. Gauri had warned me. I had prepared. The preparation had involved: three days of drafting responses, each calibrated for a different: audience. The diplomatic response, for bureaucrats. The evidence-based response, for sports administrators. And the: honest response, for men like Thakur.

I chose: honest.

"Sir, I coached the junior team for three years. Forty percent of my juniors are: boys. They respond to my coaching because my coaching: works. They don't respond to my: gender. They respond to my: results."

"Junior boys are: children. Men are: different."

"With respect, sir — I conducted individual coaching sessions with Veer Malhotra for the past two weeks. A senior raider. A man. His approach angle efficiency improved by thirty-two percent. His raid success rate went from fifty-one to sixty-eight percent. He didn't ask whether his coach was male or female. He asked whether his coach could make him: better. I could."

Vikram sir was: smiling. The small smile. The smile of a man who had seen a raider execute the: perfect raid.

"Results are: important," Thakur said. "But team dynamics—"

"Sir." I interrupted a Brigadier. In the Indian Army, this was: insubordination. In a Kasauli boardroom, it was: necessary. "I have a disease. IBS, celiac, lactose intolerance. My body has been: at war with itself since I was fifteen. I have managed that war every day for eleven years — every meal, every symptom, every flare-up that comes without warning and leaves me on a bathroom floor. I manage because: management is survival. And coaching is: management. Managing athletes, managing strategy, managing a team through a season. The skills are: identical. My body taught me to: manage. The kabaddi mat taught me to: fight. The combination is: the reason I'm the best candidate in this room."

Silence. The specific silence of a room where five people are: recalibrating.

Thakur looked at me. The look was: appraising. Not the hostile appraisal of a man who had: decided — the appraising of a man who was: reconsidering. Which was: all I had asked for. Not agreement. Not: approval. Just: reconsideration.

"Thank you, Ms. Kapoor," Mrs. Mehra said. "We'll communicate the board's decision by: Monday."

I left the boardroom. Walked down the corridor. Through the academy doors. Into the October air — cold, sharp, the Kasauli air that tasted like pine and: clarity. I made it to the car park. To the wall. The low stone wall that bordered the academy grounds, the wall that overlooked the valley, the valley that was: green and gold and covered in the October mist that Kasauli wore like a: shawl.

I sat on the wall. My hands were: shaking. Not from the IBS — from the: adrenaline. The specific adrenaline of a person who had just walked into a room and: fought. Not with fists. With: words. With: truth. With the specific weaponry of a woman who had learned, through eleven years of: illness, that vulnerability was not: weakness. It was: data. And data was: power.

Mohit was in the car park. Leaning on his scooter — the old Activa that he rode everywhere in Kasauli, the scooter that sounded like a sewing machine having: a bad day and that he refused to replace because "it has: character, Tanvi, which is more than I can say for modern: vehicles."

"How did it go?" he asked.

"I interrupted a Brigadier."

"You: what?"

"He asked the: question. Gauri's question. And I — I told him about the IBS. I told him my body taught me to: manage. I told him I was the best candidate in the: room."

Mohit stared. The stare was: pride. Not the small pride of a friend hearing good news — the: specific, overwhelming, chest-expanding pride of a person who had watched another person: become.

"You told a Brigadier that your intestinal disease makes you a better: coach."

"Essentially: yes."

"Tanvi Kapoor." He shook his head. "You are the most: terrifying person I have ever: met."

"Is that a: compliment?"

"It's the: truth."

He handed me a helmet. The spare helmet, the one he kept on the Activa for: passengers, the helmet that was slightly too big for my head and that I had worn exactly: three times, each time protesting that the Activa was a death trap and that walking was: safer and more dignified.

"I'll drive you home," he said.

"I can: walk."

"You're shaking."

I was: shaking. The hands, the shoulders, the specific full-body tremor of post-adrenaline comedown, the body processing the: fight it had just: fought. I took the helmet. Put it on. The helmet smelled like Mohit — the aftershave he used, Old Spice, because Mohit Bhardwaj used the aftershave of a: grandfather and saw no reason to: upgrade.

We rode down the ridge road. The Activa protesting every incline. The October wind. My arms around his waist because the Activa had no: handle for passengers and Mohit drove the way he did everything else — with enthusiasm and: questionable judgement. My face against his back. The jacket. The warmth beneath the jacket. The specific warmth of a person who was: solid, who was: here, who was: the wall that the building: needed.

I held on. And on the ridge road, with the Shivalik hills below and the mist above and the Activa sounding like it was: dying, I let myself: hold on.


  
    Chapter 16: Mohit

    
    
  
  Gauri's wedding was on Saturday. The Saturday after the interview. The Saturday that was supposed to be about Gauri and Nikhil and the ivory table linens that had won the: Great Linen War of October, but that was also — inescapably, inevitably — about: everything else.

The venue was the Kasauli Club. The old British-era club on the ridge, the club where my family had been members since the: forever ago that Indian families measured belonging in. The building was stone and wood and the specific colonial grandeur that Kasauli preserved like a: memory — high ceilings, wooden floors that creaked with the weight of a hundred years of: footsteps, verandahs that looked out over the valley with the composed indifference of a building that had seen: empires end.

