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Chapter 1: The House on Tongi Pahar 

The cold of the floor tiles was the first thing she knew each morning.

Indira Barua's feet found the familiar unevenness of the verandah — the small crack running diagonally through the third tile from the door, the one Dipali had been telling Arup about for two monsoon seasons now. The air at this hour belonged to October: post-monsoon clarity, a coolness that would burn off by ten but for now held the world sharp and still. Mist pooled in the valley below like a second sea, grey-white and depthless, swallowing the tea bushes right up to the factory chimneys that poked through, islands in cloud.

She lit her first cigarette of the day.

This was a secret. Not a large one — Arup knew she smoked occasionally, had known since their Delhi days when she'd picked it up behind the university library with the other literature students. But he didn't know about these mornings. The cigarette at dawn, alone on the verandah, while the bungalow slept and the estate below was still a proposition rather than a reality. She cupped her hand around the lighter, inhaled, and the smoke mixed with the mist until she couldn't tell the difference.

Below her, the Barpathar Tea Estate was beginning its day. The factory whistle wouldn't sound for another hour, but lights were already on in the workers' colony — small yellow squares scattered across the dark green. She could make out the roof of the withering shed, the long whitewashed factory building, the darker line of the Barpathar River along the eastern boundary. Beyond it all, the Barail range rose blue-grey, a wall between this valley and the next, between Assam and the wilder hills she'd grown up looking at from the other side.

She could see everything from here. That was the point of Tongi Pahar, Watch Hill. The British planter who'd built the bungalow in 1922 had chosen this rise for exactly that reason: to observe the estate unfolding below like a map. Indira had been looking at this view for twenty-two years, and it had never been the same twice. The mist changed it. The season changed it. Today, in October's rinsed light, the tea bushes looked almost polished, row after row of dark glossy green marching down the slopes in curves that followed the land's own logic.

She finished the cigarette, stubbed it against the verandah railing, and tucked the butt into the small brass dish she kept hidden behind a potted fern. Dipali probably knew. Dipali knew everything that happened in this house.

The verandah wrapped around three sides of the bungalow — a deep, shaded space with wrought iron balustrades painted the same forest green as the tin roof. Teak shutters, still closed, lined the bedroom windows. The house had been built for a different kind of life: planters' parties, gin at noon, memsahibs who never walked anywhere. Indira had kept the bones but changed the skin. The furniture was mostly from Shillong — her mother's side, Khasi craftwork in cane and bamboo mixed with the heavier colonial pieces Arup had inherited. On the walls: a photograph of her parents on their wedding day (her mother in a jainsem, her father in Assamese silk), a framed copy of Tagore's handwriting from a manuscript auction Arup had surprised her with years ago, and a painting Rishi had done at age ten of the view from this verandah — charmingly inaccurate, the hills too steep, the sky too purple.

The house stirred behind her.

Dipali emerged first, as she had every morning for twelve years. The cook moved through the kitchen with a quiet that came from decades of waking before the family, her feet calloused enough that the tiles made no sound. Indira heard the hiss of the gas stove, the clank of the pressure cooker being filled. Tea would come soon — proper Assam tea, the estate's own, brewed dark and sweet with cardamom.

"Madam."

Dipali appeared at the verandah door, holding a tray with two cups. She was forty-five, broad-hipped, her hair greying at the temples but her face still smooth. She ran the bungalow kitchen with a quiet authority that Indira had learned to trust completely.

"Sahib is awake."

Indira took her cup. "He slept in the study again."

It wasn't a question. Dipali's silence was confirmation.

Arup had been working late on auction reports. The Guwahati sale was coming up, and the CTC prices had been fluctuating — something about Kenyan production affecting global supply. He'd explained it to Indira over dinner last week, his voice carrying that familiar mix of anxiety and excitement that only the tea market could produce. She'd listened, asked the right questions, and watched his hands move through the air as he talked. Her husband's hands were good hands — strong from years of testing soil by feel, nicked with small scars from pruning shears and factory machinery. She knew every line on those hands. She'd held them for twenty-five years.

But she'd slept alone again, and the bed had been large enough to fit three of her.

"Shall I wake him properly?" Dipali asked.

"No, let him sleep another hour. The market won't go anywhere."

Indira took her tea and walked to the edge of the verandah. The mist was thinning now, the tea bushes emerging in patches. She could see the first workers moving along the estate roads — small figures in dark clothes, some with bicycles, most on foot. The factory chimney coughed a single puff of smoke, then steadied.

She thought, as she often did at this hour, about the poem she'd started writing the week they moved here.

It had been about mist. About how it erased the boundaries between things — between the estate and the hills, between the sky and the earth, between the woman she'd been in Delhi and the planter's wife she was becoming. She'd written three stanzas in a notebook with a green cover, and then Rishi had been born, and the notebook had gone into a drawer, and she'd never finished the poem.

She still had the notebook. It was in the almirah in the dressing room, behind her winter shawls. She hadn't looked at it in years.

"Madam."

Lakhi this time — the younger housemaid, nineteen, from a village near the estate's southern boundary. She was holding Indira's phone.

"Rishi-babu is calling."

Indira took the phone, and the screen lit up with her son's face — the photo she'd set for his contact, taken last year at his graduation, grinning in his robe and cap against a background of Indiana brick buildings.

"Baba."

"Ma!" His voice was too loud, as always, filled with the American enthusiasm he'd picked up somewhere in his second year. "You're awake. I calculated the time right for once."

"You calculated nothing. You just called and hoped."

"That's also a form of calculation." She could hear footsteps in the background, the sound of a door closing. "Is Papa there? I have news."

Indira leaned against the verandah railing. "He's sleeping. Tell me first."

"I got the assistantship. The full one. Purdue's covering my research funding for the next two years."

She closed her eyes. Pride was a physical sensation — a warmth in her chest, a loosening in her throat. "Baba. That's wonderful."

"I know!" His laugh was pure delight. "I mean, I was hoping, but you know how competitive these agriculture economics positions are, and Professor Hendricks has been really supportive but there were like forty applicants for three positions, and — "

"Breathe, Rishi."

He breathed. She could picture him perfectly: the small apartment near campus that he shared with another Indian student, the posters on his wall (a mix of Bob Dylan and Assamese film actors), the perpetually unmade bed. Her son was twenty-four years old. He had her mother's cheekbones and Arup's square jaw. He was doing a PhD in agricultural economics because he wanted to modernize the tea industry, and he'd told her once, on a video call late at night, that he felt guilty being so far away while his father did all the work alone.

"Ma? Are you still there?"

"I'm here. Your father will be so proud."

"Tell him when he wakes up. I'll call again tonight — morning for you, I mean. Tomorrow morning. This is confusing."

"You're an economist. You can handle time zones."

He laughed again, and then he was gone, and the phone went dark, and Indira was alone on the verandah with the mist clearing and the tea cooling in her cup.

She thought about calling Anu. Her daughter was in Toronto, three years younger than Rishi, studying environmental sciences with a focus on sustainable agriculture. Anu was the one who argued with Arup about organic conversion and pesticide runoff. She'd told Indira last month, in a voice that sounded more Canadian than Assamese now, that she was dating a boy named Dylan. "He's very nice, Ma. Very... earnest." Indira had asked what earnest meant in this context. Anu had said, "He recycles. Sincerely."

The children were fine. The children were thriving. The children were building their lives on the other side of the world, and this was what Indira had wanted for them — what she and Arup had worked for, saved for, planned for. The house on Tongi Pahar, the estate, the tea, the years of careful management — all of it had been for this. For Rishi to call from Indiana with a research assistantship. For Anu to date earnest Canadian boys who recycled.

So why did the house feel so empty?

She didn't ask the question aloud. She didn't even form it clearly in her mind. Instead, she finished her tea and went inside to wake her husband.

Arup was exactly where she'd left him last night: slumped in the leather armchair in his study, auction reports spread across the desk, a half-empty cup of cold tea beside his left elbow. He snored softly, his reading glasses still perched on his nose. Indira removed them gently, folded them, placed them on the desk.

"Arup."

He stirred, blinked, focused on her face. "What time?"

"Almost seven."

"Seven." He sat up, groaning. "I was going to come to bed. I was just going to finish the October estimates, and then — "

"You fell asleep in the chair. As you do twice a week."

He rubbed his face. At fifty-four, Arup Barua was still a handsome man — the square jaw, the thick eyebrows, the hair that had greyed at the temples but remained stubbornly black everywhere else. He looked like what he was: third-generation tea, a man who'd grown up on estates, who understood soil and rainfall and the particular quality of light that made Assam tea leaves flush with the right oils. His grandfather had come from Sylhet when it was still part of undivided India, had started as a clerk and worked his way up to managing estates. His father had owned two gardens in Upper Assam. Arup had bought Barpathar twenty-two years ago, when it was struggling and undervalued and everyone told him he was making a mistake. He'd rebuilt the factory, replanted the older sections, converted half the estate to organic before organic was fashionable.

He was a good man. She reminded herself of this often.

"There's tea," she said. "And Rishi called."

Arup's face changed — the exhaustion replaced by alertness. "Is everything all right?"

"He got the assistantship. Full research funding."

"Ah." The smile broke across his face, wide and unguarded. "Ah, my boy." He stood, pulled Indira into a hug that smelled of paper and sleep and the faint cologne he'd applied yesterday morning. "He did it. I knew he'd do it."

"He wants you to call him back."

"I will. After I've showered. After I'm human." He held her at arm's length, looking at her face with an attention that was rare and fleeting. "You look tired."

"I'm fine."

"You should sleep more. You're always up before everyone."

"Someone has to be."

He kissed her forehead — a brief, absent gesture — and headed toward the bathroom. She heard the shower start, the pipes groaning in the old colonial way they always did when hot water ran through them. She stood in his study for a moment, looking at the papers on his desk: columns of numbers, rainfall charts, a letter from the Tea Board of India. Her husband's world, documented in spreadsheets and correspondence. A world she understood but didn't inhabit.

She went to the kitchen.

Breakfast was the usual negotiation. Arup ate quickly, standing at the kitchen counter, scrolling through his phone while Dipali put parathas on his plate that he barely noticed. Indira sat at the small table by the window, eating more slowly, watching the day brighten outside.

"I need to go to Silchar this afternoon," Arup said, not looking up from his phone. "Meeting with the exporter. He's trying to renegotiate the shipping terms on the orthodox lot."

"How long?"

"Back by dinner. Maybe late." He drained his tea. "Are you all right for the day?"

It was a polite question, not a real one. She gave the polite answer. "I'll manage. Meghali called — she wants to have lunch next week."

"That's nice. You should go."

He kissed her cheek, grabbed his briefcase, and was gone — down the verandah steps toward the garage, where Dhaneswar would be waiting with the car. She heard the engine start, the crunch of tires on gravel, the sound fading down the hill.

The bungalow settled into its daytime rhythm. Dipali began prep for lunch. Lakhi started on the bedrooms. The estate outside was fully visible now, the mist burned away completely, the tea bushes a vivid green under the climbing sun.

Indira walked through the garden.

The garden at Tongi Pahar was her doing. When they'd moved here, the grounds had been bare — a few scrappy rose bushes, a dead mango tree, nothing else. Over twenty-two years, she'd planted: bougainvillea in cascades of magenta and orange along the boundary wall, jasmine near the verandah so the evening air would carry the scent, a line of tea bushes as ornamentals along the path to the garage. The mango tree had been replaced — twice. The second one had taken, and now it was a proper tree, broad and shady, with fruit that ripened in May.

She walked past the mango tree, past the bougainvillea, to the edge of the garden where the land dropped away. The tea bushes began here, row after row, sweeping down the hill in curves that followed the contours of the slope. From this angle, she could see the factory in full profile — the withering shed with its open sides, the long main building, the sorting room at the far end. Workers moved around the entrance. A tractor rumbled along the estate road, its trailer loaded with sacks of green leaf.

She had walked these gardens countless times. In the early years, with Rishi in a sling on her back. Later, with Anu toddling beside her, picking tea leaves and putting them in her pockets. She'd known every section by name — the old Chinese section, the new clonal plot, the slope that got too much sun in the afternoon and needed extra irrigation. But in the last few years, she'd stopped walking the estate proper. It was Arup's domain now. She'd retreated to the garden, to the verandah, to the house on top of the hill.

The same view every day. The same routine. The same woman.

She thought about the poem in the green notebook. Three stanzas about mist, unfinished. She'd been twenty-six years old when she wrote them. She was forty-eight now.

The math was simple and unbearable.

At lunch, Indira ate alone.

Dipali had made fish curry with bamboo shoot, a Khasi recipe she'd learned from Indira's mother years ago. Indira ate it at the dining table, the large teak table that could seat twelve, looking down its empty length at the French windows and the view beyond.

This is what the house was now: a beautiful container for absence. The children's rooms upstairs, untouched since their last visit. The guest rooms, made up for guests who came less often than they used to. The living room with its cane furniture and its photographs of a family that was scattered across the world.

She washed her plate in the kitchen — a habit Dipali disapproved of, madam should not be washing dishes — and then walked back to the verandah.

The afternoon was bright and still. The factory whistle sounded for the lunch break. She watched the workers stream out of the buildings, small figures settling under trees with their tiffin boxes. The tea bushes shimmered in the sun, row after row, curve after curve.

She felt, suddenly and acutely, the desire to be somewhere else. Not permanently. Not dramatically. Just... not here. Not on this verandah. Not looking at this view.

She went inside and found her phone. Meghali had sent a message: Lunch next Tuesday? I have gossip about the Choudhury-Chatterjee wedding.

Indira typed a reply: I'll be there.

Then she put the phone down and stood in the living room, surrounded by furniture her mother had chosen and photographs of children who no longer lived here, and she felt the house settle around her like a second skin — comfortable, familiar, and slightly too tight.

At five o'clock, the factory whistle blew again. End of shift. She watched from the verandah as the workers began the long walk back to the colony. Lights came on in the small houses scattered across the lower slopes. The tea bushes darkened from green to near-black as the sun dropped behind the Barail range.

Arup called to say he'd be late. The exporter was being difficult. She said she'd save him dinner.

She ate alone again, at one corner of the large table, with a book propped open that she wasn't really reading.

At nine, Arup returned. He was tired, defeated by the exporter, carrying the day's frustrations in the set of his shoulders. She listened to his account of the meeting, asked the right questions, poured him a whiskey. He drank it on the verandah, looking out at the lights of the estate.

"We should do something," he said. "Go somewhere. Just the two of us."

"Where would we go?"

"I don't know. Shillong? Your mother's old house is still there."

"That was sold years ago."

"A holiday, then. Somewhere. After the auction."

"That would be nice."

He put his arm around her. She leaned into him, and the warmth of his body was real and familiar and not enough.

They went to bed. Arup fell asleep within minutes, his breathing settling into the rhythm she'd known for twenty-five years. Indira lay awake in the dark, listening to the night sounds of the estate — the distant bark of a dog, the insect chorus, the soft creak of the old house cooling.

She thought about the mist in the morning. She thought about the notebook behind her winter shawls. She thought about the way the tea bushes looked from the verandah — rows of green marching down the hills, orderly and contained and nothing like the wild hills of her childhood.

She didn't sleep for a long time.

When she finally did, she dreamed of the waterfall. She'd never seen it — she'd only heard workers mention it, a stream that fell over rocks at the northern edge of the estate near the wildlife sanctuary boundary. In her dream, she was walking toward it through the tea bushes, and the sound of water was getting louder, and someone was waiting for her there — someone she couldn't see, someone whose face was hidden by the spray.

She woke before dawn, before the mist, before the cigarettes that she didn't tell her husband about.

The cold floor tiles met her feet.

The day began again.

Chapter 2: The Season of Clear Light 

Dipali's knife moved through the fish with the precision of a woman who had done this since she was nine years old. 

The kitchen at Tongi Pahar was a long room at the back of the bungalow, built in the 1950s addition that had tried and failed to modernize the colonial bones. The walls were tiled in a pale green that had been fashionable once. The stove ran on gas cylinders that had to be trucked up from Silchar. A window above the washbasin looked out at the kitchen garden — coriander, chillies, a stubborn curry leaf tree that Dipali had been coaxing along for years. The room smelled of mustard oil, turmeric, and the particular sweetness of fresh fish from the Silchar market. 

Lakhi sat on a low stool by the door, peeling garlic. Her fingers were small and quick. She was nineteen and had been working at the bungalow for three years, ever since her mother — a tea plucker in the eastern section — had asked the burra sahib if there was work for a girl who was bright but had no prospects beyond the plucking sheds. Arup had agreed, and Lakhi had arrived with a single change of clothes and a terror of the big house that had taken six months to fade. 

"He was there again," Lakhi said now, not looking up from the garlic. 

Dipali didn't ask who. She scraped the fish scales into a pile. "Where?" 

"Near the seed bari. I saw him when I went to fetch the vegetables this morning." 

"And?" 

"And nothing. He was just standing there. Looking up at the house." 

Dipali rinsed her hands in the basin. "The young ones are always looking at something. It doesn't mean anything." 

Lakhi's silence was not agreement. It was the silence of a girl who had grown up in the workers' colony and knew exactly what it meant when a young man stood in one place for too long, looking up. 

"Did he speak to you?" Dipali asked. 

"No. But he moved away when he saw me watching." 

"Then it's nothing." 

But Dipali's hands were slower on the fish now, and her eyes had the distant look they got when she was thinking about something she wouldn't say aloud. 

The morning of the lunch, Indira woke to a house already in motion. 

Lakhi was polishing the dining table — the long teak piece that could seat twelve but rarely held more than two these days. Dipali had been in the kitchen since six, and the smells drifting through the bungalow were layered and complex: the sharpness of mustard oil heating, the sweetness of onions caramelizing, the earthy depth of cumin and coriander and the special garam masala she made herself from her mother's recipe. Arup had eaten breakfast standing up, as he always did, and had left for the factory with a reminder that the Choudhurys were coming at one. 

"They're friends," Indira had said. "You don't need to remind me." 

"I wasn't reminding you. I was reminding myself." He'd kissed her forehead — the brief, absent gesture that had become their primary form of physical contact — and disappeared down the verandah steps. 

Now it was eleven o'clock. Indira stood in the living room, surveying the arrangement. Fresh flowers on the side table — marigolds and tuberoses from the garden. The good china laid out on the dining table. The drinks tray positioned on the verandah: gin, vermouth, a bottle of the single malt Ranjan favored, fresh limes, a bucket of ice that Lakhi would fill at the last minute. 

The house looked beautiful. It always did when guests were coming. Indira arranged things beautifully — she knew this about herself, had known it since her mother had taught her to host in Shillong, where the Khasi side of the family gathered in large numbers and expected a table that was as pleasing to the eye as to the palate. She could make a room feel welcoming without seeming to try. She could put people at ease with a gesture, a question, a laugh at the right moment. 

It was a skill. It was also a performance. And today, for Meghali and Ranjan, she would perform it flawlessly. 

The Choudhurys arrived at exactly one o'clock. 

Meghali emerged from the car first, a blur of silk and silver jewelry and the particular energy she carried everywhere — a brightness that was not quite restlessness but bordered on it. She was forty-six, two years younger than Indira, and looked her age in the best possible way: a face that had laughed often, eyes that missed nothing, grey threaded through her black hair that she refused to dye. Her husband Ranjan followed at a more measured pace — a tall man with a gentle stoop, a tea planter like Arup but less consumed by it, more amused. 

"Darling," Meghali said, embracing Indira on the verandah steps. "You look well. Too well. Are you using something? A cream? A new diet?" 

"The cream is called my mother's genetics. You can't buy it." 

"Infuriating. Ranjan, tell her she's infuriating." 

"Indira, you look lovely as always." Ranjan kissed her cheek with the easy affection of someone who had known her for two decades. "Where's Arup? I have a bone to pick with him about the organic certification paperwork." 

"In his study. He's been waiting to talk to you about exactly that." 

The men disappeared into the cool dim of the house. Indira led Meghali to the verandah, where Lakhi had set out the drinks tray exactly as instructed. 

The view from Tongi Pahar at midday was different from the mist-shrouded dawn Indira knew so well. The tea bushes were a vivid, almost artificial green under the high sun. The factory buildings below looked white and orderly. The Barail range in the distance had lost its blue haze and become a solid wall of forest, dark green and impenetrable. The sky was the pale, rinsed blue of post-monsoon October — the season of clear light, Arup called it, the time when you could see every detail of the landscape as if the air had been polished. 

"What a view," Meghali said, settling into a wicker chair. "Every time I come here, I forget. Our bungalow is practically in a hole compared to this." 

"Your bungalow has a river view." 

"A river view and a mosquito problem. Not the same." 

Indira poured gin and tonics — heavy on the lime, the way Meghali liked them. The ice clinked against the glasses. The afternoon stretched ahead of them, golden and unhurried. 

"So," Meghali said, after the first sip. "Tell me everything." 

"What everything?" 

"Everything you didn't tell me on the phone. The children. Arup. The estate. Your life." 

"My life is the same as it was last week. And the week before." 

"That's not an answer." 

Indira took a drink. The gin was cold and sharp. "Rishi got his assistantship. Full funding for the next two years." 

Meghali's face lit up. "That's wonderful! Why didn't you text me?" 

"I'm telling you now." 

"Anu?" 

"Dating a Canadian boy. Earnest. Recycles." 

Meghali laughed. "They all recycle now. It's the currency of the young." She set her glass down and leaned forward, her expression shifting — the brightness still there, but something more focused beneath it. "And you? How are you really?" 

The question was casual. It was not casual at all. 

"I'm fine," Indira said. "The season's been busy. Post-monsoon is always — " 

"No, I mean you. Not the estate. Not the children. Not Arup. You." 

Indira looked at the view. The tea bushes shimmered in the sun. The factory whistle would blow in an hour for the lunch break. She had known Meghali for twenty years — they had raised their children together, survived dinner parties and tea auctions and the particular loneliness of being married to men who loved their work more than anything, even their wives. Meghali was the closest thing Indira had to a sister. And still, when faced with a direct question about her own interior life, Indira's instinct was to deflect. 

"You know," she said. "The same. The house is quiet. With the children gone, it's..." 

"Quiet," Meghali finished. 

"I already said that." 

"You said it twice. It must be very quiet indeed." 

Indira looked at her friend. Meghali's eyes were dark and steady. She was not going to let this go. 

"Sometimes," Indira said carefully, "I wonder what I'm supposed to do now. Rishi and Anu are grown. They have their own lives. Arup has the estate. And I have..." She gestured vaguely at the house, the garden, the view. "This." 

"This is a lot to have." 

"It is. I know it is." She did know. She was not ungrateful. She was not blind to her own privilege — the beautiful house, the successful husband, the healthy children, the life that half the women in the valley would trade theirs for in a heartbeat. "But sometimes I feel like I'm waiting for something. And I don't know what it is." 

Meghali was quiet for a moment. Then she said, "I felt that. When our youngest left for Bangalore. For six months, I walked around the bungalow like a ghost. Ranjan didn't notice. Men don't notice these things until you're actually crying at the dinner table, and even then they think it's the onions." 

"Was it the onions?" 

"It was never the onions." Meghali lifted her glass. "You should come to Silchar more. There's a new café near the market — proper espresso, not the instant stuff. We could go. Get out of these hills for a day." 

"That would be nice." 

"I mean it. Don't just say it's nice and then not do it." 

"I'll do it." 

Meghali gave her a look that said she'd believe it when it happened. But she let the subject drop, and they talked instead about the Choudhury-Chatterjee wedding — a sprawling affair involving a family from Cachar and another from upper Assam, a bride who'd changed her mind twice about the venue, and a caterer who'd threatened to quit three days before the ceremony. 

By the time the men emerged for lunch, Indira was laughing. The sound surprised her. It felt like a muscle she'd forgotten to exercise. 

Lunch was served on the verandah. 

Dipali had outdone herself: a spread of Assamese dishes and a few Khasi recipes she'd learned from Indira's mother — fish in bamboo shoot, duck with ash gourd, a dal with the smoky depth of fire-roasted tomatoes, fresh chutneys, rice that steamed in the afternoon air. The conversation moved through the familiar channels: tea prices (down), the organic certification (delayed), the labor situation (stable for now), the children (thriving, all of them, scattered across the globe like seeds). 

"When was the last time Rishi and Anu were both home together?" Ranjan asked. 

"Christmas," Indira said. "But it was brief. They had to get back for the new semester." 

"Ours are the same. They come for two weeks and then they're gone, and the house feels emptier than before they came." 

Arup nodded. "The price of good education." 

"The price of successful children," Meghali corrected. "You raise them to leave. If they don't leave, you worry. If they leave, you miss them. There's no winning." 

They ate. They drank. The afternoon light shifted from gold to amber as the sun dropped toward the Barails. The conversation turned to the estate's northern boundary — there'd been reports of a leopard, Arup said, coming down from the wildlife sanctuary. He'd told the workers to carry pepper spray on the remoter paths. 

"A leopard?" Meghali's eyebrows rose. "Should we be worried?" 

"Not if you stay near the main roads. The animal's more interested in the deer than in people. But the workers in the northern sections are nervous." 

Indira thought about the workers walking the remote paths, alone, with nothing but a stick or a can of spray. She thought about the northern boundary, where the estate rose toward the Barail sanctuary and the waterfall she'd dreamed about. She'd never been there. She'd never asked. 

The conversation drifted. The shadows lengthened. Lakhi cleared the plates, and Dipali brought out small bowls of payas — the rice pudding thick with cardamom and studded with slivers of almond. 

Meghali caught Indira's eye across the table and raised an eyebrow. The gesture meant: We'll talk more later. Don't think I've forgotten. 

Indira smiled, a little ruefully, and looked away. 

The Choudhurys left at dusk. 

The goodbyes were warm and protracted — the way goodbyes always were between old friends who saw each other often enough to take it for granted but rarely enough to make each farewell matter. Meghali hugged Indira on the verandah steps. 

"Café in Silchar," she said. "Next week. I'll call you." 

"I'll answer." 

"You'd better." 

The car crunched down the gravel drive. The taillights disappeared around the curve of the hill. Indira stood on the verandah, watching the space where the car had been, until Arup came up behind her. 

"That was good," he said. "We should have them over more often." 

"Yes." 

"The food was excellent. Dipali really is — " 

"The best cook in the district. I know." 

He put his hand on her shoulder. "You're quiet." 

"I'm always quiet after guests leave. It takes energy, hosting." 

"You make it look effortless." 

"That's the trick." 

He kissed the top of her head, and the gesture was so like the one from this morning — brief, affectionate, shallow — that she felt an unexpected surge of irritation. She suppressed it. He hadn't done anything wrong. He was a good husband who kissed his wife's head after a pleasant lunch with friends. The problem was not the kiss. The problem was not Arup. The problem was something inside her that she couldn't name and didn't want to examine. 

"I have some paperwork to finish," he said. 

"I'll be in soon." 

He went inside. She stayed on the verandah. 

The estate below was settling into its evening rhythm. The factory whistle had blown an hour ago. The workers' colony lights were coming on, scattered yellow squares in the gathering dark. The tea bushes had lost their vivid green and become a dark carpet, almost black where the shadows pooled. Above the Barails, the sky was doing what it always did in October at this hour — fading from orange to rose to a deep, bruised purple that would soon be full night. 

She lit a cigarette. The smoke rose into the cooling air. 

This was the hour she loved most and feared most in equal measure. The hour when the performance of the day was over, and the house was quiet, and there was nothing to do but sit with herself. Some women would have filled the silence with television or phone calls or a book. Indira had tried all of those things. But the silence always returned, and she always ended up here, on the verandah, looking at a view she'd been looking at for twenty-two years and wondering when it had stopped feeling like enough. 

She didn't know when it had stopped. She only knew that it had. 

The last light faded. The workers' colony lights became the only lights in the valley. Indira stubbed out her cigarette, tucked the butt into the brass dish behind the fern, and went inside. 

Arup was in his study. She could hear the rustle of papers, the occasional tap of his pen against the desk. She didn't disturb him. She went to their bedroom, changed into her night sari, and lay down on the side of the bed that had been hers for twenty-two years. 

The mattress on his side was untouched. It would be untouched for hours, until he finished his paperwork and crept in, careful not to wake her. She would pretend to be asleep. He would pretend not to know she was pretending. 

In the morning, the mist would come. The floor tiles would be cold. She would light her cigarette and watch the tea bushes emerge from the grey, and the day would begin again, and nothing would have changed. 

She closed her eyes. 

That night, she dreamed of the waterfall again. The same dream as before, but sharper this time — the sound of water louder, the spray cool on her face. And someone was there, in the trees beyond the falling water, watching her with eyes she couldn't see but knew were there. 

She woke at four, heart beating too fast, the dream already fading. 

She didn't sleep again. 

Chapter 3: The Factory Below 

The withering troughs had arrived from Coimbatore in three flatbed trucks that had struggled up the estate roads for the better part of a day. Arup had been talking about them for months — longer troughs, better airflow, more even withering of the plucked leaf — and now they were here, installed in the long shed on the factory's eastern side, and he wanted Indira to see them. 

"They're just troughs," she said at breakfast. 

"They're not just troughs. They're the reason our orthodox production quality is going to improve by fifteen percent this year." 

"You don't know that." 

"I know it. I can feel it." He was already standing, already reaching for his briefcase, the paratha on his plate half-eaten. "Come down after lunch. I'll show you everything. You haven't seen the factory in years." 

She hadn't. The factory was Arup's domain — his machinery, his processes, his workers, his endless spreadsheets about oxidation times and leaf grades and moisture content. She'd visited occasionally in the early years, when Rishi was small and fascinated by the big machines, but in the last decade she'd had no reason to go. The tea appeared in her cup each morning. That was her relationship with the factory: consumption, not production. 

But Arup's enthusiasm was genuine, and she'd woken that morning with a restlessness that needed somewhere to go. 

"I'll come," she said. 

He kissed her forehead and was gone. 

The walk down to the factory took fifteen minutes. 

The estate road wound through the tea bushes, switching back twice before straightening into the wide packed-earth approach that led to the factory gates. Workers moved past her in both directions — women with baskets of plucked leaf on their backs, men pushing handcarts loaded with sacks. They greeted her with the small nod that was customary, the acknowledgment of her position without the formality of words. She was the burra sahib's wife. She was also not someone they dealt with directly. Her presence on this road was unusual enough to draw glances. 

The factory compound was a cluster of buildings spread across two acres of packed earth and gravel. The main building was a long whitewashed structure with a corrugated tin roof, its walls stained in patches where monsoon rains had left their mark. To its left, the withering shed — an open-sided building with long troughs covered in wire mesh, where the freshly plucked leaves were spread to lose moisture. To the right, the sorting room and the packaging shed. Behind it all, the chimney rose sixty feet into the clear October sky, a thin line of smoke trailing from its top. 

The smell hit her first. Tea in the cup was fragrant, delicate. Tea in the factory was something else entirely — an overwhelming assault of vegetal sweetness, a green-ness so intense it felt like a physical presence. Underneath it, the metallic tang of machinery, the earthy smell of jute sacks, the faint sharpness of diesel from the generator. 

Arup met her at the gates. He'd removed his jacket and rolled up his sleeves. There was a smear of something dark on his forearm. 

"You look like a man who's been working," she said. 

"I have been working. I helped uncrate the new troughs myself." He said this with a boyish pride that reminded her of Rishi at twelve, showing her a science project. "Come. I want you to see the withering shed first." 

The withering shed was a cathedral of green. 

The new troughs stretched the length of the building — long mesh-covered channels with fans underneath, each one holding a carpet of freshly plucked leaves. The leaves were still bright, still alive, their edges just beginning to curl as the moisture evaporated. Workers moved along the troughs, turning the leaves by hand with a rhythm that was almost hypnotic. The air was thick with the smell of bruised vegetation, sweet and sharp at the same time. 

"The old troughs were too shallow," Arup said, his voice rising over the hum of the fans. "The leaf at the bottom would stay damp while the top dried out. Uneven withering means uneven oxidation. These new ones are deeper, and the airflow is — " 

"Arup." She put her hand on his arm. "I believe you. They're excellent troughs." 

He laughed, a little embarrassed. "I'm boring you." 

"You're not. I just don't need the technical details to appreciate them." 

They moved through the withering shed into the main factory building. This was where the real transformation happened — the rolling machines that crushed the withered leaves to release their juices, the oxidation room where the leaves darkened and developed their flavor, the drying machines that blasted hot air to stop the process at exactly the right moment. The noise was overwhelming: the grinding of rollers, the roar of the dryer, the clatter of the sorting machines at the far end. Workers shouted to each other over the din. The floor vibrated under their feet. 

Indira stayed close to Arup as he led her through, pointing out this machine and that, explaining processes she only half-heard. She was watching the workers. Most of them were men — young and old, some in the estate's khaki uniform, others in lungis and vests. They moved with the practiced efficiency of people who had done these tasks thousands of times. A few glanced at her as she passed, their expressions unreadable. 

And then, near the rolling machines, she saw him. 

He was young — early twenties, she guessed. Dark-skinned, lean, with the wiry build of someone who did physical work. He wore the standard khaki uniform, but his was cleaner than most, his sleeves rolled to the elbows. His hands were working one of the rolling machines, adjusting the pressure with small, precise movements. But his eyes were not on the machine. 

They were on her. 

It was a brief look. A moment. His eyes met hers, and in that moment, something flickered in his expression — not recognition, exactly, but an awareness that was more than the impersonal acknowledgment the other workers had given her. He was looking at her as if she were not just the owner's wife but something else. Something he was trying to understand. 

Then he looked away, back to his machine, and the moment was gone. 

Indira felt her face flush. It was nothing. A young worker, curious about a woman he didn't usually see on the factory floor. That was all. She was being foolish. 

But as she followed Arup to the next building, she found herself glancing back. The young man was still at his machine, his hands moving, his eyes on his work. He didn't look up again. 

Arup showed her the drying room, the sorting room, the packaging shed where the finished tea was packed into foil-lined sacks stamped with the Barpathar Estate logo. By the time they emerged into the afternoon sun, Indira's ears were ringing and her clothes smelled of tea dust and machinery. 

"Thank you," she said. "That was... impressive." 

"You're humoring me." 

"A little. But I am impressed. The scale of it. All of that, just for tea." 

"Forty thousand kilos a year. That's not 'just for tea.' That's the reason we have a house on a hill and children at foreign universities." 

She couldn't argue with that. 

Arup was waylaid by Hiren Gogoi, the estate manager, who needed to discuss something about the pruning schedule. Indira excused herself and began the walk back up the hill alone. 

The afternoon light was shifting. The clear gold of midday had softened into something mellower, the shadows lengthening across the estate roads. Indira walked slowly, not wanting to return to the empty bungalow, not wanting to sit on the verandah and watch the same view she'd watched that morning and the morning before and the morning before that. 

Instead of turning toward the bungalow, she took a path she'd never taken before. 

It led east, away from the factory, curving through a section of tea bushes she didn't recognize. The plants here were older — she could tell by the thickness of the trunks, the gnarled shapes of the branches. This must have been one of the original sections, planted decades before Arup bought the estate. The leaves were darker, glossier, the rows less regimented than the newer clonal plots. 

She walked for twenty minutes. The path narrowed, became less a road and more a track. The tea bushes crowded in on both sides. The sounds of the factory faded, replaced by bird calls — the liquid song of a magpie-robin, the distant tapping of a woodpecker. The air was cooler here, the shade deeper. 

She came to a small clearing where an old sal tree had fallen years ago, its trunk lying across the ground like a grey bridge. Someone had been here recently — there were fresh footprints in the earth, the remains of a small fire. A workers' resting spot, probably, during the plucking season. 

She sat on the fallen tree. 

The quiet was extraordinary. No factory hum. No car engines. No phone notifying her of messages from children who were asleep on the other side of the world. Just the birds, the rustle of leaves, the distant sound of water from somewhere in the trees. 

She thought about the young man in the factory. The way he'd looked at her. The flicker in his expression. 

She was imagining things. She was a forty-eight-year-old married woman, and a young worker had happened to glance at her on the factory floor, and she was turning it into something it wasn't because she was restless and bored and the house on the hill felt too big and too quiet. 

But she couldn't shake the feeling that the look had meant something. That he had seen her — not the burra sahib's wife, not the mother of grown children, but her. The woman she was when no one was watching. 

It was a ridiculous thought. She pushed it away. 

The light was fading. She should get back before Arup returned from the factory and wondered where she was. She stood, brushed the bark dust from her saree, and began the walk back. 

She passed through the workers' colony on the return route. 

It was a deliberate choice — the main road would have been faster, but something drew her toward the small houses clustered on the estate's western edge. The colony was a grid of narrow lanes lined with single-room huts, each with a small verandah, a cooking area out back, a few pots of herbs by the door. The roofs were tin, some painted, some rusted to a uniform orange. Goats wandered the lanes. Children played cricket with a plank of wood and a ball made of rags. 