The wedding was: beautiful. Gauri in red — the lehenga that her mother had chosen, the gold embroidery catching the afternoon light, the dupatta draped over her head in the specific way that Himachali brides wore it, pulled forward, framing the face, making every bride look like she was: emerging from a: chrysalis. Nikhil in a sherwani — cream, buttoned, the groom-nervousness visible in the way he kept adjusting his sehra, the flower veil that hung over his face and that he clearly: hated but wore because: tradition.

The mandap was on the club's terrace. Open air. October. The Shivalik hills as: backdrop, which meant the wedding photographer was: ecstatic and the guests were: cold. The pundit was from the temple in Solan, the same pundit who had married Gauri's parents thirty years ago and who performed the ceremony with the: specific authority of a man who had been connecting people to the divine for: longer than most of the guests had been: alive.

The fire. The saat phere. The mantras that I had heard at every Indian wedding I'd ever attended and that still — despite repetition, despite familiarity — carried: weight. Because the words were: old. Older than the club. Older than the hills. The words came from a time when people believed that speaking something made it: real, and maybe they were: right.

Tanvi was across the mandap. In green — a dark green lehenga that I had never seen, the green of Kasauli's deodars, the green that made her skin glow with the particular warmth of a woman who was: alive, who was standing in October air watching her cousin marry the man she loved, and who was: beautiful.

I had seen Tanvi every day for three weeks. In the flat. In the café. On the verandah. In pyjamas. In work clothes. In the grey of a flare-up, on a bathroom floor, with vomit in her hair and tears on her face. I had seen every version of Tanvi Kapoor that: existed.

This version — the wedding version, the green lehenga, the gold jhumkas that caught the light, the: eyes — was: the version that made my chest: hurt. Not the bad hurt. The hurt that meant: too much. The hurt that meant: the filing cabinet was: full and the drawer was: breaking and the evidence was: spilling.

 * 

The reception was inside. The wooden floors. The DJ — a man from Shimla who called himself "DJ Pahadi" and whose playlist alternated between Bollywood hits and Himachali folk songs with the specific randomness of a man who had not: planned but was: vibing.

I was at a table with Raju, two other Wildcats players, and: Veer. Veer, who had dressed for the occasion in a black kurta that looked: expensive and whose presence at the wedding was: legitimate (he was a Wildcats teammate, Nikhil was a Wildcats defender, the invitation was: justified) but whose proximity to: Tanvi was: noted.

Not by me. By: everyone. The Kasauli gossip network — Kavita Aunty's chain, the pharmacist-to-plumber pipeline — had been: active. The new Wildcats player. The individual coaching sessions. The 6 AM mornings at the academy. The consensus was: forming. The consensus was: wrong. But the consensus was: forming, and in Kasauli, consensus was: fact, because in a small town, what people believed was: what happened, regardless of what: actually happened.

Tanvi danced. With Gauri. With Priti. With the: group — the circle of women that formed at every Indian wedding, the circle that was: joy and celebration and the specific freedom of women dancing together, the freedom that existed inside the circle and that the men standing outside it could: observe but not: enter.

Veer entered.

He walked to the circle. Offered his hand to Tanvi. The hand was: confident. The offer was: public. The: entirety of the Kasauli Club witnessed Veer Malhotra ask Tanvi Kapoor to: dance. And the entirety of the Kasauli Club watched Tanvi Kapoor: accept.

They danced. The DJ had shifted to something slow — a ghazal remix, the kind that weddings deployed in the later hours when the energy was: winding and the couples were: emerging. Veer danced well. He held Tanvi at the: proper distance — not too close, not the predatory closeness that some men performed at weddings, but the respectful distance that said: I am here. I am: enjoying this. I am: not assuming.

Tanvi was: flushed. Laughing. The laugh that I had filed in the cabinet — the involuntary laugh, the body-betraying-mind laugh — was being directed at: Veer. At something he'd said. Something: funny. Something that made her throw her head back and the gold jhumkas: swing.

I left the table. Not dramatically — I didn't storm out, didn't make a: scene, didn't do any of the things that the jealous rival does in the Bollywood movie that this was: becoming. I simply: left. Through the side door. Onto the terrace where the mandap was still: standing, the flowers wilting in the October cold, the fire: extinguished but the: ash still warm.

I sat on the mandap's edge. The stone was: cold. The valley below was: dark. The stars were: the Kasauli stars, the stars that you could see because Kasauli had no: light pollution, the stars that Nani used to point out from her verandah when I was small and Diya was: alive and the world was: a place where looking up was: enough.

"You left."

Tanvi. Behind me. The green lehenga. The October air. The: fact that she had noticed my leaving and had: followed.

"I needed: air."

"You're on a terrace. There's air: everywhere."

"I needed: specific air. Mandap air. The air where people make: promises."

She sat. On the mandap edge. Next to me. The green lehenga pooled on the stone. The gold jhumkas were: still. The distance between us was: the distance of the verandah, the distance of the kitchen table, the distance of: almost.

"You're angry," she said.

"I'm not angry."

"You're something."

"I'm: something. That's: accurate."

"Is it about: Veer?"

I looked at her. In the star-light. In the October cold. In the: everything.

"It's about: everything, Tanvi. It's about Veer and the coaching and the dancing and the way he looked at you and the way you: laughed. And it's about the bathroom floor and the idlis and the curry leaves and the twenty-third diya and the way you said 'nothing with you is separate' and then: went back to being: flatmates. It's about eighteen years. It's about: Diya, who would have told me to stop being: stupid. It's about Nani, who told me to bring: mangoes. It's about—"

"Mangoes?"