The evening rituals were underway. Women cooked over open fires, the smell of dal and rice drifting through the lanes. Men sat on verandahs, smoking bidis and talking in low voices. Radios played Assamese film songs, tinny and nostalgic. A group of teenagers clustered around a phone, watching something on a small screen. 

Indira walked through, aware of the glances she attracted. The burra sahib's wife, on foot, in the workers' colony at dusk. It was unusual. It might even be inappropriate. But no one challenged her. No one asked what she was doing there. They nodded, the same small nod they'd given her on the factory road, and they went about their lives. 

And then, near the edge of the colony, she saw him again. 

The young man from the factory. He was sitting on the verandah of a small hut, his back against the wall, a phone in his hand. He'd changed out of the khaki uniform into a faded t-shirt and lungi. His feet were bare. A small kerosene lamp burned on the step beside him. 

He looked up as she passed. 

This time, the look was longer. His eyes held hers, and there was no deference in them — just that same quality of attention she'd noticed in the factory. Curiosity. Interest. As if she were a question he was trying to answer. 

She looked away first. 

She walked on, her heart beating faster than it should have been, her face warm. She didn't look back. She didn't need to. She could feel his eyes on her until she rounded the corner and the colony disappeared behind the curve of the hill. 

The bungalow was dark when she returned. Arup wasn't back yet. Dipali had left dinner covered in the kitchen, a note in her careful handwriting: Madam, I have gone to my quarters. Food is warm. Call if needed. 

Indira didn't call. She stood in the living room, in the dark, looking out at the estate lights scattered across the valley below. 

Somewhere down there, in one of those small tin-roofed huts, a young man was sitting on his verandah. He was probably thinking about his dinner, or the factory shift tomorrow, or the phone in his hand. He was probably not thinking about her at all. 

But he had looked at her. Twice. And both times, she had felt something shift — something small, something she couldn't name. 

She went to bed without eating. 

Arup came home late, crept in quietly, fell asleep beside her with his back turned and his breathing steady. She lay awake, listening to the night sounds — the insect chorus, the distant bark of a dog, the soft creak of the old house settling into its foundations. 

She thought about the path she'd taken through the old tea bushes. She thought about the fallen sal tree in the clearing. She thought about the factory cathedral of green, the roar of the machines, the young man's hands moving on the rollers, his eyes finding hers across the noise. 

None of it meant anything. She was sure of that. 

Almost. 

Chapter 4: The Falling Leaves 

The brief Assam winter arrived without announcement. 

One morning in early November, Indira stepped onto the verandah and the cold found her ankles first, then her wrists, then the bare skin of her neck above the shawl she'd thrown over her shoulders. The mist was thicker than it had been in October — not the pale, temporary haze that burned off by breakfast but a dense white wall that obscured everything below the bungalow. She couldn't see the factory. She couldn't see the tea bushes. The world ended at the edge of the garden. 

She lit her cigarette with fingers that were stiff from the cold. The smoke merged with the mist. 

Behind her, the house was quiet. Arup had left for Guwahati two days ago — the auction was next week, and there were buyers to meet, a dinner with the Tea Board representative, the kind of obligations he complained about but secretly enjoyed. He'd called last night to say he'd be gone another three days. His voice on the phone had been distracted, already somewhere else. 

"Are you all right?" he'd asked, the same question he always asked. 

"I'm fine," she'd said, the same answer she always gave. 

Now, alone on the verandah, she tried to remember the last time "I'm fine" had been true in the way Arup meant it. Not true as in I am functioning, the household is running, no one is ill. True as in I am content. I am where I want to be. This life is enough. 

She couldn't remember. Or didn't want to. 

The restlessness that had been a low hum in October became, in Arup's absence, something louder. 

Indira tried to fill the days. She reorganized the pantry with Dipali, cataloguing lentils and spices and the jars of pickles that had been accumulating for years. She spent an afternoon in the garden, pruning the bougainvillea with more aggression than was strictly necessary. She called Anu, who was busy with midterms and couldn't talk long. She called Rishi, who was also busy — something about a research symposium, a paper that needed to be submitted. Both conversations left her feeling emptier than before she'd made them. 

The children were fine. The children were thriving. The children didn't need her. 

On the third day of Arup's absence, she went walking. 

Not to the old section with the fallen sal tree — she'd told herself she wouldn't go back there without a reason, and there was no reason. Instead, she walked the estate roads that looped through the tea bushes, the ones the tractors used during harvest season. The morning mist had thinned to a low ceiling of grey cloud. The tea bushes on either side of the road were dusted with dew, each leaf holding a perfect droplet that caught the pale light. 

Workers passed her occasionally — plucking gangs moving through the sections, their baskets filling with the tender two-leaves-and-a-bud that made the best tea. They greeted her with the same small nods she'd received in the factory. She nodded back. She was the burra sahib's wife, walking where she had every right to walk. But she felt like an intruder in their world, a tourist in her own estate. 

After an hour, she found herself at the northern boundary. 

The land here rose toward the Barail sanctuary. The tea bushes thinned, replaced by scrub and sal trees and the dense green wall of the forest. A stream ran along the boundary line — she could hear the water, though she couldn't see it through the undergrowth. Somewhere up there, she knew, was the waterfall the workers talked about. A place where the stream fell over a rock face into a pool before continuing downhill into the tea gardens. 

She'd heard about it for years. She'd never seen it. 

"Madam." 

The voice came from behind her. She turned, startled. 

Dhaneswar stood at the edge of the road, beside the estate car. She hadn't heard him approach. He was wearing his usual uniform — dark trousers, a faded olive sweater over a collared shirt, his grey mustache neatly trimmed. His hands were at his sides. His eyes were on her face. 

"Dhaneswar. I didn't know you were — " 

"I saw madam walking. The northern boundary is far from the bungalow. I thought madam might want the car for the return." 

She looked back at the forest wall, the hidden stream, the path she hadn't taken. "I was just exploring." 

"There is nothing here, madam. Only forest. And animals, sometimes. Leopards." 

"I know about the leopard." 

"The sahib mentioned it?" 

"Yes." She paused. "Have you ever been up there? To the waterfall?" 

Dhaneswar's expression didn't change. "Many times. The workers go there. Sometimes tourists, before the sanctuary boundary was marked." 

"Could you drive me there? Not today," she added quickly. "Sometime. When the weather is clear." 

He was quiet for a moment. "It is a rough road. The car can manage, but it is not comfortable." 

"I don't mind." 

Another pause. "As madam wishes." 

She got into the car, and he drove her back to the bungalow in silence. 

That evening, she asked Dipali about him. 

They were in the kitchen. Dipali was rolling out chapatis with the quick, practiced movements that Indira had watched for twelve years. Lakhi had gone to her quarters. The kitchen was warm from the stove, the windows fogged with steam. 

"Dhaneswar," Indira said. "How long has he worked for us?" 

Dipali's hands didn't pause. "Sixteen years, madam. He came the year after Anamika-baby was born." 

"Where did he come from?" 

"Army. Assam Regiment. He was a soldier for many years." 

A soldier. Indira thought about Dhaneswar's stillness, the way he moved without sound, the way his eyes seemed to take in everything without appearing to look. It made sense. 

"His family?" Indira asked. 

"Wife died. Ten years ago, maybe. Cancer." Dipali pressed the rolling pin harder than necessary. "One son. In Tinsukia. He works in a plywood factory. He does not visit." 

"That's sad." 

Dipali shrugged — a small, tight gesture. "He is a quiet man. He does his work. He does not cause trouble." 

"You don't like him." 

It wasn't a question. Dipali's silence was the answer. 

"He watches," Dipali said finally. "Always watching. In the Army, maybe that is useful. In a house, it is..." She didn't finish the sentence. 

"Uncomfortable?" 

"Madam has noticed." 

It wasn't a question either. Indira thought about the rearview mirror, the way Dhaneswar's eyes found hers when he thought she wasn't looking. She'd noticed. She'd noticed for years, and she'd told herself it was just his manner — the habit of a soldier, alertness without meaning. 

"Why didn't you say something?" 

Dipali looked up from the chapatis. Her face was unreadable. "Say what, madam? He has done nothing wrong. He drives the car. He waits. He watches. That is his job." 

It was his job. Of course it was. 

Indira changed the subject. But that night, lying in the empty bed, she thought about Dhaneswar's eyes in the mirror. She thought about the sixteen years he'd been driving her to markets and lunches and train stations, waiting in the car, watching her come and go. She thought about the way he'd appeared at the northern boundary without being called. 

He'd followed her. Or he'd been watching, and he'd seen her walking, and he'd brought the car. 

Either way, it meant he'd been paying attention. 

The next morning, she asked him to take her to the waterfall. 

The day was clear — the first truly clear day of November. The mist had retreated to the valleys, and the sky was a pale blue arc from the Barails to the horizon. Indira had woken with a resolve she didn't entirely understand: she wanted to see the waterfall. She wanted to know what was at the northern boundary. She wanted to be somewhere that wasn't the bungalow, wasn't the garden, wasn't the same verandah with the same view she'd been looking at for twenty-two years. 

Dhaneswar brought the car around. He said nothing about the request, nothing about the rough road or the distance or the leopard that Arup had warned about. He simply opened the back door and waited for her to get in. 

The drive took forty minutes. 

The road deteriorated quickly after the factory. The packed earth gave way to gravel, then to dirt, then to two ruts in the grass that the car navigated with a slow, rocking motion that made Indira grip the door handle. The tea bushes thinned and disappeared. The sal trees closed in on both sides, their leaves falling in the winter cool, creating a carpet of brown and gold on the forest floor. 

"Almost there, madam," Dhaneswar said. His voice was calm, unaffected by the terrain. 

They emerged from the trees into a clearing. The road ended at a small turnaround, just enough space for the car to park. Beyond it, the land rose in a hilly slope, covered with ferns and moss-covered rocks and the exposed roots of old trees. She could hear the waterfall now — a steady, rushing sound from somewhere up the slope. 

"I'll wait here," Dhaneswar said. 

Indira got out of the car. The air was colder here than at the bungalow, and cleaner — no factory smell, no kitchen smoke, just wet earth and decaying leaves and the sharp green scent of the forest. She began to climb. 

The path was barely a path — more a suggestion made by the passage of feet over years, worn into the undergrowth. She had to hold her saree up with one hand and steady herself with the other on the rocks and roots. The sound of water grew louder. After ten minutes, she emerged from the trees. 

The waterfall was not large. It was not the kind of cascade that appeared in travel brochures or Instagram posts. It was a stream falling perhaps thirty feet over a face of dark rock, into a small pool that overflowed into a second stream that continued down through the tea gardens. Moss grew thick on the rocks around the pool. Ferns unfurled from every crevice. A sal tree, enormous and old, had fallen across the clearing some years ago — its trunk, grey and smooth with age, made a natural bench facing the view. 

And the view. 

Indira stood at the edge of the pool and forgot to breathe. 

From this height, she could see the entire estate spread below her. The tea bushes, row after row, sweeping down the slopes in curves that followed the land's own geometry. The factory buildings, small and white in the distance. The workers' colony, a cluster of red roofs to the west. The Barpathar River snaking along the eastern boundary. And beyond it all, the Barail range — blue-green hills rolling toward the horizon, one after another, until they faded into the pale November sky. 

The wind was cold on her face. She'd been cold since she left the car, but she hadn't noticed until now. 

This was what the young estate looked like from above. From Tongi Pahar, the view was beautiful but domesticated — the factory in the foreground, the tea bushes orderly and contained. From here, the estate looked wilder. The tea bushes were a sea of green, rolling and endless. The forest pressed in from the sanctuary boundary. You could disappear into this view. You could stand here and forget the house on the hill and the empty rooms and the life that was supposed to be enough. 

She sat on the fallen sal tree. The bark was cool and smooth under her palms. Below her, the waterfall continued its steady rush. 

She thought about the young man from the factory. She hadn't seen him since that evening in the colony — she'd avoided the old section, avoided the workers' quarters. But she'd thought about him. The way he'd looked at her. The way she'd felt when he looked at her. 

It was nothing. It was a moment, a flicker, a trick of the light. She was a married woman. He was a young worker who probably hadn't thought about her since. 

But sitting on the fallen tree, looking at the sea of hills, she let herself wonder. 

She walked back to the car an hour later. Dhaneswar was standing beside the driver's door, waiting. He opened the back door for her, and she got in, and he drove her home in the same silence he'd driven her there. 

But when she glanced at the rearview mirror, his eyes were on her. Not on the road. On her. 

He looked away. She looked away. 

Neither of them spoke. 

That night, Indira sat on the verandah long after dark. 

The estate lights were on. The factory chimney was a silhouette against the stars. The tea bushes were invisible now, swallowed by the night, but she knew they were there — row after row, curve after curve, the same view she'd seen from the waterfall, the same view she saw every morning. 

It looked different from up there. 

She thought about the leopard Arup had warned about. The workers carrying pepper spray on the remote paths. She thought about the waterfall, and the fallen tree, and the way the wind had felt on her face. 

She wanted to go back. 

She didn't know why. It was just a waterfall. Just a view. But something about that place had felt like an opening — a crack in the familiar surface of her life, a glimpse of something beyond the bungalow and the garden and the same verandah with the same view. 

She lit a cigarette. The smoke rose into the cold November air. 

When she finally went to bed, she dreamed of the waterfall again. But this time, in the dream, she wasn't alone. Someone was sitting beside her on the fallen tree. Someone whose face she couldn't see, whose voice she couldn't hear, but whose presence was warm and solid and utterly real. 

She woke at four, the dream dissolving, the cold floor tiles meeting her feet. 

The day began again. 

Chapter 5: The Waterfall 

November 9 broke bright and cloudless, the kind of day the British planters had called "crisp" — a word Indira had always found too sharp for the gentle clarity of an Assamese autumn. The air was cool without being cold, the sky a depthless blue from the Barails to the horizon. A day for being outside. A day for leaving the house on the hill. 

She had been thinking about the waterfall for four days. 

Not obsessively. Not in the way that suggested anything significant. But the image had lodged itself in her mind — the falling water, the moss-covered rocks, the fallen sal tree, the view that had made the estate look like a painting of itself. She'd told herself she wanted to see it again because the weather was perfect and Arup was still in Kolkata and the alternative was another day of pruning bougainvillea and answering emails from children who were too busy to talk. 

"Tell Dhaneswar I'll need the car," she told Dipali at breakfast. "I'm going to the northern boundary." 

Dipali's expression didn't change, but her ladle paused for half a beat too long over the dal. "The waterfall, madam?" 

"Yes." 

"That is very far. And the leopard — " 

"The leopard is more afraid of me than I am of it. That's what they say, isn't it?" 

"No, madam. That is what they say about snakes. Leopards are not afraid of anyone." 

Indira smiled. "I'll be careful." 

Dhaneswar brought the car around at ten. He had the same expression he always wore — attentive, unreadable, the grey mustache precise, the faded olive sweater buttoned against the morning cool. He opened the back door without being asked. 

"The waterfall, madam?" 

"Yes." 

He nodded once and got behind the wheel. 

The drive was different this time. 

The first visit, four days ago, had been an exploration — Indira unsure of the route, the road deteriorating, the sal trees closing in with a novelty that had felt almost adventurous. Now there was recognition. She knew the turn where the gravel ended. She knew the dip in the road where rainwater collected and the car had to slow to a crawl. She knew the exact moment the tea bushes would thin and the forest would take over, the light changing from open gold to the dappled green of canopy. 

Repetition made the unfamiliar familiar. She wasn't sure if that was comforting or disappointing. 

Dhaneswar parked in the same turnaround. He cut the engine and sat, hands resting on the steering wheel, eyes on the trees ahead. 

"How long will madam stay?" 

"I don't know. An hour. Maybe longer." 

"I will wait here." 

She got out. The path up the slope was easier this time — she knew where to put her feet, which rocks were loose, which roots would hold. The sound of the waterfall grew from a distant rush to a steady roar. She emerged from the trees into the clearing, and there it was: the falling water, the dark pool, the fallen sal tree, the view that had made her forget to breathe. 

But today, she wasn't alone. 

A figure was standing at the edge of the pool, back turned to her, body still as the rocks themselves. A young man in the khaki uniform of the estate. He held a long stick in one hand. A small cannister — pepper spray, she recognized it now — hung from his belt. 

He turned. 

It was him. The young man from the factory. The one who had looked at her over the rolling machines. The one she'd passed in the workers' colony, sitting on his verandah with his phone and his kerosene lamp and his bare feet. 

Up close, he was younger than she'd thought. Early twenties, maybe twenty-four at most. The lean build she'd noticed in the factory was more apparent outside — wiry rather than muscular, the kind of body that came from physical work and modest meals. His face was serious, watchful, the cheekbones high, the jaw sharp. But his eyes were what held her. Dark and steady and entirely without the deference she was accustomed to from the estate workers. 

They stared at each other across the clearing. 

"Madam," he said. Not a question. A statement. 

"You're the — " She stopped. She didn't know what to call him. The worker from the factory. The young man from the colony. The one who'd looked at her. "You work in the factory." 

"Yes. And security, some days. The leopard — " He gestured toward the forest with his stick. "It has been seen here. The sahib asked some of us to patrol the boundary." 

"You're patrolling now?" 

"I was. Then I heard someone coming." A pause. "I didn't think it would be you." 

The way he said it — you, not madam — made something shift in her chest. She couldn't tell if it was impertinence or honesty. 

"I came here a few days ago," she said. "I wanted to see it again. The view." 

"It is a good view." 

"Yes." 

They stood in the clearing, the waterfall rushing behind them, neither speaking. Indira was acutely aware of how this must look: the owner's wife, alone at the remote boundary, talking to a young worker with no one else around. It was inappropriate. It was unwise. She should turn around and walk back to the car. 

She didn't. 

"What's your name?" she asked. 

"Mridul." He paused. "Mridul Phukan." 

"I'm — " 

"I know who you are, madam." 

Of course he did. Everyone on the estate knew who she was. But the way he said it — I know who you are — carried something else. Not disrespect. Something closer to curiosity. As if knowing her identity only made her more interesting, not less. 

"Mridul," she repeated. "That's an old name. From the Ahom kings?" 

His expression flickered — surprise, maybe, that she recognized it. "Yes. My grandmother chose it. She said names carry history." 

"Do you believe that?" 

"I believe she believed it." He shifted the stick in his hand. "Madam should not be here alone. The leopard is active at this hour. It hunts in the late morning." 

"I'm not alone. My driver is waiting at the bottom of the path." 

"That is too far. If the leopard came, he would hear nothing over the waterfall." 

She looked at the forest edge. The trees were dense, the undergrowth thick. A leopard could be standing ten feet away, and she wouldn't see it until it moved. A prickle of unease ran down her spine. 

"Will you stay?" she asked. "While I sit for a while? If you're patrolling anyway." 

It was a request she had no right to make. He was a worker, she was the owner's wife, and she was asking him to stand guard while she enjoyed the view like some kind of tourist. 

But Mridul only nodded. "I will stay." 

She sat on the fallen sal tree. He stood at a distance — close enough to be present, far enough to be respectful. The waterfall roared. The sun climbed toward its zenith. The view below was the same view she'd seen four days ago, and yet it wasn't, because she was acutely aware of the young man in the khaki uniform standing twenty feet behind her. 

"Have you worked here long?" she asked, not turning around. 

"Four years." 

"Do you like it?" 

A pause. "It is work. The sahib is fair. The pay is regular." 

"That's not the same as liking it." 

Another pause — longer this time. "I like the estate. The land. I grew up near a tea garden, but we had no view like this. From here, you can see everything." 

She turned then, looking at him over her shoulder. He was standing with the stick planted in the ground, his weight leaning on it slightly. The sun was on his face. He wasn't looking at the view. He was looking at her. 

"I thought the same thing," she said. "When I first came here. You can see everything." 

"Everything except the leopard." 

She laughed — a short, surprised sound. "That's true." 

He smiled. The expression transformed his face — the seriousness cracked open, and for a moment he looked exactly as young as he was. "The leopard is not interested in the view." 

"What is the leopard interested in?" 

"Deer, mostly. The sanctuary has many deer. Sometimes monkeys." He paused. "The leopard does not want trouble with people. It only attacks if it feels trapped. Or if it is very hungry." 

"You know a lot about leopards." 

"I have to. It's my job." 

She turned back to the view. The tea bushes shimmered in the midday sun. The factory chimney was smoking. The workers' colony was a distant scatter of red roofs. Somewhere down there, Arup was in Kolkata, negotiating auction prices, unaware that his wife was sitting on a fallen tree at the edge of the estate, talking to a young man she'd met twice before and couldn't stop thinking about. 

She shouldn't be here. She knew that. But the alternative was the verandah. The garden. The empty rooms. The same view from the other side. 

"Madam." 

She turned. He'd moved closer — not close enough to be improper, but closer than before. He was holding something out to her. A phone. 

"Forgive me. But the light here — it is very good for photographs. If madam wants to remember the view." 

She almost said no. Taking a photograph felt frivolous, tourist-like. But the light was beautiful — the clear November light that Arup called the season of seeing. And she had no photograph of this place. No record that she'd been here. 

She took the phone from his hand. Their fingers didn't touch. She stood up, walked to the edge of the clearing, and raised the phone to frame the view. 

And then she saw it. 

In the screen of the phone, over her shoulder, partially obscured by the leaves of a sal tree twenty meters behind her: a shape. Tawny and black. Motionless. 

Her blood stopped. 

She didn't move. She didn't lower the phone. She stared at the screen, at the shape in the leaves, and she understood with a clarity that was almost calm: there was a leopard behind her. It had been there all along, watching her sit on the fallen tree, watching her talk to the young man, watching her admire the view as if she were safe. 

"Mridul," she said. Her voice was very quiet. 

He heard something in it. He was beside her in three steps, looking at the phone screen, and she saw his face change — the boyishness gone, the watchfulness returned, sharp and focused. 

"Do not run," he said. His voice was low, steady. "Do not move quickly. Do not look away from it." 

"What do I — " 

"Keep the phone. Keep looking at the screen. I will come to you." 

He moved slowly — so slowly she barely saw him shift — until he was beside her on the fallen tree. Close enough that she could feel the warmth of his body. Close enough that his thigh was nearly touching hers. He sat down, facing the same direction she was facing, his eyes on the leopard in the phone screen. 

"Leopards do not like to be watched," he said, almost in her ear. "If we face it, it will hesitate." 

"What if it doesn't hesitate?" 

"Then I use the spray." 

She could hear the leopard now. Not its footsteps — it was silent, utterly silent — but a low sound, almost a vibration, that might have been a growl or might have been her imagination. Her hands were shaking. The phone screen trembled. 

"Breathe," Mridul said. "Slowly. It can sense fear. I know that sounds foolish, but it's true." 

"It doesn't sound foolish." 

She breathed. The shape in the screen didn't move. The waterfall roared behind them. The sun was warm on her face. She was going to die on this hill, eaten by a leopard, and her husband was in Kolkata, and her children were on the other side of the world, and the last thing she would see was the view she'd come here to photograph. 

Then Mridul stood up. 

He rose in a single, fluid motion, the stick in his left hand, the pepper spray in his right. He planted his feet wide, facing the leopard, and then he screamed. 

The sound was not human. It was a raw, tearing noise that ripped through the quiet of the clearing and sent birds exploding from the trees. He screamed again, and again, and each time he stepped forward — toward the leopard, not away. The stick was raised above his head. He looked larger than he was. He looked like something the leopard should fear. 

The leopard hesitated. 

Mridul took another step. His screams had become words — Assamese words that Indira didn't understand, shouted with a fury that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his body. 

The leopard's tail twitched. Its muscles bunched. 

Mridul pressed the pepper spray cannister. 

The hiss was sharp and chemical. The cloud caught the sunlight. The leopard recoiled — a snarl, a flash of teeth — and then it was gone, a blur of tawny fur disappearing into the undergrowth, the bushes shaking once, twice, still. 

Silence. 

Mridul stood in the same position for a long moment — feet planted, stick raised, chest heaving. Then he lowered the stick slowly. He didn't turn around. 

"Madam?" His voice was hoarse. 

"I'm here." 

"Is it gone?" 

"I can't see it anymore." 

He turned. His face was slick with sweat. His eyes were wild, the adrenaline still coursing. He looked at her sitting on the fallen tree — still alive, still whole — and something passed across his expression that she couldn't name. 

"You are safe now," he said. 

She was shaking. Her whole body was trembling with a violence she couldn't control. She tried to stand, and her legs wouldn't hold her, and then he was there — his hand on her elbow, steadying her, the same steadying presence he'd been when the leopard was watching. 

"Thank you," she said. "Thank you. I — " 

"It was my job." 

"No." She shook her head. "That wasn't your job. That was — " She didn't have words. 

He released her elbow. He stepped back. The deference returned — the distance between the owner's wife and the estate worker. But it was different now. There was something else underneath it. Something that hadn't been there before. 

"You should go back to the car," he said. "The leopard will not return today. But you should not stay here." 

"What about you?" 

"I will walk the path. Make sure it's gone." He looked at her for a moment longer. "Madam should not come here alone. The northern boundary is not safe." 

She wanted to say that she hadn't come alone — Dhaneswar was waiting at the bottom of the path. But that wasn't what he meant. Alone meant without someone who could protect you. Alone meant without someone who knew what to do when the leopard was real and not just a warning from a husband in another city. 

"Thank you," she said again. "Mridul." 

His name in her mouth. The first time she'd said it. 

Something flickered in his eyes. He nodded once, then turned and walked toward the forest, the stick still in his hand, the pepper spray cannister still at his belt. She watched him disappear into the trees. 

Then she walked down the path to the car, her legs unsteady, her heart still racing, her mind already replaying the feel of his hand on her elbow and the sound of his voice in her ear. 

Dhaneswar was waiting beside the car. He opened the back door. She got in. 

"Madam is all right?" 

"I'm fine." The lie was automatic. "A leopard. There was a leopard. But a worker — one of the security patrols — he was there. He chased it away." 

Dhaneswar's expression didn't change. But his eyes in the rearview mirror were very still. 

"A worker," he said. 

"Yes." 

"What was his name?" 

She hesitated. A fraction of a second too long. "I didn't ask." 

The lie was heavier than the first one. She didn't know why she told it. 

Dhaneswar said nothing. He started the engine, and the car crunched down the gravel road, and Indira stared out the window at the tea bushes passing in a blur, thinking about the young man's voice in her ear and the leopard's tail twitching in the phone screen and the way the sun had caught his face when he screamed at the animal and became something larger than himself. 

She could still feel his hand on her elbow. 

She could still hear her own voice saying his name. 

Chapter 6: The Space Between Breaths 

Later, she would try to separate the memory into pieces she could understand. 

The leopard's tail twitching in the phone screen. The young man's voice, low and steady, saying do not run. The warmth of his body as he sat beside her on the fallen tree, close enough that his thigh nearly touched hers. The scream — that raw, tearing sound that had come from somewhere deeper than his body. The hiss of the pepper spray. The flash of teeth. The empty undergrowth where the leopard had been. 

And then the silence. The waterfall roaring behind them. The sun still warm on her face. The world continuing as if she had not just stared at her own death and watched it retreat. 

She was shaking. 

Her whole body had become something she couldn't control — a violent trembling that started somewhere in her chest and radiated outward until her hands were useless and her legs wouldn't hold her. She tried to stand from the fallen tree and her knees gave, and then he was there, his hand on her elbow, steadying her. 

"Madam. Sit. Sit for a moment." 

She sat. The bark of the fallen sal tree was cool and rough under her palms, solid, real. She focused on the texture — grey wood worn smooth by weather, the deep furrows of the bark, the moss growing in the cracks. Real things. Present things. Not the leopard. Not the teeth. 

Mridul crouched in front of her. He had set down the stick and the pepper spray. His chest was still heaving from the adrenaline, his khaki shirt dark with sweat at the collar and under the arms. But his voice was calm. 

"Breathe slowly. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. Like this." 

He demonstrated. She tried to follow. The first breath caught in her throat. The second one came easier. The third one felt almost normal. 

"You are in shock," he said. "It will pass. But you need to sit for a while." 

"A while." Her voice sounded strange to her own ears — thin, distant. "How long is a while?" 

"Until the shaking stops." 

She looked down at her hands. They were trembling in her lap like small injured birds. She clasped them together, but that only made the shaking travel up her arms. 

"The leopard," she said. "It was — I saw it in the phone. I was taking a photograph of the view, and it was there. Behind me. How long was it there?" 

"I don't know." 

"It could have — it was watching me. The whole time I was sitting here. It was watching me, and I didn't know." 

"But you are alive." He said it simply, without drama. "That is the only thing that matters." 

She looked at him. Really looked, for the first time since the leopard had appeared. His face was still slick with sweat, a smudge of dirt across his forehead where he'd wiped it with the back of his hand. His dark eyes were steady on hers. He was young — she'd known that, but now she could see it in the smoothness of his skin, the slightness of his build, the way his collarbones showed at the open neck of his shirt. He looked like he should be in a university classroom, not chasing leopards in a tea estate with a stick and a can of spray. 

"How old are you?" The question came out before she could stop it. 

He blinked. "Twenty-four." 

Twenty-four. Rishi's age. Her son was twenty-four, doing his PhD in Indiana, worrying about research funding and symposium papers. And this young man — the same age, the same generation — was crouched in front of her on a remote hill, having just saved her life. 

"You're very young," she said. 

"I am old enough to know how to handle leopards." A flicker of something — not quite a smile. "The sahib organizes training. For the security patrols. What to do if you encounter one." 

"The sahib." Her husband. Arup had organized the training. Arup had told the workers to carry pepper spray. Arup had warned her about the leopard, and she had come here anyway, and now a twenty-four-year-old with a stick had done what no amount of training could have fully prepared him for. 

"What's your name?" she asked. 

"Mridul." A pause. "Mridul Phukan." 

"I'm — " 

"I know who you are, madam. You are the sahib's wife." 

The sahib's wife. Of course he knew. Everyone on the estate knew. But sitting on the fallen tree, her hands still trembling, her heart still racing, she didn't feel like the sahib's wife. She felt like a woman who had been very close to dying and was now very close to a young man who smelled of sweat and pepper spray and something else — something clean and sharp, like crushed leaves. 

"Mridul," she repeated. "From Sivasagar?" 

Surprise flickered in his eyes. "Yes. How did you — " 

"The name. Phukan. It's a Sivasagar name. From the Ahom nobility, originally." 

"My grandmother says the same thing." He was looking at her differently now. "Most people don't know that." 

"I grew up in Shillong. My mother was Khasi. But my father's family is from Jorhat. I know the old names." 

The shaking in her hands was beginning to subside. The conversation was helping — the ordinary exchange of facts, names, origins. It gave her mind something to hold onto that wasn't the leopard's tail or the flash of its teeth. 

"That's twice now," she said. 

"Twice?" 

"The factory. A few weeks ago. You were working one of the rolling machines. You looked at me." 

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "I remember." 

"Why did you look at me?" 

The question was too direct. She knew it as soon as she'd said it. But the adrenaline was still in her blood, stripping away the usual caution, the usual propriety. She had almost died. She could ask a question. 

Mridul didn't look away. "Because you didn't look like you belonged there." 

"I didn't belong?" 

"In the factory. Most of the sahib's guests who come for tours — they look at the machines. They ask questions about production. They don't look at the workers." 

"I looked at you." 

"Yes." 

The word hung in the air between them. She had looked at him. He had looked at her. They had both noticed each other noticing. 

"The sahib's wife," she said, "is not supposed to look at the workers." 

"No," he agreed. "She is not." 

"But you looked at me anyway. At the colony, that evening. You were sitting on your verandah." 

"You were walking through the colony. The sahib's wife does not usually walk through the colony." 

"How do you know what she usually does?" 

He didn't answer. He didn't need to. His eyes said everything: he had noticed her because she was out of place, and he had kept noticing her because she was interesting, and he had kept noticing her because something about her had made him want to keep noticing. 

Her hands had stopped shaking. She realized, suddenly, that his hand was still on her elbow. It had been there the whole time — a light, steady pressure, grounding her. She looked down at his fingers against the silk of her saree. He followed her gaze and removed his hand, but not quickly. Not as if he'd done something wrong. As if he was simply returning something that belonged to her. 

"I should go back to the car," she said. "My driver is waiting." 

"I will walk you down." 

"That's not — " 

"Madam." His voice was firmer now. "The leopard may not come back, but there are other dangers on this path. Loose rocks. Roots. You are still in shock, even if the shaking has stopped. I will walk you down." 

She didn't argue. 

The path through the trees was easier going down than it had been coming up, but her legs were still unsteady, and twice she had to catch herself on the rocks. Each time, Mridul's hand was there — her elbow, her forearm, brief touches that were practical and reassuring and nothing more. 

Except they were something more. She knew it. He knew it. Neither of them acknowledged it. 

As they walked, he talked. She realized later that it was deliberate — a way to keep her mind off the forest around them, the possibility of the leopard returning, the lingering tremors in her body. He told her about the training the sahib had organized: a wildlife expert from Kaziranga who came twice a year to teach the security patrols about animal behavior. Leopards, elephants, the occasional tiger that wandered through the sanctuary boundary. 

"Elephants," she said. "There are elephants here?" 

"Sometimes. In the monsoon, when the sanctuary floods. They come down through the tea gardens. They can be more dangerous than leopards." 

"What do you do for elephants?" 

"You stay very quiet and very still, and you hope they move on." He glanced at her. "There is no pepper spray for elephants." 

She laughed. The sound surprised her — a short, startled laugh that seemed impossible given what had just happened. But it was real. He had made her laugh. 

At the bottom of the path, where the trees opened onto the turnaround, he stopped. 

"I will not go further," he said. "Your driver will see me." 

She understood. The sahib's wife, returning from the forest with a young estate worker, his hand on her elbow, his shirt sweat-stained, her saree rumpled from sitting on the fallen tree. If Dhaneswar saw them together, he would wonder. He might say something. Not to Arup — Dhaneswar didn't talk to Arup about such things — but the knowledge would be there, in his eyes in the rearview mirror, in the silence of the long drive home. 

"Thank you," she said. "For everything. You saved my life." 

"It was my job." 

"You said that before. It wasn't your job. You could have run. You could have frozen. You didn't." 

He was quiet. The forest sounds had returned — birds, insects, the rustle of leaves in the light wind. The waterfall was a distant murmur now, almost drowned out by the nearer sounds. 

"When I saw the leopard," he said, "on your phone screen — " He stopped. Started again. "I didn't think. I just moved. I don't know why." 

"You were trained." 

"Training is different. Training is a classroom in the factory office, with slides and a man from Kaziranga. This was — " He looked at her. "You were in the way of it. The leopard. And I couldn't let it — " 

He didn't finish. He didn't need to. 

"When you screamed," she said. "I've never heard a sound like that." 

"My throat will hurt for days." 

"Was it worth it?" 

He looked at her — the sahib's wife, the woman he'd met twice before, the woman whose elbow he was still holding because she'd almost fallen on the last rock and he'd caught her without thinking. 

"Yes," he said. "It was worth it." 

She should have stepped back. She should have thanked him again, formally, and walked to the car, and returned to her life on the hill. But she stood there, in the dappled light at the edge of the trees, and she looked at his face — the sweat drying on his temples, the dirt on his forehead, the dark eyes that were looking at her with something she hadn't seen in a very long time. 

Admiration. Pure, uncomplicated admiration. The kind of look a man gave a woman when he wasn't thinking about who she was married to or what she cost him or how she fit into the architecture of his life. He was looking at her as if she were simply beautiful. As if that were enough. 

"What's your name?" she asked again. "Your full name." 

"Mridul Barpatra Phukan." 

"Mridul Barpatra Phukan." She said it slowly, tasting the syllables. "I am Indira Barua. And I am very glad you were on patrol today." 

She turned and walked toward the car. 

He didn't follow. She didn't look back. But she could feel his eyes on her the entire way, and when she reached the car and Dhaneswar opened the door, she realized her hands were not shaking anymore. 

The drive back to the bungalow was silent. 

Dhaneswar asked no questions. He didn't mention the leopard, or the young man, or the fact that Indira had been gone much longer than she'd said. He simply drove, his eyes on the road, his hands steady on the wheel. But in the rearview mirror, his gaze met hers once, and she saw something there — a question he wasn't asking, a knowledge he wasn't sharing. 

She looked away first. 

When they reached the bungalow, he opened her door. As she stepped out, he said, very quietly: "I am glad madam is safe." 

"Thank you, Dhaneswar." 

"There have been reports. The leopard. It is very active this season. Perhaps madam should not visit the remote areas for some time." 

It was reasonable advice. It was also, she understood, a way of saying I know something happened up there, and I am watching. 

"I'll consider it," she said. 

She walked up the verandah steps and into the bungalow. Dipali was in the kitchen. The phone was ringing — probably Arup, calling from Kolkata to ask about his day. The house was the same as it had been this morning: beautiful, orderly, quiet. 