"It's a: family story. The point is—"

"Mohit. What are you: saying?"

The question. The: question. The question that I had been: avoiding since I was ten years old, since the colony cricket match, since the swing set, since the first time Tanvi Kapoor had looked at me with: irritation and I had felt: alive.

What I should have said: I love you. I have loved you since we were children. I love you in the flat, in the café, on the bathroom floor, in the green lehenga, in the pyjamas, in every: version.

What I said: "I'm saying — I don't want to be your: flatmate."

The sentence hung. Between us. On the mandap. Where promises were: made.

Tanvi was: still. The stillness of a person: processing. The stillness of a woman who managed her life with: calculations and who had just encountered: something incalculable.

"Mohit," she said. "The answer to Brigadier Thakur's question was: results. The answer to: your question is: not results. It's: complicated."

"Complicated: how?"

"Complicated because I'm sick. Complicated because my body is: unpredictable. Complicated because loving someone when you're: managing a disease means they're: managing it too. It means bathroom floors and flare-ups and the food protocol and the: ugliness. It means —"

"I've already seen the ugliness. I'm: still here."

"You're here because you're my: flatmate."

"I'm here because I'm in love with you, Tanvi. I've been in love with you since we were: ten. And the flat, and the curry leaves, and the bathroom floor — that wasn't: flatmate behaviour. That was: me. Being: unable to stop."

The sentence. On the mandap. Under the stars. The sentence that Nani had told me to: say. The sentence that Veer had told me to: say. The sentence that I had carried for: sixteen years and that was: now out, in the October air, in the cold, between us.

Tanvi looked at the valley. At the: dark. At the: everything.

"I need: time," she said.

"I've given you: sixteen years."

"I need: more."

And she stood. And walked back inside. Into the: music and the: warmth and the: wedding that was: someone else's happy ending.

I sat on the mandap. The cold. The stars. The: ash.


  
    Chapter 17: Tanvi

    
    
  
  Three days after the wedding, the board's decision arrived.

I was at The Chai Loft. Monday morning. The espresso machine was doing its: thing. The retired colonel was doing his: crossword. Gauri was in the loft, arranging the post-wedding aftermath of her life — she had married Nikhil on Saturday and was back at work on Monday because Gauri did not believe in: honeymoons. "A honeymoon is a holiday," she said. "I don't need a holiday from: Nikhil. I need a holiday from: customers."

The email.

Subject: Kasauli Sports Academy — Head Coach (Kabaddi) — Selection Decision

Dear Ms. Kapoor,

After careful deliberation, the selection committee is pleased to offer you the position of Head Coach, Kabaddi Programme, Kasauli Sports Academy, effective November 1st. Your presentation, coaching record, and vision for the programme were unanimously endorsed by the committee. We look forward to your leadership.

Unanimously. The word. The word that meant: Thakur. Thakur had: voted yes. The Brigadier who thought women shouldn't coach men's sports had: voted yes. Because the evidence — the data, the results, the coaching philosophy that was: me — had been: stronger than the: prejudice.

I did not scream. Gauri had screamed when I was shortlisted; the escalation required by the actual: appointment would have been: supersonic and the retired colonel did not deserve: that. Instead I stood behind the counter and I: breathed. Deep. The kind of breath that the physiotherapist in Chandigarh had taught me for managing flare-ups, the breath that started in the diaphragm and expanded the ribs and filled the lungs with: air, and the air was not just air — it was: relief and terror and joy and the specific overwhelm of a person who had: wanted something for so long that getting it felt like: vertigo.

I called Maa. Maa cried. Papa took the phone and said: "I knew it, beta. I always knew." Papa had not always known — Papa had been the one who said "coaching is not a: stable career" and "have you considered: government exams?" — but fathers were: allowed to revise their: history.

I called Priti. Priti screamed. Karan took the phone and said: "Congratulations, bhabhi." He called me bhabhi because Priti was his wife and I was Priti's sister and in the specific mathematics of Indian family terminology, this was: correct. But it always made me feel: old.

I did not call Mohit.

The not-calling was: deliberate. Since Saturday night — since the mandap, the confession, the "I need time" that I had: given and that he had: received with the specific stillness of a man who had offered: everything and been told: wait — we had been: coexisting. Not fighting. Not cold. The specific state between acknowledgement and: resolution, the state where two people lived in the same flat and maintained the bathroom schedule and ate the safe meals and: did not discuss the thing that was: between them.

The thing that was: between us was: love.

I knew this. I had known this before: he said it. Known it the way you know the weather is changing — the barometric shift, the clouds, the specific feeling in the air that meant: something is coming. I had known since the bathroom floor. Since the ORS. Since "I remember everything." Since the twenty-third diya. I had known, and I had: not named it, because naming it meant: dealing with it, and dealing with it meant: risking it, and risking it meant: the possibility of loss.

Loss was: my expertise. I had lost: my health, at fifteen. I had lost: competitive kabaddi, at twenty. I had lost the ability to eat: normally, to attend festivals: freely, to exist in the world without: calculating. Loss was the background radiation of my life, the constant hum that accompanied: everything. And the thought of adding: Mohit to the list of things that could be: lost was: unbearable.

Because if Mohit was mine — truly mine, not the flatmate, not the childhood rival, but: mine — then losing him would be losing: the wall. The structural wall. The wall that the building: needed. And I had spent eleven years learning to build buildings that could stand: alone.

But the mandap. The stars. "I've been in love with you since we were ten." The sentence that lived in my chest now, occupying space that I had: reserved for other things — for coaching plans and food calculations and the daily management of: survival — the sentence that had moved in without: permission, like Mohit himself, with a duffel bag and a grin, and had: refused to leave.

 * 

Mohit found out from: Kavita Aunty. Who had found out from: me, because I had told Kavita Aunty immediately, because Kavita Aunty was: Kavita Aunty, and telling her was: non-negotiable.

He came to the café at noon. I was behind the counter. He walked in and he: smiled. Not the grin — the grin was: performance, the grin was: armour. The smile was: real. The smile of a person who was: happy for another person, purely, without agenda, without: expectation.

"Head Coach Tanvi Kapoor," he said.

"Don't."

"Head Coach of the Kasauli Sports Academy Kabaddi Programme."

"Stop."

"Should I call you: ma'am? Sir? Coach? Your Honour?"

"You should call me: the person who will make your life miserable if you don't stop."

"You've been making my life miserable since we were: eight. It's my: comfort zone."

He ordered a coffee. Sat at the bar. The same bar where Veer had sat on his first day. But Mohit at the bar was: different. Mohit at the bar was: familiar. The way the espresso machine was familiar. The way the sal wood counter was familiar. The way The Chai Loft itself was familiar — not because he worked there, but because he: belonged there. In the way that certain people belonged in certain spaces, not by: right but by: accumulation. By eighteen years of: showing up.

"I didn't call you," I said.

"I noticed."

"I should have called you."

"You should have called me: first."

"I know."

"Why didn't you?"

The question. The: question. Not the same as the mandap question — that question was about: love. This question was about: trust. About whether I trusted Mohit Bhardwaj enough to share the: biggest moment of my professional life with him: first. Before Maa. Before Priti. Before: anyone.

"Because calling you first means: something," I said.

"It means: I'm first."

"Yes."

"And I'm: not first?"

"You're — Mohit, you said you've loved me since we were ten. And I said I needed: time. And the time hasn't — I haven't decided. And calling you first would have been: deciding. Before I was: ready."

He looked at me. The smile: remained. Not diminished. Not: hurt. The smile of a man who had: waited sixteen years and could: wait more.

"Take your time," he said. "I'll be: here. On the: bottom shelf."

He drank his coffee. Left. The café was: quiet. The retired colonel said: "Twelve across is 'devotion.'"

I wrote it: down.


  
    Chapter 18: Mohit

    
    
  
  The championship match was in Solan. District finals. Kasauli Wildcats versus the Dharampur Defenders. November. The first match of Tanvi's tenure as: Head Coach.

She had been Head Coach for: eleven days. Eleven days in which she had dismantled Sharma sir's entire system and rebuilt it with the: precision of a demolition crew that was also an: architecture firm. New training schedule. New defensive formations. New dietary programme for the team (this one: personal, because Tanvi understood nutrition the way a soldier understood: terrain — as the thing that decided whether you: survived). She had replaced Sharma sir's motivational shouting with: data. Match analytics. Video review sessions where the team watched their own footage and Tanvi pointed out — with the calm authority of a woman who had been: right about everything so far — exactly where they had: failed and exactly how to: fix it.

The team was: terrified of her. And: devoted. The combination that every great coach: achieved.

I was in the tiger costume. The tail: reattached. The left ear: secure (new fevicol, industrial grade, purchased from the hardware shop in Solan after the craft-grade fevicol had: surrendered). The foam padding: oppressive. But the costume was: mine. The identity that I had created, the character that I had: built, the absurd orange-and-black performance that gave the Kasauli crowd something to: cheer when the team gave them: nothing.

The Solan stadium was: larger than the academy. Two thousand seats. A proper mat, regulation size, the blue-and-white surface that smelled like: rubber and competition. The Dharampur Defenders were: the favourites. Last year's district champions. A team coached by an ex-national player whose system was: disciplined, efficient, and: predictable — the predictability of a system so well-drilled that every player knew exactly what to do, which was: powerful, and also: exploitable, if you knew: where to look.

Tanvi knew where to look.

The pre-match huddle was: quiet. Not the charged silence of Sharma sir's era, the silence that preceded: shouting. This was the silence of: preparation. Tanvi stood in the centre of the circle, clipboard in hand — the clipboard was her: weapon, the way the tiger costume was mine, the physical object that said: I am here in my: capacity — and spoke.

"Their chain defence locks at the baulk line. Every time. The left cover drifts three steps inside when the raider approaches from the right. That's your: window. Veer — you take the right approach. Forty-five degrees. Shoulder lead. When the cover drifts, Raju, you're the support. Ankle hold on the: left defender. Don't grab early. Wait for: the hip drop."

"The half-second," Raju said.

"The half-second."

The team nodded. Eleven men. Listening to a woman. Not because they had been: told to, not because protocol demanded it, but because she was: right. Because in eleven days she had shown them things about their own game that they hadn't: seen. Because Tanvi Kapoor saw the kabaddi mat the way a cartographer saw: territory — every line, every angle, every space that could be: occupied or: exploited or: defended.