But Indira was not the same. She stood in the living room, looking at the photograph of her family on the verandah, and she felt as if a crack had opened in the surface of her life — a small crack, barely visible, but deep enough to let something through. 

She'd almost died today. A leopard had been twenty meters behind her, and she hadn't known, and if Mridul hadn't been there — 

But he had been there. He'd been there, and he'd screamed at the leopard until his voice broke, and he'd put himself between her and the animal, and he'd held her elbow and told her to breathe. 

He'd looked at her. In the factory. In the colony. At the waterfall. Three times now, he'd looked at her, and each time the look had meant something different. 

The last time, it had meant: You are beautiful, and I am glad you are alive. 

She couldn't stop thinking about it. 

Arup called that evening. She told him about the leopard — that she'd been at the waterfall, that the animal had been there, that one of the security patrol workers had chased it away with pepper spray. 

"A worker?" Arup's voice was sharp with concern. "Who? I should thank him personally." 

"I don't know his name," Indira said. It was the second time that day she'd lied about this. "He was young. From the factory, I think. Everything happened so fast." 

"Thank God he was there." Arup's voice softened. "I've been telling you about those patrols. Are you all right? Were you hurt?" 

"I'm fine. Shaken, but fine." 

"I'm coming home tomorrow. The auction can wait. I should be there." 

"You don't need to — " 

"I want to." His voice was firm. "You could have been killed, Indira. A leopard. At our own estate. I should never have let you go there alone." 

She didn't say that she hadn't been alone. She didn't say that Mridul Barpatra Phukan, age twenty-four, from Sivasagar, had held her elbow and crouched in front of her and told her to breathe. She let Arup believe what he wanted to believe: that she had been alone, and a nameless worker had saved her, and now everything was fine. 

"I'm all right," she said again. "Come home if you want. But I'm really all right." 

They talked for a few more minutes. He told her about the auction, the prices, the buyers from Delhi who were driving hard bargains. She listened and made the right noises and didn't tell him the truth about anything. 

When she hung up, the house was very quiet. 

She went to the verandah. The estate lights were on below. The factory chimney was a silhouette against the stars. The tea bushes were invisible in the dark, but she knew they were there — the same view, the same estate, the same life. 

Except now, somewhere down there in the workers' colony, a young man was sitting on his verandah with a kerosene lamp and a phone and a sore throat from screaming at a leopard. 

She wondered if he was thinking about her. 

She wondered why she wanted him to be. 

Chapter 7: The Tremor After 

She told the story three times. 

The first time was to Dipali, in the kitchen, while the afternoon sun slanted through the window and the kettle hissed on the stove. Indira's voice was steady, almost clinical — she described the waterfall, the photograph, the leopard in the phone screen, a worker on patrol who had driven it away with pepper spray. Dipali listened with her hand pressed flat against her chest, her eyes wide, making small sounds of horror that grew louder with each detail. 

"Madam could have died." 

"I didn't die." 

"The sahib will be so worried. When he calls tonight, he will — " 

"I've already spoken to him. He's coming home tomorrow." 

This seemed to calm Dipali, though her hands still trembled as she poured the tea. She added extra sugar, the way she did when someone in the household was ill or distressed. Indira accepted the cup and didn't mention that she'd left out the part about Mridul — his name, his hand on her elbow, the conversation in the forest at the bottom of the path. 

The second time was to Meghali, on the phone that evening. Meghali's reaction was louder, more dramatic, a cascade of exclamations and questions and demands that Indira never go near the northern boundary again without a full security escort. 

"Was he young? The worker who saved you?" 

"I don't know," Indira said. "I didn't ask his age." 

"But he was brave. He must have been terrified. A leopard, Indira. A leopard." 

"He was very brave." 

"And you didn't get his name?" 

"I didn't think to. Everything happened so quickly." 

The lie was easier the second time. Meghali accepted it without question — why wouldn't she? It was perfectly reasonable, in the aftermath of a traumatic encounter, to forget to ask a worker's name. It was perfectly reasonable to want to put the whole thing behind you. 

"Ranjan says he's going to insist Arup put up proper fencing at the sanctuary boundary," Meghali said. "This has been a concern for years." 

"It's a wildlife sanctuary. The whole point is that the animals can move freely." 

"The animals can move freely somewhere else. Not where my best friend is taking photographs of the view." 

Indira smiled despite herself. Meghali's protectiveness was fierce and uncomplicated and, at this moment, exactly what she needed. But even as she said goodbye and promised to call tomorrow, she knew there were parts of the story she would never tell Meghali. Parts she could barely admit to herself. 

The third time was to Arup, when he walked through the door the next afternoon. 

He'd driven straight from Guwahati, seven hours on the highway and the estate roads, arriving rumpled and tired and radiating a worry that was almost palpable. He embraced her on the verandah, held her for a long moment, his face buried in her hair. 

"I should have been here," he said. 

"I'm fine." 

"You keep saying that." 

"Because it's true." 

He pulled back, studying her face with an intensity that was unusual for him. Arup looked at tea bushes this way, at rainfall charts, at the fine print on auction documents. He rarely looked at her like this — as if she were something that needed to be examined, assessed, understood. 

"Tell me what happened," he said. "All of it." 

She told him. The waterfall. The photograph. The leopard. The young worker. She described the scream — that raw, tearing sound — and the hiss of the pepper spray and the flash of teeth as the leopard fled. She described sitting on the fallen tree afterward, shaking, unable to stand. She described the worker walking her back down the path to make sure she was safe. 

She did not describe the way the worker had looked at her. She did not describe his hand on her elbow, or the conversation about names and origins, or the fact that she'd asked his age. She did not describe the feeling — that small, dangerous flicker — when he'd told her she was beautiful. 

"I should find this man," Arup said. "Thank him properly. Do you know which patrol he was from?" 

"I don't know his name. He was young. In his twenties, I think. From the factory." 

"The factory workers don't usually do boundary patrols." 

"He said he did security some days. In addition to the factory shifts." 

Arup nodded slowly. "Makes sense. Hiren has them on rotation. I'll ask him which workers were assigned to the northern boundary that day. A man like that deserves recognition. A bonus, at least." 

Indira said nothing. She didn't want Arup to find Mridul. She didn't want Arup to stand in front of him, shake his hand, offer him money for saving his wife's life. The thought of it — her husband and the young man in the same room, making eye contact, exchanging pleasantries — made her feel faintly ill. 

But she couldn't explain why. She couldn't explain any of it. 

That night, she couldn't sleep. 

Arup had gone to bed early, exhausted from the drive. His breathing had settled into the familiar rhythm within minutes. Indira lay beside him, staring at the ceiling, watching the shadows shift as the moon rose over the Barails. 

She replayed the encounter in her mind. 

The leopard's tail twitching. Mridul's voice, low and steady: Do not run. The warmth of his body as he sat beside her on the fallen tree. The way he'd looked at her afterward — relief and admiration and something else, something she recognized but didn't want to name. 

She thought about the factory. The first time she'd seen him, over the rolling machines. He'd looked at her then too — a brief, sharp glance that had cut through the noise and the heat. She'd noticed him. She'd felt noticed. 

She thought about the colony. The second time. He'd been sitting on his verandah, barefoot, a kerosene lamp beside him. He'd looked up as she passed, and their eyes had met, and she'd felt something shift. 

Three encounters. Three looks. Each one different, each one building on the one before. 

And now this. The leopard. The fear. The rescue. His hand on her elbow. His voice in her ear, telling her to breathe. The way he'd said yes, it was worth it when she asked if his ruined throat had been worth saving her. 

She turned onto her side, away from Arup. The movement was too sharp — he stirred, mumbled something, then settled back into sleep. 

She was being ridiculous. She was a forty-eight-year-old woman, a wife of twenty-five years, a mother of two grown children. She was not the kind of woman who lay awake thinking about a young man's hands or the way his voice had sounded when he said her name. 

Except he hadn't said her name. He'd called her madam. He'd called her the sahib's wife. He'd been respectful, proper, entirely appropriate. The impropriety was all in her own mind — the things she'd imagined, the things she was still imagining. 

She closed her eyes. The leopard was there, waiting in the darkness behind her eyelids. But so was Mridul — crouched in front of her, sweat on his face, telling her to breathe. 

She opened her eyes again. 

The ceiling was the same ceiling she'd been looking at for twenty-two years. The shadows were the same shadows. Arup's breathing was the same breathing. 

Everything was the same. And nothing was. 

The next morning, she didn't smoke her cigarette on the verandah. 

It was a small rebellion — a private one, entirely unnoticed by anyone else. But the ritual that had anchored her mornings for years felt strange now, the cold tiles under her feet a reminder of the cold that had crept into her bones at the waterfall. She stayed in bed until Arup woke, and then she rose with him and went to the kitchen and let Dipali fuss over her with extra sugar in her tea and a second paratha she didn't want. 

"You should rest today," Arup said. "No walks. No estate visits." 

"I wasn't planning to." 

"You're still shaken. I can see it." 

She was shaken. But not in the way he thought. She wasn't having nightmares about the leopard. She was having dreams about the waterfall — not the animal, but the clearing, the sound of water, the way the light had caught Mridul's face when he'd turned to look at her. In the dreams, there was no leopard. There was only the two of them, sitting on the fallen tree, the view spread below them, his hand on her elbow, his voice in her ear. 

She didn't tell Arup about the dreams. 

The day passed in a blur of normalcy. Arup went to the factory to meet with Hiren about the leopard patrols. Dipali made khichdi for lunch because it was what Indira always wanted when she was unwell. Lakhi brought fresh flowers for the living room — marigolds from the garden, bright orange against the dark wood of the table. 

In the afternoon, Indira tried to read. The book was a novel Meghali had lent her months ago, something about a family in Delhi. She read the same paragraph three times without absorbing a single word. Her mind kept drifting back to the northern boundary, the fallen tree, the view that had made her forget to breathe. 

She wanted to go back. The desire was irrational — the leopard might still be there, the danger was real, Arup would be furious. But she wanted to sit on the fallen sal tree and look at the sea of tea bushes and feel, for another moment, the way she'd felt before the leopard appeared. Alive. Awake. Noticed. 

She didn't go. She stayed in the bungalow, and she read the same paragraph a fourth time, and she told herself the feeling would pass. 

On the third day, Meghali came to visit. 

She arrived without warning, appearing on the verandah in a swirl of silk and concern, her eyes scanning Indira's face as if she could read the secrets written there. 

"You look terrible," Meghali said. 

"Thank you." 

"I mean it. You're pale. You're not sleeping." 

"How do you know I'm not sleeping?" 

"Because I know you. I know what you look like when you've been up all night worrying." 

They sat on the verandah. Lakhi brought tea. The estate spread below them in its usual afternoon shimmer, tea bushes marching down the slopes, the factory chimneys smoking, the Barails hazy on the horizon. 

"Ranjan wants to give the worker a reward," Meghali said. "The one who saved you. He says it's good for morale when the management recognizes bravery." 

"Arup is already arranging something." 

"Good. And what are you doing for yourself?" 

"Me?" 

"Yes, you. You're the one who almost got eaten. Are you taking care of yourself? Are you talking to someone?" 

"I'm talking to you." 

Meghali gave her a look. "You're deflecting." 

"I'm not deflecting. I'm fine. I'm a little shaken, but I'm fine." 

"The worker," Meghali said. "The young one. What was he like?" 

Indira's cup paused halfway to her lips. A fraction of a second — no more. But Meghali noticed. Meghali always noticed. 

"He was... capable," Indira said. "Brave. He knew what to do." 

"That's all?" 

"What else would there be?" 

"I don't know." Meghali's eyes were too sharp. "You're just — you're different. Since it happened. Quieter." 

"I've always been quiet." 

"Not like this." 

Indira set her cup down. The view was beautiful. The tea was perfect. Meghali was her oldest friend, and Indira was lying to her with every careful word. 

"I keep thinking about it," Indira said. "The leopard. How close it was. If he hadn't been there — " 

"But he was there. That's what matters." 

"Yes." 

"And now you're safe." 

"Yes." 

But she didn't feel safe. She felt like a woman standing at the edge of something, looking down, trying to decide if she should step back or jump. 

She didn't tell Meghali that either. 

That night, when Arup was asleep and the house was silent, Indira went to the dressing room. 

The almirah was old — teak, from her mother's house in Shillong, brought here when her parents had died and the house had been sold. She opened the doors carefully, so the hinges wouldn't creak, and reached behind her winter shawls to the small stack of notebooks she hadn't touched in years. 

The green one was at the bottom. She pulled it out. 

The pages were yellowed at the edges. Her handwriting was different than she remembered — younger, more careful, the letters round and deliberate. She'd been twenty-six when she wrote these words. She'd had a newborn son and a husband who was building an estate and a life that had felt, at the time, like the beginning of everything. 

She read the three stanzas about mist. About how it erased the boundaries between things. Between the estate and the hills. Between the woman she'd been and the planter's wife she was becoming. 

She'd never finished the poem. She'd put the notebook away and told herself she'd come back to it, and then years had passed, and the notebook had stayed behind the shawls, and she'd stopped writing entirely. 

She opened the notebook to a blank page. The paper was crisp, untouched. She found a pen in the drawer of the dressing table. 

She wrote: The leopard. 

She stopped. Stared at the two words. What came after them? The fear? The teeth? The young man's voice saying do not run? 

She couldn't write it. Not yet. The words were there, but they wouldn't come out — they were stuck somewhere between her chest and her hand, caught in the same place where the flicker of something dangerous was still burning. 

She closed the notebook. She put it back behind the winter shawls. She returned to bed, where Arup was sleeping, and she lay in the dark and thought about the young man's face when he'd said it was worth it. 

She still didn't know his full name. Mridul Phukan, from Sivasagar, age twenty-four. But she didn't know which hut was his. She didn't know his shift schedule. She didn't know if he was thinking about her the way she was thinking about him. 

She wanted to know. 

The admission was silent, private, made only to the darkness of the bedroom. But it was real. She wanted to know more about the young man who had saved her life. She wanted to see him again. 

Not for any reason she was willing to name. Just — to see him. To thank him properly. To ask the questions she hadn't asked at the waterfall. 

She closed her eyes. 

The leopard was waiting. But so was Mridul. 

In her dreams that night, there was no leopard at all. 

Chapter 8: The Factory Floor 

Arup left for Silchar at seven in the morning. 

The exporter had resurfaced — shipping terms, revised contracts, the kind of meeting that would stretch through lunch and into the afternoon. Indira stood on the verandah and watched the car crunch down the gravel drive, Dhaneswar at the wheel, Arup in the back seat already absorbed in a sheaf of papers. He didn't look up. He didn't wave. He was gone before the mist had fully cleared from the valley. 

She waited an hour. 

The waiting was not deliberate — not at first. She finished her tea. She spoke to Dipali about the week's provisions. She answered an email from Anu about winter break flights that wouldn't be booked for another month. She did all the things she normally did when Arup was away and the house was quiet and the day stretched ahead of her like an empty road. 

But by nine o'clock, she had run out of normal things. By nine-fifteen, she was walking down the estate road toward the factory. 

She told herself she was walking. Just walking. The exercise had been good for her — the walks to the old section, to the northern boundary. The doctor in Silchar had told her years ago that she needed to stay active, and she'd let the habit lapse, and now she was resuming it. That was all. A morning walk. A healthy choice. 

She did not think about Mridul Phukan. She did not wonder which shift he was working. She did not replay the moment at the bottom of the path when he'd held her elbow and told her his full name and looked at her as if she were the only woman in the world. 

She did not think about any of these things, and she was lying to herself so thoroughly that she almost believed it. 

The factory at mid-morning was different from the factory during Arup's guided tour. 

Then, she had been an observer — the sahib's wife, escorted through the noise and heat by a husband who wanted to show her new machinery. Workers had glanced at her and looked away. The deference had been automatic, impersonal. 

Now she was alone. 

She stood at the entrance to the withering shed, uncertain. The long building stretched ahead of her, the new troughs filled with yesterday's plucked leaf, the fans humming underneath. The smell was the same — vegetal sweetness, bruised green, the sharp undertone of oxidation beginning its slow work. Workers moved along the troughs, turning the leaves with their hands. A few looked up. Most didn't. Without Arup beside her, she was not immediately recognizable as anyone who mattered. 

It was liberating. It was also terrifying. 

She walked through the withering shed into the main factory building. The noise hit her like a wall — the grinding roar of the rolling machines, the clatter of the sorting equipment, the hiss of steam from the drying room. The floor vibrated under her feet. Workers shouted to each other over the din. The air was thick with tea dust and heat and the sharp tang of machinery. 

She didn't know where to find him. She hadn't thought this through — had deliberately not thought it through, because thinking would have meant admitting what she was doing. 

She walked past the rolling machines, scanning faces. The first machine: two older men, their arms dark with tea stains. The second: a young woman, her hair wrapped in a scarf, her hands quick on the rollers. The third — 

He was adjusting the pressure gauge, his back to her, his khaki shirt dark with sweat between his shoulder blades. The same lean build she remembered. The same precise movements with his hands. She stopped in the middle of the factory floor, and as if he sensed her presence, he turned. 

Their eyes met. 

The noise of the factory receded — not literally, but in the way that intense focus narrowed the world to a single point. He was the single point. His face, first startled, then something else — recognition, surprise, a flicker of pleasure that he couldn't quite hide. 

"Madam." 

She couldn't hear him over the machines, but she saw his lips form the word. She nodded. He said something to the worker beside him and stepped away from the machine, wiping his hands on a cloth tucked into his belt. 

They walked to the side of the building, near a stack of jute sacks, where the noise was slightly less overwhelming. 

"Madam should not be here," he said. "The factory floor is not — " 

"I wanted to thank you. Properly." The words came out too fast. "The other day. At the waterfall. I was in shock, and I didn't — I should have thanked you properly." 

"You did thank me." 

"Not enough. You saved my life." 

He looked at her with that same steady gaze she remembered from the clearing. The deference was there — the distance between the owner's wife and the estate worker — but underneath it, something else. The same thing she'd seen when he'd told her she was beautiful. 

"The sahib has already sent word," he said. "About a reward. Through Hiren Gogoi." 

"I didn't know that." 

"He is very generous." 

"The sahib is my husband." 

The words came out sharper than she'd intended. She saw him register the correction — not the sahib, but my husband. A small distinction that changed the shape of the conversation. 

"Yes," he said. "I know." 

The noise of the factory filled the silence between them. A worker pushed past with a handcart loaded with sacks. Mridul stepped closer to her to avoid being hit — a practical movement, nothing more — but suddenly he was near enough that she could smell him. Sweat and tea and something clean underneath, like soap or fresh leaves. 

"I didn't know," he said. "At the waterfall. When I first saw you. I thought you were a tourist." 

"I know. You said." 

"I thought you were just — " He stopped. 

"Just what?" 

"Just a woman. A beautiful woman, sitting on a fallen tree, taking photographs of the view." He said it simply, without flattery, as if stating a fact about the weather. "I didn't know you were the sahib's wife." 

"Does it matter?" 

The question surprised her. It surprised him too — she could see it in the way his eyes widened slightly before settling back into that steady watchfulness. 

"It matters," he said slowly, "because if I had known, I might not have said the things I said." 

"What things?" 

"That you were beautiful. That you didn't look like you belonged in the factory. That — " He stopped again. A muscle in his jaw tightened. "The things a man says to a woman when he thinks she is just a woman. Not the wife of the man who owns the estate." 

Indira's heart was beating too fast. The factory floor was not the place for this conversation. Anyone could see them — the sahib's wife, standing too close to a young worker, her face flushed, her voice unsteady. But she didn't step back. She didn't look away. 

"What if I preferred it?" she said. "When you thought I was just a woman." 

He stared at her. 

"When you didn't know who I was," she continued, "you looked at me differently. You spoke to me differently. You didn't call me madam. You didn't — " She stopped. She was saying too much. She was revealing too much. 

"You preferred it," he said. Not a question. 

"Yes." 

The word hung in the air between them. The machines roared. The workers shouted. The factory continued its endless transformation of green leaf into black tea. But in the small space between the jute sacks and the wall, something was shifting — a boundary being redrawn, a line being crossed and uncrossed. 

"I should go," she said. 

"Madam — " 

"Indira." 

His eyes widened. "Madam, I cannot — " 

"You asked me my name. At the waterfall. I told you. Indira Barua." 

"I remember. But I cannot call you that." 

"Why not?" 

"Because you are the sahib's wife. And I am — " He gestured at the factory around them, at his sweat-stained shirt, at the workers passing with their handcarts. "I am this." 

"You're the man who saved my life." 

"A man who works in a factory." 

"A man who screamed at a leopard until his throat bled." She could see it now — the reddened skin at his neck, the slight hoarseness still in his voice. "That's who you are." 

He was silent. The factory roared around them. She was aware, distantly, that they had been standing here too long — that workers were glancing their way, that someone might mention to Hiren Gogoi that the burra sahib's wife had been talking to a young worker near the rolling machines. 

"I'm glad you came," he said finally. "To thank me. You didn't have to." 

"I wanted to." 


"Then I am glad." 

His eyes met hers. And in that look was everything he couldn't say — that he'd thought about her too, that he remembered the feel of her elbow in his hand, that the moment at the bottom of the path had stayed with him the way it had stayed with her. 

"I walk sometimes," she said. "In the afternoons. The old section, near the fallen sal tree." 

"I know that place." 

"Perhaps I'll see you there." 

"It's on my patrol route." A pause. "Some days." 

"Some days," she repeated. 

It was not an arrangement. It was not a plan. It was the barest suggestion of possibility — as fragile as a spider's web, as easy to sweep away. But it was there, trembling in the air between them. 

"Goodbye, Mridul." 

"Goodbye, madam." 

She turned and walked away. The factory floor stretched ahead of her — the withering shed, the open doors, the bright rectangle of the November sky. She didn't look back. She didn't need to. She could feel his eyes on her the entire way, just as she'd felt them at the bottom of the path, just as she'd felt them on the road through the colony. 

She had come to thank him. She had done that. And she had done something else — something she couldn't name, something that made her hands tremble slightly as she climbed the hill toward the bungalow. 

She had opened a door. 

She didn't know if she would walk through it. She didn't know if he would. But it was open now — a door that hadn't existed before, in a wall she'd thought was solid. 

The bungalow was quiet. Dipali was in the kitchen. Lakhi was somewhere upstairs. Indira went to the verandah and sat in her usual chair and looked at her usual view, and nothing was usual anymore. 

She thought about Mridul's face when she'd said Indira. The shock. The hesitation. The way he'd looked at her afterward — as if her name was a gift he wasn't sure he was allowed to accept. 

She thought about her own recklessness. Going to the factory alone. Standing too close to a young worker. Telling him she preferred it when he thought she was just a woman. Telling him where she walked in the afternoons. 

It was foolish. It was dangerous. It was the most alive she'd felt in years. 

She lit a cigarette — her first of the day, the ritual abandoned in her rush to get to the factory. The smoke rose into the clear November air. Below her, the estate was the same as it had always been. The tea bushes. The factory chimneys. The workers' colony. The Barails on the horizon. 

But somewhere in the factory below, a young man was working his shift with the taste of her name in his mouth. And she had put it there. 

She didn't know what would happen next. She didn't know if she would walk to the old section in the afternoon, or if he would be there, or if either of them would have the courage to speak. But the possibility was there now — a thread connecting the bungalow on the hill to the factory below, fragile and bright. 

She stubbed out the cigarette. 

The day stretched ahead of her. The house was empty. Arup was in Silchar. The children were on the other side of the world. 

And Indira Barua, age forty-eight, wife and mother and mistress of a house on a hill, sat on her verandah and thought about a young man's hands and the way his voice had sounded when he'd said I am glad. 

Chapter 9: The Same Place 

Two weeks passed before she returned to the waterfall. 

The waiting was not intentional — or so she told herself. There were reasons. Arup was home, and his presence filled the bungalow with the familiar routines of marriage: meals together, conversations about the estate, the sound of his breathing in the bed beside her. Rishi called with news about his symposium paper, which had been accepted. Anu sent photographs of Toronto in autumn, the trees blazing red and gold against a sky that looked nothing like Assam. Meghali came for lunch twice. Life resumed its ordinary shape. 

But the shape was different now. It had a hollow in it — a space that hadn't been there before, a space shaped like a clearing in the forest, a fallen sal tree, a young man's voice saying do not run. 

She did not walk to the old section. She did not go near the workers' colony. She did not seek him out. But she thought about him. In the mornings, on the verandah, the cigarette smoke mixing with the mist. In the afternoons, in the garden, her hands pruning the bougainvillea with more care than it needed. At night, lying beside her sleeping husband, staring at the ceiling and remembering the way Mridul had looked at her when she'd told him her name. 

Indira. 

He hadn't said it. He'd said I cannot call you that. But he'd wanted to. She'd seen it in his eyes — the hunger to say it, the discipline of holding back. 

She thought about that hunger more than she should. 

On November 24, Arup left for Kolkata. 

Four days, he said. The exporter was being difficult, and there was a buyers' consortium he needed to charm, and he'd extended the trip to include a meeting with the Tea Board. He kissed her forehead at the door — the same brief, absent gesture he'd been giving her for years — and then the car crunched down the gravel drive and he was gone. 

The house settled into its empty rhythm. Dipali cooked smaller portions. Lakhi cleaned rooms that no one used. Indira moved through the days with a restlessness that had become familiar, a low hum under her skin that she couldn't quiet. 

On the second day of Arup's absence, she asked Dhaneswar to drive her to the northern boundary. 

"The waterfall, madam?" His voice was neutral. 

"Yes." 

"The leopard — " 

"I know about the leopard. I'll be careful." 

He didn't argue. He never argued. He simply opened the car door and waited for her to get in. 

The drive was the same as the first two times — the gravel road, the sal trees closing in, the light shifting from open gold to dappled green. But Indira's body knew the route now. The muscles in her shoulders tightened as they approached the turnaround. Her heart beat faster at the sound of the waterfall growing louder. 

Dhaneswar parked in the same spot. He cut the engine. His eyes in the rearview mirror were unreadable. 

"How long will madam stay?" 

"I don't know. An hour. Maybe two." 

"I will wait here." 

She got out of the car and began the climb. The path was familiar now — the loose rocks, the exposed roots, the ferns brushing against her ankles. The sound of the waterfall grew from a murmur to a roar. She emerged from the trees into the clearing, and he was there. 

Sitting on the fallen sal tree. Facing the view. Waiting. 

He turned when he heard her footsteps. His face did what it had done in the factory — first surprise, then recognition, then that flicker of pleasure he couldn't quite hide. 

"You came," he said. 

"Were you expecting me?" 

"I was hoping." He stood up. He was in the khaki uniform, the same as always, but today he'd rolled his sleeves to the elbows. His forearms were lean and corded with muscle. The pepper spray cannister hung from his belt. The stick was propped against the fallen tree. 

"How long have you been waiting?" she asked. 

"Not long. An hour." 

"An hour is long." 

"Not for this view." He gestured at the panorama below them — the tea bushes sweeping down to the valley, the factory buildings small and white in the distance, the Barail range hazy on the horizon. "And not if there is a chance you might come." 

She walked to the fallen tree and sat down. After a moment, he sat beside her — not as close as he'd sat when the leopard was there, but closer than a worker would normally sit to the sahib's wife. 

"You've been coming here," she said. "Every day?" 

"Most days. The leopard hasn't returned. But it's a good place to think." 

"What do you think about?" 

He was quiet for a moment. Below them, a racket-tailed drongo swooped through the clearing, its long tail feathers trailing like black ribbons. The bird landed on a branch, cocked its head at them, and flew off. 

"I think about the factory," he said. "The shifts. The machines. Whether I'll be doing this work when I'm forty, or fifty, or if there's something else." 

"What else would you do?" 

"I don't know. My mother wants me to apply for a supervisor position. But that means more paperwork, not less. And the pay is only slightly better." 

"Your mother lives in Sivasagar?" 

"Yes. She runs a small tailoring shop. My father died six years ago. Heart." He said it without self-pity, as a fact. "She manages. But she worries about me. Mothers worry." 

"They do." Indira thought about Rishi, about Anu, about the years of worrying that had shaped her more than she'd realized. "My son is your age. Twenty-four. He's doing a PhD in America." 

"America." Mridul considered this. "That is very far." 

"He calls once a week. Sometimes twice. He's doing well. But I worry anyway." 

"That is what mothers do." 

"Yes." 

The drongo returned, swooping low over the pool. The waterfall roared. The sun was warm on Indira's face. She realized, with a small shock, that she was comfortable — more comfortable than she'd been in weeks. Sitting on a fallen tree in the forest, talking to a young estate worker about his mother, watching birds swoop over a pool. 

"Arup — the sahib — is arranging a reward for you," she said. "A bonus. For what you did with the leopard." 

"I heard. Hiren Gogoi told me." 

"It's well deserved." 

"I didn't do it for a reward." 

"I know." 

He turned to look at her. The afternoon light caught his face, highlighting the sharp line of his jaw, the darkness of his eyes. He was not handsome in the way Arup had been handsome at that age — polished, confident, sure of his place in the world. Mridul's face was leaner, hungrier, his beauty the beauty of something still becoming. 

"Why did you do it?" she asked. "Really." 

"I told you. I didn't think. I just moved." 

"But afterward. When you were screaming. When you walked toward the leopard instead of running away. You made a choice." 

He looked away, toward the view. "There was a woman I couldn't let die. That was the choice." 

"Any woman?" 

"No." The word was quiet. "Not any woman." 

The drongo called from somewhere in the trees — a sharp, metallic sound. Indira's hands were clasped in her lap, her fingers interlaced so tightly that the knuckles were white. She loosened them deliberately, placed them palms-down on the smooth bark of the fallen tree. 

"At the factory," she said. "You told me you thought I was a tourist. A beautiful woman." 

"I remember." 

"Was that true? Or were you — " She stopped. She wasn't sure what she was asking. 

"It was true." He was still looking at the view, not at her. "When I saw you sitting here, before the leopard, I thought — there is a woman who does not belong in this forest. She is too beautiful. Too composed. She looks like a painting in a magazine. The kind of woman who visits Assam once and then goes back to Delhi or Mumbai and tells her friends about the tea gardens." 

"I'm not from Delhi or Mumbai." 

"I know that now. But then, I didn't. I didn't know anything about you. I only knew — " He stopped. 

"Knew what?" 

He turned to face her. His eyes were very dark, very steady. "I knew I wanted to keep looking at you. Even before the leopard. I was standing by the trees, and I saw you, and I couldn't look away. And then the leopard came, and I didn't have to." 

Her breath caught. The admission was simple, unadorned, and more powerful than any compliment she'd received in years. He hadn't said she was beautiful to flatter her. He'd said it because it was true for him — because looking at her had been something he wanted to do, something he'd chosen to do. 

"I'm forty-eight years old," she said. The words came out before she could stop them. "I have a son your age. I'm not — I'm not the woman in the magazine." 

"I know how old you are." 

"You don't." 

"I do. I asked." He had the grace to look slightly embarrassed. "After the factory. I asked one of the kitchen staff. They know everything about the bungalow." 

Indira didn't know whether to laugh or be horrified. "You asked about my age?" 

"I wanted to know. It didn't change anything." 

"Didn't it?" 

"No." He held her gaze. "You are still the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. Age doesn't make that less true. It makes it... different. More." 

She didn't know what to say. The waterfall roared behind them. The sun was warm. A young man was looking at her as if she were a landscape he wanted to memorize. 

"I should go," she said. "My driver is waiting." 

"Stay. A little longer." 

"I can't." 

"Why not?" 

Because she was the sahib's wife. Because he was an estate worker. Because anyone could walk up that path and find them sitting together on the fallen tree, too close, their voices too soft, their eyes saying things that shouldn't be said. Because if she stayed any longer, she would do something she couldn't take back. 

"Another day," she said. "I'll come back." 

"Will you?" 

"Yes." 

She stood up. He stood with her — the automatic courtesy of a young man who'd been raised to rise when a woman rose. They faced each other in the clearing, the waterfall at their backs, the view below them, the drongo calling from the trees. 

"Thank you," she said. "For waiting." 

"Thank you for coming." 

She turned and walked down the path. This time, she did look back — once, at the edge of the trees. He was still standing beside the fallen tree, his hand resting on the grey bark, his eyes following her. 

She raised her hand. He raised his. 

In the car, Dhaneswar started the engine without a word. The gravel crunched under the tires. The sal trees closed around them. Indira leaned her head against the window and watched the forest pass, and on her face was a smile she didn't know was there. 

In the rearview mirror, Dhaneswar's eyes met hers for a fraction of a second. 

He said nothing. 

But he saw the smile. He saw it, and he filed it away, and he began the long, patient process of putting the pieces together. 

The sahib's wife. The young worker at the waterfall. The glances in the mirror. The silence that was louder than words. 

Dhaneswar had been a soldier. He knew how to wait. He knew how to watch. And he knew, with a certainty that settled into his bones like cold water, that something was happening on the northern boundary. 

Something he could use. 

He drove. The smile on Indira's face faded as they approached the bungalow, replaced by the mask she wore at home — serene, composed, the face of the sahib's wife. But he had seen what was underneath. He would keep seeing it. 

He would keep watching. 

That night, Indira sat on the verandah long after dark. 

The sky was clear, the stars bright and cold. The estate lights were scattered across the valley like earthbound constellations. The factory chimney was a dark silhouette against the darker sky. Somewhere in the workers' colony, a young man was sitting on his verandah, looking up at the same stars. 

She lit a cigarette. The smoke rose into the cold air. 

A beautiful woman should be seen. 

He'd said that, or something like it. He'd said she was the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen. He'd said age made it different, more. And she had felt, in that moment, like a woman who had been invisible for years and was suddenly, blindingly, visible. 

It was dangerous. She knew it was dangerous. But the danger was part of what made it irresistible. 

She stubbed out the cigarette. She went inside. Arup's side of the bed was empty — he was in some hotel in Kolkata, ordering room service and reviewing contracts. She lay down on her side and closed her eyes. 

She dreamed of the waterfall. She dreamed of Mridul's hand on the grey bark of the fallen tree. She dreamed of his voice saying stay, a little longer. 

This time, in the dream, she stayed. 

Chapter 10: The Rain

The morning of November 24 broke warm and strange.

Indira felt the change before she opened her eyes — the weight of the air, the stillness in the bungalow that meant the mist hadn't come. She walked to the verandah in her night sari and found the valley already clear, the tea bushes visible all the way to the Barails, the sky a pale and depthless white that wasn't cloud but wasn't sun either. Waiting weather. The kind of day that hadn't decided what it wanted to be.

Dipali commented on it at breakfast. "Unseasonable," she said, setting down Indira's tea with the extra sugar she still added, as if the leopard were a wound that needed sweetening. "Too warm for November. The plants will be confused."

"Plants don't get confused."

"These plants do. Twenty-two years I've been watching them. They know when the cold should come. When it doesn't, they hold back. Like they're waiting."

Indira drank her tea. The warmth of the cup against her palms was grounding, but the restlessness under her skin was louder than usual. Arup had called from Kolkata the previous night — the exporter was still negotiating, the buyers' consortium had been rescheduled, he'd be gone another three days at least. His voice on the phone had been tired, distracted, full of numbers and contract terms. She'd listened and made the right sounds and not told him what she was planning.

What was she planning?

She didn't know. She never knew, these days. She only knew that the house on the hill felt like a cage and the waterfall felt like a door, and every time she walked through that door she came back a little more herself. Or a little less the self she'd been for twenty-two years. She wasn't sure which.

By ten o'clock, the sky had darkened. Not rain-dark — not yet — but a deepening of the pale white into something grey and swollen. The air pressed against the bungalow like a held breath. In the garden, the bougainvillea hung motionless, its papery bracts vivid against the metallic sky. Even the birds had gone quiet.

"Storm coming," Dipali said, collecting the breakfast dishes. "Madam should stay inside today."

"Maybe."

But by eleven, Indira was walking down the verandah steps toward the garage.

Dhaneswar was polishing the car.

He did this often — a ritual that seemed to have no purpose beyond itself, since the car was already clean and the estate roads would dust it again within hours. He looked up when she approached, the cloth still in his hand, his grey mustache neat, his eyes as unreadable as ever.

"The waterfall, madam?"

She hadn't told him where she wanted to go. She hadn't needed to.

"Yes."

"There will be rain. The road may be difficult."

"I'll be fine."

He folded the cloth, placed it on the workbench, and opened the back door without another word.

The drive was darker than before.

The sal trees that lined the road pressed closer under the heavy sky, their leaves turning silver-side-out as the wind began to stir. The gravel gave way to dirt, the dirt to the two ruts in the grass. The car rocked and swayed. Indira gripped the door handle and didn't speak.

When they reached the turnaround, Dhaneswar cut the engine. The silence rushed in — no birds, no insects, only the distant sound of the waterfall and the first low rumble of thunder somewhere over the Barails.