"And one more thing," she said. "They're going to try to: rattle you. Dharampur plays mind games. Their raider will talk. He'll say things about the crowd, about your: coaching, about me. Ignore it. Your response is: the scoreboard. Nothing else: matters."

 * 

First half: tight. Dharampur's system was: good. The chain defence was exactly as Tanvi had described — disciplined, locked, the kind of defence that suffocated: raiders who didn't have a: plan. But the Wildcats had: Tanvi's plan. Veer's forty-five-degree approach opened the lane twice. Raju's ankle holds — the half-second delay, the hip drop — neutralised Dharampur's best raider in the third: raid.

Halftime. Wildcats up by: one. In the championship. Against the defending: champions.

The Dharampur coach was: adjusting. I could see it from the sideline — the way he redeployed his defenders, shifted the chain anchor from left to: right. He was: reading Tanvi's strategy. And he was: good enough to respond.

Tanvi saw it: too.

"They're mirroring," she told the team. "They've shifted the chain. The right approach is: closed. Switch to: left. Veer, reverse the angle. Mirror their: mirror. Raju, your hold moves to the right defender now. Same timing. Different: target."

The second half: opened with Dharampur's raider talking. Exactly as Tanvi had predicted. The raider — a large man named Deepak, the kind of raider who relied on: physicality and: intimidation — crossed the baulk line and said, loudly enough for the crowd to hear: "Nice coach you've got. Does she pack your: lunch too?"

The crowd: reacted. Some laughed. Some didn't. The Kasauli section — two hundred people who had traveled from the hills, who had come on buses and cars and, in the retired colonel's case, a: taxi — went: quiet. The specific quiet that preceded: anger.

I was in the tiger costume. At the sideline. Close enough to hear. Close enough to see Tanvi's face, which was: stone. Not angry. Not: hurt. Stone. The face of a woman who had heard that: sentence, and every version of that: sentence, for her entire: career. The face that said: the scoreboard.

The play resumed. Deepak raided. The Wildcats' defence — the defence that Tanvi had rebuilt in eleven days — collapsed around him like a: net. Raju's ankle hold. Vikash's corner. The chain that had: shifted because Tanvi had seen the: shift. Deepak was: out. The crowd — the Kasauli section — erupted. Not because of the: tackle. Because of: what the tackle meant.

The Wildcats won by: five. The largest margin in a district final in: seven years.

The celebration was: chaos. The team rushed the mat. Raju lifted Tanvi — actually lifted the Head Coach off the ground, the way teams lifted: trophies, the way crowds lifted: heroes. Tanvi, airborne, in her navy tracksuit, looking: shocked and: happy and: the specific combination of emotions that a person felt when the thing they had worked for: happened.

I was in the tiger costume. On the sideline. The foam was: suffocating. The left ear was: loose again. And I was: crying. Inside the tiger head, where nobody could: see, the tears were: hot and: free and: entirely about the woman being lifted by the team she had: coached to victory.

Veer found me afterward. Outside the stadium. I had removed the tiger head — the headpiece was: under my arm, the ears at wrong angles, the jaw mechanism: jammed.

"Good game," he said.

"Good raiding."

"Mohit." He looked at me. The honest look. The Veer look that I had: reluctantly come to respect, because Veer Malhotra was: many things, but dishonest was: not one of them. "She's: deciding. I can see it. And I've decided: I'm stepping back."

"What?"

"I'm interested in her. I told you that. But I've watched — the flat, the coaching, the way she: is with you. The way she: is when she talks about you. Which is: constantly, by the way. During every coaching session. 'Mohit says this.' 'Mohit does that.' 'Mohit made these idlis.' The woman talks about you more than she talks about: kabaddi. And that's: saying something."

"Veer—"

"I'm not: competing. I'm: conceding. Because she's already: chosen. She just hasn't: told you yet."

He walked away. Into the stadium. Into the: celebration. And I stood in the parking lot, in a tiger costume with a broken ear, holding a headpiece, and: understanding.


  
    Chapter 19: Tanvi

    
    
  
  The flat was quiet when I got home from the championship celebration.

Quiet in the way that a space was quiet when it contained: a person who was being quiet. Mohit's shoes were at the door — the sneakers, the ones he wore under the tiger costume, the shoes that were: white once and were now the specific grey of a man who did not believe in shoe: maintenance. His jacket was on the hook. The verandah light was: off. His bedroom door was: closed.

Closed. Not: open. Not the door-left-open of the bathroom floor night, the door that said: I'm here if you need me. This was the closed door of a man who had: said the thing and was: waiting, and the waiting was: dignified, and the dignity was: killing me.

I put down my bag. The championship trophy was at the academy — the actual trophy, the brass-and-wood thing that Raju had hoisted on the mat while the crowd screamed. I didn't have the trophy. I had: the memory. Raju's arms lifting me. The team's voices. The scoreboard. The: five-point margin. And underneath all of it, beneath the victory and the validation and the proof that Tanvi Kapoor could coach a men's team to a district championship in eleven days — beneath all of it: Mohit.

Mohit crying in the tiger costume. I hadn't: seen him cry. But I knew. The way I knew everything about Mohit Bhardwaj — the jaw clench, the knee bounce, the grin that was: armour. I knew because when the team lifted me and I looked for him — looked for: him, not the crowd, not the scoreboard, not Vikram sir who was applauding from the stands, not Veer who was: grinning, not Brigadier Thakur who was: clapping with the specific bewilderment of a man whose worldview had been: corrected — when I looked for: Mohit, the tiger was: still. The tiger was: not performing. The tiger was: standing at the sideline, the oversized head tilted slightly down, and I had known, with the certainty of eighteen years, that inside the costume he was: crying.

For me.

I sat on the verandah. The Nilkamal chair. The cold. The Shivalik hills invisible in the dark, present in the: sound — the wind through deodar, the barking deer, the specific nighttime symphony that Kasauli played for anyone who was: awake to hear it. The diyas were: gone. Diwali was: over. But the railing still had the wax marks from the twenty-three flames, the residue of remembrance that neither of us had: cleaned.

I thought about: Maa. Maa who had spent ten years inventing recipes so her daughter could eat Diwali sweets. Maa who had said "we will make our own" and had: made their own. Maa who had taught Tanvi that love was: adaptation. That love was not the grand gesture — not the Bollywood declaration on the mandap, not the mangoes in the drawing room — but the: daily. The GF label on the container. The separate pot for the oat milk chai. The ORS mixed to the correct ratio at 3 AM. The curry leaves from Solan.

Mohit loved: the way Maa loved. In: the daily. In the: unglamorous. In the protocol.

The protocol that he had learned — not because he had to, not because someone had told him to, but because: I mattered. My survival mattered to him in the specific, attentive, daily way that meant: love. Not the word. The: act. The repeated, sustained, never-failing: act.

And I had told him: I need time.

Because I was: afraid. Afraid of the loss. Afraid that loving Mohit — openly, admittedly, with the full commitment that he: deserved — would add him to the list of things my body could: take from me. Because my body took: things. It had taken normal eating. It had taken competitive kabaddi. It had taken: trust — trust in my own systems, trust that tomorrow would be like today, trust that the ceasefire would: hold. And the thought of my body taking: Mohit — a flare-up at the wrong time, a hospitalisation that scared him, the: ugliness that accumulated over years until a person decided that love was: not enough to compensate for the: management — was the thought that kept me in the: Nilkamal chair, in the: cold, in the: not-telling.

But.

The championship. Raju's arms. The scoreboard. The five-point margin. Brigadier Thakur: clapping. The Dharampur raider's taunt — "Does she pack your lunch too?" — and the defence that had: answered. The evidence.

The evidence said: you are not fragile. You are not: breakable. You played with an IV. You coached with a flare-up. You stood in front of a Brigadier and told him that your: disease made you: stronger. The evidence said: the loss has already happened. The health, the kabaddi, the normal eating — gone. Already: gone. And you are: still here. Still coaching. Still: winning.

If the loss has already happened, what are you: afraid of?

I stood. Walked to Mohit's door. The closed door. The dignified: door.

I knocked.

 * 

He opened the door in: pyjamas. The same pyjamas from the bathroom floor night — the checked ones, the ones that every Indian man owned, the ones that said "I purchased these from a roadside stall in Solan for: ₹200 and I will wear them until they: disintegrate."

His face was: the face of a man who had been: awake. Not sleeping. The face of a man who had been lying in his iron-frame bed in the spare room — the room with the lavender sachets and the desk and Diya's photograph — lying awake and: waiting.

"Tanvi," he said.

"I have: a speech."

"A: speech?"

"I've been composing it on the verandah for forty-five minutes. It's: structured. It has: points. Please let me: deliver it."

He leaned on the doorframe. The lean. The: Mohit lean. The lean of a man who had been leaning into my space for eighteen years and who was, right now, leaning into: the most important moment of: both our lives.

"Deliver," he said.

"Point one: I'm sick. I will always be: sick. The IBS does not go away. The celiac does not go away. The lactose intolerance does not go away. There will be: bathroom floors. There will be: flare-ups. There will be: days when I cannot eat and days when I cannot stand and days when the: management fails and the body: wins. This is: the truth. And anyone who loves me loves: this. The: whole. Including the: ugly."

"I know."

"Point two: I am afraid. I am afraid of: losing you. I am afraid that the disease will: erode this. That over time, the: management will become: too much. That the bathroom floors will become: too many. That you will: tire. I have been left: before. By a boy in college who said 'it's too much.' Two words. 'Too much.' And I have been: afraid ever since."

"Tanvi—"

"I'm not: finished. Point three—"

"Tanvi."

"Point: three—"

He stepped forward. Out of the doorframe. Into the: space between us, the space that had been: almost for three weeks, the space of the verandah and the kitchen table and the Activa and the mandap. He stepped into: the space.

"I don't need point three," he said.

"Point three is: important."

"What is point three?"

"Point three is: I love you. I have loved you since — since the bathroom floor. Since you mixed the ORS and you knew the: ratio. Since you left the door: open. Since the twenty-third diya. Since you drove to Solan for: curry leaves and: pistachios and I stood in the kitchen watching you make sweets for a sister who: loved the light and I: understood. I understood that you were not: performing love. You were: doing love. The way Maa does love. In the daily. In the: unglamorous. And I am: done being afraid. I am done managing my: fear with the same precision that I manage my: food. I am done putting you on the: bottom shelf."