"Madam should not stay long," he said. "The storm will break soon."

"I'll be quick."

She got out. The air was thick and charged, the pressure of the coming rain a physical presence against her skin. She began the climb. The path was harder today — the humidity had made the rocks slick, and the ferns she brushed past left wet streaks on her arms. The waterfall grew louder. The thunder grew closer.

She emerged from the trees and he was there.

Not waiting on the fallen tree this time. Standing at the edge of the pool, looking up at the sky, his back to her. He'd taken off his uniform shirt — it lay folded on the sal tree trunk — and was wearing only a thin white vest, the kind workers wore under their khaki. His shoulder blades moved under the damp cotton. His arms were bare.

He turned.

"Madam." The word was automatic, but his face did what it always did — that flicker of pleasure, quickly suppressed. "I wasn't sure you'd come. The storm — "

"I know. I came anyway."

He looked at her across the clearing. The grey light softened everything, blurred the edges. She was wearing a deep blue saree today — the color of monsoon clouds, Meghali had called it when they'd bought the silk in Silchar years ago. She'd chosen it without thinking. She wondered now if she'd chosen it because of the sky.

"You should sit," he said. "Before it breaks. You came all this way."

She sat on the fallen sal tree. He sat beside her — not close enough to be improper, but closer than last time. She could smell him: clean sweat, the faint sharpness of the pepper spray cannister still on his belt, something vegetal like crushed leaves. His vest was damp, clinging to his chest.

"The leopard hasn't returned," he said.

"I wasn't thinking about the leopard."

He looked at her. The thunder rumbled, nearer now. The first drops of rain began to fall — fat, scattered, making small dark circles on the rocks around the pool.

"I think about you," he said.

The words were simple. Quiet. Not a declaration — an admission. As if he'd been holding them for a while and had finally decided to let them go.

"Mridul — "

"I know I shouldn't. I know you are the sahib's wife. I know there is no — " He stopped. Started again. "But I think about you. When I'm in the factory. When I walk the patrol routes. When I sit on my verandah at night. I think about you sitting on this tree. I think about your voice. I think about the way you said my name."

The rain was falling faster now — still scattered, but heavier, each drop a small impact against the leaves and the rocks and the pool. Neither of them moved.

"You should not have come today," he said.

"Why?"

"Because I am trying very hard to be respectful. And the storm is coming. And you are — " He looked at her, and in his eyes was something raw and hungry and held back by the thinnest thread. "You are very beautiful. And I don't know how much longer I can sit here and not — "

He didn't finish.

The sky opened.

The rain came all at once — not the gradual building of a monsoon storm but a sudden, violent release, as if the clouds had been holding their breath and finally let go. Water sheeted down through the canopy, turned the path to mud in seconds, hammered the surface of the pool into a froth of white. The waterfall, already loud, became a roar.

Mridul grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the trees.

"There's a sal — the big one — its canopy is thicker — "

They ran. The rain soaked through her saree instantly, the silk clinging to her body in heavy folds. Her sandals slipped on the wet ground. His hand was tight around hers, pulling her forward, and then they were under the sal tree — the enormous old one at the edge of the clearing, its branches spreading wide, its leaves dense enough to create a pocket of almost-dry in the heart of the storm.

They stood in that pocket, inches apart, both breathing hard.

The rain roared around them. The world beyond the tree was a grey curtain of water, obscuring the view, the pool, the path back to the car. They were alone — more alone than they'd ever been, the storm sealing them off from everything else.

She was soaked. Her saree was plastered to her body, the silk nearly transparent, the outline of her breasts and hips visible through the wet fabric. Her hair had come loose from its bun and hung in wet strands against her neck. She should have felt self-conscious. She should have covered herself, stepped back, restored the distance between the sahib's wife and the estate worker.

She didn't.

He was looking at her. The vest was transparent now, molded to his chest and stomach, the lean muscle of his arms beaded with rain. His hair was plastered to his forehead. Water dripped from his jaw. And his eyes — his eyes were fixed on her face with an intensity that made her forget to breathe.

"I think about you," he said again. His voice was hoarse, barely audible over the rain. "Every day. Every night. I can't stop."

"Mridul — "

"I know it's wrong. I know you're married. I know you're — " He stepped closer. The pocket of dry space under the tree was small. There was nowhere to go. "But I can't stop. I don't want to stop."

She should say something. She should tell him to step back. She should remind him who she was, who her husband was, what the consequences would be. She was forty-eight years old, a wife of twenty-five years, a mother of two grown children. She was not the kind of woman who stood under a sal tree in the rain while a young man told her he couldn't stop thinking about her.

But she was. She was exactly that kind of woman. She had always been that kind of woman, waiting under the surface of the sahib's wife, the mother, the mistress of the house on the hill.

"Tell me to stop," he said. "Tell me to step back. I will. Just say the word."

She didn't say the word.

He stepped closer. The rain hammered the leaves above them. The thunder cracked overhead. His hand rose, slowly — so slowly she could have stopped him at any moment — and touched her face. His palm was warm against her wet cheek. His thumb traced the line of her jaw.

"You are so beautiful," he said. The words were almost a whisper. "From the first moment I saw you. So beautiful."

She closed her eyes. His hand was still on her face. The rain was a wall around them. The world had shrunk to this: the sound of water, the smell of wet earth, the warmth of his palm.

She opened her eyes.

He was waiting. His face was close enough that she could see the rain beaded on his eyelashes, the small scar on his left eyebrow, the fullness of his lower lip. He was waiting for her to decide. He would stop if she told him to stop. He would step back if she told him to step back.

She didn't tell him.

He kissed her neck.

Not her mouth. Not yet. His lips found the curve where her neck met her shoulder, and he kissed her there — a soft, deliberate pressure that sent a shock through her body. His other hand found her waist, steadying her. His mouth moved up the column of her throat, leaving a trail of heat against her rain-cooled skin.

She made a sound. She didn't mean to — a small, involuntary gasp that was swallowed by the noise of the storm. But he heard it. She saw his eyes flicker at the sound, saw the hunger in them sharpen.

"Tell me to stop," he said again, his voice rough against her ear.

She didn't.

His mouth traced the line of her shoulder, pushing the wet silk of her saree aside. His hands moved to her back, finding the folds of fabric, working them loose with a patience that seemed impossible given the rain and the thunder and the way her heart was pounding. The saree came undone in his fingers — not rough, not rushed, but careful, as if he were unwrapping something precious.

The pallu fell away. Her blouse was wet against her skin, the fabric clinging to the swell of her breasts. He looked at her — really looked, his eyes traveling from her face to her throat to her chest to the curves that the wet silk could no longer hide.

"I have wanted this," he said. "Since the first day. When you walked through the factory and looked at me. I have wanted you."

His mouth found her throat again, then lower — the hollow at the base of her neck, the ridge of her collarbone. His hands were on her waist, her hips, exploring the shape of her through the wet fabric. She gripped his shoulders to steady herself. His body was warm through the thin vest, solid, real in a way that cut through the unreality of the storm.

He turned her around.

Gently. Slowly. He turned her so her back was against his chest, her body pressed against his. One arm circled her waist, holding her close. The other hand moved her wet hair aside, baring the nape of her neck.

He kissed her there. The back of her neck. Her spine. The place where her shoulder blades met. Each kiss was deliberate, unhurried, as if he had all the time in the world and intended to use every second of it.

The rain roared. Her body trembled — not from cold, though the rain was cool and the wind had picked up. She was trembling because no one had touched her like this in years. No one had kissed the back of her neck as if it were the most important thing in the world. Arup hadn't — Arup's touch had become efficient over the years, a transaction rather than an exploration. This was different. This was worship.

He knelt behind her.

She felt him sink down, his hands sliding from her waist to her hips, steadying her. The rain continued to fall, but the sal tree's canopy was thick enough that only a fine mist reached them now. She was wet, but not drenched. She could feel every droplet on her skin, every point of contact between his hands and her body.

He lifted the back of her saree.

The silk was heavy with water, and it fell aside easily. In the grey light of the storm, her legs were bare from the knees down. His hands found the backs of her thighs — the soft skin there, the curve where thigh met buttock. His touch was reverent. Exploratory. As if he were memorizing her.

"You are so beautiful," he said again. His voice was muffled against her skin. "Every part of you."

His mouth followed his hands.

He kissed the backs of her thighs. Slow, unhurried kisses that made her grip the bark of the sal tree to keep herself upright. Then higher — the swell of her backside, still covered by the thin cotton of her petticoat. His hands pushed the wet fabric up, baring more of her skin.

He kissed her there. The curve of her hip. The small of her back. Then lower, pushing the petticoat higher still until it was bunched at her waist.

He kissed the cleft of her backside. The spot where the swell began. His mouth was warm and wet against her rain-cooled skin, and she made another sound — something between a gasp and a moan, a sound she hadn't made in so long she'd forgotten she could.

"Shh," he murmured against her skin. "I have you."

He spread her thighs slightly. Not roughly. Just enough. His hands were on her hips, holding her steady, and his mouth found her from behind — soft, searching, his tongue parting her folds with a gentleness that made her knees buckle.

She gripped the tree. The bark was rough under her palms, grounding. His tongue was slow, patient, exploring her with the same attention he'd given the rest of her body. The rain hammered the leaves above them. The thunder rolled across the Barails. And Indira Barua, wife of the tea estate owner, mother of two grown children, stood braced against a sal tree while a twenty-four-year-old man knelt behind her and did things to her body that she had only ever read about.

The orgasm built slowly. She didn't recognize it at first — it had been so long since she'd felt this, this coiling tension in her belly, this heat that spread outward from where his mouth touched her. She bit her lip to keep from crying out. Her hips moved against his face without her permission, a rhythm she didn't control.

He didn't stop. He didn't rush. He followed her body's cues with an intuition that seemed impossible given his age, his inexperience — and she realized, with a distant part of her mind, that she didn't know if he was inexperienced. She didn't know anything about his life before this estate, before this storm, before this moment.

It didn't matter. Nothing mattered except his mouth and his hands and the pressure building inside her.

She came with a cry that was swallowed by the thunder.

Her body clenched around nothing — he had moved his mouth away at the last moment, replaced it with his fingers, two of them sliding inside her as she shuddered. His other arm was around her waist, holding her up. Her legs had stopped working. The world had gone white at the edges.

She leaned her forehead against the bark of the sal tree and tried to remember how to breathe.

After a moment, he stood. His body was warm against her back, his chest pressing against her spine. She could feel him through his trousers — hard, urgent, pressing against the curve of her backside. He'd been patient. He'd been so patient. But the patience was fraying.

"I want to be inside you," he said. His voice was ragged, stripped of the careful deference he usually maintained. "Tell me if you want me to stop. Tell me now."

She didn't tell him to stop.

His hands found her hips. He positioned her gently — bending her forward slightly, her palms still braced against the tree. She heard the sound of his belt, his trousers. Then the heat of him, pressing against her from behind.

"I will go slowly," he said. "Tell me if it hurts. Tell me and I'll stop."

She nodded. Words were beyond her.

He entered her slowly. Inch by inch. She was wet — from the rain, from his mouth, from the orgasm that had left her body soft and open. But still, it had been months since she'd been with Arup, and she was tight, and he was — he was not small. She gasped. He paused.

"Are you — "

"Don't stop." The words came out in a rush. "Don't stop."

He didn't stop.

He filled her completely, and for a moment they stayed like that — her bent against the tree, him deep inside her, both of them breathing hard, the rain falling around them like a curtain. Then he began to move.

He was not rough. He was not hurried. He moved inside her with a rhythm that was almost unbearably slow — a deliberate, controlled stroke that made her feel every inch of him, every withdrawal, every return. His hands were on her hips, guiding her, but not forcing. His breathing was harsh against her ear. Occasionally, he made a sound — a low moan, a word in Assamese she didn't understand — and each sound sent a fresh wave of heat through her body.

She pushed back against him. The movement was instinctive, her body taking over where her mind had gone quiet. He responded with a sharper thrust, and she gasped again, and he slowed immediately.

"Sorry — "

"Don't be sorry." She pushed back again. "Harder."

He gave her harder.

The rhythm changed. The slow, worshipful pace gave way to something more urgent — still controlled, but deeper, each thrust pressing her against the tree, each withdrawal making her ache for the return. The rain was a roar around them. The thunder was directly overhead now, shaking the ground. She could feel the storm inside her as well as outside — the same wildness, the same sense of forces she couldn't control.

She came a second time. This one was sharper, more sudden — a cresting wave that crashed through her body and left her shaking. She cried out, and this time the sound was covered by the rain.

He followed a moment later. She felt him stiffen, heard the strangled sound he made against her shoulder, felt the heat of his release inside her. He held her tight against him, his body trembling with the force of it.

Then stillness.

They stayed like that — her body braced against the tree, his body pressed against her back, both of them breathing in ragged unison. The rain began to ease. The thunder moved on toward the valley. The world, which had shrunk to the space under the sal tree, began to expand again.

He pulled out gently. She felt the loss of him as a physical ache. He helped her straighten up, his hands careful and steady, and turned her to face him. His eyes were dark and dazed, his hair plastered to his forehead, his vest still wet. He looked young. He looked destroyed.

"Are you all right?" he asked.

She laughed. The sound surprised her — a short, breathless laugh that was half sob. "I don't know what I am."

He pulled her closer, wrapped his arms around her, held her against his chest. The gesture was not sexual — it was protective, tender, the embrace of someone who had just shared something enormous and didn't want to let it go. She let herself be held. Her saree was still undone, her petticoat still bunched at her waist, her hair a wet tangle down her back. She had never felt more exposed in her life.

She had also never felt more alive.

"Indira," he said.

Her name. He'd never said it before — not once, despite all the times she'd told him to use it. Now it came out of him like a prayer.

"Say it again," she said.

"Indira."

The rain fell around them, softer now. The thunder was a distant rumble over the valley. The waterfall, which had been drowned out by the storm, was audible again — a steady rush behind the dripping of the leaves.

She was Indira. Not madam. Not the sahib's wife. Indira.

And he was Mridul. Not a worker. Not a security patrol. The man who had saved her life and now, somehow, had given her something else entirely.

She didn't know what happened next. She didn't know how to go back to the bungalow, to the empty rooms, to the life that was waiting for her on the hill. She didn't know what this meant for Arup, for her children, for the twenty-five years of marriage she had just shattered against the bark of a sal tree.

But she knew, standing in the rain with his arms around her and her name still echoing in his voice, that she would not undo this.

Whatever came next — whatever guilt, whatever consequences, whatever impossible choices — she would not undo this moment.

The rain stopped. The clouds parted. A single shaft of sunlight broke through the canopy and caught the pool, turning the water to gold.

And in the distance, over the Barail range, a rainbow began to form.

Chapter 11: The Rainbow 

The shaft of sunlight that broke through the canopy was the colour of turmeric — golden and dense, as if the storm had washed the air clean and left behind something purer than light. It caught the pool first, turning the water to hammered brass, then crept across the clearing toward the sal tree where they stood. 

Indira watched it come. Her body was still pressed against Mridul's, his arms around her, her saree undone and her hair a wet tangle down her back. She should move. She should step away, find her clothes, reassemble herself into the woman who had climbed this path an hour ago. But her legs were unsteady and his chest was warm and the light was so beautiful that she couldn't make herself break the stillness. 

"The rainbow," he said. 

His voice was quiet against her hair. She turned her head. 

It was there — arcing over the Barail range, spanning the valley from the sanctuary boundary to the far hills. Not the pale, tentative rainbow of English drizzle but a vast, vivid thing, each band of colour distinct against the retreating grey of the storm. Red. Orange. Yellow. Green. Blue. Indigo. Violet. The full spectrum, as if the sky were showing off. 

"In Sivasagar," Mridul said, "my grandmother used to say that rainbows were bridges. That the gods walked across them when they wanted to visit the earth." 

"Do you believe that?" 

"I believe that the world is more beautiful than it needs to be. Maybe that's the same thing." 

She turned in his arms to face him. His vest was still damp, clinging to his chest, and his hair was plastered to his forehead in dark commas. He looked exhausted and exhilarated and very, very young. She reached up and pushed the wet hair back from his face. The gesture was intimate in a way that the sex had not been — tender rather than urgent, a claiming rather than a yielding. 

"Are you all right?" he asked. It was the same question he'd asked before, but softer now, the hunger replaced by something gentler. 

"I don't know." She let her hand drop to his chest, felt the beat of his heart through the wet cotton. "I think so. I think — " She stopped. The words she wanted didn't exist in any language she knew. 

"You're shaking." 

She was. The trembling had returned — not the violent shaking of the leopard encounter, but a fine tremor that ran through her body like a plucked string. Shock, maybe. Or the aftermath of what they'd done. Or the cold, which was beginning to seep through the adrenaline, the rain-cooled air raising goosebumps on her bare arms. 

He noticed. He stepped back — just enough to reach for his uniform shirt, still folded on the fallen tree where he'd left it before the storm. It was damp but not soaked, protected by the sal tree's canopy. He wrapped it around her shoulders. 

"Your saree is — " He gestured vaguely, and for the first time since this began, he looked embarrassed. "I can help you. If you want." 

She looked down at herself. The blue silk was a disaster — the pallu trailing on the ground, the pleats undone, the petticoat still bunched at her waist. She looked like a woman who had been dragged through a storm and then ravished against a tree. Which was, she supposed, exactly what had happened. 

"Turn around," she said. 

He turned. She let the shirt fall and began the slow work of reconstructing herself. The saree was damp and uncooperative, the pleats refusing to lie flat. Her blouse was still wet, the fabric clinging to her breasts, and she could feel the outline of her nipples through the thin cotton. There was mud on her feet, her ankles, a smear of it on her forearm where she'd braced against the tree. She wiped it off with the edge of the pallu. 

"You can turn back," she said. 

He turned. His eyes moved over her — the saree imperfectly draped, her hair still loose, the shirt he'd given her now back in his hands. She saw him register the details: the mud she'd missed, the way the silk still clung to her hips, the absence of the composed woman who had climbed the path. 

"You look — " He stopped. 

"Like a disaster." 

"Like a woman who survived a storm." He stepped closer. "A beautiful woman." 

"You keep saying that." 

"Because it keeps being true." 

She laughed — the same short, breathless laugh from before, half sob, half release. "You're very persistent." 

"I'm very honest. There's a difference." 

He pulled the damp vest over his head and replaced it with the uniform shirt, buttoning it with the same careful precision she'd noticed in the factory — the movements of someone who took pride in doing things properly. When he was done, he reached for her hand. 

"Come. Sit with me. Before you go." 

He led her to the fallen tree. They sat — not as close as they'd stood under the sal tree, but close enough that his thigh was against hers. The rainbow was still there, fading now at the edges but still bright at its centre, still arcing over the valley like a promise. 

"Will you tell your husband?" he asked. 

The question was quiet. She felt it land in her chest like a stone. 

"No." 

"Will you tell anyone?" 

"Who would I tell? My children? My friends?" She shook her head. "This is — this is mine. Ours. No one else's." 

He was quiet for a moment. The waterfall rushed behind them. The birds were returning — a magpie-robin, its black-and-white tail bobbing as it hopped along a branch. 

"I won't tell anyone either," he said. "I know what would happen. To you. To your family. To me." He looked at her. "I know what I am in this. The worker. The man who — " 

"You're not 'the man who.' You're Mridul." 

"To you. To everyone else, I'm the man who works in the factory. And you're the sahib's wife. And if anyone knew — " He didn't finish. 

"It won't happen. No one will know." 

"Dhaneswar." 

The name hit her like cold water. The driver. He'd been waiting at the bottom of the path for — she had no idea how long. An hour? Two? Long enough to wonder. Long enough to know. 

"He doesn't know anything," she said. 

"He sees things. I've watched him watch you. In the rearview mirror. When you think no one is looking." 

"You've been in his car?" 

"Once. Last year. He drove some of us to Silchar for a training. He didn't speak the whole way. But he watched." 

Indira thought about Dhaneswar's eyes in the mirror. The way he'd appeared at the northern boundary without being called. The way he'd said I am glad madam is safe with something under the words she couldn't identify. Dipali's voice in the kitchen: He watches. Always watching. 

"He doesn't know," she said again. But the certainty was gone. 

The rainbow was fading now, the colours bleeding into the clearing sky. Indira watched it go and felt, for the first time since the rain began, the stirring of something she recognized. Guilt. It was small still, a distant shape on the horizon. But it was there. 

She pushed it away. There would be time for guilt later. There would be time for all of it — the reckoning, the consequences, the impossible choices. But not now. Now there was only the clearing and the waterfall and the young man beside her, his hand resting on the fallen tree, close enough that she could cover it with her own if she wanted to. 

She wanted to. She didn't. 

"I should go," she said. 

"I know." 

"I don't want to." 

"Neither do I." 

She stood. He stood with her. They faced each other in the clearing — the sahib's wife and the factory worker, the woman in the ruined saree and the man in the damp uniform, the leopard and the storm and the rainbow all behind them now. 

"When will you come again?" he asked. 

"I don't know. Arup — my husband — he'll be back in a few days. I don't know when I can get away." 

"Then I'll come here. Every day that I can. In case." 

She thought about telling him not to wait. She thought about telling him that this was a single moment, a madness brought on by the storm and the leopard and the loneliness, and that it couldn't happen again. She thought about being sensible, responsible, the kind of woman who didn't stand under sal trees and let young men undo her saree. 

She didn't say any of those things. 

"I'll come back," she said. "I don't know when. But I'll come back." 

He nodded. He didn't try to kiss her. He didn't reach for her hand. He simply stood there, his eyes on her face, memorizing her — as if she were the view from the waterfall, as if she were the rainbow over the Barails, as if she were something precious and temporary that he wanted to keep. 

She turned and walked down the path. 

Dhaneswar was waiting beside the car. 

He'd been waiting a long time. She could see it in the set of his shoulders, the way he'd positioned himself against the driver's door as if he'd been standing there for hours. The rain had soaked through the trees here too — the ground was muddy, the car spattered with wet leaves. But Dhaneswar was dry, or mostly dry, an umbrella propped against the car beside him. 

"Madam." His voice was the same as always — neutral, respectful, revealing nothing. "The storm was severe. I was concerned." 

"I found shelter." 

His eyes moved over her. The saree, imperfectly draped. The hair, still loose, drying in uneven strands around her face. The mud on her sandals. The absence of composure. She saw him see everything. 

"Madam is unhurt?" 

"I'm fine." 

He opened the back door. She got in. The car smelled of leather and diesel and something else — the faint, stale scent of the cigarettes Dhaneswar smoked when he was waiting. She'd never noticed it before. 

The drive back was silent. 

She watched the forest pass — the sal trees, the tea bushes reappearing as they descended from the boundary, the factory buildings small and white in the distance. The estate was the same as it had always been. The tea was growing. The workers were working. The bungalow on the hill was waiting for her, its verandah and its empty rooms and its photographs of a family scattered across the world. 

Everything was the same. And nothing was. 

She closed her eyes. She could still feel his mouth on the back of her neck. She could still feel him inside her. She could still hear his voice saying her name — Indira, Indira — as if it were a word he'd just learned and was trying to memorise. 

"Mridul," she whispered. The name was soundless, just her lips moving in the quiet of the back seat. 

In the rearview mirror, Dhaneswar's eyes met hers. She looked away. But the moment had happened — that brief, unguarded fraction of a second when her guard was down and her lips had moved and he had seen. 

Dhaneswar said nothing. 

He drove. 

The bungalow was quiet. Dipali had left lunch covered in the kitchen — her note, in the same careful handwriting as always, said she'd gone to the market in the estate colony for vegetables and would be back by four. Lakhi was somewhere, doing the work that Lakhi always did, invisible and efficient. 

Indira went to the bedroom. 

She stood in front of the mirror — the full-length one on the dressing room door that Arup had bought her for their fifteenth anniversary — and looked at herself. The woman in the mirror was a stranger. Her hair was a tangled mess, half-dried in the warmth of the afternoon. Her saree was creased and misaligned, the silk marked with water stains that would need professional cleaning. There was a faint red mark on her neck — not a bruise, quite, but the memory of his mouth, the pressure of his lips. She touched it with her fingertips. 

She looked alive. That was the strangest thing. Beneath the wreckage of the saree and the tangled hair and the beginning of what would probably be a spectacular bruise, she looked more alive than she had in years. Her eyes were bright. Her skin was flushed. Her body hummed with a residual energy that felt like the aftermath of an electrical storm. 

She began to undress. The saree came off in a whisper of damp silk. The blouse, unbuttoned, joined it on the floor. The petticoat was ruined — mud-stained, torn slightly at the hem. She stepped out of it and stood in her underwear, examining the damage. A scrape on her palm from the sal tree bark. A smear of mud on her thigh. The red mark on her neck, deepening now toward purple. 

She would need to wear a high-collared blouse tomorrow. She would need to have the saree cleaned before Arup returned. She would need to invent a story for the bruise, if anyone noticed — a fall on the wet path, the storm, the slippery rocks. The details would come. She was good at details. 

She showered. The water was hot and hard, and she stood under it for a long time, letting the heat soak into her muscles, letting the steam fill the bathroom until she couldn't see her reflection in the mirror. She washed the mud from her feet and the forest from her hair and the smell of him from her skin. Or tried to. When she stepped out of the shower and wrapped herself in a towel, she could still smell him — clean sweat and crushed leaves and the faint, sharp note of the pepper spray that hadn't quite washed away. 

She looked at the mirror. It was fogged over. She wiped it with her palm. 

The woman in the mirror was still a stranger. But she was a stranger Indira was beginning to recognise. 

She didn't sleep that night. 

Arup called at eight, cheerful and exhausted, full of the day's negotiations and the buyers he'd charmed and the dinner he'd had with the Tea Board representative at a restaurant that served Bengali food in the middle of Kolkata. Indira listened and made the right sounds and asked the right questions and gave nothing away. 

"Are you all right?" he asked. "You sound tired." 

"I went for a walk. The storm caught me. I got soaked." 

"You should be careful. The estate roads are dangerous in the rain." 

"I was careful." 

"I'll be home in two days. The paperwork is nearly done." 

"I'll be here." 

"I love you," he said. The words were automatic, the way they'd been automatic for years. A ritual. A punctuation mark at the end of a phone call. 

"I love you too," she said. 

She hung up. The lie sat in her chest like a stone. 

She went to the verandah. The night was clear — the storm had scrubbed the sky clean, and the stars were bright and close, the Milky Way a smear of light across the darkness. She lit a cigarette. The smoke rose toward the stars. 

She thought about Mridul. She thought about his hands on her hips and his mouth on the back of her neck and his voice saying her name. She thought about the way he'd wrapped his shirt around her shoulders and the way he'd said I'll come here every day, in case. 

She thought about Arup. His kind, distracted face. His brief, absent kisses. The twenty-five years of marriage that she had just — what? Betrayed? Discarded? Suspended? 

She didn't know. The words for what she'd done were too large to hold. 

She stubbed out the cigarette. She went to bed. She lay on her side of the mattress and stared at the ceiling and replayed every moment of the afternoon — the leopard that had started it all, the storm, the sal tree, the rainbow. His mouth. His hands. His voice. 

At some point, she must have slept. Because she woke at four with the dream still vivid — the clearing, the waterfall, Mridul standing beside the fallen tree with his hand resting on the grey bark. In the dream, she walked toward him. In the dream, she didn't look back. 

She lay in the dark and waited for dawn. 

Chapter 12: The Weight of Silence

Arup came home on the twenty-sixth.

Indira heard the car before she saw it — the familiar crunch of gravel, the low rumble of the engine, Dhaneswar's door opening and closing with its particular creak. She was on the verandah, a book open in her lap that she hadn't read a word of. She stood, smoothed her saree — a high-necked blue cotton, the collar covering the mark on her neck that had faded from purple to a greenish yellow — and walked to the top of the steps.

He looked tired. The Kolkata trips always tired him — too many meetings, too much rich food, not enough sleep in hotel beds that were never quite right. But his face lit up when he saw her, and the guilt hit her so hard she had to grip the railing to steady herself.

"Indira." He climbed the steps and pulled her into a hug. She let herself be held. His arms were familiar — the same arms that had held her for twenty-five years, the same broad chest, the same smell of sandalwood cologne and the faint mustiness of travel. "I missed you. The hotel was terrible. The bed was like concrete."

"You say that every time."

"Because it's true every time."

She pulled back and looked at his face. The same face. The same kind, distracted eyes. The same man she'd married when she was twenty-three and he was twenty-nine and the world had seemed full of possibilities. He hadn't changed. She had.

"You're quiet," he said. "Is everything all right?"

"I'm fine. Tired. I haven't been sleeping well."

"The storm? Dipali told me there was a bad one. She said you got caught in it."

The mention of the storm sent a flash of heat through her body — the sal tree, the rain, his mouth on her neck. She pushed it down.

"I went walking. Misjudged the weather. It was nothing."

"You should be careful. The estate roads — "

"Get dangerous in the rain. I know. You told me on the phone."

He smiled, a little sheepish. "I worry about you."

"I know you do."

She took his briefcase and led him inside, and the performance began.

The performance was this: breakfast on the verandah, the two of them sitting across from each other as they had a thousand times before. Arup talking about the auction — the prices had been good, not excellent but good, and the new buyers from Delhi seemed promising. Indira nodding, asking the right questions, pouring his tea. Dipali bringing fresh parathas, Lakhi clearing the plates. The ordinary machinery of a marriage, running smoothly.

But under the surface, another machine was working.

She couldn't look at him without seeing the sal tree. She couldn't hear his voice without hearing Mridul's — Indira, Indira — in that ragged whisper against her ear. When Arup touched her arm at lunch, reaching for the salt, she flinched. A small flinch, barely perceptible. She turned it into a cough.

"Are you getting sick?" he asked.

"Maybe. The rain. I got chilled."

"Should I call Dr. Das?"

"It's nothing. A cold, maybe. I'll rest today."

He accepted this. He accepted everything she told him, because he had no reason not to. That was the thing about a long marriage — the trust was so deep, so woven into the fabric of every interaction, that deception didn't even register as a possibility. She could tell him she'd been abducted by aliens and he'd ask if they'd served refreshments.

The thought was not comforting. It was devastating.

That night, he reached for her.

She was lying on her side, staring at the darkness, replaying the afternoon at the waterfall for what must have been the hundredth time. His hand landed on her hip — the familiar signal, the one that meant I'm home, I missed you, let's be married. In twenty-five years, she'd rarely refused him. Sometimes she'd been tired, sometimes not in the mood, but she'd always found a way to accommodate. It was part of the contract. It was what wives did.

Tonight, she couldn't.

"Not tonight," she said. "I'm exhausted. The cold, I think."

His hand retreated. "Of course. You should rest."

She heard the flicker of disappointment in his voice, quickly suppressed. Arup was not a demanding man. He would never push, never guilt, never sulk. He would simply roll over and fall asleep, and in the morning he would have forgotten it ever happened.

She lay awake long after his breathing settled into its familiar rhythm. The guilt was a physical thing now — a weight in her chest, a tightness in her throat. She had done something unforgivable. She had stood under a sal tree and let a young man undo her saree, and now she was lying beside her husband, refusing his touch, lying about the reason.

But the guilt was not the only thing she felt. Under it, coiled and waiting, was something else. The memory of pleasure. The memory of being wanted — not as a wife, not as a mother, not as the mistress of a house on a hill, but as a woman. A beautiful woman, he'd called her. A woman he couldn't stop thinking about.

She closed her eyes. Behind her eyelids, the rainbow arced over the Barail range. Mridul's hand rested on the fallen tree. His voice said her name.

She didn't sleep.

The days that followed fell into a pattern.

In the mornings, she played the role of Indira Barua, wife of the tea estate owner. She had breakfast with Arup. She spoke to Dipali about meals. She answered emails from Rishi and Anu. She watered the garden. She sat on the verandah and looked at the view she'd been looking at for twenty-two years.

In the afternoons, she retreated to the bedroom and lay on the bed and replayed every moment of the storm. His mouth. His hands. The way he'd said tell me to stop as if he were giving her an escape route he desperately hoped she wouldn't take. The way she hadn't taken it.

She did not go to the waterfall. She did not walk through the estate. She did not even look toward the northern boundary. The desire to see him was a constant, low hum under her skin — but the fear was louder. Fear of being seen. Fear of being discovered. Fear of what she might do if she found herself alone with him again.

Because she would do it again. She knew that now. Whatever moral barrier had existed before the storm — whatever line she'd believed she would never cross — it was gone. The leopard had started the erosion, the rain had finished it, and now she was a woman who had done this thing and would do it again if given the chance.

She wasn't sure if that made her a terrible person. She wasn't sure if she cared.

On the third day after Arup's return, Meghali called.

"Lunch," she said without preamble. "Tomorrow. At our place. You've been hiding for weeks, and I want to see you."

"I haven't been hiding. I've been — "

"Hiding. I can hear it in your voice. Whatever it is, you can tell me over Ranjan's terrible cooking."

"Ranjan doesn't cook."

"Exactly. It's Dipali-level food and you know it. Come at one."

Indira agreed. It was something to do. Something normal. Something that belonged to the world before the storm.

She arrived at the Choudhury bungalow at one-fifteen, wearing a peach silk that Dipali had assured her covered the last traces of the bruise on her neck. Meghali met her at the door with a hug and a critical once-over.

"You've lost weight."

"A little."

"And you're not sleeping."

"Meghali — "

"I'm not prying. I'm observing. There's a difference." She linked her arm through Indira's and led her inside. "Come. Ranjan is opening a bottle of something criminal, and I need you to help me drink it before he finishes the whole thing."

Lunch was on their verandah, which faced the river rather than the hills. The view was different from Tongi Pahar — flatter, greener, the water glinting through the trees. Meghali talked about the wedding season and the new café in Silchar and the scandal about a planter's wife in Darjeeling who'd run off with a trekking guide half her age.

"Half her age," Meghali said, refilling Indira's glass. "Can you imagine? She's fifty-two. He's twenty-six. They met on a group trek to Sandakphu, and apparently she just... didn't come home."

"What happened?"

"Nobody knows. Her husband is furious. The trekking company is being sued. The guide has disappeared — they might be in Nepal, or Sikkim, or anywhere." Meghali took a sip of her wine. "The thing I can't understand is, how do you throw away thirty years of marriage for a fling with a boy?"

Indira's glass paused halfway to her lips. A fraction of a second. She willed her face to stay neutral.

"Maybe it wasn't just a fling," she said.

"What else could it be? He's twenty-six. He doesn't know anything about anything. It's not love — it's adrenaline and hormones and the thrill of doing something forbidden." Meghali shook her head. "I'm not judging her. Well, maybe I am. But I don't understand it. At our age, you know what you have. You know what's worth keeping."

"Maybe she wasn't happy."

"Then you leave. You don't — " Meghali stopped. She was looking at Indira with those sharp eyes, the ones that missed nothing. "Are you all right? You've gone pale."

"Just tired. I told you, I haven't been sleeping."

Meghali reached across the table and took her hand. "Is something going on? With Arup? With the children?"

"No. Everything's fine." The lie was smooth and automatic. "The leopard shook me more than I realized, I think. I keep dreaming about it."

"The leopard. Of course." Meghali's face softened. "You should have said. That kind of thing — it stays with you. Ranjan's cousin was in a car accident years ago, and for months afterward she couldn't get into a vehicle without shaking. The mind takes time to heal."

"The mind takes time," Indira repeated.

"Talk to someone. Talk to me. Talk to Arup. Don't just sit in that big house by yourself, replaying it."

Indira promised she would. She promised she was fine. She promised all the things that Meghali needed to hear, and Meghali accepted them because she wanted to accept them, because the alternative was too large and too strange to contemplate.

But on the drive home, with Dhaneswar's eyes in the rearview mirror, Indira thought about the woman in Darjeeling. Fifty-two years old. Married for thirty years. She'd met a young man on a mountain and she'd disappeared with him into the mist.

Indira was forty-eight. She'd been married for twenty-five years. She'd met a young man at a waterfall in the rain.

The parallel was too close. And the question Meghali had asked — how do you throw away thirty years of marriage? — echoed in her mind for the rest of the drive.

She didn't have an answer. She only knew that she hadn't thrown anything away. Not yet. The marriage was still there, intact, the performance still running. Arup still believed she was the wife she'd always been.

But she wasn't. And the distance between who she was and who he believed her to be was growing wider every day.

That night, she stood in the bathroom and looked at herself in the mirror.

Arup was asleep. The house was dark. The only light was the small lamp above the sink, casting shadows that made her face look older and younger at the same time. She was wearing her night sari — white cotton, simple, the one she'd worn for years. Her hair was down. Her face was bare.

This body. This body had stood under a sal tree in the rain. This body had let a young man's hands undo her saree. This body had responded to his touch with a hunger she hadn't known she possessed.