The sentence. The: last sentence. The one that contained: everything — the eighteen years, the rivalry, the proximity, the bathroom floor, the mandap, the championship, the: diya.

Mohit's hands were on my face. His hands — the hands that had done backflips and cartwheels and mixed ORS and typed coaching documents and made almond flour barfi — his hands on my face, the thumbs on my cheekbones, the: hold that was not a grip but a: frame. Framing me. The way the hills framed: Kasauli. The way the mandap framed: promises.

"I will never say: too much," he said.

"I know."

"I will learn every: recipe. I will label every: container. I will drive to Solan for: every ingredient. I will sit on every: bathroom floor. I will leave every: door open. For the rest of: my life."

"That's: a lot of Solan trips."

"I have: an Activa."

"The Activa is: dying."

"The Activa will: outlive us both."

He kissed me. In the doorway of the spare room that was: not spare anymore, that was: his room, that had been his room since the: duffel bag and the: grin and the: moment when he'd walked into my café and my: life and my: architecture.

The kiss tasted like: home.

Not the home of a place — not the flat, not the verandah, not Kasauli. The home of a: person. The home that you carried. The home that was: arms and breath and the specific warmth of a chest against: yours and the knowledge, the: certain knowledge, that this person would: stay.

The twenty-third diya was: lit.


  
    Chapter 20: Epilogue — One Year Later

    
    
  
  The Chai Loft smelled like pumpkin and beginnings.

Pumpkin because Kavita Aunty had, after three years of Tanvi's lobbying, added a pumpkin spice latte to the autumn menu — not the American version, the Kasauli version, made with fresh kaddu from the Solan sabzi mandi, roasted with ginger and cinnamon and a pinch of black pepper, blended into oat milk and topped with the specific foam art that Gauri had learned from a YouTube tutorial and that she called "latte art" and that everyone else called "a blob." The blob was: charming. The latte was: excellent. And Tanvi could drink it, which was the: point.

Beginnings because it was October again. One year since a man with a duffel bag had walked into this café and asked for: a favour.

Tanvi was behind the counter. Not working — she had reduced her shifts to weekends only, because the Head Coach of the Kasauli Sports Academy Kabaddi Programme did not have time to pull: espressos on weekday mornings. She was behind the counter because she was: home. The Chai Loft was home the way Kasauli was home — not because she'd been born there, but because she'd: chosen it. And the choosing was: everything.

The café had: changed. Not dramatically — Kavita Aunty did not believe in dramatic change, because dramatic change implied that the original had been: insufficient, and Kavita Aunty's self-assessment was: never insufficient. But small changes. The loft had a new reading corner — a pair of armchairs that Priti had found at a furniture auction in Shimla, the armchairs upholstered in green that was: not quite the green of the wedding lehenga but was: close enough to make Tanvi: notice every time she looked at them. The bookshelves had expanded — a donation from Nani, who had declared that her personal library was: too large for one woman and that The Chai Loft's shelves deserved: Urdu poetry, which they now contained, the Faiz and the Ghalib and the specific beauty of a language that made heartbreak: musical.

The espresso machine had been: replaced. Not by choice — the temperamental Italian beast had finally, after seven years of service and three hundred repair visits from the Chandigarh dealer, decided to: retire. The replacement was: also Italian, also temperamental, also producing the dark-as-disappointment espresso that had become the café's: signature. Some things: evolved. Some things: persisted.

 * 

Mohit arrived at noon. Not from the flat — from the academy. He had been at the academy since 6 AM, which was: his schedule now, the schedule of a man who was no longer just the: mascot.

The mascot still existed. The tiger costume — third generation, rebuilt with better foam and a tail that was bolted (not safety-pinned) and ears that were reinforced with actual: engineering — still appeared at every home match. The backflip still happened, though Mohit had added: a twist, the gymnastics training refusing to be: dormant, the body remembering what the knee had: denied.

But alongside the mascot, there was now: the assistant coach. Tanvi's assistant. The position had been created in January, when the academy board — including Brigadier Thakur, who had become: Tanvi's most vocal supporter after the championship, in the specific way that converted sceptics became: zealots — had approved the expansion of the coaching staff. Mohit had applied. Tanvi had: recused herself from the selection process. Vikram sir had: recommended him. The board had: agreed.

"You're late," Tanvi said.

"I was teaching Komal the reverse hand touch. She's: ready."

"She's twelve."

"She's twelve and she: sees the mat. The way you: see the mat. She's going to state trials next year."

"She's going to state trials this: year. I submitted the nomination: yesterday."

Mohit's face. The: face. Not the grin, not the mascot-performance face, the: real face. The face that did the thing — the pride thing, the chest-expanding thing, the thing where his eyes went: soft and his jaw went: unclenched and the entirety of Mohit Bhardwaj became: visible.

"You nominated Komal for: state trials."

"She's the best twelve-year-old raider in Himachal. Maybe: the best in the north zone. She deserves: the mat."

"She's going to: lose her mind."

"She's going to: win. That's the: point."

He came behind the counter. Kissed her. In the café. In front of Gauri (who: cheered), Kavita Aunty (who said: "Not behind my: counter"), the retired colonel (who said: "Fourteen across is 'devotion' again"), and a table of tourists from Delhi who looked: delighted by the local: colour.