She touched the mark on her neck. It was almost gone now — just a faint yellowish shadow that would disappear in another day or two. But the memory of how it got there would not disappear. It was burned into her, as permanent as a scar.

She thought about Mridul. She hadn't seen him in five days. She hadn't sent him a message. She didn't even have his number. He was out there, somewhere in the estate — in the factory, on the patrol routes, sitting on his verandah with his kerosene lamp. He was probably wondering if she would come back. He was probably telling himself he'd imagined the whole thing.

She hadn't imagined it. She could still feel him.

She turned away from the mirror and went back to bed. Arup stirred as she lay down, his hand reaching for her in his sleep. She let him find her hip, her waist, and then she lay still, staring at the ceiling, counting the hours until dawn.

Somewhere in the valley, a young man was sleeping. Or not sleeping. Thinking about her. Or not thinking about her.

She wanted to know which. The wanting was a physical ache, as real as the bruise on her neck.

She closed her eyes. The waterfall roared in her memory. The rain hammered the leaves. And Mridul's voice, low and steady, said her name.

Indira.

She didn't sleep.

At dawn, she went to the verandah.

The mist was back — the thick, pale mist of November, filling the valley to the brim. The tea bushes were invisible. The factory was invisible. The world ended at the garden's edge.

She lit her cigarette. The smoke mixed with the mist and disappeared.

She was still there when Arup came out, rumpled and yawning, his hair sticking up in the back. He kissed the top of her head.

"You're up early."

"I couldn't sleep."

"The cold?"

"Something like that."

He poured himself tea from the pot Dipali had left on the verandah table. "I have to go to Silchar today. The exporter again. He's found another clause he wants to renegotiate."

"When will you be back?"

"Late. Don't wait up."

He kissed her head again and was gone. The car crunched down the gravel. The mist swallowed it.

Indira sat on the verandah and watched the valley slowly emerge from the white. The tea bushes came first — dark green, row after row. Then the factory chimney. Then the workers' colony, the small houses, the red roofs.

Somewhere down there, he was waking up. Putting on his khaki uniform. Going to work.

She could go to him. Arup was gone. The day was empty. She could walk down the estate road and find him in the factory, or on the patrol paths, or at the waterfall where he'd said he would wait. She could pick up the thread they'd dropped in the rain and see where it led.

She didn't move.

The desire was there. The fear was there too. They balanced each other, two weights on a scale, neither one tipping the balance. She sat with both of them, the wanting and the dread, and let the morning unfold around her.

The mist cleared. The day began. And Indira Barua, age forty-eight, wife and mother and adulteress, stayed on her verandah and did nothing at all.

Chapter 13: The Dinner 

The invitation had been on the mantelpiece for a week, propped against the photograph of Rishi and Anu at the Taj Mahal, a reminder that social obligations continued even when your private world had cracked open. Meghali had written it in her sprawling hand on cream-coloured card stock: Dinner, Friday, 7pm. No excuses. Bring that husband of yours. 

Indira had RSVP'd by phone, her voice bright and normal, the performance already beginning before she'd even hung up. Arup had said yes without looking up from his paperwork. "The Choudhurys. Good. It's been too long." He'd said the same thing after their last dinner with the Choudhurys. He'd say it again next time. Arup's social life was a series of good intentions that required his wife to execute them. 

Friday arrived with a cold snap that had the estate workers wrapping scarves around their heads and the tea bushes dusted with a frost that would worry Arup until midday. Indira spent the afternoon preparing — not the food, which Dipali would manage, but herself. The bath. The hair, pinned up with more care than usual. The saree, a deep burgundy silk with gold thread that she'd bought in Guwahati years ago and rarely wore. The jewellery: her mother's gold bangles, the earrings Arup had given her for their twentieth anniversary. 

She stood in front of the mirror and examined the result. A handsome woman. A well-maintained woman. The kind of woman who attended dinner parties with her husband and made conversation about tea prices and children abroad. The kind of woman who had never been caught in a rainstorm with a man half her age. 

She adjusted the pallu so it covered the last faint shadow on her neck. 

The Choudhury bungalow glowed in the winter dark like a ship at sea. 

Every window was lit. Lanterns lined the driveway, their flames steady in the still, cold air. Meghali had a talent for atmosphere — she'd once told Indira that entertaining was her art form, the only creative outlet available to a planter's wife who'd given up her own ambitions decades ago. Tonight her medium was candles and chrysanthemums and a tablescape that looked effortless but had probably taken three servants an entire afternoon. 

She met them at the door in a silk saree the colour of pomegranate seeds, her silver jewellery catching the light. "Finally," she said, pulling Indira into a hug that smelled of jasmine perfume. "I was beginning to think you'd become hermits." 

"Arup's fault. He's been in Kolkata." 

"Always Kolkata. Ranjan's the same — if it's not Kolkata it's Guwahati, if it's not Guwahati it's the factory. I see my husband at meals and sometimes not even then." She released Indira and held her at arm's length, her sharp eyes doing the inventory Indira had come to expect. "You look better than last week. More colour." 

"The cold agrees with me." 

Meghali's expression flickered — a micro-shift that suggested she didn't entirely believe this — but she let it pass. She greeted Arup with a kiss on both cheeks and led them into the living room, where Ranjan was already pouring drinks. 

The conversation that followed was the kind of conversation Indira had been having at planter dinner parties for two decades. Tea prices. The labour situation. The new highway that might or might not be built. The Choudhury-Chatterjee wedding, which Meghali dissected with surgical precision — the bride's dress, the groom's family, the caterer who'd threatened to quit and then stayed for double the fee. 

"Nothing interesting ever happens here," Meghali said, refilling Indira's wine glass. "We have to import drama from other people's weddings." 

"Be grateful," Ranjan said. "Drama on a tea estate is never good. Remember what happened at Makum?" 

"That was ten years ago." 

"Exactly. Bad drama lasts." 

Indira felt Meghali's eyes on her. "What about the leopard? That was drama." 

"That was terror," Indira said. "Different thing entirely." 

"Indira stared down a leopard at the northern boundary," Meghali told the table, as if this were a story she'd been saving. "One of the security patrol workers chased it away. She didn't even scream." 

"I screamed internally." 

"You didn't scream at all. You're unnaturally calm in a crisis. I'd have been halfway to Silchar before the leopard knew what was happening." 

Ranjan leaned forward. "Arup, have you increased the boundary patrols? If the leopard's coming that close to the estate roads — " 

"We've added two extra men. The wildlife department's been notified." Arup's voice was the one he used for estate business — measured, competent, slightly weary. "They say it's probably a young male, displaced from the sanctuary by an older one. It'll move on eventually." 

"And until then?" 

"Until then, Indira stays away from the northern boundary." 

It was the first she'd heard of this. She looked at Arup, who met her gaze with a small, apologetic shrug. I should have told you earlier. The shrug said. We'll discuss it later. 

"I've been staying away," Indira said. It was true. She hadn't been back to the waterfall since the storm. Eleven days. Eleven days of not walking the estate roads, not visiting the old section, not even looking toward the northern hills when she sat on the verandah. Eleven days of silence from a young man whose phone number she didn't have. 

Meghali was still watching her. "You must have been terrified. The leopard, I mean. Up close like that." 

"I was. But the worker — he knew what to do. He was very calm." 

"Have you seen him since? The worker?" 

The question was innocent. Meghali's tone was innocent. But Indira felt her pulse quicken, felt the heat rise to her face, and she covered it by reaching for her wine glass. 

"Once. At the factory. I thanked him properly." 

"Good. Men like that deserve recognition. Ranjan, didn't you say we should — " 

"I've already arranged a bonus," Arup said. "Through Hiren Gogoi. The man's name is — " He paused, frowning. "I have it written down somewhere. Phukan, I think. Mridul Phukan." 

His name, in her husband's mouth. Indira took a long drink of wine and said nothing. 

Dinner was served in the dining room, at a table that could seat sixteen and tonight held four. The food was excellent — Meghali's cook was almost as good as Dipali, a fact both women acknowledged with the competitive respect of those who understood that a household rose or fell on its kitchen. Fish in mustard sauce. Duck with bamboo shoot. A dal so rich and slow-cooked it tasted of smoke and time. 

The conversation shifted to children. 

"Rishi's symposium paper was accepted," Indira said, when the topic could no longer be avoided. "He called last week. He was very excited." 

"Purdue seems to suit him," Meghali said. "He was always the serious one. Even as a child, he'd sit in the corner and take things apart to see how they worked." 

"He took apart my father's radio once. My father never forgave him." 

"And Anu? How is Toronto?" 

"Cold. She sent photographs of the snow. I can't imagine living somewhere it snows." 

"She's dating someone," Arup added, looking up from his food. "A Canadian boy. Dylan." 

"A Canadian." Meghali's eyebrows rose. "Is he suitable?" 

"He recycles," Indira said. "That's all I know." 

Meghali laughed, but her eyes were still sharp, still watching. "And how are you two? The empty nest. The quiet house. Are you adjusting?" 

It was the question Meghali had asked on the verandah at Tongi Pahar, rephrased for a dinner party. Indira opened her mouth to give the standard answer — we're fine, we're adjusting, the quiet takes some getting used to — but Arup spoke first. 

"It's been harder on Indira than on me," he said. "I have the estate to keep me busy. She's rattling around that big house alone." 

"I'm not rattling," Indira said. 

"You're too good at managing. You always have been. But I know it's been difficult." He reached over and covered her hand with his. The gesture was warm, affectionate, entirely sincere. "We've talked about it. Taking a trip somewhere, once the season settles. Just the two of us." 

"Where would you go?" Meghali asked. 

"Shillong, maybe. Indira's mother's family is from there. It's been years since we visited." 

The words caught Indira off guard. Arup had mentioned a trip in passing, weeks ago, but she'd assumed it was one of those things husbands said and then forgot — like fixing the crack in the verandah tile, like repainting the guest room. But he'd remembered. He'd thought about it. Her husband, who forgot their anniversary half the time, had been thinking about taking her to Shillong. 

The guilt, which had settled into a dull background ache over the past week, sharpened into something keener. Arup loved her. In his distracted, imperfect, tea-obsessed way, he loved her. And she was sitting across from their oldest friends, wearing burgundy silk, her husband's hand on hers, and all she could think about was a young man at the waterfall who'd said her name like a prayer. 

"That would be lovely," Meghali said. "Shillong in the spring. The rhododendrons will be out." 

"I'd like that," Indira said. Her voice sounded normal. She'd become very good at normal. 

The drive home was quiet. 

Arup drove, which was unusual — Dhaneswar had the evening off, a rare concession to the fact that even drivers had lives. The estate roads were dark, the headlights picking out the gravel and the tea bushes and the occasional gleam of eyes from some small animal in the undergrowth. Indira leaned her head against the cold window and watched the darkness pass. 

"Meghali's worried about you," Arup said. 

"Meghali's always worried about something." 

"She said you've been different. Since the leopard." 

The leopard. Everyone blamed the leopard. The leopard was convenient — a trauma they could understand, a fear they could name. No one wanted to name the other thing, the thing that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with desire. 

"I've been tired," Indira said. "The insomnia's back. It happens this time of year." 

"Should you see Dr. Das?" 

"For insomnia? He'll prescribe sleeping pills, and I don't want sleeping pills." 

"He could recommend something else. A therapist, maybe. In Silchar." 

"I don't need a therapist." 

Arup was quiet. His hands were steady on the steering wheel, his profile lit by the dashboard glow. She could see the lines around his eyes, deeper than they'd been a few years ago. The grey at his temples, spreading. He was getting older. They both were. 

"I worry about you," he said. "You know that." 

"I know." 

"I'm not always good at showing it. The estate takes so much of my time. But I worry." 

She reached over and put her hand on his knee. The gesture was automatic — the same gesture she'd been making for twenty-five years, the reassurance that said I'm here, I'm fine, we're fine. It meant nothing. It meant everything. 

"I'll be all right," she said. "It's just a phase. The winter. The empty house. It passes." 

"Shillong," he said. "In the spring. We'll go." 

"Shillong in the spring." 

He smiled, and the smile was so genuine, so full of affection and hope and the uncomplicated love of a man who had never betrayed anyone, that Indira had to look away. 

She was in the bathroom, wiping off her makeup, when her phone buzzed. 

Arup was already asleep. He'd fallen asleep within minutes of getting into bed, the way he always did — the dinner wine and the long drive conspiring to knock him out. His breathing came through the bedroom door, steady and slow. 

The phone buzzed again. 

She picked it up. WhatsApp. A message from an unknown number. 

I hope you are well. 

Four words. No signature. No context. But she knew. The unknown number was not unknown — someone had given him her contact, or he'd found it through some channel she couldn't trace. Dipali? Lakhi? One of the factory workers who had access to the estate directory? It didn't matter. What mattered was that Mridul Phukan had found her number, and he'd sent her a message, and he was waiting for her reply. 

She stared at the screen. Her thumb hovered over the keyboard. 

She could reply. She could type I'm well. And you? just to see what came back. She could open a door that was currently closed, step through it, see where it led. 

She could also delete the message and block the number. She could pretend it had never arrived, pretend the past eleven days of silence had been deliberate rather than agonised, pretend she was the woman everyone believed her to be. 

Her thumb moved. She tapped the message. The blue ticks appeared — read. Now he knew she'd seen it. Now he was watching his phone, the same way she was watching hers, waiting for those three dots that meant a reply was coming. 

She didn't reply. 

She put the phone face-down on the dressing table. She finished wiping off her makeup. She went to bed. 

But she didn't delete the message. She didn't block the number. She let it sit there, unread and unanswered, a small glowing ember in the dark of her phone. 

And when she lay down beside her sleeping husband, she pulled the covers up to her chin and stared at the ceiling and thought about four words on a screen. 

I hope you are well. 

He'd been thinking about her. He'd been wondering how she was. He'd found her number and reached out, and the reaching out was brave — braver than she'd been, hiding in her bungalow, pretending she could undo what she'd done by staying away. 

She'd told him she would come back. Eleven days ago, in the clearing, with the rainbow fading over the Barails. I'll come back. And then she'd disappeared. 

He'd waited. She hadn't come. And still, he'd sent the message. 

She didn't reply. But she didn't delete it. 

And in the morning, when she woke to the mist and the cold floor tiles and the cigarette on the verandah, the first thing she did was check her phone. 

The message was still there. Unanswered. Waiting. 

Chapter 14: The Hut

The message sat unanswered for five days.

Indira didn't delete it. She didn't reply. She carried it with her like a stone in her pocket — something small and heavy that she touched throughout the day to remind herself it was real. I hope you are well. Four words that meant nothing. Four words that meant everything.

She did not go to the waterfall. She did not walk the estate roads. She performed her life with the precision of a stage actress: breakfast with Arup, lunch with Meghali, phone calls with Rishi and Anu, the endless small tasks that filled the hours between waking and sleeping. And all the while, the stone was there. The message. The waiting.

On the sixth day, Arup left for Silchar.

An overnight trip this time — the exporter again, or the Tea Board, or some combination of both. Indira had stopped tracking the details. What mattered was the absence: the empty bed, the quiet house, the knowledge that for the next twenty-four hours, she could do whatever she wanted without explanation.

She waited until evening. Not from calculation but from something closer to instinct — the sense that what she was about to do belonged to the dark, not the daylight. The December sun set early over the Barails, and by five-thirty the valley was deep in shadow. She ate dinner alone, tasting nothing. She bathed. She changed into a simple cotton saree — not silk, not the burgundy finery of the dinner party, but something practical. Something that could be walked in.

Then she left the bungalow and walked toward the workers' colony.

The colony at night was different from the colony in daylight.

The narrow lanes were lit by the glow of kerosene lamps through windows and open doors. Cooking fires had burned down to embers. The smell of dal and woodsmoke hung in the cold air. A goat bleated somewhere in the dark. Children's voices rose and fell in the rhythm of some game she couldn't identify. Radios played Assamese film songs, tinny and nostalgic, drifting from half a dozen huts at once.

Indira walked through it like a ghost. She didn't know which hut was his. She'd only seen him once, on her first walk through the colony, sitting on his verandah with his phone and his bare feet and his kerosene lamp. She'd passed by without stopping, without speaking, and now she was here again, looking for him, and she had no idea where to go.

A woman passed her — older, greying hair, a basket of washing on her hip. She glanced at Indira, glanced again, and recognition flickered in her eyes. The sahib's wife. Here. In the colony. At night.

"Can I help you, madam?"

The voice was respectful but curious. Indira's heart hammered against her ribs.

"I'm looking for — " She stopped. Saying his name would be a declaration. It would announce to this woman, and to everyone the woman told, that the burra sahib's wife had come to the colony looking for a young man. "The worker who saved me. From the leopard. I wanted to thank him again. My husband said — "

"Mridul." The woman nodded. "Phukan. He lives at the end of the lane, near the seed bari. The last hut. You can't miss it."

"Thank you."

The woman nodded again and continued on her way. Her face gave nothing away. But Indira knew — she knew with the certainty of someone who had grown up in a small community — that the news would spread by morning. The sahib's wife was in the colony last night. Looking for the young one. Phukan. The story would grow in the telling. It always did.

She didn't turn back. She walked to the end of the lane, past the last of the workers' huts, toward the seed bari and the darkness beyond.

His hut was exactly where the woman had said.

It was small — smaller than the others, set slightly apart from the main colony near the nursery's shade-netting. Tin roof. A single window, glowing yellow with lamplight. A small verandah with a wooden stool and a pair of boots set neatly beside the door. A pot of herbs by the step. The kind of home a young man made when he lived alone and took pride in small things.

She stood in the darkness beyond the lamplight and tried to breathe. She could turn back. She could walk home and delete his message and pretend this night had never happened. She could be sensible. She could be faithful. She could be the woman everyone believed she was.

She knocked on the door.

He opened it in a lungi and a worn t-shirt, his feet bare, his hair damp as if he'd just washed. The kerosene lamp on the small table behind him cast his face in shadow and gold. He stared at her, and for a long moment he didn't speak.

"Madam." The word was automatic, a reflex. Then his face changed — the shock giving way to something else. Something like relief. "You came."

"You sent me a message."

"I didn't know if you'd read it. You didn't reply."

"I didn't know what to say."

He stepped back. "Come in. Please. It's cold."

She crossed the threshold.

The hut was a single room, smaller than her dressing room at the bungalow. A charpai bed in one corner, a wooden trunk at its foot. A small table with the kerosene lamp and a phone charger and a worn paperback in Assamese. A kerosene stove on the floor. A shelf with tins of tea and masala and a few steel cups. The walls were bare except for a calendar from a Silchar hardware shop and a photograph of an older woman — his mother, she assumed — tacked up beside the window.

The room smelled of kerosene and tea and something else, something clean and sharp, like the soap he'd used on his hair. The same smell she remembered from the waterfall. The same smell that had clung to her skin after the storm.

"I was going to make tea," he said. "Will you sit?"

She sat on the charpai. The rope bed creaked under her weight. He busied himself with the stove — filling a small pot with water, measuring tea leaves into it, adding a pinch of something from one of the tins. His movements were careful, precise, the same movements she'd noticed in the factory. He was nervous, she realized. The young man who had screamed at a leopard and undressed her in the rain was nervous because she was sitting on his bed.

"How long have you lived here?" she asked.

"Four years. Since I came to the estate." He didn't look up from the stove. "Before that, I shared a hut with three other men. When I started the security patrols, they gave me this one. It's smaller, but it's mine."

"It's nice."

"It's not the bungalow."

"No. It's not." She looked around the room. "But it's yours. That's different."

The tea came to a boil. He poured it into two steel cups, added sugar, handed one to her. Their fingers didn't touch. He pulled the wooden stool from the verandah and sat facing her, the lamp between them, the small room filled with the smell of cardamom and fresh tea.

"My mother," he said, gesturing at the photograph on the wall. "She took that picture herself. She wanted me to have something to remember her by."

"It's a good photograph. She looks kind."

"She is. She worries." He blew on his tea. "I told her about the leopard. She said I was foolish to chase it. She said I should have run."

"But you didn't."

"No."

"Were you foolish?"

He looked at her over the rim of his cup. "No. I don't think so."

The tea was hot and sweet and strong — proper estate tea, the same leaves her husband's factory processed, but brewed differently. Brewed by different hands.

"I used to write poetry," she said.

The words came out without permission. She hadn't planned to say them. She hadn't planned any of this — the walk, the knock on his door, the conversation on his bed. But the hut was small and the lamp was warm and the young man across from her was looking at her with the same steady attention he'd given her since the beginning, and the words came anyway.

"Poetry." He didn't seem surprised. "In Assamese?"

"In English. Sometimes in Khasi, when I was young. My mother was Khasi. She taught me."

"Will you tell me one? A poem?"

The question was so direct, so without guile, that Indira almost laughed. No one had asked her to recite a poem in twenty years. No one had even remembered she used to write them.

She closed her eyes. The words came from somewhere deep — a shelf in her mind she hadn't opened in decades. Tagore. She'd memorised this one in college, sitting under a tree on the Delhi University campus, thinking the words were beautiful and meaning them in the abstract way of the very young who hadn't yet lived what the poem described.

"'Let me not pray to be sheltered from dangers,'" she began, "'but to be fearless in facing them. Let me not beg for the stilling of my pain, but for the heart to conquer it.'"

Her voice was low, almost a whisper. The kerosene lamp flickered. Mridul didn't move.

"'Let me not look for allies in life's battlefield, but to my own strength. Let me not crave in anxious fear to be saved, but hope for the patience to win my freedom.'"

She opened her eyes. He was staring at her. His tea sat forgotten in his hands.

"You should write again," he said.

"Maybe I will."

"I mean it. You should write again."

The tenderness in his voice was unbearable. Not desire — not yet — but something gentler. Something that saw the woman she'd been at twenty-three, writing poems under a tree in Delhi, and the woman she was now, reciting them in a worker's hut by lamplight. Both women, held in his gaze, equally real.

She set down her cup. She leaned forward. She kissed him.

It was different from the waterfall.

There, they had been caught in something larger than themselves — the storm, the leopard, the months of tension that had broken all at once in the rain. Here, in the quiet of his hut, there was no storm to hide behind. There was only her choice. Her deliberate, considered, undeniable choice.

He kissed her back. His lips were soft, tasting of tea and cardamom. His hand came up to her face, cupping her jaw with the same gentleness he'd shown at the waterfall. But he didn't rush. He didn't press. He let her lead.

She pulled back and looked at him. The lamplight carved shadows into his cheekbones, his jaw, the hollow of his throat where the worn collar of his t-shirt gaped. He was beautiful. She'd known this since the factory, since the first time he'd looked at her across the rolling machines. But here, in his own space, he was beautiful in a different way — younger, more vulnerable, less guarded.

"You're sure?" he asked.

"I'm sure."

She reached for the hem of her saree. His hand stopped hers.

"Let me."

He undressed her slowly. Not the urgent fumbling of the storm but something deliberate, almost ceremonial. The pallu first, lifted from her shoulder and folded. Then the pleats, drawn one by one from her waist. Then the blouse — he fumbled with the hooks at the back, and she reached around to help him, and their fingers tangled together in the small space between her shoulder blades.

His hands were trembling. She realized, with a tenderness that surprised her, that he was more nervous now than he'd been under the sal tree. There, the storm had carried them both. Here, in the silence of his hut, with the kerosene lamp burning and the tea growing cold on the table, there was nothing to hide behind.

"Have you done this before?" she asked. "With a woman?"

A pause. "Not like this."

"What does that mean?"

"It means I've been with women. But not — " He looked at her. "Not with someone like you. Not when it mattered."

"Matters?"

"Yes." The word was simple. Absolute.

She pulled his shirt over his head. His chest was lean, the muscles defined by physical work rather than exercise, his skin smooth and dark in the lamplight. She traced the line of his collarbone with her fingertip. He closed his eyes.

"You're beautiful too," she said. "Do you know that?"

"No one has told me that."

"Then I'm telling you now."

She lay back on the charpai. The bed was narrow — barely wide enough for one person, impossible for two unless they were very close. He lay beside her, his body warm against hers, and for a moment they simply looked at each other. The lamp flickered. The night insects sang outside the window. The tea bushes rustled in the cold December wind.

Then he kissed her, and the hesitation was gone.

His mouth moved down her body with the same patient reverence she remembered from the waterfall — her throat, her collarbone, the swell of her breasts. He took his time. There was no urgency now, no storm driving them forward. Just the slow exploration of skin and breath and the small sounds she made without meaning to.

When he entered her, it was face to face. Her legs around his waist. His forearms braced on either side of her shoulders. The charpai creaked under them, a rhythmic counterpoint to their breathing. He moved slowly, watching her face the whole time, adjusting his rhythm to the cues she didn't know she was giving — the flutter of her eyelids, the parting of her lips, the way her hips rose to meet him.

"Indira." Her name, whispered against her throat.

"Say it again."

"Indira."

She came with his name in her mouth — not screamed, not gasped, but spoken. A word she'd said a thousand times, her own name, now transformed into something she barely recognized. He followed a moment later, his body tensing, his face buried in her hair.

After, they lay tangled together on the narrow bed. The lamp burned low. The tea was cold. The world outside the window was dark and silent, the colony asleep, the estate hidden in the December night.

She traced the scar on his left forearm — a burn, he'd told her, from the factory machinery in his first year. She kissed it. He watched her do it, his eyes dark and unreadable.

"What happens now?" he asked.

"I don't know."

"Will you come back?"

She thought about the bungalow on the hill. The empty rooms. The photographs of a family scattered across the world. Arup, asleep in their bed, his breathing steady and familiar. Meghali's voice at the dinner party: How do you throw away thirty years of marriage?

"I don't know," she said again. "But I want to."

He nodded. He didn't push. He didn't demand promises she couldn't keep. He simply held her, his body warm against hers, and let the silence settle around them like the December dark.

When she finally rose, the lamp had nearly burned out. He helped her dress — the blouse, the petticoat, the saree wound around her body in careful folds. His hands were steady now. The trembling was gone.

"Thank you," she said. "For the tea. For — " She gestured at the hut, the bed, the two of them. "For this."

"Thank you for the poem."

She kissed him one last time at the door — a brief, warm pressure that was more affection than desire. Then she walked out into the cold December night, through the sleeping colony, up the hill to the bungalow that waited for her like an unanswered question.

The message on her phone was still there. She didn't need to reply now. She'd given him her answer in person.

I hope you are well.

She was not well. She was not whole. She was a woman split in two — the wife on the hill and the woman in the hut, both real, both her, both irreconcilable.

But for the first time since the storm, she was no longer silent.

Chapter 15: The Return 

She told herself she was delivering food. 

The sweets had been Dipali's idea — a batch of coconut laddoos that she'd made for the household and that Indira had, on impulse, asked to be wrapped separately. "For the workers who helped with the garden," she'd said, and Dipali had nodded without question because madam was thoughtful like that, madam was always thinking of others. 

The lie was so easy it felt like breathing. 

She walked to the colony in the afternoon, when the December sun was warm on her shoulders and the tea bushes glittered with the last of the morning dew. The parcel of sweets was wrapped in a clean cloth, tucked under her arm like an offering. She knew his shift pattern now — she'd asked, casually, at the factory office, pretending to need information about the security patrols for Arup. He finished at two on Thursdays. He would be home. 

The colony in daylight was busier than at night. Women sat on verandahs shelling peas. Children played cricket in the dust. A radio somewhere was broadcasting a cricket match, the commentator's voice rising and falling in waves of Assamese excitement. Indira walked through it all with her head high and her heart pounding, the burra sahib's wife on an errand of charity. 

He was sitting on his verandah when she arrived. 

The wooden stool. The bare feet. The phone in his hand. He looked up, and his face did what it always did — that brief crack in composure, the flash of something unguarded before the mask slid back into place. But today the mask didn't slide all the way. Today, he smiled. 

"Madam." 

"I brought you something. Sweets." She held up the parcel as if it were evidence. "From the bungalow kitchen. Dipali made too many." 

"That was kind of her." 

"May I come in?" 

He stood, opened the door. The hut was the same as it had been six nights ago — the charpai, the trunk, the kerosene lamp, the photograph of his mother. But it felt different now. She knew the room. She knew the way the light fell through the small window. She knew the creak of the rope bed. 

She set the sweets on the table. "They're coconut. Dipali's recipe. She's been making them for years." 

"Thank you. Would you like tea?" 

"No." She turned to face him. "I didn't come for tea." 

The words hung in the air. He didn't pretend to misunderstand. He didn't step back or look away. He simply stood there, in his khaki uniform, his sleeves rolled to the elbow, his hands at his sides, and waited. 

"I've been thinking," she said, "about what happened here. Last week." 

"So have I." 

"And I realized something." She stepped closer. The hut was small enough that one step halved the distance between them. "Every time we've been together, you've been the one who — you've led. The waterfall. The storm. Last week. You've always been the one who started." 

"Have I?" 

"You know you have." She took another step. Now she was close enough to touch him. "Today, I want to lead." 

His eyes widened slightly. A muscle in his jaw tightened. But he didn't move. He didn't speak. He simply watched her with that steady, patient attention that she'd come to recognize — the attention of someone who was always observing, always listening, always waiting to see what she would do next. 

She reached for the top button of his shirt. 

She undid it slowly. Not teasing — deliberate. Each button a small ceremony. The khaki fabric parted, revealing the white vest underneath, the lean muscle of his chest, the hollow of his throat where his pulse beat visibly. She pushed the shirt off his shoulders. It fell to the floor. 

His hands stayed at his sides. He was letting her lead. The realization sent a surge of heat through her body — not the desperate, storm-driven hunger of the waterfall, but something more controlled. More powerful. 

She pulled the vest over his head. His chest was bare now, the way it had been under the sal tree, only now there was no rain, no thunder, nothing to distract from the simple fact of his body. She traced the line of his collarbone with her fingertip, the same gesture she'd made last week. His skin was warm and smooth, the muscles shifting under her touch. 

"You're beautiful," she said. 

"You said that before." 

"I'm saying it again. A woman can say what she wants." 

A flicker of a smile. "And what does she want?" 

She answered by kissing him. 

It was not the tentative kiss of their first meeting, or the desperate kiss of the storm, or the tender kiss of last week's farewell at the door. This kiss was a declaration. Her mouth on his, her tongue parting his lips, her hands on his shoulders pulling him closer. He kissed her back with a hunger that was all the more potent for being held in check — she could feel the restraint in him, the deliberate choice to let her lead, to follow her pace rather than his own. 

She pulled back. "Take off the rest." 

He did. The belt. The trousers. The thin cotton underwear. He stood naked in the afternoon light from the window, and she looked at him without shame. She had never done this — never looked at a man's body with the deliberate intention of seeing it. Even with Arup, in the early years, there had been a shyness, a sense that looking was somehow improper. Mridul was beautiful. Lean and strong and entirely unselfconscious, his dark skin smooth except for the scar on his forearm and a smaller one on his knee he'd never mentioned. The afternoon light traced the lines of his body — the curve of his shoulders, the narrow hips, the thick length of him already half-hard against his thigh. 

She reached out and touched him. Her fingers traced the line of hair down his stomach, the jut of his hipbone, the heat of him. His breath caught. His hands, still at his sides, clenched into fists. 

"Indira." 

"Shh." She kept her touch light, exploratory. "Let me." 

She undressed herself. 

Not the way he'd undressed her before — no reverent unwrapping, no trembling hands. She undressed with the efficiency of a woman who had worn sarees for thirty years and knew exactly how they worked. The pallu, unpinned. The pleats, loosed. The blouse, unhooked. The petticoat, stepped out of. She folded each piece and laid them on the wooden trunk, a neat pile of cotton and silk. 

Then she stood before him, naked, and let him look. 

He looked. His eyes moved over her body — the full breasts, the soft curve of her belly, the silver threads in the dark hair between her thighs, the hips that had carried two children and broadened with age. She stood still and let him see all of it. She was forty-eight years old. Her body was not the body of a young woman. It was the body of a woman who had lived — who had nursed babies and walked estate roads and sat on verandahs for twenty-two years. And the way he looked at her made her feel more beautiful than she had ever felt in her twenties. 

"Lie down," she said. 

He lay on the charpai. The bed creaked under him. She knelt beside him — the floor was hard packed earth, covered with a rough jute mat — and began. 

She had never done this. Not like this. Not with the deliberate intention of giving pleasure rather than receiving it. With Arup, intimacy had become a transaction over the years — efficient, familiar, aimed at a specific outcome. This was different. This was exploration. She traced the lines of his body with her mouth: the hollow of his throat, the ridges of his ribs, the flat plane of his stomach, the sharp jut of his hipbones. She felt him tremble under her lips. She heard his breathing change — the slow, controlled inhales giving way to something more ragged. 

She took him in her mouth. 

The sound he made was something between a gasp and a groan, a raw release of breath that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than his chest. His hands found her hair — not pushing, not guiding, just holding, as if he needed something to anchor himself. She moved slowly, finding a rhythm that felt natural, paying attention to the responses his body gave her — the tightening of his stomach muscles, the way his hips rose slightly, the small sounds he made that told her she was doing something right. 

"Indira." Her name was a plea now, stripped of the careful neutrality he usually maintained. "I — if you keep doing that — " 

She lifted her head and looked at him. His eyes were glassy, his chest heaving, his control unravelling. She felt a surge of something like triumph. She had done this. She had reduced this composed, watchful young man to trembling incoherence. Not through beauty or status or anything external. Through touch. Through attention. Through the deliberate, focused intention of her body on his. 

"Not yet," she said. "I'm not finished." 

She straddled him. 

The position was new — not something she'd ever done with Arup, who preferred the familiar geometries of marriage. She braced her hands on his chest and lowered herself onto him slowly, inch by inch, watching his face the whole time. His eyes were wide, his lips parted, his hands gripping her hips with a force that would probably leave marks. 

She moved. The rhythm was hers — not his, not the storm's, not the frantic urgency of the waterfall or the tender exploration of last week. A rhythm she chose, a pace she controlled. She watched his face change as she moved — the tension in his jaw, the flutter of his eyelids, the way his mouth formed words he didn't have the breath to speak. 

She had never felt powerful in bed. She had felt desired, sometimes. She had felt loved, in the early years. She had felt dutiful, more recently. But powerful — the sense that her body was not a thing to be acted upon but a force that could act — that was new. That was his gift to her. 

She moved faster. The charpai creaked under them, a steady counterpoint to their breathing. The afternoon light through the window was golden, dust motes floating in the beam. The smell of kerosene and tea and his skin filled her senses. She was here, in this moment, in this body, with this man. No past. No future. No guilt. Just the rhythm and the heat and the building pressure that coiled tighter and tighter in her belly. 

She came with a cry that she didn't try to muffle. The colony could hear. The neighbours could hear. In this moment, she didn't care. The orgasm rolled through her in waves, and she rode them with her head thrown back and her hands braced on his chest and her body moving in a rhythm that was older than thought. 

He followed a moment later — she felt him stiffen under her, heard the strangled sound he made, felt the heat of his release inside her. His hands tightened on her hips, holding her still, and for a long moment they stayed like that — her above him, him inside her, both of them breathing in ragged unison. 

She collapsed onto his chest. His arms came around her, holding her close. She could feel his heart pounding against her ribs — or maybe it was her heart. They were so close she couldn't tell the difference. 

The afternoon light shifted. The dust motes settled. The world, which had shrunk to the size of the charpai, began to expand again. 

"I didn't know it could be like that," she said. 

"Neither did I." 

She lifted her head and looked at him. His face was relaxed now, the tension gone, his eyes soft and drowsy. He looked younger like this — the watchfulness stripped away, leaving only the boy from Sivasagar who had once dreamed of opening a tea shop. 

She traced his collarbone with her finger. The same gesture, again. It was becoming a ritual. 

"You're not like anyone I've known," he said. "Not like anyone." 

"You're very young. You haven't known many people." 

"I've known enough." He caught her hand and held it against his chest. "I know what I feel." 

"What do you feel?" 

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "I feel like I'm awake. For the first time in years. Do you understand?" 

She understood. She understood completely. 

She kissed him — a soft kiss, closed-mouthed, more affection than desire. Then she rose and began to dress. The afternoon was fading. Arup would be home from Silchar by evening. The bungalow would need her — the dinner, the conversation, the performance of the wife she was supposed to be. 

He watched her dress from the bed, his head propped on one elbow. She could feel his eyes on her body — the same attention he gave everything, steady and undemanding. 

"Will you come again?" he asked. 

"Yes." 

"When?" 

"I don't know. But I'll come." 

He nodded. He didn't push. He never pushed. That was part of what made this possible — his patience, his willingness to take whatever she offered and ask for nothing more. She didn't know if that was wisdom or infatuation or something in between. She only knew it worked. 

At the door, she turned back. He was still on the bed, still watching her, the afternoon light gilding his skin. 

"Thank you," she said. 

"For what?" 

"For letting me lead." 

He smiled. The smile transformed his face — all the watchfulness gone, replaced by something so open and unguarded that it made her chest ache. "You can lead whenever you want." 