"Stop kissing in my: café," Kavita Aunty said.

"It's our: café," Mohit said. "We: work here."

"You work here: weekends. This is: Wednesday."

"I'm here for the pumpkin spice latte. The: blob latte."

"It's latte art!" Gauri shouted from the loft.

"It's a: blob, Gauri. A beautiful: blob."

 * 

The flat had: changed too.

The spare room was: Mohit's room. Officially. Gupta ji had fixed the pipe — in March, five months after the: burst, because Gupta ji operated on a timeline that was: Gupta ji's and nobody: else's. The flat on Mall Road was: available. Mohit had not: moved back.

"The pipe is: fixed," Gupta ji had announced in March.

"Great," Mohit had said. "I'm: staying."

"Staying: where?"

"Here. With: Tanvi."

"But the: pipe—"

"The pipe was an: excuse, Gupta ji. A very wet, very: expensive excuse. But: an excuse."

The spare room was now: Mohit's room with Mohit's things — the gymnastics trophies from Patiala on the shelf, the coaching manuals next to Tanvi's recipe book on the kitchen shelf, and Diya's photograph on the desk where it had been since: day one. Diya's photograph, watching over a room that had become: permanent. A room in a flat that had become: a home.

The bathroom schedule was: still on the fridge. 6 to 6:30: Tanvi. 6:30 to 7: Mohit. Some structures were: sacred.

The kitchen labels were: still there. TK in green. The red DANGER labels on the wheat flour and regular milk that Mohit kept on the bottom shelf. The protocol: maintained. Because the disease had not: left. The IBS flared. The celiac flared. The body still waged its: war. But the war was: managed. By: two people instead of: one.

Mohit had learned: every recipe. The almond flour barfi. The coconut ladoo. The til chikki. The pumpkin halwa that Kavita Aunty made at the café and that Mohit had reverse-engineered through: three failed attempts and one: fire alarm. He had learned the ORS ratio (he had always known it). He had learned the flare-up protocol — the heating pad, the electrolytes, the white noise app, the sitting-on-the-floor-until-it-passed. He had learned that love was: not the absence of: difficulty. Love was: the presence of: someone during the: difficulty.

 * 

Diwali. Again. October.

The verandah. The diyas — twenty-four this year. One for each year of Diya's life. Because Diya was: growing, even in: absence. Growing in the count of diyas, in the: remembrance, in the way that Mohit and Tanvi said her name — not with the hushed reverence that people reserved for the: dead, but with the: casual intimacy of the: living. "Diya would have loved this latte." "Diya would have hated that raider." "Diya would have: laughed."

Nani came for Diwali dinner. In a taxi from the upper road — because Nani did not walk at night anymore, a concession to her eighty-three years that she made: grudgingly. She brought: a scarf. Knitted. For Tanvi. Purple, because Nani had decided that Tanvi's colour was: purple, and Nani's decisions about colour were: final.

"For the girl who makes my grandson: human," Nani said.

"Nani, I was: human before."

"You were: a tiger in a: costume. Now you're: human. There's a: difference."

Maa came from Ambala. Papa. Priti and Karan. The flat that was: too small for two people was: absurdly small for seven, but Indians had: never let square footage determine: gathering size. They sat on the floor. They sat on the Nilkamal chairs. Papa sat on an upturned bucket that Mohit had: provided with the specific confidence of a man who believed that any surface was: a seat.

The sweets were: Mohit's. The almond flour barfi. The coconut ladoo. The til chikki. Made from Maa's recipes, in Tanvi's kitchen, with ingredients from: Solan. Maa tasted the barfi. Her face: changed. Not surprise — recognition. The recognition of a mother tasting her own recipe in someone else's: hands.

"He got the: cardamom right," Maa whispered to Tanvi.

"He drove to Solan for the: cardamom, Maa."

"I know. He called me. He calls me: every week."

"He calls you every: week?"

"Beta, your Mohit has been calling me every week since: October. He asks about recipes. He asks about your: health. He asks what you liked to eat when you were: small, before the: diagnosis. He is: building a map. Of: you. So he can: navigate."

The sentence. Maa's sentence. In the kitchen, with the jaggery smell and the cardamom and the: family filling every square foot of a flat that was: too small and: exactly right.

I looked at Mohit. On the verandah. With Nani and Papa and Karan, who were: discussing cricket with the specific intensity of Indian men who believed that cricket opinions were: a form of: worship. Mohit was: laughing. Not performing. Not the grin. The: laugh. The laugh of a man who was: home.

I went to the verandah. Sat on the arm of his Nilkamal chair. His hand found: mine. The hand that had done backflips and cartwheels and mixed ORS and made: barfi. The hand that: held.

Below the verandah, Kasauli was: lit. Every house, every shop, every road from Cart Road to the upper ridge. The serial lights and the: diyas. The twenty-four flames on our railing, the twenty-fourth for Diya, who would have been: twenty-four, who would have been: here, who was: here, in the flames, in the: light, in the way Mohit's hand held: mine.

"Happy Diwali, Tanvi," he said.

"Happy Diwali, Mohit."

The pumpkin spice latte was: cooling on the railing. The blob art was: dissolving. The Shivalik hills were: invisible in the dark and: present in the everything.

And the flat that had been: too small for one person was: exactly the right size for: two people who had taken eighteen years to figure out that they were: home.
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