She walked out of the hut and into the golden afternoon. The colony was still busy — women on verandahs, children playing cricket, the radio still broadcasting the cricket match. She walked through it with her head high and her body humming, the burra sahib's wife returning from an errand of charity. 

No one stopped her. No one asked questions. But she felt their eyes on her back as she climbed the hill toward the bungalow, and she wondered, for the first time, how long the performance could hold. 

Chapter 16: The Children Come Home

Rishi's flight landed at Silchar Airport at three in the afternoon, and by four-thirty he was climbing out of Dhaneswar's car with a backpack slung over one shoulder and a grin that split his face in half.

"Ma!"

Indira met him on the verandah steps. Her son's arms wrapped around her with the uncomplicated enthusiasm he'd had since childhood — a boy who had never learned to hold back affection, even at twenty-four. He was taller than she remembered, broader in the shoulders, his face carrying new angles that hadn't been there during his last visit. But his eyes were the same. Her mother's eyes, in her son's face.

"You're too thin," she said, pulling back to examine him. "Are you eating? Is that roommate of yours feeding you anything?"

"I'm eating fine. I'm just — " He gestured vaguely at himself. "American portions. They're not the same."

"Dipali has been cooking for three days. You'll be fat by New Year's."

"She's been cooking for three days? What did you tell her, that I'm starving?"

"I told her Rishi-babu is coming home. That was enough."

He laughed and hugged her again, and for a moment — a single, uncomplicated moment — Indira forgot everything else. The waterfall. The hut. The young man whose messages she'd been answering in fragments, late at night, when Arup was asleep and the house was still. All of it receded. Her son was home.

Anu arrived the next morning.

She'd taken an overnight train from Kolkata after her flight from Toronto, and she emerged from the car rumpled and yawning and radiating the particular exasperation of someone who had been travelling for thirty hours. But her face lit up when she saw Indira, and her hug was fierce and quick, the way it had always been — a daughter who loved deeply but expressed it in bursts rather than sustained affection.

"Ma, your hair. You changed it."

"I didn't change anything."

"You did. There's more — " Anu waved her hand around her own head. "Silver. It looks good. Very distinguished."

"Distinguished is what you call a woman when you can't call her young."

"Fine. You look beautiful. Is that better?"

"Marginally."

Anu grinned. She had Arup's square jaw and Indira's cheekbones, a combination that had made her striking rather than pretty. At twenty-one, she'd grown into her features — the gawkiness of adolescence replaced by a confidence that was new since her last visit. Toronto had changed her. Or maybe just time.

"Where's Papa?"

"Factory. He'll be back for lunch."

"And Rishi?"

"Still sleeping. Jet lag."

"Typical." Anu looped her arm through Indira's. "Come on. Show me the garden. I want to see if the bougainvillea survived."

The days that followed were the fullest the bungalow had been in months.

Rishi filled the house with noise — his voice carrying through the rooms as he argued with Arup about organic certification standards, his laughter ringing from the verandah as he told stories about American graduate students and their incomprehensible customs. Anu was quieter but no less present, trailing Indira through the garden and the kitchen, asking questions about Dipali's recipes, taking photographs of the estate with the expensive camera she'd bought in Toronto.

"The light here is different," she said one afternoon, lowering the camera. "I'd forgotten. In Toronto, everything is grey and flat this time of year. Here it's so sharp."

"It's the winter light. Your father calls it the season of clear seeing."

"Poetic, for Papa."

"He has his moments."

Arup was present in a way he rarely managed during the rest of the year. He took time off from the factory — not all day, but enough to be there for meals, to sit with Rishi on the verandah and talk about agricultural economics with the kind of focused attention he usually reserved for auction reports. He played cards with Anu in the evenings, losing spectacularly and complaining about it with good humour. He took the family on a drive through the estate, pointing out the new clonal sections and the organic plots, his voice carrying the pride of a man showing his life's work to the people he loved most.

And Indira watched it all with a heart that was splitting in two.

On the third day, she saw Mridul.

It was late afternoon. Arup had taken Rishi to the factory — he wants to see the new troughs, I told you those troughs would matter — and Anu was in the garden, photographing the bougainvillea. Indira was in the car with Dhaneswar, returning from a trip to the Silchar market for last-minute Christmas supplies.

The car rounded the curve near the old section, and there he was.

Walking along the estate road in his khaki uniform, a stick in his hand — the patrol route, the one he'd told her about. The one that passed through the old section, near the fallen sal tree.

He looked up as the car passed. His eyes met hers through the window. A fraction of a second. No more.

She looked away. Her heart slammed against her ribs. In the rearview mirror, Dhaneswar's eyes were on the road ahead, revealing nothing.

She hadn't seen Mridul in nine days. She'd sent messages — brief, careful, deleted immediately after. I can't come this week. My children are visiting. His replies had been simple. I understand. I'll wait. No pressure. No demands. Just patience. Endless, unshakeable patience.

But seeing him on the road — the reality of his body, his face, the way the winter light caught the line of his jaw — sent a jolt through her that was entirely physical. She gripped the door handle and forced herself to breathe evenly. Anu was at home. Rishi was at the factory. Arup was with him. Her family was here, surrounding her, filling the empty rooms with their presence.

And still, she had felt that jolt.

"Everything all right, madam?" Dhaneswar's voice was neutral.

"Fine. Just tired. The market was crowded."

He said nothing. But his eyes, in the mirror, lingered for a moment longer than necessary.

Christmas Eve fell on a Sunday, clear and cold.

Dipali had outdone herself — a spread of Assamese dishes and a roasted chicken that she'd learned to make years ago for the children, who had developed a taste for Western food on their visits home. The dining table was set with the good china, candles flickering in glass holders, the Christmas tree — a small potted pine that Lakhi had decorated with paper stars — glowing in the corner of the living room.

They ate. They drank. Rishi told stories about his symposium — the professors he'd impressed, the rival PhD student whose research he'd politely dismantled during the Q&A. Anu talked about Toronto, the city's winter, the Canadian boyfriend who'd taken her ice-skating and then confessed he didn't know how to cook anything except pasta.

"He sounds useless," Arup said.

"He's not useless. He's... earnest."

"You said that before. What does earnest mean?"

"It means he tries very hard and doesn't always succeed."

"Useless," Arup repeated, but he was smiling.

After dinner, they gathered on the verandah. The estate below was a scatter of lights — the workers' colony, the factory security lamps, the distant glow of the Barpathar River reflecting the stars. The air was cold enough that they'd brought blankets, wrapping themselves against the December chill. Arup had lit the brazier, and the coals glowed orange in the dark.

"Remember when we used to do this when you were small?" Indira said. "Christmas Eve on the verandah. You'd try to stay awake to see Santa, and you'd always fall asleep by nine."

"I never believed in Santa," Rishi said.

"Yes, you did. You believed until you were eight."

"Seven. And I only pretended to believe after that, for Anu's sake."

Anu threw a cushion at him. "I never believed in Santa. I was far too intelligent."

"You were five. You believed in a magic elephant that lived in the tea bushes."

"That was different. The elephant was real."

They laughed. The coals crackled. The stars were very bright, the Milky Way a river of light across the darkness. Indira sat with her daughter on one side and her son on the other, and her husband across from her, his face soft in the firelight. Her family. Whole. Present. Here.

Arup lifted his glass. The firelight caught the amber of the whiskey, making it glow.

"To my beautiful family," he said. His voice was rough with emotion — the single glass of whiskey, the cold air, the presence of his children after months of absence. "Everything I've built — this estate, this house, all of it — I built for this. For you. For us."

They raised their glasses. Indira raised hers. The rim touched her lips, and the whiskey burned going down, but the warmth in her chest was something else entirely.

Guilt. Love. Both. Neither. She didn't know anymore.

"To us," Rishi said.

"To us," Anu echoed.

Indira smiled. Her face did what it was supposed to do. She'd been performing for so long that the performance had become second nature — the loving wife, the proud mother, the woman whose heart was full and undivided.

The stone in her throat made it hard to swallow.

Later, after the children had gone to bed and Arup was in the bathroom brushing his teeth, Indira stood alone on the verandah. The brazier had burned down to embers. The estate lights were going out, one by one. The cold was sharp enough to make her eyes water.

She took out her phone. The message was still there — the most recent one, from three days ago. I understand. I'll wait.

She typed a reply, her fingers stiff with cold. Merry Christmas.

A minute passed. Then: Merry Christmas, Indira.

Her name. In her phone. On Christmas Eve. While her family slept in the rooms behind her.

She deleted the messages. Both of them. Then she went inside, climbed into bed beside her husband, and lay awake until dawn.

Chapter 17: The In-Between Days 

The week between Christmas and New Year unspooled in a haze of family and food and the particular exhaustion that came from being needed every hour of the day. 

On the twenty-sixth, they drove to Silchar for shopping. Anu wanted fabric — she'd developed a sudden interest in Assamese silk, inspired by some fashion designer in Toronto who'd featured Mekhela Chadors in a collection. Rishi needed books. Arup needed to meet a supplier. Indira needed nothing, but she went anyway, letting her daughter drag her through the market stalls, letting her son explain the intricacies of American football over street-side chaat. 

The market was crowded with post-Christmas shoppers. Banners hung across the streets — Happy New Year 2025 in English and Assamese. A Santa Claus made of painted plywood waved from a shopfront, his beard slightly askew. Indira bought Anu the silk she wanted and Rishi a leather-bound notebook he'd admired and then stopped to admire. Her children protested. She overruled them. 

"You've been paying university fees for four years," Rishi said. "You don't need to buy me a notebook." 

"The university fees are your father. The notebook is me." 

On the twenty-seventh, Meghali and Ranjan came for lunch. The Choudhurys' own children were in Bangalore and London, unreachable this year, and Meghali had declared that she would adopt the Barua offspring for the afternoon. She interrogated Rishi about American politics, teased Anu about the Canadian boyfriend, and generally filled the bungalow with the kind of cheerful chaos that Indira had missed without knowing it. 

"Your mother," Meghali announced to the children, midway through her third glass of wine, "is the most composed woman I know. Nothing rattles her. A leopard tried to eat her, and she came home and made tea." 

"A leopard did not try to eat me," Indira said. "It looked at me. There's a difference." 

"A significant difference," Rishi said. "Statistically, most leopard encounters don't end in predation." 

"Thank you, Rishi." 

"I'm just saying. The data supports Ma." 

Meghali waved her glass. "You're all too rational. It's exhausting." 

But her eyes, when they met Indira's across the table, held a question she didn't ask. Indira looked away first. 

On the twenty-eighth, they picnicked by the lake. 

The estate's largest beel lay on the eastern boundary, a sheet of dark water surrounded by sal trees and the tea bushes that marched right down to its edge. In the summer, it was a haven for kingfishers and the occasional egret. In the winter, it was still and quiet, the water reflecting the pale sky like a mirror. 

Anu had insisted on the picnic. She'd packed a basket herself, bullying Dipali out of the kitchen with the cheerful authority of a daughter who had grown up in this house and knew exactly where everything was kept. They spread blankets on the grass, ate cold chicken and parathas and the last of the coconut laddoos, and talked about nothing important. 

Then Anu said: "I want to see the waterfall." 

Indira's hand, reaching for a piece of chicken, paused. 

"The waterfall? Which one?" 

"The one where the leopard was. Rishi told me about it." 

"I didn't tell her," Rishi said quickly. "Papa mentioned it. At the factory." 

Indira made herself breathe. Made her voice steady. "It's very far. The road's rough. And the leopard might still be — " 

"The leopard's gone," Anu said. "Papa said so. They haven't seen it in weeks." She fixed Indira with the look that had been getting her what she wanted since she was three years old. "Please? I want to take photographs. The light there must be incredible." 

"No." 

"Ma — " 

"No." The word was sharper than Indira intended. Anu flinched. Rishi looked up from his phone. "I'm sorry. It's just — that place. I can't go back there. Not yet." 

Anu's face softened. The belligerence faded, replaced by something gentler. "The leopard really scared you." 

"Yes." The lie came easily now. How many times had she told it? "It really did." 

Anu reached over and squeezed her hand. "Okay. No waterfall. We'll stay here. The lake is beautiful anyway." 


The moment passed. The conversation moved on. But Indira caught Rishi watching her with an expression she couldn't read — his father's analytical gaze, turned on his mother for the first time she could remember. He said nothing. He went back to his phone. 

But the crack was there. Small. Almost invisible. But there. 

New Year's Eve arrived cold and clear, the stars so bright over the Barails that they looked like shards of ice scattered across the dark. 

They'd decided to stay home. Arup had suggested a party at the club in Silchar, but the children had vetoed it — they wanted a quiet night, they said. Just the four of them. Like old times. So Dipali had made a special dinner, and Arup had opened a bottle of champagne he'd been saving for an occasion, and they'd played cards on the verandah until the cold drove them inside. 

At midnight, they stood on the lawn and watched the fireworks burst over the valley — the estate workers setting off rockets from the colony, the distant flashes from Silchar on the horizon. Gold and red and green against the black sky. Anu photographed it with her expensive camera. Rishi recorded a video to send to someone in America. Arup put his arm around Indira's shoulders, and she leaned into him, and for a moment — a single, uncomplicated moment — she was exactly where she was supposed to be. 

Then Arup bent his head and kissed her. Not the brief, absent kiss on the forehead that had become their currency. A real kiss, on the mouth, tasting of champagne. His hand tightened on her shoulder. 

"Happy New Year," he said. 

"Happy New Year." 

Later, after the children had gone to bed and the fireworks had faded, Arup reached for her. 

She was in the bathroom, wiping off her makeup, the way she'd done a thousand times before. He came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. His reflection in the mirror met hers. His eyes held warmth and wine and a desire that was genuine — a husband wanting his wife on the last night of the year. 

"Come to bed," he said. 

She went. 

The sex was — familiar. That was the word that came to her as she lay beneath him in the dark. His weight, his rhythm, the small sounds he made — all of it was etched into her memory by twenty-five years of repetition. He was gentle. He was careful. He asked if she was comfortable, and she said yes, and it was true in the physical sense. Her body knew this man. Her body responded to him the way a body responds to a well-worn path. 

But her mind was somewhere else. 

Under a sal tree, with the rain hammering the leaves. In a narrow bed, with the kerosene lamp flickering on the table. On a rough jute mat, with the afternoon light striping her skin. The memories rose up and swallowed her, and she let them, because the alternative was being here, in this bed, with this man, in this life that she had chosen and still chose and no longer knew how to hold. 

After, Arup rolled onto his side and fell asleep within minutes. She lay beside him, staring at the ceiling, listening to the familiar rhythm of his breathing. 

She tried to remember what it had felt like in the early years — the urgency, the novelty, the sense that his body was a country she was still discovering. She couldn't. The memories had been overwritten by too many years, too many repetitions, too many nights that ended exactly like this one: him asleep, her awake, the silence pressing in from all sides. 

Something was wrong with her. The thought surfaced without permission, cold and clear. Something was wrong with her, to lie beside a good man who loved her and feel nothing but the absence of a different body. A younger body. Hands that had never touched her before the storm. A voice that said her name like a prayer. 

She closed her eyes. 

The guilt was there, as it always was. But under it, something else. Something she refused to name. Something that felt, in the darkness of the bedroom on the first night of a new year, terrifyingly like indifference. 

She didn't sleep. 

On New Year's Day, the children left. 

The car came at ten in the morning — Dhaneswar, in a fresh uniform, loading suitcases into the boot. Rishi's flight to Delhi, then Chicago, then Indianapolis. Anu's train to Kolkata, then the long flight to Toronto via Dubai. 

The goodbyes were protracted and emotional. Rishi hugged Indira for a full minute, his face buried in her hair, and when he pulled back his eyes were wet. "Take care of yourself, Ma," he said. "Really. Don't just say you will." 

"I will." 

"I mean it." 

"I know you do." 

Anu was quicker, fiercer, her hug a brief compression of limbs and then a retreat into brisk efficiency. "I'll call when I land. Don't worry about the waterfall. Take your time. Trauma takes time." 

The waterfall. The leopard. The trauma that was easier to claim than the truth. 

"Thank you," Indira said. "For understanding." 

The car crunched down the gravel. The taillights disappeared around the curve. Indira stood on the verandah with Arup's hand on her shoulder, watching the space where the car had been, and felt the house settle back into its emptiness like a held breath being released. 

The children were gone. The bungalow was quiet. The new year stretched ahead of her — a blank page, unwritten, terrifying. 

She went inside. She sat on the bed. She reached for a notebook she kept in the bedside drawer — a green one, the same one she'd pulled from behind her winter shawls weeks ago. The Tagore poem she'd recited to Mridul was still there, copied in her own handwriting on the first page. She turned to a fresh page. She picked up a pen. 

She wrote: The new year begins with silence. 

She stopped. Stared at the words. 

Then she crossed them out and wrote nothing more. 

Chapter 18: After They Left 

The house had never been so quiet. 

For ten days, the bungalow had vibrated with the presence of her children — Rishi's laughter carrying through the rooms, Anu's music drifting from her open door, the constant small noises of a family living in each other's orbit. Indira had woken each morning to the sound of voices in the kitchen, footsteps on the verandah, the particular creak of the bathroom door that meant someone was up before her. 

Now there was nothing. 

She stood in the kitchen at six in the morning, three days after New Year's, and listened to the silence. Dipali hadn't arrived yet. Lakhi was still in her quarters. Arup had left at dawn for the factory — the pruning season was underway, and he'd been gone before she'd even made it to the verandah for her cigarette. The house was empty. The rooms were still. The photographs on the walls looked back at her with the faces of people who had been here and were now scattered across the world. 

She lit her cigarette and let the smoke fill her lungs. 

The desire had been building since the children left. At first, she'd thought it was the natural letdown — the emotional crash that always came after a visit, the grief of goodbyes. But by the second day, she'd recognized it for what it was. Hunger. The specific, sharp-edged hunger that had been suppressed under family dinners and picnic blankets and the careful performance of motherhood. It had been fifteen days since she'd last seen Mridul — really seen him, not the brief glimpse through the car window. Fifteen days since she'd touched him. Fifteen days since the hut, the charpai, the afternoon light striping his skin. 

She stubbed out the cigarette. 

She was going to the factory. 

The drying shed was on the eastern edge of the factory complex, a long, low building set apart from the main processing rooms. It was used mainly during the harvest season, when the volume of plucked leaf exceeded the capacity of the main dryers. In January, during pruning, it was mostly empty — a storage space for spare machinery parts and stacks of jute sacks, visited only by the night watchman on his rounds. 

And tonight, by Mridul. 

She'd messaged him that afternoon. Where will you be tonight? His reply had come within minutes. Drying shed. Late shift. Alone. Three words that had sent a pulse of heat through her body. Alone. The word was a promise. 

She waited until nine o'clock. Arup was in his study, working on the pruning schedules — he'd be there for hours, she knew, his attention absorbed by spreadsheets and worker rotas. She told him she was going for a walk. He nodded without looking up. 

"Don't go far. It's cold." 

"I won't." 

She wrapped herself in a heavy shawl and walked down the estate road toward the factory. The January night was clear and sharp, the stars brittle overhead. The tea bushes on either side of the road were dark shapes, pruned back to their winter skeletons. In the workers' colony, the lights were going out one by one — early nights for early shifts, the rhythm of estate life continuing regardless of what the burra sahib's wife was doing in the dark. 

The factory gates were unlocked. She slipped through them and crossed the compound, her sandals crunching on the gravel. The main building was dark, the machines silent. The drying shed was ahead, a single yellow light glowing through the high windows. 

She pushed open the door. 

He was there. Standing beside a stack of jute sacks, a clipboard in his hand, his khaki uniform rumpled from a long day. He looked up, and his face did what it always did — that brief flash of something unguarded, surprise and pleasure and relief all tangled together. But there was something else tonight. Something sharper. 

"You came," he said. 

"I told you I would." 

"It's been fifteen days." 

"I know." 

She closed the door behind her. The drying shed was warm — the residual heat from the day's sun trapped in the corrugated tin roof, the smell of tea dust and jute and machinery oil thick in the air. The single bulb overhead cast a pool of yellow light; the rest of the building dissolved into shadow, the corners lost in darkness, the stacks of sacks like sleeping animals. 

She walked toward him. He set down the clipboard. 

"My children were home," she said. "I couldn't get away." 

"I know. You told me." 

"Did you mind?" 

"I minded." He stepped closer. "But I understood." 

"Did you think about me?" 

The question was brazen. She didn't care. The hunger that had been building for fifteen days had stripped away the caution, the propriety, the careful distance she usually maintained. She was not the sahib's wife tonight. She was a woman who had gone too long without something she wanted. 

"Every night," he said. "Every day. Every time I walked past the old section or the seed bari or any place I thought you might be." His voice was rough. "Every time my phone buzzed and it wasn't you." 

"I'm here now." 

"You're here now." 

They came together without the slow, careful negotiation of previous encounters. No tea. No poetry. No tender words. Just the collision of two bodies that had been apart too long, the desperate fumbling of hands on fabric, the heat of his mouth on her throat. 

He pressed her against the stack of jute sacks. The rough fabric scratched at her back through the thin cotton of her saree. His hands were in her hair, on her waist, pulling at the folds of silk with an urgency that matched her own. She helped him — unlooping the pallu, freeing the pleats, letting the fabric fall around them in a whisper of cotton and silk. Her blouse came next, his fingers clumsy on the hooks, and she guided his hands with her own because she couldn't wait, couldn't bear the delay. 

"Fifteen days," he said against her throat. "Fifteen days of thinking about you. About this." 

"Show me." 

He showed her. 

His mouth moved down her body with a hunger that was different from the patient worship of the hut or the storm-driven desperation of the waterfall. This was something sharper — the hunger of deprivation, of wanting something and being denied it, of waiting and waiting and finally getting what you'd been waiting for. His lips on her breasts, her stomach, the curve of her hip. His hands gripping her waist, turning her, pressing her against the sacks. 

The position was urgent, functional, stripped of romance. She braced her palms against the rough jute, her back to him, her saree pooled around her ankles. She heard the sound of his belt, his trousers, the sharp intake of his breath. Then his hands on her hips, positioning her, and then — 

The sound she made was swallowed by her own hand. She'd clamped it over her mouth without thinking, the instinct for secrecy overriding everything else. The night watchman. The factory compound. Anyone could walk past. Anyone could hear. 

He moved inside her with a rhythm that was faster than before, more driven. His breathing was harsh against her ear. One hand was on her hip, guiding her; the other was braced against the stack of sacks beside her head. The jute scratched at her palms. The smell of tea dust filled her nostrils. The single bulb overhead cast their shadows against the wall — a single, conjoined shape, moving together in the yellow light. 

She bit down on her own hand to keep from crying out. The orgasm built quickly — there was no slow unfolding tonight, no gradual climb. Just the sharp, urgent pressure that coiled tighter and tighter until it broke, and she shuddered against him, her muffled cry lost against her palm. 

He followed a moment later — she felt the tension in his body, the way his fingers dug into her hips, the low groan he buried against her shoulder. 

For a moment, they stayed like that — braced against the sacks, breathing hard, the world reduced to the small circle of yellow light and the smell of tea and the heat of their bodies. 

Then: footsteps. 

They froze. 

The footsteps were slow, unhurried — the steady pace of someone making rounds. The night watchman. She could hear him whistling, some tuneless fragment of an Assamese film song, the sound carrying through the thin walls of the drying shed. 

Mridul pulled out of her quickly, silently. He grabbed her saree from the floor and thrust it toward her. She fumbled with the pleats in the darkness, her hands trembling. The footsteps passed the door. Paused. Moved on. 

Neither of them spoke. The watchman's whistle faded into the distance. 

Indira finished draping her saree with hands that were still shaking. Her blouse was misbuttoned. Her hair had come loose from its bun, strands of it plastered to her forehead with sweat. She looked at Mridul — his khaki shirt half-unbuttoned, his chest still heaving, his eyes dark and dazed. 

"I have to go," she whispered. 

"I know." 

She kissed him — a brief, fierce pressure of lips — and then she slipped out the side door into the cold January night. 

The stars were still sharp overhead. The tea bushes were still dark. The factory compound was still and silent except for the distant sound of the watchman's whistle, fading toward the main gates. 

She walked back to the bungalow with her heart pounding and her body still humming, and she did not look back. 

But the thrill was there — the sharp, terrifying, addictive thrill of having almost been caught. Of having risked everything and won. 

She was becoming a woman who did this. Who sought out danger and called it desire. Who lied to her husband and walked alone through the dark and let a young man take her against a stack of tea sacks while a watchman whistled outside the door. 

She didn't know how to stop. She didn't want to. 

Chapter 19: The Night Visit

The sleeping pill was Arup's idea.

He'd been complaining about insomnia — the pruning schedules, the new organic certification paperwork, the exporter who still hadn't signed the revised contract. "Dr. Das gave me these months ago," he said, shaking two white tablets into his palm at the bathroom sink. "Said to take them when the thoughts won't stop."

Indira watched him swallow them with a glass of water. Watched him pad to the bed in his pyjamas, his movements already slowing. Watched him settle under the covers, his breathing deepening, his face slackening into the particular heaviness of chemical sleep.

Within twenty minutes, he was gone.

She waited another half hour. Sat on the verandah in the cold, smoking a cigarette she didn't want, watching the estate lights go out one by one. The workers' colony dimmed. The factory security lamps flickered and steadied. The Barail range was a black wall against the darker sky.

Her phone said half past ten. The message she'd sent earlier was still on the screen. Tonight. Late. If you're awake.

His reply had come instantly. I'll be awake.

She pulled on a shawl, stepped out of the bungalow, and walked into the dark.

The estate at night was a different country.

Without the sun, the tea bushes were not green but black — a darkness so dense it seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it. The gravel road was a pale ribbon winding through the shadow. The trees that lined the path were shapes rather than things, their branches reaching overhead like the arms of something half-asleep. The cold was sharp, the kind of January cold that settled in the bones and stayed there. Indira pulled her shawl tighter and walked faster. Her sandals crunched on the gravel. The sound seemed impossibly loud in the silence. Somewhere in the sanctuary, a nightjar called — a single, mournful note that hung in the air and faded. She had never walked this road at night. She had never had reason to. The bungalow on the hill was her world after dark — the verandah, the bedroom, the familiar orbit of a wife whose husband slept beside her. But tonight the bungalow was a cage and the road was a thread leading somewhere else. Her heart was beating too fast. She was not afraid of the dark — she had never been afraid of the dark — but she was afraid of being seen. A worker on a late patrol. A watchman making his rounds. Anyone who would recognize the burra sahib's wife walking alone toward the colony at an hour when respectable women were in their beds. But the fear was part of it. The fear sharpened everything: the cold on her face, the gravel under her feet, the distant lights of the colony growing closer with every step.

The workers' colony was asleep. The narrow lanes were empty, the verandahs dark, the doors closed against the cold. A dog barked once — a short, sharp sound — and then fell silent. A radio played somewhere, very faintly, the last strains of a late-night broadcast. The smell of woodsmoke hung in the air, the ghost of a hundred cooking fires burned down to ash. She walked quickly. She knew the way now — the turn at the old neem tree, the lane that narrowed past the seed bari, the last hut at the edge of the colony where a single lamp still burned.

His hut. His light. His shadow moving behind the curtain.

She knocked, very softly.

He opened the door.

He was wearing a lungi and an old t-shirt, his feet bare, his hair tousled as if he'd been lying down. The kerosene lamp on the table behind him cast his face in planes of gold and shadow. He looked at her, and for a long moment he didn't speak. Then his face transformed — the watchfulness cracking open, the restraint falling away, something like joy breaking through.

"You came." His voice was low, a murmur pitched for the silence of the colony. "At night. You came at night."

"I told you I would."

"I didn't believe it." He stepped back, holding the door wide. "Come in. It's cold." She stepped over the threshold. The hut was warm — a small kerosene heater in the corner, the lamp on the table, the smell of tea and kerosene and his skin filling the small space. The charpai was unmade, the blanket rumpled. His phone was on the table, the screen still glowing with whatever he'd been reading. He had been waiting. He had been waiting, and she had come, and the reality of it seemed to hit them both at the same time. They stood in the centre of the hut, a foot apart, not touching. The lamp flickered. The night insects sang outside the window. The colony was silent around them.

"You walked here," he said. "In the dark."

"It's only twenty minutes."

"Twenty minutes through the estate. Anyone could have seen you."

"No one saw me."

"But you came anyway."

"Yes."

He reached for her. Not with the urgency of the drying shed or the storm-driven hunger of the waterfall, but with something gentler. His hand cupped her face, his palm warm against her cold cheek. His thumb traced the line of her jaw, the curve of her lower lip. "You're freezing," he said. "Come. Sit. Let me make tea."

"I didn't come for tea."

"I know. But you're still freezing."

She sat on the charpai. The bed creaked under her weight — the same creak she remembered from last time, from the afternoon light and the slow, deliberate undressing. He busied himself with the stove, his back to her, the muscles of his shoulders moving under the thin cotton of his shirt. She watched him. She had never watched a man make tea before — not like this, not with the focused attention of someone who had nowhere else to be. Arup didn't make tea. Arup had people who made tea for him.

He handed her a steel cup, the same one she'd used before. The tea was hot and sweet, cardamom and fresh leaves and too much sugar. She wrapped her hands around it and let the warmth seep into her fingers. He sat beside her on the bed — close, but not touching. The lamp between them. The silence around them.

"I've been thinking," she said, "about what you told me. About the tea shop."

"The tea shop?"

"In Sivasagar. Near your mother. You said you wanted to open one."

"I did. I do." He looked at her, surprised. "I didn't think you remembered that."

"I remember everything you've told me." She took a sip of tea. "I think you should do more."

"More than a tea shop?"

"More than this." She gestured at the hut, the factory beyond, the estate that surrounded them both. "You're twenty-four years old. You're intelligent. You're brave — braver than anyone I've met. You could do anything."

"You sound like my mother."

"Your mother sounds like a wise woman."

"She is." He was quiet for a moment. "But a tea shop is not nothing. It's something of my own. Something I built. Do you understand?"

She understood. She understood completely. The bungalow on the hill was beautiful — the view, the garden, the rooms filled with furniture her mother had chosen. But it was not hers. It was Arup's, and his father's before him, and the British planter's before that. She had lived in it for twenty-two years and never once felt like it belonged to her.

"Yes," she said. "I understand."

He took her cup and set it aside. Then he lay back on the charpai and opened his arms. "Come here. You're still cold."

She lay beside him. The bed was too narrow — they had to press close, her head on his chest, his arm around her shoulders, their legs tangled together under the blanket. The kerosene heater hummed in the corner. The lamp flickered on the table. Through a gap in the tin wall, a sliver of moonlight fell across the bed, striping their bodies in silver and shadow.

He stroked her hair. The gesture was slow, rhythmic, the kind of touch that asked for nothing. She closed her eyes and let herself be held.

"I used to dream about this," he said. "When I first saw you. At the factory."

"What did you dream?"

"That you would look at me. That you would see me. Not as a worker. As a man." His voice was very quiet, his lips against her hair. "And then you did. At the waterfall. When the leopard was there. You looked at me, and I felt — " He stopped.

"Felt what?"

"Like I was real. Like I existed in a way I hadn't before."

She lifted her head and looked at him. His face in the lamplight was open, unguarded, the watchfulness stripped away. He was not the composed young man who had screamed at a leopard. He was not the patient lover who had undressed her in the rain. He was someone else — someone younger, more vulnerable, someone who had been invisible for so long that being seen felt like a kind of revelation.

"I see you," she said.

"I know."

She kissed him. The kiss was slow — not the urgent collision of the drying shed, but something softer. Something that had time. His mouth was warm, tasting of tea and sleep and the faint sweetness of the paan he must have chewed earlier. His hand was still in her hair, stroking, grounding.

They undressed each other without haste. He lifted her blouse over her head. She pulled his t-shirt away. Her saree unwound in a whisper of silk. His lungi joined it on the floor. The cold air raised goosebumps on her bare skin, but his body was warm against hers — the lean muscle of his chest, the sharp jut of his hipbones, the heat of him pressing against her thigh.

They didn't rush. The colony was silent around them, the other huts dark, the workers asleep. But the silence demanded its own kind of caution. Every sound was amplified — the creak of the charpai, the whisper of skin on skin, the small gasps that escaped her lips despite her efforts to contain them.

He entered her slowly, face to face, her legs around his waist. His eyes were on hers the whole time — watching, as he always watched, paying attention to the minute shifts in her expression that told him what she needed. The moonlight through the gap in the wall striped his face, catching the angle of his jaw, the darkness of his eyes, the slight furrow between his brows as he concentrated.

"Tell me," he whispered. "Tell me what you want."

"This. Just this."

He moved inside her with a rhythm that was slower than any time before. Not the storm-driven urgency of the waterfall. Not the playful exploration of the seed bari. Not the desperate hunger of the drying shed. This was something different — a rhythm that had no destination, only the journey. The slow, deliberate attention of two people who had nowhere else to be.

She felt the orgasm building from a long way off. It was not the sharp, sudden crest of the drying shed, but a slow wave that rose through her body in increments — his movement, his breath against her throat, the steady pressure of his body against hers. When it broke, it was not a crash but a softening, a release that spread through her like warm water.

He followed her a moment later — she felt the tension in his body, the way his arms tightened around her, the low sound he made against her shoulder. Then stillness.

They lay together in the narrow bed. The moonlight shifted across the wall. The kerosene lamp burned low. The tea had gone cold on the table.

She traced the scar on his forearm — the burn, the one she'd kissed in the afternoon light of her first visit. She traced it now in the darkness, her fingertip following the puckered skin. "Tell me something true," she said. "Something you've never told anyone."

He was quiet for so long she thought he hadn't heard her. Then: "I'm afraid of being forgotten."

"Forgotten?"

"That I'll work in this factory for thirty years, and then I'll die, and no one will remember I was here. That I'll be one of those names on a payroll sheet that someone throws away after a few years. That I won't have left anything behind."

She lifted her head and looked at him. "You won't be forgotten."

"You don't know that."

"I know that I won't forget you." She said it simply, without drama. "Whatever happens. Whatever this becomes. I won't forget you."

He looked at her in the moonlight. His eyes were very dark, very serious. "I won't forget you either, Indira."

Her name. In his mouth. In the darkness. It was not the first time he'd said it. But it felt different tonight — weightier, more permanent. A promise rather than a plea.

She kissed him again, and the kiss was different too. It was not about desire, or at least not only about desire. It was about something she refused to name, something that hovered at the edges of the room like the moonlight through the gap in the wall. She refused to name it. Naming it would make it real. Naming it would make it impossible.

She pulled back. "I should go. Before anyone wakes."

"I know."

Neither of them moved.

"Stay a little longer," he said. "Just a little."

She stayed. The lamp burned lower. The moonlight crept across the floor. The colony remained silent around them, the other workers asleep in their huts, the estate wrapped in the deep quiet of January.

When she finally rose, the sky through the window was still dark. She dressed in the dim light, winding her saree around herself with practiced efficiency. He watched her from the bed, his head propped on one elbow, his face soft and drowsy.

"Will you come again?" he asked.

"Yes."

"At night?"

"Maybe. If I can."

"I'll leave the lamp on." He said it as if it were a vow. "Every night. In case."

She bent down and kissed his forehead. The gesture was tender — more maternal than she intended, and she saw the flicker of something in his eyes. Not displeasure. Something more complex.

"Goodnight, Mridul."

"Goodnight, Indira."

She walked out into the cold. The road back to the bungalow was darker than before, the stars dimmer, the tea bushes a black sea on either side. But she was not afraid. She was something else — something she couldn't name, something that filled her chest with a lightness that felt almost like hope.

She slipped into the bungalow through the side door. Arup was still asleep, sprawled on his back, his breathing slow and heavy with the sleeping pill. She undressed quietly and climbed into bed beside him.

The ceiling was the same ceiling she'd been looking at for twenty-two years. But tonight, she didn't stare at it. Tonight, she closed her eyes and slept.

Chapter 20: The Driver's Eyes

The thing about waiting was that Dhaneswar Rajkhowa had been doing it for so long he no longer noticed it.

Waiting was the shape of his life. He had waited in barracks in Nagaland, crouched in the wet dark while the jungle dripped around him and the enemy — they always called them the enemy, though sometimes they were just boys with old rifles — moved somewhere beyond the tree line. He had waited in the hospital corridor in Silchar while Madhavi's cancer ate her from the inside, the fluorescent lights humming overhead, the coffee from the vending machine tasting of metal and sugar. He had waited in this car, this very car, for sixteen years, the engine idling or cooling, the windows up or down depending on the season, while the sahib attended meetings and madam visited friends and the children — not children anymore — were ferried to school and trains and airports.

Waiting was what he did. Waiting had made him patient. And patience, in his experience, was the only virtue that ever got rewarded.

He sat in the driver's seat now, the engine off, the windows down, the January cold seeping through his olive sweater. The turnaround at the northern boundary was the same as it always was — gravel, sal trees, the distant rush of the waterfall. Madam had asked to be driven here again. The third time in two months. More, if you counted the ones she hadn't told the sahib about.

He lit a cigarette. The smoke curled out the window and disappeared into the grey afternoon. He didn't usually smoke in the car — madam didn't like the smell — but madam was up at the waterfall, and she would be gone for a while, and he had time.

He had always had time.

He thought about Madhavi sometimes. Less now than before. Time had worn the edges off the grief, turned it from a wound into a scar. But certain things brought her back: the smell of mustard oil frying, the sound of a woman laughing in a particular way, the sight of a young couple walking hand in hand through the Silchar market. He and Madhavi had walked like that once, decades ago, before the Army, before the cancer, before everything.

She had been a quiet woman. That was what he remembered most — her quietness. She had moved through the world without making demands on it, and when she died, the silence she left behind was so large it swallowed him whole. His son had been fifteen. The boy had stood at the funeral with his jaw clenched and his eyes dry, and afterward he had gone back to boarding school and never really come home. Tinsukia now. A plywood factory. Phone calls twice a year — once on Dhaneswar's birthday, once on Madhavi's death anniversary. The conversations were brief and formal, two men who shared blood but nothing else.

He didn't blame the boy. He didn't blame anyone. The world was what it was, and a man learned to live in it or he didn't.

He'd chosen to live.

He'd chosen to drive.

He had been watching Indira Barua for sixteen years.

At first, it was just part of the job. The sahib's wife was a handsome woman — he'd noticed that immediately, the way any man would notice. She carried herself well. She spoke to the staff with a courtesy that was rare among the tea estate families, who tended to treat their drivers and cooks like furniture. She had kind eyes. She laughed easily. She was, by all measures, a good woman.

But over the years, the watching had become something else. He couldn't pinpoint the moment it shifted. Maybe it was the day she'd gotten into the car with her saree slightly dishevelled, her hair escaping its bun, her face flushed from some exertion she didn't explain. Maybe it was the afternoon she'd fallen asleep in the back seat on a long drive from Guwahati, her lips slightly parted, her chest rising and falling with the slow rhythm of sleep. Maybe it was simply the accumulation of hours — thousands of hours spent in her presence, the rearview mirror his window into a life he could see but never touch.

She was beautiful. She had always been beautiful. But it was more than that. She was unaware — unaware of how she looked when she stared out the window, lost in thought. Unaware of how her voice changed when she spoke to her children on the phone, softening into something maternal and warm. Unaware of the way the afternoon light caught the silver in her hair and made it look like streaks of precious metal.

She didn't see him. Not really. He was the driver — a piece of the car's machinery, as invisible as the engine. She said "thank you, Dhaneswar" and "goodnight, Dhaneswar" and sometimes she asked about his son, and she never waited for the answer. He didn't blame her. Invisibility was part of the job. He had cultivated it carefully — the neutral expression, the polite silence, the absence of anything that might draw attention.

But he saw her. He saw everything.

The young man was the new variable.

Dhaneswar had noticed him months ago — a lean, dark-skinned worker in the khaki uniform, always around the northern boundary when madam visited. The leopard incident had brought him into focus. Madam had said she didn't know his name, but Dhaneswar had seen the way she said it — the fraction of a pause, the slight flush on her cheeks. She knew his name. She knew more than his name.

After that, he'd started paying closer attention.

The frequency of her visits to the waterfall. The length of time she stayed — sometimes two hours, sometimes more. The silence when she returned to the car, heavier than ordinary silence, charged with something unspoken. The way she looked out the window, not seeing the tea bushes, her eyes focused on something interior. And the young man — Mridul Phukan, he'd learned the name from the factory roster — who was always in the background. On the patrol paths. Near the seed bari. Sitting on his verandah in the colony, looking up when the car passed.

Dhaneswar had been a soldier. He knew how to read signs. The signs were not subtle.

Today, he would confirm it.

He left the car.

This was unusual — he never left the car when madam was at the waterfall. She preferred her privacy, and he gave it to her. But today, he needed to see. He moved through the trees with the quiet that had been drilled into him decades ago, his feet finding the soft ground, avoiding the dry leaves that would crackle underfoot. The path was the same one madam took — the loose rocks, the exposed roots. He climbed slowly, carefully, and when he reached the edge of the clearing, he stopped.

The waterfall was the same as always — the falling water, the dark pool, the fallen sal tree. But what he saw in the clearing made his hands go still at his sides.

They were standing near the fallen tree. The young man — Mridul — was facing her, his body angled toward hers with an intimacy that was unmistakable. His hand was on her waist. Her hand was on his cheek. Their faces were close, their bodies close, the space between them reduced to nothing.

They were kissing.

Dhaneswar watched for thirty seconds. Maybe less. It was long enough. He saw madam pull back — saw her say something too quiet to hear — saw her touch the young man's face one more time before turning toward the path. He saw the young man watch her go, his hand still extended as if he could keep her there by force of will.

Dhaneswar moved back through the trees, silent as smoke, and reached the car before she did.

He was in the driver's seat, the engine running, the windows up, when she emerged from the trees. Her saree was slightly dishevelled. Her face was flushed. Her eyes had the look he'd seen before — that inward focus, that satisfaction mixed with something that might have been guilt.

She got into the back seat. "Thank you for waiting, Dhaneswar."

"Of course, madam."

He drove.

In the rearview mirror, she was looking out the window, her reflection ghostly against the dark glass. She was smiling. A small smile, private, the kind of smile a woman wore when she was thinking about something she shouldn't be thinking about.

Dhaneswar said nothing. His hands were steady on the wheel. His face revealed nothing.

But inside him, something shifted.

That night, in his quarters, he sat on his bed and thought about what he had seen.

His quarters were a single room attached to the garage — smaller than the workers' huts, but private. A bed. A trunk with his Army things. A photograph of Madhavi on the shelf, her face fading with age. A hot plate for making tea. A small window that looked out at the bungalow's garden wall.

He lit a cigarette and smoked in the dark.

The facts were these: Indira Barua, wife of the man who owned this estate, was having an affair with a young worker. A boy, really — twenty-four, if the factory records were accurate. The affair had been going on for weeks, maybe months. She was being careful, but not careful enough. She thought she was invisible. She thought no one was watching.

Dhaneswar had been watching for sixteen years.

He could tell the sahib. The thought surfaced and was dismissed in the same instant. Telling the sahib would bring chaos — tears, accusations, possibly a divorce. The sahib would leave, or madam would leave, and Dhaneswar would be out of a job, or reassigned, or worse. No. Telling the sahib was a fool's move. He hadn't survived the insurgency by being a fool.

He could tell madam what he knew. The thought was more interesting. He examined it from different angles, the way he used to examine maps before a patrol. Telling madam would give him leverage. Leverage was useful. Leverage could be converted into something else — influence, security, or simply the satisfaction of watching her understand that she was not invisible. That someone had seen her. That someone knew.

He thought about Madhavi. About the years of silence. About the son who called twice a year. About the long drives and the waiting and the way madam's voice sounded when she said thank you, Dhaneswar without ever looking at him.

He was sixty-two years old. He had served his country. He had buried his wife. He had raised a son who didn't care if he lived or died. He had spent sixteen years driving a woman who didn't see him.

Seen. He wanted to be seen.

He wanted other things too. Things he had been pushing down for years, things that surfaced in the dark of his quarters when he couldn't sleep. The curve of her hip when she climbed into the car. The line of her throat when she tilted her head to look at the view. The way her voice softened when she spoke to her children. He had catalogued these details without meaning to, without wanting to. Now they were a inventory of desire that he could no longer pretend didn't exist.

He stubbed out the cigarette.

He would not tell the sahib. He would not tell anyone. But he would let madam know that he knew. He would choose his moment — not now, not soon, but when the time was right. And when he did, they would have a conversation.

What happened after that would depend on her.

He lay down on his bed. The ceiling was the same ceiling he'd been looking at for sixteen years. Outside, the estate was silent. The bungalow on the hill was dark, the sahib and madam asleep in their separate beds — or not asleep. It didn't matter.

Dhaneswar closed his eyes.

He could wait. He had always been able to wait.

Chapter 21: The Lunch Guest 

Meghali arrived uninvited on the eighteenth of January, appearing on the verandah in a silk saree the colour of burnt oranges, a bottle of wine in one hand and a determination in her eyes that Indira recognized too late to deflect. 

"You've been avoiding me," Meghali said. 

"I haven't been avoiding anyone." 

"Three weeks. Three weeks since New Year's, and not a single call. Not a single message. I had to hear about your children leaving from Ranjan, who heard it from Arup, who mentioned it at the club. Arup. Who never talks to anyone about anything." 

Indira gestured weakly at the kitchen. "Dipali's making lunch?" 

"That's not an answer." 

"It's a deflection." 

"I know it's a deflection. I'm choosing to accept it because I'm hungry." Meghali set the wine on the verandah table and lowered herself into a wicker chair. "Pour me something. It's practically afternoon." 

It was eleven in the morning. Indira poured. 

They sat on the verandah with glasses of wine that neither of them commented on. The January sun was thin but warm, the tea bushes below glittering with the last of the morning dew. The factory whistle had blown an hour ago. The estate was in its mid-morning rhythm — tractors on the roads, workers in the pruning gangs, the distant sound of machinery from the processing sheds. 

Meghali talked. She was good at talking — she could fill a silence with anecdotes and gossip and questions that didn't require answers. The new café in Silchar. The Chatterjee wedding, which had finally happened without the caterer quitting. Her daughter in Bangalore, who was dating a boy from Kerala and refusing to discuss marriage. Her son in London, who had adopted a cat and sent photographs of it wearing tiny sweaters. 

"A cat," Meghali said. "In a sweater. My son, who couldn't remember to feed himself, is dressing a cat in knitwear." 

"They grow up." 

"They grow up and become strangers who send you photographs of cats." Meghali refilled her glass. "Speaking of strangers. You look different." 

The shift was so smooth Indira almost missed it. 

"Different?" 

"Younger. Or not younger. Fresher. Like you've been sleeping well." Meghali's eyes were sharp over the rim of her glass. "Are you sleeping well?" 

"Better than before." 

"That's good. The insomnia — it passed?" 

"It passed." The lie came easily. She had not been sleeping well. She had been sleeping hardly at all. But the sleeplessness was different now — not the hollow, restless insomnia of the empty house, but the charged wakefulness of a woman who lay in the dark replaying moments she shouldn't be replaying. Who walked through the night to a hut at the edge of the colony. Who returned just before dawn and slid into bed beside her sleeping husband with her body still humming. 

Meghali was still watching her. 

"Something's changed," Meghali said. "I noticed it at Christmas, but I thought it was the children being home. Now they're gone, and it's still there. You have a — " She gestured vaguely. "A glow." 

"I'm not glowing." 

"You are. It's faint but it's there. Like you're keeping a secret." 

Indira's hand, lifting her wine glass, paused for a fraction of a second. She turned the pause into a sip. 

"Everyone has secrets." 

"Yes, but most people's secrets make them look tired. Yours is making you look radiant. What's his name?" 

The question was a knife slipped between the ribs — so sudden, so precise, that Indira felt the air leave her lungs. 

"Whose name?" 

"The man. The one who's making you glow." 

"Meghali." 

"I'm joking." But Meghali's eyes were not joking. "Unless I'm not. Unless there's actually — " 

"There's no one. You're being ridiculous." 

"Am I?" 

They stared at each other across the verandah table. The wine glasses caught the sun and threw small rainbows onto the white tablecloth. Somewhere in the kitchen, Dipali dropped a pot — the clang of metal on tile, a brief curse, then silence. 

Meghali looked away first. "Fine. Keep your secrets." Her voice was lighter now, the sharp edge retreating into something closer to her usual tone. "I'll find out eventually. I always do." 

"There's nothing to find out." 

"Of course not." Meghali took a long drink of wine. "Did I tell you about the Darjeeling scandal?" 

The shift was so abrupt that Indira blinked. "Darjeeling?" 

"A planter's wife. Fifty-two years old. Married for thirty years." Meghali leaned forward, settling into the storytelling posture Indira knew well. "She met a trekking guide on a trip to Sandakphu. Twenty-six. Very handsome, apparently. Very fit. They ran off together. Her husband is suing the trekking company. The guide's family is threatening to disown him. The whole of Darjeeling is talking about it." 

"When did this happen?" 

"A few months ago. It's just coming out now. Ranjan heard about it at the club — one of the planters there knows the husband." Meghali shook her head. "Can you imagine? At our age. Throwing away everything for a fling with a boy." 

Indira's wine glass was empty. She refilled it herself, her hand steady. 

"Maybe it wasn't a fling." 

"What else could it be? A twenty-six-year-old trekking guide and a fifty-two-year-old planter's wife. What would they even talk about?" 

"Maybe they talked about things that mattered to them." 

Meghali snorted. "You're being romantic. It's not romantic. It's a midlife crisis with a very predictable ending. She'll come back in six months, and her husband will either take her back or he won't, and the guide will find someone his own age and forget the whole thing." 

"You sound very certain." 

"I'm certain about human nature." Meghali set down her glass. "People do foolish things when they're lonely. When their children leave and their husbands are busy and the house is too quiet. They mistake attention for love. They mistake sex for intimacy. They think a young body will make them feel young again." She looked at Indira. "It doesn't work. It never works." 

The silence stretched. Indira could hear her own heartbeat. 

"I'm sure you're right," she said. 

"I usually am. It's exhausting." Meghali stood up, brushing creases from her silk saree. "Where's your bathroom? That wine went straight through me." 

"Down the hall. Second door on the left." 

Meghali disappeared into the house. Indira sat on the verandah and stared at the view. The tea bushes. The factory. The Barails. The same view she'd been looking at for twenty-two years. But today it felt like a painted backdrop — flat, unreal, something she was seeing from a great distance. 

People do foolish things when they're lonely. 

Mistake attention for love. 

It never works. 

The words settled in her chest like stones. 

Lunch was served on the verandah at one. Dipali had made fish in mustard sauce, a dal with fire-roasted tomatoes, fresh chapatis, and a chutney of coriander and green chili that made Meghali's eyes water. 

"This woman," Meghali said, gesturing at her plate, "is worth more than everything else on this estate. If you ever fire her, I'm stealing her." 

"You can't afford her." 

"I'll sell Ranjan." 

They ate. The conversation drifted to safer ground — the upcoming tea auction in Guwahati, the new highway that might or might not be built, the club's New Year's party that Indira had missed. Dhaneswar appeared to clear the plates, his movements silent and efficient, his face as unreadable as ever. 

But when he leaned past Indira to collect her glass, his hand brushed her shoulder. A fraction of a second. A touch so brief it could have been accidental. 

It wasn't accidental. 

She looked up. His eyes met hers — dark, steady, holding something beneath the surface that she couldn't name but recognized on a visceral level. He knows, she thought. The certainty hit her with the force of a physical blow. He knows something. Not everything. Not yet. But something. 

She looked away. Her hand was trembling. She pressed it flat against the tablecloth. 

"A nice day, Rani," Dhaneswar said. 

His voice was perfectly neutral. The honorific — Rani, the one he'd used since she arrived at the estate — was the same as always. But today it sounded different. Loaded. A word that meant queen, spoken by a man who had never looked at her quite like this before. 

He gathered the remaining plates and disappeared into the kitchen. 

Meghali, oblivious, was still talking about the club party. 

After Meghali left, Indira stood on the verandah and watched the car crunch down the gravel drive. 

The afternoon was fading. The sun had dropped behind the Barails, and the tea bushes were darkening from green to near-black. The factory chimney was a silhouette against the pale sky. The workers' colony lights were coming on, one by one. 

Her phone buzzed. A message from Mridul: Tonight? 

She stared at the word. The simple, hopeful word. He was waiting in his hut, the lamp burning, the tea made, his body warm and ready and two decades younger than hers. He would be there no matter what she answered. He was always there. That was the terrible, wonderful thing about him — his patience, his availability, his willingness to take whatever scraps of time she could give him. 

She thought about Meghali's words. People do foolish things when they're lonely. She thought about Dhaneswar's eyes. A nice day, Rani. She thought about Arup, her husband of twenty-five years, who had kissed her on New Year's Eve and fallen asleep within minutes, who still believed she was the woman she'd always been. 

She typed a reply: Not tonight. 

She deleted it. 

She typed: Yes. 

She deleted that too. 

She put the phone in her pocket and went inside, where Dipali was clearing the last of the lunch dishes and the bungalow was settling into its evening quiet. She didn't send a reply. She didn't know what she would do. She only knew that the walls were closing in — Meghali's questions, Dhaneswar's eyes, Mridul's patience, Arup's trust. All of it pressing against her, demanding something she didn't know how to give. 

The stone in her throat had grown. She didn't know if it was guilt or fear or something else entirely. She only knew she couldn't swallow it down much longer. 

Chapter 22: Small Shifts

It started with the parking.

Dhaneswar had always parked at the turnaround, the same spot every time, the car facing back down the gravel road so he could pull away quickly if needed. A driver's habit. An ex-soldier's habit. She had never questioned it.

But on the last Saturday of January, when she asked him to take her to the old section — the quiet part of the estate, away from the factory, where the tea bushes were old and the paths were narrow — he parked differently. Closer to the path. Close enough that if he'd wanted to, he could have watched her walk the entire route through the tea bushes to the fallen sal tree where she sometimes sat to think.

"Here is fine, Dhaneswar."

"I'll wait closer, madam. The road is quiet. No one will need to pass."

She didn't argue. Arguing would suggest there was something to argue about.

She walked through the tea bushes with the sensation of eyes on her back — not imagination, not paranoia, but the specific pressure of being watched. She didn't turn around. She sat on the fallen tree for twenty minutes, staring at the view, her phone in her hand with no messages to check. Then she walked back.

He was standing beside the car when she returned. He had never stood beside the car before. He had always been inside it, the engine running, ready to go. Now he was leaning against the driver's door, smoking a cigarette, watching her approach with the patience of someone who had been counting the minutes.

"Short walk today, madam."

"I only wanted some air."

"Of course."

He opened the back door for her. She got in. The car smelled of cigarette smoke, which it had never smelled of before.

The next time was three days later.

She had asked to be driven to the seed bari — the nursery at the edge of the colony, where Mridul sometimes worked in the afternoons. She had not told him she was coming. She told herself she might not even see him. She told herself the seed bari was a pleasant place to walk, with its rows of young tea plants and its shade-netting and the quiet that came from being at the estate's western edge.

Dhaneswar said nothing when she gave the instruction. But his eyes, in the rearview mirror, held a flicker of something that might have been amusement.

When he parked — at the road, not the turnaround, closer than he'd ever parked before — he turned off the engine and sat.

"I won't be long," she said.

"I am in no hurry, madam."

She walked toward the nursery. The seed bari was quiet — the young plants standing in neat rows under their shade cloth, the watering system off, the air still and warm for late January. Mridul was there, just as she'd hoped. He was crouched beside a tray of seedlings, his khaki shirt sleeves rolled to the elbows, his hands dark with soil. When he saw her, his face did what it always did.

She didn't touch him. She told him about Dhaneswar — the parking, the standing, the sense of being watched. He listened in silence, his hands still on the seedlings, soil drying on his fingers.

"What do you think he knows?"

"I don't think he knows anything. I think he suspects."

"Then we should be more careful."

"We're already careful." She paused. "Maybe I shouldn't come for a while. Until he stops — "

"Don't." The word was quiet but sharp. He looked up from the seedlings, his dark eyes meeting hers. "Don't let him take this. Whatever he suspects, whatever he knows — we haven't done anything wrong."

The absurdity of the statement hung in the air between them. They had done everything wrong. By every measure that mattered — law, custom, marriage vows — they had done everything wrong.

But Mridul's face was so certain, so defiant, that she found herself nodding.

"A few days," she said. "Then I'll come back."

He nodded. She didn't touch him. She walked back to the car, her sandals crunching on the gravel, her spine straight, her head high. Dhaneswar was still sitting in the driver's seat, the engine off, the window down. He was smoking another cigarette.

"A nice spot, the seed bari," he said as she got in. "Quiet."

"Yes."

"Good for walking."

"Yes."

He started the engine and pulled away. In the rearview mirror, his eyes met hers for a fraction of a second, and she saw it clearly for the first time — not just suspicion, but satisfaction. The quiet pleasure of a man who was in no hurry because he knew exactly where this was going.

She tried to stay away.

The days that followed were an exercise in self-denial. She did not walk to the colony. She did not message Mridul. She did not ask Dhaneswar to drive her further than the Silchar market, where she spent an afternoon looking at silk she didn't need, and then the club, where she had lunch with Meghali and deflected more questions about her glow.

But the glow was fading. She could feel it — the return of the restlessness, the hollow ache that had driven her to the waterfall in the first place. The bungalow was too quiet. Arup was too absent. The bed was too empty, even when he was in it.

On the fifth day, she broke.

She messaged Mridul: Tomorrow. The seed bari. Dusk.

His reply came within seconds: I'll be there.

She dressed carefully that evening — a simple cotton saree, easy to walk in, nothing that would draw attention. She told Arup she was going to the garden. She didn't tell Dhaneswar anything. She slipped out of the bungalow through the side door and walked down the hill on foot.

The colony was settling into its evening rhythm — women cooking, children playing, radios broadcasting the news in Assamese. She walked quickly, her head down, her shawl pulled around her face. The seed bari was dark, the shade-netting throwing strange shadows in the fading light. Mridul was waiting by the seedlings, his silhouette sharp against the pale sky. He reached for her, but she stopped him with a hand on his chest.

"Something's wrong," she said.

"What?"

"The driver. Dhaneswar. He's — " She searched for the word. "He's closer. Every time. He watches me. He parked at the road today. He never parks at the road. He said the seed bari was a nice spot. He said it was quiet."

Mridul's face tightened. "What does he know?"

"I don't know. But he suspects. I can see it in his eyes."

"Then we should stop. For a while. Until he — "

"No."

The word came out harder than she intended. She saw Mridul blink, saw the flicker of surprise cross his face.

"I can't stop," she said. "I tried. Five days. I tried."

He was quiet for a moment. Then he took her hand — a simple gesture, his calloused palm against hers, their fingers interlacing. "Then we don't stop. We're more careful. Different places. Different times."

"Different places," she repeated.

"The seed bari. The lake. The old drying shed." He looked at her. "Anywhere he doesn't know."

She nodded. The fear was still there — the prickle of being watched, the sense that Dhaneswar was a shadow growing longer every day. But under the fear was something stronger. The refusal to let go. The refusal to give up the one thing that made her feel alive.

She kissed Mridul — a brief, fierce pressure of lips — and then she pulled back.

"I should go," she said. "He'll notice if I'm gone too long."

"He notices everything."

"I know."

She walked back through the colony in the gathering dark. The radios had fallen silent. The children had gone inside. The cooking fires had burned down to embers, their smoke drifting through the lanes like ghosts. When she reached the bungalow, she slipped through the side door and stood in the kitchen, breathing hard. Dipali was not there. The house was quiet. Arup, she knew, was in his study, buried in paperwork. She went to the bathroom and splashed cold water on her face. In the mirror, her reflection looked back at her — a woman whose secrets were piling up so high she could barely see over them.

The next morning, Dhaneswar brought the car around without being asked.

She hadn't planned to go anywhere. She was on the verandah, drinking tea, watching the mist clear from the valley. But when she heard the crunch of gravel and saw the car pull up below the steps, she felt something cold settle in her stomach.

He got out. He stood beside the driver's door, his olive sweater buttoned against the morning chill, his grey mustache neat, his eyes on her face.

"I thought madam might want to walk today," he said. "The weather is good."

"I hadn't planned to go anywhere."

"The waterfall, perhaps. Or the old section. Or the seed bari." Each location was delivered in the same neutral tone, the same respectful cadence. "Madam enjoys those places."

She set down her teacup. Her hand was steady. She was proud of that.

"Not today, Dhaneswar."

"As madam wishes."

He didn't move. He stood beside the car, his hands clasped behind his back in a posture she recognized — military, patient, the stance of someone who was used to waiting. His eyes held hers for a fraction of a second longer than necessary.

"I am always here, Rani," he said. "Whenever madam needs me."

The honorific — Rani — settled in the air between them like smoke. She didn't correct him. She didn't tell him to call her madam. She simply turned and walked back into the bungalow, her heart hammering against her ribs, the cold certainty growing in her chest.

He knew. He didn't know everything — the details, the locations, the specific shape of her betrayal. But he knew enough. And he was waiting.

For what, she didn't know.

She was afraid she would find out.

Chapter 23: The Seed Bari 

The seed bari at dusk was a place the estate forgot. 

It lay at the western edge of the property, beyond the workers' colony, beyond the last of the tea bushes, where the land flattened into a small plateau overlooking the Barpathar River. The nursery had been Arup's project years ago — an attempt to propagate his own clones rather than buying seedlings from Coimbatore. The shade-netting still stood, a patchwork of green and black that filtered the fading light into something soft and underwater. Rows of young tea plants stretched in neat lines, their leaves glossy and dark. The watering system dripped somewhere in the quiet, a steady, rhythmic sound like a slow heartbeat. 

Mridul had spread a cloth between two rows of seedlings. 

It was a simple gesture — a piece of old cotton printed with faded blue flowers, laid across the bare earth. He'd brought food in a tiffin carrier: rice, dal, a dry potato curry, two boiled eggs. Simple things. Worker's food. The kind of meal he ate every day, alone in his hut or sitting with the other men outside the factory. 

"Did you cook this?" she asked, settling onto the cloth. 

"My neighbour's wife. Podma. She cooks for me sometimes. I pay her a little." 

"It smells wonderful." 

"It's just rice and dal. Not Dipali's cooking." 

"It's perfect." 

They ate sitting cross-legged, facing each other, the tiffin carrier open between them. The dusk deepened around them — the sky shifted from pale gold to deep orange to a bruised purple that would soon be night. Bats emerged from the old sal trees, darting through the air in their erratic, soundless flight. A hornbill called somewhere in the distance, its heavy whooshing wingbeats audible even from far away. 

Indira ate with her fingers, the way she'd learned as a child in Shillong, before her mother had insisted on forks and knives for company. The dal was simple — turmeric and salt and a tempering of mustard seeds, nothing like Dipali's complex constructions. But it tasted better than anything she'd eaten in weeks. 

"Why are you smiling?" Mridul asked. 

"I'm not smiling." 

"You are. You've been smiling since you sat down." 

She looked at him across the cloth. In the fading light, his face was all angles and shadows — the sharp jaw, the high cheekbones, the dark eyes that were watching her with that steady attention she'd come to know so well. He'd taken off his uniform shirt; his white vest glowed faintly in the dusk. 

"I'm happy," she said. The words came out before she could stop them, and she realized they were true. "I'm happy. Right now. Here." 

"With rice and dal?" 

"With you." 

He looked down at the tiffin carrier, a faint flush darkening his cheeks. She'd embarrassed him. She found that she liked embarrassing him — liked the way his composure cracked when she said something direct, something he couldn't deflect with politeness or deference. 

"I'm happy too," he said. "This is — " He gestured at the nursery, the cloth, the food, the two of them. "This is what I wanted. When I thought about you. Before." 

"Before what?" 

"Before I knew you would come. Before any of this was real." He looked up, met her eyes. "I used to imagine things like this. Not just — " He paused, searching for words. "Not just the other things. This. Sitting with you. Eating together. Talking about nothing. Being normal." 

"Normal." She tested the word. "Is that what this is?" 

"For me, it is." He set down his food. "I know what this looks like to other people. I know what they would think. The sahib's wife. A worker from the factory. But when we're here — when we're like this — it doesn't feel wrong. It feels simple. Two people. That's all." 

She wanted to tell him it wasn't simple. That nothing about this was simple — not her marriage, not his job, not the twenty-four years between them, not the driver who was watching her with eyes that grew darker every day. But the food was warm in her stomach and the dusk was soft around them and his face was so open, so hopeful, that she couldn't bring herself to say any of it. 

"Two people," she repeated. "Yes." 

They finished eating. He packed away the tiffin carrier, setting it aside with the care of someone who owned few things and valued all of them. The dusk had deepened into twilight. The bats were gone, replaced by the first stars — faint pinpricks of light in the purple sky. The watering system continued its steady drip. 

"Lie down," he said. "Look at the sky." 

She lay back on the cloth. He lay beside her, close but not touching, both of them looking up through the shade-netting at the emerging stars. The netting made the sky look like a mosaic — small squares of darkness framed by dark green threads. 

"When I was young," she said, "I used to climb onto the roof of my mother's house in Shillong and look at the stars. My father would come up and name them for me. He knew all the constellations. Orion. Cassiopeia. The Seven Sisters." 

"The Seven Sisters?" 

"Also called the Pleiades. You can see them in the winter. That cluster there." She pointed through the netting. "They're supposed to be seven sisters who were turned into stars to escape a hunter." 

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "My grandmother used to tell stories like that. About the stars. But she said they were the souls of the dead. Watching us." 

"That's sadder." 

"Is it? I thought it was comforting. That the people you loved didn't really leave. They just became stars." 

She turned her head to look at him. His profile was sharp against the darkening sky, his eyes fixed on the stars. He was twenty-four years old. He had a mother in Sivasagar and a grandmother who told stories about the dead and a dream of opening a tea shop that she kept meaning to ask him more about. He was not just a body. He was not just a refuge. He was a person — a whole, complex, surprising person — and she had been treating him like a secret. 

"I'm sorry," she said. 

"For what?" 

"For not asking. About your life. Your family. The things that matter to you. I've been so — " She stopped. "I've been selfish." 

He turned to face her. The cloth rustled under his movement. "You haven't been selfish. You've been careful. There's a difference." 

"Is there?" 

"Yes." He propped himself on one elbow, looking down at her. His face was very close. "You have more to lose than I do. I know that. I've always known that." 

"That doesn't mean you don't matter." 

"No." He reached out and touched her face — a light brush of his knuckles against her cheek. "But it means I understand." 

She kissed him. 

The kiss was different from the others — not urgent, not desperate, not tender in the way of the night visit. It was playful. She nipped at his lower lip, and he made a surprised sound, and then he was grinning, his teeth white in the dusk. 

"Did you just bite me?" 

"Maybe." 

"That's not very respectful. Biting a worker." 

"I'm not feeling very respectful." 

She reached up and pulled him down toward her. He came willingly, his body covering hers, his weight braced on his forearms. The cloth beneath them was thin; she could feel the earth through it, the slight unevenness of the ground, the occasional prickle of a fallen leaf. The watering system dripped. The stars appeared one by one. 

They undressed each other slowly, with laughter. His vest came off and got tangled around his head, and she laughed — a real laugh, the kind that came from the belly — and he made a muffled complaint that dissolved into laughter too. Her saree came undone in stages, the pallu first, then the pleats, then the blouse. He fumbled with the hooks in the dim light. 

"You've done this before," she said. 

"Not in the dark." 

"It's not dark yet." 

"It's dark enough." 

She helped him. The blouse came off. The petticoat followed. They lay together on the cloth, skin against skin, the night air cool on her bare shoulders, his body warm against hers. He kissed her throat, her collarbone, the swell of her breast. But there was something different in his movements tonight — a lightness, a playfulness. He kissed the tip of her nose. She swatted his shoulder. He caught her wrist and pinned it gently above her head, holding it there with just enough pressure to be deliberate. 

"Too much?" he asked. 

"No." Her voice came out breathier than she intended. 

He pinned her other wrist. She could have pulled free easily — he wasn't holding her hard, his grip gentle, his body poised above hers like a question. But she didn't pull free. She lay still beneath him, her arms above her head, her body open and waiting. The sensation was new — not fear, not submission, but something more complex. Trust. She trusted him. 

He held her wrists with one hand and used the other to explore her body. His fingers traced the curve of her waist, the swell of her hip, the inside of her thigh. Light, teasing touches that made her squirm. She was laughing again — breathless, half-laughing, half-gasping as his fingers found the places that made her body jump. 

"Not fair," she managed. 

"What's not fair?" 

"You're cheating." 

"How is this cheating?" 

"You're — " She gasped as his fingers found a particularly sensitive spot. "You're torturing me." 

"Is it working?" 

"Yes." 

He released her wrists. Immediately she rolled them — a quick, decisive movement that caught him off guard. In a moment she was above him, straddling his hips, her hands braced on his chest. His eyes widened. His grin returned. 

"Better," she said. 

"I liked the other way." 

"You can like this way too." 

She leaned down and kissed him. Then she guided him inside her, and the laughter faded into something else — something slower, deeper, the rhythm of two bodies that had learned each other and were still discovering new things. The night grew darker around them. The stars multiplied. The watering system dripped its steady pulse. 

She moved above him, finding a pace that made his breath catch and his hands tighten on her hips. She watched his face in the dim light — the furrow between his brows, the way his lips parted, the sounds he made that she was learning to read. She had never watched a man this closely during sex. She had never let herself. 

"Indira." Her name, gasped against the darkness. 

"Shh. I'm not finished." 

She moved faster. The orgasm built like the stars — one moment absent, the next everywhere. She cried out, not caring who might hear, not caring about the colony or the driver or the consequences. For this moment, there was only this: her body and his, the cloth on the earth, the sky above them stitched with light. 

He followed her. His body tensed, his hands gripping her hips with a force that would leave marks. She felt the heat of him inside her, the shudder that ran through him, the way his face went slack in the aftermath. 

He pulled her down against his chest. His heart was hammering — or was that hers? They were tangled together so completely she couldn't tell. She buried her face in the hollow of his throat and breathed him in. 

"I didn't know it could be like that," she said. 

"Like what?" 

"Joyful." 

He stroked her hair. "It should always be joyful." 

"It hasn't been. Not for a long time. Not with — " She stopped. She didn't want to say Arup's name. Didn't want to bring him into this space. 

"Then I'm glad," Mridul said. "That I could give you that. Joy." 

They lay together in the silence. The stars wheeled overhead. The watering system dripped. The world was still and quiet, and for a little while — a stolen hour, a borrowed piece of night — Indira was not the sahib's wife or the mother of two grown children or the woman the driver was watching. She was just a woman on a cloth in a nursery, her body warm and sated, her heart full of something she refused to name. 

She dressed slowly, reluctant to break the spell. He helped her with the saree, his hands more practiced now, the pleats falling into place with minimal fumbling. When she was dressed, she sat on the cloth and looked at the stars one last time. 

"The Seven Sisters," she said, pointing. 

"I see them." 

"Now I'll think of you whenever I look at them." 

He didn't answer. But his hand found hers in the darkness and held on. 

On the walk back through the colony, she passed Podma's hut. The woman who had cooked the rice and dal was sitting on her verandah, a kerosene lamp beside her, her weathered face illuminated in the flickering light. She looked at Indira — a long, direct look — and then she nodded once. A small, knowing nod. 

Indira nodded back. 

No words were exchanged. None were needed. 

She walked on, through the dark lanes, past the sleeping huts, up the hill to the bungalow. The house was quiet. Arup was asleep. The verandah was empty. She stood at the edge of the garden and looked down at the estate — the dark tea bushes, the factory chimney, the scattered lights of the colony where a young man was lying on a cloth in a nursery, looking up at the same stars. 

She was learning to compartmentalize. The guilt was still there — it would always be there — but it lived in a different room now. A room she could close the door on. A room she didn't have to enter every day. 

Tonight, she had been joyful. Tonight, she had been free. 

She went inside and closed the door. 

Chapter 24: The Beel 

February arrived with a false spring. 

The cold snap that had gripped the estate through January broke all at once, and by the second of the month the temperature had climbed to something almost warm—twenty-five degrees by midday, the sky a pale rinsed blue, the tea bushes stirring with the first tentative shoots of new growth. Arup frowned at the weather reports. Unseasonable warmth meant the plants would flush early, which meant the pruning schedule needed adjusting, which meant more work, more spreadsheets, more late nights in his study. 

Indira welcomed it. The warmth felt like permission. 

She arranged to meet Mridul at the eastern boundary, where the estate's largest beel lay hidden among the sal trees. It was a place she'd visited only a handful of times—once with the children, years ago, when Anu had wanted to see the kingfishers that nested in the banks. It was far from the factory, far from the workers' colony, far from anywhere Dhaneswar might think to look. 

She hadn't told Dhaneswar she was going anywhere at all. She'd walked. 

The beel was a sheet of dark water, still and deep, fed by an underground spring that kept it cool even in summer. Sal trees ringed its banks, their trunks rising straight and pale from the undergrowth, their leaves filtering the sunlight into a shifting pattern of gold and green. The air smelled of wet earth and wild jasmine and the faint, clean tang of water that moved, even when it appeared not to. 

Mridul was already there. He was sitting on the grassy bank, his shoes off, his feet in the water. He'd rolled his khaki trousers to the knees. His shirt was unbuttoned, hanging open over his vest. He looked up when he heard her footsteps, and his face did what it always did. 

"You found it." 

"You gave good directions." 

"I've been coming here since my first year. The other workers don't bother—they say the water's too cold, even in summer. I used to swim here alone." He paused. "I've never brought anyone else." 

She sat beside him on the bank and unlaced her sandals. The grass was cool against her bare feet. The water, when she dipped her toes in, was shockingly cold—a gasp of chill that raced up her calf and made her shiver. 

"It's freezing." 

"It's always freezing. That's why it's perfect." 

She looked at him. His face was relaxed in a way she rarely saw—the watchfulness gone, the careful deference absent. This was his place, she realized. Not the hut, not the seed bari, not the waterfall that would always belong to the leopard and the storm. This was where he came alone, to be alone. And he had brought her here. 

"Are you going to swim?" she asked. 

"I'm going to swim. The question is whether you will." 

She looked at the water. It was dark and still and very, very cold. She thought about the bungalow, the verandah, the photographs of her family on the mantelpiece. She thought about Arup, who was in his study right now, buried in pruning schedules, unaware that his wife was sitting on the bank of a beel with a young man who had brought her to his secret place. 

"Turn around," she said. 

She undressed behind a screen of ferns. 

Not completely—she kept on her blouse and petticoat, the thin cotton that would dry quickly in the sun. But she unwound her saree and folded it carefully, laying it over a low branch. When she emerged from the ferns, Mridul was already in the water. He'd left his clothes on the bank—the khaki trousers, the shirt, the vest, all in a neat pile beside his shoes. His bare shoulders gleamed in the dappled sunlight. 

"It's warmer once you're in," he called. 

"I don't believe you." 

"Come and find out." 

She waded in. The cold was a physical force, gripping her ankles, her calves, her thighs. She gasped and kept going, because stopping would mean thinking, and thinking would mean turning back. When the water reached her waist, she launched herself forward and plunged under. 

The cold clamped around her skull like a vice. She surfaced sputtering, her hair streaming, her skin shock-prickled and electric. She was laughing without knowing why. The cold had stripped something away—some layer of caution, some weight she'd been carrying so long she'd stopped noticing it. 

Mridul was laughing too. "You went under. I didn't think you'd go under." 

"I didn't think I would either." 

She swam toward him. They met in the centre of the beel, where the water was deepest, their legs treading below the surface, their faces close. Drops of water clung to his eyelashes, his cheekbones, the curve of his lower lip. She wanted to kiss the drops away. She didn't. Not yet. 

He reached out and touched her face. His palm was cool against her warm cheek. "You're beautiful," he said. 

"You always say that." 

"Because it's always true." He pushed a strand of wet hair from her forehead. "But it's not just that. You're—different here. Lighter. Like you've put something down." 

She knew what he meant. The bungalow, the verandah, the photographs, the role. All of it was on the bank, folded into a neat pile beside her saree. Here, in the water, she was nobody's wife and nobody's mother. She was just a woman swimming in a lake with a man who looked at her as if she were the only thing worth seeing. 

"I feel lighter," she said. "I don't know why." 

"Maybe it's the water." 

"Maybe it's you." 

He kissed her. Their lips were cold from the water, then warm, then hungry. Her legs tangled with his below the surface, their bodies pressing together in the chill. She could feel him through his wet shorts—the heat of him, the hardness—and the contrast between the cold water and his warm body made her gasp against his mouth. 

"Not here," she murmured. "The bank." 

They swam to the edge together, their strokes slow and unhurried, as if they had all the time in the world. They climbed out onto the grass—a patch of green between two sal trees, shaded by the leaves, warmed by the sun. Water streamed from their bodies, beading on their skin, darkening the grass beneath them. 

He laid her down on the soft grass. The blades were cool against her back, her legs, the places where his mouth followed the trails of water down her body. She closed her eyes and let the sensations wash over her—the sun through the leaves, the rustle of the trees, the sound of a kingfisher calling somewhere across the water. 

He kissed the hollow of her throat. The water pooled there, and he drank it. He kissed the swell of her breasts through the wet cotton of her blouse, the fabric transparent now, clinging to every curve. His mouth found her nipples, already hard from the cold, and she arched into him with a sound that was half moan, half laugh—the joy still there, even now, threading through the desire. 

He moved lower. His lips traced a path down her stomach, the soft flesh of her belly, the ridges of her hipbones where the petticoat clung. He pulled the wet fabric down over her thighs, her knees, her ankles, and then it was gone and she was bare beneath him, the sun warm on her skin, the grass cool against her backside. 

He kissed the inside of her thigh. The tenderness of the gesture—the way his lips lingered, the way his hand stroked her other thigh with the same slow rhythm—made her throat tighten. She had been desired before. She had been wanted. But she had never been savoured. Not like this. Not with the deliberate, unhurried attention he brought to every part of her body. 

His mouth found her centre. She gasped. The cold water had left her sensitive—every touch was amplified, every stroke of his tongue a small shock of pleasure. He moved slowly, paying attention to the cues he'd learned over weeks of being with her: the way her hips lifted, the way her breathing changed, the small sounds she made that meant yes, there, stay there. 

The orgasm built like the water—slow and deep and cold at the edges, hot at the centre. When it broke, it was a wave that rolled through her entire body, leaving her limp and trembling on the grass. 

He moved up beside her and lay on his side, his body pressed against hers, his face inches away. She could taste herself on his lips when he kissed her—a strange, intimate taste, salt and water and something else, something that was purely her. 

"Your turn," she said. 

She rolled toward him, pressing her body against his. She undressed him slowly—the wet shorts clinging, the skin beneath them warm despite the water. She explored his body with her mouth the way he had explored hers: the hollow of his throat, the lean muscle of his chest, the sharp jut of his hipbones, the trail of dark hair that led downward. She took him in her mouth, tasting the clean water and the salt of his skin and the faint musk that was his alone. His hand found her hair, not guiding, just resting there, as if he needed an anchor. His breathing grew ragged. When she felt him getting close, she pulled back and looked up at him. His eyes were dark, glazed, his chest heaving. 

"Not yet," she said. 

She straddled him. The grass was soft beneath her knees. She lowered herself onto him slowly—the familiar stretch, the fullness, the way her body opened to accommodate him. She was still sensitive from her own orgasm, and every movement sent small aftershocks through her. She moved slowly at first, then faster, finding a rhythm that was neither urgent nor languid but somewhere in between—a rhythm that felt like breathing. 

He watched her the whole time. His hands were on her hips, her thighs, her breasts—touching her with a kind of wonder, as if he still couldn't believe she was real. The sun filtered through the sal leaves, striping their bodies in gold and shadow. The kingfisher called again. The water lapped at the bank. 

When she came a second time—slower, deeper than the first—she collapsed onto his chest. Her body was slick with sweat and lake water, her hair a wet tangle across her face. He brushed it aside and kissed her damp forehead. They lay together in the grass. The sun was warm on her back. The leaves rustled overhead. The water settled back into stillness. 

"I could stay here," she said. 

"Forever?" 

"Forever." 

"You'd get cold." 

"Then you'd warm me." 

He laughed—a quiet, private sound. "I'd try." 

She lifted her head and looked at him. His face was soft, drowsy, the tension gone from his jaw. He looked younger like this. He looked—happy. The word surfaced without permission. She was making him happy. The thought was both exhilarating and terrifying. 

"Thank you," she said. 

"For what?" 

"For bringing me here. For showing me this place." 

He touched her face. "Thank you for coming." 

They dressed slowly, reluctantly, as if putting on clothes meant putting on the weight they'd been free of for an hour. Her saree was dry now, warmed by the sun, and she wound it around herself with practiced efficiency. He watched her, his own clothes halfway on, his gaze open and unguarded. 

"What?" she asked. 

"Nothing. Just—remembering." 

"Remembering what?" 

"This. The lake. The sun. How you looked in the water." He paused. "I want to remember everything." 

She walked over to him and kissed him—a soft, brief kiss that was more gratitude than passion. Then she turned and walked back through the sal trees toward the estate road, leaving him standing on the bank of his secret place, the sun on his face, the water still dripping from his hair. 

That night, she stood on the verandah and looked down at the estate. 

The lights were on in the factory—the night shift, the sorting machines humming. The workers' colony was a scatter of yellow squares in the darkness. Beyond them, invisible but real, the beel lay hidden among the sal trees, its water dark and still, its banks imprinted with the memory of their bodies. 

She lit a cigarette. The smoke rose into the warm February night. 

She thought about Meghali's words at lunch: People do foolish things when they're lonely. This didn't feel foolish. This felt like the only thing that made sense in a life that had stopped making sense years ago. But maybe that was the definition of foolishness—the inability to see your own folly while you were in the middle of it. 

She stubbed out the cigarette. She went inside. Arup was in his study, the door open, a pool of lamplight spilling into the hallway. She paused in the doorway and watched him work—his head bent over the pruning schedules, his reading glasses sliding down his nose, his hand moving across the paper in the same neat script she'd known for twenty-five years. 

He looked up. "Everything all right?" 

"Fine. Just getting some air." 

"It's warm tonight." 

"Unseasonably warm." 

He nodded absently, already turning back to his papers. "The plants will flush early. I'll have to adjust the schedules." 

"Goodnight, Arup." 

"Goodnight." 

She went to bed. She lay on her side of the mattress and stared at the ceiling and replayed the afternoon in her mind—the shock of the cold water, the sun through the leaves, his mouth on her skin. The guilt was there, as it always was, but it felt distant tonight. Muffled. Like a voice calling from another room. 

She closed her eyes. She could still taste the lake water on her lips. 

She slept. 

Chapter 25: The Moment He Knew 

February 5 began like any other day Dhaneswar had spent in the service of the Barua family. He woke at five in the cramped quarters behind the garage, washed his face in the basin with cold water, and put on the same uniform he'd worn for sixteen years: dark trousers, a collared shirt, the olive sweater his wife had knitted for him two years before she died. The sweater was thin at the elbows now. He wore it anyway. 

He checked the car before breakfast — oil, tyres, the small scratch on the rear bumper that the sahib had never noticed. He ate his meal standing at the window, watching the mist lift from the valley. The bungalow above him was still dark. Madam would be on the verandah soon, smoking her secret cigarette. He'd known about the cigarette for years. She thought she was hiding it, the way she thought she was hiding everything. 

At nine o'clock, madam sent word that she would need the car. She wanted to visit the northern boundary. The waterfall. 

Dhaneswar brought the car around to the front of the bungalow and waited. 

The drive was the same as every other drive to the northern boundary. Madam sat in the back seat, her face reflected in the window, her hands folded in her lap. She didn't speak. She never spoke on these drives. The talking came later, when she was out of the car and walking up the path to wherever it was she went. 

Dhaneswar parked at the turnaround. But today he didn't park at the usual spot. He eased the car forward, closer to the path, close enough that the trees that usually obscured the trail were thinner here, the gaps between the sal trunks wider. A small adjustment. An experiment. 

"Dhaneswar." Madam's voice from the back seat. "This isn't where you usually park." 

"The ground was softer at the usual spot. I didn't want the tyres to sink." 

A pause. "I see." 

She got out of the car. He watched her walk toward the path — the straight back, the firm stride, the way she pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders even though the morning was warm. She didn't look back. She never looked back. 

He waited ten minutes. 

Then he got out of the car and followed her. 

The forest was quiet. The sal trees rose around him, their leaves dry and rustling in the light wind. The path was the same one he'd climbed twice before — the loose rocks, the exposed roots, the ferns brushing against his trousers. He moved slowly, placing his feet with the care of a man who had once needed to move silently through jungles where being heard meant being dead. 

He didn't go all the way to the waterfall. He stopped at the edge of the clearing, where the trees thinned and the view opened up, and he found a place behind a thick sal trunk where he could see without being seen. 

They were there. Madam and the young worker. Mridul Phukan. 

They were standing near the fallen tree — the same tree where the leopard had been, the same tree where madam had sat after the rescue and told the sahib that she'd forgotten to ask the worker's name. She hadn't forgotten. She'd known his name all along. 

The young man's hand was on her waist. It was not a casual touch — not the brush of a stranger in a crowd or the accidental contact of two people passing. It was a deliberate, intimate placement, his fingers spread across the curve of her hip, his thumb resting just below her ribs. Her hand was on his cheek. Her other hand was on his chest, her fingers curled into the fabric of his khaki shirt. They were facing each other, their bodies angled together, the space between them reduced to nothing. 

They were kissing. 

Dhaneswar watched. His face was still, his breathing even, his hands loose at his sides. He watched the way madam's body leaned into the young man's, the way her fingers tightened on his shirt, the way her mouth moved against his. He watched the young man pull back and say something — too quiet to hear — and madam laugh, that same laugh she used at dinner parties, lighter now, less guarded. He watched her kiss the young man one more time — a brief, soft kiss that was somehow more intimate than the first — and then pull away. 

He watched her walk toward the path. He watched the young man stand beside the fallen tree, his hand resting on the grey bark, his eyes following her. He watched madam pause at the edge of the clearing and look back — one glance, one small smile — before she disappeared into the trees. 

Dhaneswar counted to sixty. Then he turned and made his way back to the car. 

He was in the driver's seat, the engine idling, his hands steady on the wheel, when madam emerged from the path. Her saree was slightly rumpled at the hip, the place where the young man's hand had been. Her face was flushed. Her eyes had that inward look he'd seen before — the look of a woman who was not entirely present, who was still somewhere else, somewhere with someone else. 

She got into the back seat. "Thank you for waiting, Dhaneswar." 

"Of course, madam." 

He drove. The gravel crunched under the tyres. The sal trees thinned and gave way to tea bushes. The factory chimney appeared on the horizon. Madam stared out the window, her reflection a ghost in the glass. She was smiling — a small, private smile, the kind she used when she thought no one was looking. Dhaneswar saw everything. His hands were steady on the wheel. His face was calm. But inside his chest, something had crystallized — a cold, clear certainty that had been forming for weeks and was now fully solid. He knew. Not suspected. Not wondered. Knew. The sahib's wife was having an affair with a young factory worker, a man half her age, a man who had saved her from a leopard and then, apparently, done considerably more. 

The drive back to the bungalow took forty minutes. He spent every one of them thinking. 

That night, in his quarters, Dhaneswar sat on his bed and examined his options. 

The room was the same as it always was — small, spare, the walls bare except for Madhavi's photograph and a calendar from a Silchar hardware shop. The window was open a crack, letting in the warm February air and the distant sound of the factory's night shift. He lit a cigarette and smoked it slowly, watching the smoke drift toward the ceiling. 

Option one: Tell the sahib. The thought surfaced and was dismissed in the same breath. Telling the sahib would shatter the household. The sahib would confront madam, madam would confess or deny it, there would be shouting and tears and possibly a separation. Dhaneswar had seen this before — in the Army, a senior officer's wife caught with a junior havildar; on a neighbouring estate, a planter who'd discovered his wife in the bungalow with the estate manager. It never ended cleanly. And in the collapse, the driver was always expendable. A new sahib would bring his own driver. A sahib who stayed might not want a driver who knew too much. Either way, Dhaneswar's position — his room, his salary, his sixteen years of service — would be forfeit. No. Telling the sahib was not an option. 

Option two: Tell madam what he knew. Confront her directly. Watch her face when she realized she wasn't invisible, that someone had seen through the performance. This was more appealing. He imagined the conversation — the way her composure would crack, the way her voice would shake. He imagined her fear. He imagined her gratitude when he told her he would keep her secret. Gratitude could be useful. Gratitude could be cultivated, nurtured, shaped into something more substantial over time. 

Option three: Do nothing. Continue driving. Continue waiting. Continue watching. Let the knowledge sit in his chest like a warm coal, a private fire that he could tend for years if he chose. The patience of this option appealed to him — the slow burn, the deferred gratification. But it was also risk without reward. Knowledge that wasn't used was wasted. 

He thought about the young man. Mridul Phukan, from Sivasagar, mother a tailor, father dead. He'd looked up the file in the factory office weeks ago. A good worker, Hiren Gogoi had said. Reliable. Quiet. No trouble. He thought about the young man's hand on madam's waist, the ease of the gesture, the way she'd leaned into him as if she'd been doing it for years. The young man had something Dhaneswar didn't: youth. A body that hadn't been worn down by decades of Army marches and long drives and sleeping on a narrow bed in a room behind a garage. A face that hadn't been weathered by grief and solitude. Dhaneswar was sixty-two. He had served his country. He had buried his wife. He had raised a son who didn't care if he lived or died. And what did he have to show for it? This room. This job. The privilege of driving a woman who didn't see him, touching her luggage but never her skin, breathing the air she left behind in the back seat. 

It wasn't enough. It had never been enough. 

He stubbed out the cigarette against the metal trunk at the foot of his bed. The coal of the cigarette left a faint black mark. He stared at it, the smell of burnt paint sharp in his nostrils. 

He had made his decision. 

He would not tell the sahib. Not now. Not ever, probably. But he would tell madam. He would tell her calmly, politely, with the same deference he'd always shown. He would make it clear that her secret was safe with him — that he was, in fact, her ally. And then he would let her understand, gradually, what that alliance might cost. She was a clever woman. She would figure it out. 

Dhaneswar lay down on his bed. The ceiling was the same ceiling he'd been looking at for sixteen years. Outside, the estate was silent. The bungalow on the hill was dark, madam and the sahib asleep in their separate rooms — or not separate, it didn't matter. 

He would wait a few days. Choose his moment. Approach her when she was alone and vulnerable and least expecting it. And then he would watch her face as she realized, for the first time, that someone had been watching her all along. 

He smiled in the darkness. It was not a kind smile. 

He closed his eyes and slept. 

Chapter 26: The Weight of Knowing 

The first thing she noticed was the silence. 

Dhaneswar had always been quiet. It was part of his function — the driver who didn't speak unless spoken to, who kept his eyes on the road and his thoughts to himself. But in the days following the northern boundary visit, his silence changed. It became denser. Heavier. A thing with texture and weight, filling the car like smoke. 

He drove her to the Silchar market on the sixth of February, and for the entire forty-minute journey he said nothing. Not "yes, madam" or "the road is rough today" or any of the other small, automatic phrases that had filled their drives for sixteen years. Just silence. And his eyes in the rearview mirror, meeting hers for fractions of a second before flicking back to the road. 

She told herself she was imagining it. He was tired. He was in a mood. Servants had moods, just like anyone else. The silence meant nothing. 

But the next day, when she asked him to drive her to the club for lunch with Meghali, the silence was still there. And something else: a new quality to his watching. Before, his glances in the mirror had been brief, professional — a driver checking on his passenger. Now they lingered. Now they held something that felt almost like amusement. 

"Are you well, Dhaneswar?" she asked, halfway to the club. 

"Perfectly well, madam." 

"You seem quiet." 

"I am always quiet, madam." 

Not like this, she wanted to say. Not like you're waiting for something. But she said nothing, because saying something would acknowledge that there was something to acknowledge. 

She avoided Mridul for three days. 

It wasn't a conscious decision — not at first. On the sixth, she'd stayed home because Arup had asked her to review the guest list for a dinner he was hosting for some buyers from Guwahati. On the seventh, she'd woken with a headache and spent the morning in bed. On the eighth, she'd told herself she would go to the seed bari, and then she'd stood at the edge of the garden, looking down at the estate, and felt the weight of Dhaneswar's silence pressing against her, and she'd turned back. 

Mridul messaged her that evening: Are you well? I haven't seen you. 

She stared at the words. Her thumb hovered over the keyboard. She typed: I'm fine. Just busy. Arup is home. She deleted the last part. She typed: Soon. I'll come soon. She sent it before she could second-guess herself. 

I'll wait, he replied. 

Of course he would. He was always waiting. That was the terrible, wonderful thing about him — his patience, his constancy, his willingness to accept whatever fragments of time she could give him. She didn't deserve it. She didn't deserve him. 

She didn't reply. 

On the morning of the ninth, she snapped at Dipali. 

It was a small thing. Dipali had made her tea with too much sugar — the way she'd been making it since the leopard incident, as if sweetness could mend what the leopard had broken. Indira took one sip and set the cup down with a clatter. 

"This is too sweet. I've told you three times now. No extra sugar." 

Dipali's face went still. In twelve years, Indira had never raised her voice to the cook. She had never raised her voice to any of the staff. It was one of the things that set her apart from the other estate wives — the ones who screamed at their servants and threw dishes and wept over cold soup. 

"Madam, I'm sorry. I thought — " 

"You thought wrong. Please take it away." 

Dipali picked up the cup. Her hand was trembling slightly. She turned toward the kitchen, and Indira saw the slight hunch in her shoulders, the defensive curl that women adopted when they were expecting another blow. 

"Dipali." 

The cook stopped. Didn't turn. 

"I'm sorry. That was — I didn't mean to snap. I'm not sleeping well. It's not an excuse, but — I'm sorry." 

Dipali turned. Her face was carefully neutral, but her eyes were wet. "It's all right, madam. I'll make fresh tea. Less sugar." 

"Thank you." 

The cook disappeared into the kitchen. Indira sat on the verandah and stared at the view — the tea bushes, the factory, the Barail range hazy in the February warmth. The guilt was back. Not the familiar guilt of the affair — that had settled into a dull background hum she'd learned to live with. This was a different guilt. The guilt of becoming someone who snapped at cooks. Someone who lied to her husband. Someone who was afraid of her own driver. 

What was she becoming? 

Arup noticed something was wrong. 

He came home early on the evening of the ninth — unusual for him, especially during the pre-monsoon preparations. She was on the verandah, staring at the same view she'd been staring at all day, and he sat down in the wicker chair beside her with the heaviness of a man who had been on his feet since dawn. 

"Dipali told me you weren't feeling well." 

"I'm fine." 

"She said you snapped at her this morning." 

Indira felt her jaw tighten. "She told you that?" 

"She was worried about you. She said you apologized, but you seemed... not yourself." He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his eyes searching her face. "What's going on, Indira? You've been different for weeks. Months, maybe. Since the leopard." 

The leopard. The convenient, all-purpose explanation. She seized it. 

"It shook me more than I realized. The leopard. Coming so close to — " She stopped. Swallowed. "I've been having nightmares. Insomnia. It's affecting my moods." 

"Why didn't you tell me?" 

"Because you have enough to worry about. The auction. The pruning. The organic certification. You don't need my problems on top of everything else." 

"Your problems are my problems." He reached over and took her hand. His palm was rough with calluses from handling tea leaves, warm and solid and familiar. "You're my wife. If something's wrong, I want to know." 

The sincerity in his voice was unbearable. She wanted to pull her hand away. She wanted to tell him everything — the waterfall, the storm, the hut, the driver, the whole terrible, beautiful, impossible mess she'd made of their lives. She wanted him to know, and she wanted him to forgive her, and she wanted him to scream at her, and she wanted him to leave her, and she wanted him to hold her, all at once, in a confusion of need that she couldn't begin to untangle. 

"Thank you," she said. "For caring." 

"Of course I care. I always care." 

"I know." 

She leaned over and kissed his cheek. The stubble was rough against her lips. He smelled of tea dust and sweat and the faint sandalwood cologne he'd worn for twenty-five years. Her husband. Her good, kind, oblivious husband. 

"I'll be all right," she said. "I just need time." 

"Take all the time you need. And if you want to see someone — a therapist, like I said before — " 

"I'll think about it." 

He squeezed her hand. "That's all I ask." 

Later, when he was asleep and the house was still, she lay in bed and stared at the ceiling. The weight of Dhaneswar's silence was still there, pressing against her chest. Something was coming. She didn't know what. She only knew that the air was thick with it, heavy and charged, like the stillness before the storm. 

The next morning, she asked Arup if she could borrow his laptop. 

"My phone is old," she said. "The screen is too small. I want to look at flights." 

"Flights?" 

"To America. To see Rishi and Anu. You said I should visit them." 

He looked surprised — pleasantly surprised. "I did. I just didn't think you'd actually consider it." 

"I've been thinking. Maybe a change of scene would help. A few weeks in America. See how Rishi lives. Let Anu show me Toronto." 

"That's a wonderful idea." He was already pulling up the airline websites, his earlier concerns apparently forgotten. "When were you thinking?" 

"Soon. Before the monsoon." 

"Spring in Indiana. It's supposed to be beautiful. Rishi was telling me about the campus in April." 

She sat beside him and looked at the screen. Flights to Chicago. Flights to Toronto. Cities she'd never visited, a world she'd never seen except through her children's photographs and video calls. The thought of it was terrifying. The thought of it was a lifeline. 

She wouldn't go yet. There were things to resolve first — the driver, the affair, the mess she'd made. But the idea of escape settled into her mind like a seed, dormant but alive, waiting for the right conditions to grow. 

Something was coming. She didn't know what. But when it came, she would be ready. 

Or so she told herself. 

It was the last peaceful thought she would have for a very long time. 

Chapter 27: The Garage 

Arup left for Silchar at half past nine. 

The exporter had resurfaced — there was always an exporter, always a crisis, always a contract that needed renegotiating at the last possible moment. Indira stood on the verandah and watched the car crunch down the gravel drive, Dhaneswar at the wheel, Arup in the back seat with his briefcase and his spreadsheets. Her husband waved. She waved back. The car rounded the curve and disappeared behind the bougainvillea, and she was alone. 

She spent the morning in the garden. It was easier than being inside — the bungalow felt oppressive lately, the walls too close, the silence too loud. She pruned the bougainvillea until her arms ached. She weeded the flower beds. She stood at the edge of the garden and looked down at the estate, the tea bushes shimmering in the February sun, and tried to convince herself that the weight in her chest was just the humidity. 

At noon, Dipali brought lunch to the verandah. Indira ate without tasting. At one, she went looking for the pruning shears she'd misplaced — she was sure she'd left them in the garden shed, but they weren't there, and she remembered, vaguely, that Lakhi had borrowed them for something. She walked toward the garage to ask. 

The garage was a separate building, set apart from the bungalow, a low concrete structure with a tin roof and a single wide door that was usually left open. Dhaneswar kept the car there when it wasn't in use, along with his tools and his oil cans and the small room at the back where he slept. The door was closed. 

She knocked. No answer. She pushed it open. 

He was inside. 

Not in his room. In the main garage, standing beside the workbench, his hands resting on a piece of machinery she didn't recognize. He'd taken off his olive sweater; his shirtsleeves were rolled to the elbows, his forearms lean and corded with old muscle. He looked up when she entered, and his expression didn't change — the same neutral mask he'd worn for sixteen years. But something in his stillness made her stop. 

"I'm looking for the pruning shears," she said. "Lakhi borrowed them." 

"I haven't seen them, madam." 

"I'll ask her. Thank you." 

She turned to leave. 

"Madam." 

The word stopped her. Not the word itself — he called her madam a dozen times a day. It was the tone. Flatter than usual. More deliberate. A word that had been waiting. 

She turned back. He hadn't moved from the workbench. His hands were still resting on the machinery, but his eyes were on her, and there was something in them she hadn't seen before. Not anger. Not threat. Something more patient. More certain. 

"I saw you," he said. 

The words were quiet. Almost conversational. As if he were commenting on the weather. 

"Saw me where?" 

"At the waterfall. With the young worker. Mridul Phukan." 

The sound of his name in Dhaneswar's mouth was a physical shock. She felt the blood drain from her face. Her hands, at her sides, went cold. 

"I don't know what you're talking about." 

"Yes, you do." He stepped away from the workbench. His movements were slow, unhurried, the movements of a man who had all the time in the world. "I saw you. At the waterfall. Three days ago. You were standing near the fallen tree. His hand was on your waist. Your hand was on his face. You were kissing him." 

The details were precise. Horrifyingly precise. She could see the moment in her mind — the dappled sunlight, the sound of the waterfall, the way Mridul's hand had felt on her hip. And she knew, with a cold, sinking certainty, that Dhaneswar had seen it all. 

"How long have you been watching me?" 

"A long time." He took another step closer. The garage was dim — the only light came from the small window above the workbench, a grey rectangle of February sky. The air smelled of petrol and old tyres and the faint, stale scent of his cigarettes. "Not just the waterfall. Other places. The seed bari. The lake. I've seen you, Rani." 

"Don't call me that." 

"It's what I've always called you." 

"It's what you call me when you're driving. This is different." 

"Yes." He nodded slowly. "This is different." 

She forced herself to breathe. To think. She was the sahib's wife. He was the driver. Whatever he'd seen, whatever he thought he knew, he was still a servant in her husband's household. She could dismiss him. She could have him removed. She could — 

"If you tell Arup," she said, "I'll deny it. It's your word against mine." 

"I'm not going to tell the sahib." 

The statement was so unexpected that she blinked. "What?" 

"I'm not going to tell him. I've thought about it. Telling him would be... messy. Difficult. For everyone." He stepped closer. Now he was near enough that she could smell him — sweat and diesel and the faint, stale tobacco that clung to his clothes. "I don't want difficulty. I want something else." 

"What do you want? Money?" 

"No." 

"A promotion? A transfer? I can talk to Arup — " 

"I don't want money. I don't want a promotion." His voice was still calm, still quiet, still terrifyingly reasonable. "I've been driving for this family for sixteen years. I've watched you come and go. I've watched you on the verandah in the mornings, smoking your cigarettes. I've watched you at dinner parties, laughing at jokes that didn't amuse you. I've watched you stare out the window of the car, lost in thoughts you never shared with anyone." He paused. "I've watched you, Rani. For sixteen years. And now I know something about you that no one else knows." 

"Get to the point." 

"The point." He smiled. It was not a warm smile. "The point is that I want you." 

The words landed like stones in still water. She stared at him, waiting for the qualification, the clarification, the thing that would make this less than what it sounded like. It didn't come. 

"You're insane," she said. 

"Perhaps." 

"I'm not — I would never — " 

"You would never what? Sleep with a servant?" The word was deliberate, pointed. "You already have. A young one, from the factory. A boy half your age. I'm not asking for anything you haven't already given to someone else." 

The logic was so appalling, so perfectly circular, that for a moment she couldn't speak. He was right. She had already crossed the line — the line between sahib's wife and servant, between respectability and scandal, between the life she'd built and the life she'd fallen into. Dhaneswar had simply been watching. And now he wanted his turn. 

"If you touch me," she said, "I'll scream." 

"I'm not going to touch you. Not today." He stepped back. The space between them opened up again — a few feet, a few inches, the distance between what he was asking and what she would give. "I'm patient, Rani. I've always been patient. You can think about it." 

"There's nothing to think about." 

"There's everything to think about." He turned back to the workbench, picked up the piece of machinery he'd been working on. His hands were steady. His face was calm. "Think about what happens if the sahib finds out. Think about your children. Think about the young worker — what do you think would happen to him if this became known? He would lose his job. At best." 

The threat was casual, almost gentle. It was more terrifying than a shout. 

"You said you wouldn't tell Arup." 

"I said I wasn't going to. That doesn't mean I can't. Circumstances change." He looked at her over his shoulder. "Think about it, Rani. Take your time. I'm not going anywhere." 

She turned and walked out of the garage. Her legs were trembling. Her hands were trembling. The February sun was bright and warm and entirely wrong for the cold that had settled into her bones. She walked up the path to the bungalow, through the garden, past the bougainvillea she'd pruned that morning, and into the cool dark of the house. 

Dipali was in the kitchen. Indira walked past her without speaking, went to the bedroom, and closed the door. She sat on the bed. Her hands were still shaking. She pressed them flat against her thighs and tried to breathe. She had known — she had known something was coming. The silence. The watching. The way he'd parked closer and closer, the way his eyes had lingered in the rearview mirror. She had known, and she had done nothing, and now the thing that was coming had arrived. 

Dhaneswar wanted her. Not her money. Not her influence. Her. Her body. Her compliance. Her silence purchased with her submission. The equation was simple and devastating. She could refuse him. She could tell Arup. She could expose the blackmail and damn the consequences, let the affair come to light, let her marriage shatter, let Mridul lose his job and his home and everything he'd built. Or she could give Dhaneswar what he wanted. Buy his silence with the only currency he would accept. 

Both choices were impossible. Both choices were unbearable. She sat on the bed and stared at the wall and tried to think, and all she could see was his face — calm, patient, terrifyingly certain. I've always been patient. She didn't know how long she sat there. The afternoon light shifted across the wall. Dipali knocked once, softly, and Indira told her she was resting. The house settled into its evening quiet. Arup would be home soon. She would have to face him, face dinner, face the performance of being his wife. And she didn't know if she could. She didn't know if she could do any of it. 

She lay down on the bed. The ceiling was the same ceiling she'd been looking at for twenty-two years. But tonight, it felt like a lid on a box — a box that was getting smaller, darker, harder to breathe in with every passing hour. 

She closed her eyes. The driver's voice echoed in her mind, calm and patient and utterly certain. Think about it, Rani. She thought about it. She couldn't stop thinking about it. 

Chapter 28: The Bargain 

He came on Valentine's Day. 

She had been expecting him for four days. Not consciously — she had told herself, repeatedly, that he would wait longer, that he would give her time to think, that the patience he'd boasted about would stretch for weeks rather than days. But somewhere beneath the conscious reassurances, she knew. The garage confrontation had been a door left ajar. He would not wait long to push it open. 

Arup had left for Guwahati at dawn — a two-day trip, a buyers' consortium, another round of negotiations that would keep him occupied and absent. He'd kissed her forehead at the door, the same brief, absent gesture he'd been giving her for twenty-five years. "I'll call tonight," he said. "Happy Valentine's Day." She'd managed a smile. She'd watched the car disappear down the gravel drive — a different car this time, a hired vehicle from Silchar, because Dhaneswar was not driving Arup to Guwahati. Dhaneswar was here. At the estate. Waiting. 

She spent the morning in the kitchen with Dipali, trying to lose herself in the ordinary rhythms of the household — the chopping of vegetables, the grinding of spices, the familiar cadence of Dipali's voice as she narrated the small dramas of the workers' colony. But every creak of the floorboards made her flinch. Every shadow in the doorway made her heart race. She was listening for footsteps. She was listening for him. 

At eleven o'clock, she heard the crunch of gravel outside the kitchen window. 

Dipali looked up from the dal she was tempering. "Is someone coming?" 

"I'll check. Stay here." 

She walked through the hallway to the front of the bungalow. The verandah doors were open, the February sunlight spilling across the teak floor. And there, in the doorway, stood Dhaneswar. 

He was wearing his uniform — the dark trousers, the collared shirt, the olive sweater with the thin elbows. His grey mustache was neatly trimmed. His hands were at his sides. He looked exactly as he always looked. The same driver who had opened her car door for sixteen years. The same servant who had waited in the turnaround while she climbed the path to the waterfall. 

"Madam." His voice was neutral, respectful. "May I come in?" 

"The staff are here." 

"The staff are in the kitchen. They won't hear anything." 

She stared at him. He stared back. His eyes were calm, patient, utterly certain. 

"Please," he said. "It's been four days. You've had time to think." 

She stepped aside. 

He walked past her into the living room. His footsteps were quiet on the teak floor — he moved with the same silence he'd used in the jungle, decades ago, when silence was the difference between living and dying. He stopped in the centre of the room and looked around — the cane furniture, the photographs on the mantelpiece, the Tagore manuscript on the wall. He had been in this room hundreds of times, carrying luggage, delivering messages. But he had never stood in it like this. Like a man who was considering buying it. 

"Close the door," he said. 

She closed it. 

"I've thought about your offer," she said. Her voice was steadier than she felt. "My answer is no. Whatever you think you saw at the waterfall, you're mistaken. And if you try to take this to my husband — " 

"I saw you." His voice was still calm, still quiet. "I saw you kissing him. I saw his hand on your waist. I saw the way you looked at him when you walked away. You can deny it, Rani, but we both know the truth." 

"Don't call me that." 

"You keep saying that. But it's what you are. The sahib's rani. The queen of the estate. And I've been driving you around it for sixteen years, watching you sit in the back seat and stare out the window as if none of us existed. As if I didn't exist." 

"That's not — " 

"I'm not blaming you." He took a step closer. "I'm explaining. Sixteen years, Rani. Sixteen years of opening doors and waiting in car parks and watching you in the rearview mirror. You never saw me. No one ever sees the driver. But I saw you. Every day. Every gesture. Every smile. Every time you got into the car with your hair slightly undone or your face slightly flushed or your eyes slightly brighter than they should be. I saw all of it." 

She was backing away without meaning to. The back of her legs hit the armchair. 

"The young worker," he continued. "Mridul Phukan. He's been with you how long? Two months? Three? And already he's had more of you than I've had in sixteen years of devotion." 

"It's not devotion. It's obsession." 

"Perhaps. Does the distinction matter?" 

He was close now. Close enough that she could smell him — the petrol and the cigarettes and the faint, stale sweat. She could see the lines around his eyes, the grey stubble on his jaw, the small scar on his chin that she'd never noticed before. She'd never looked at him closely enough to notice. 

"If you touch me," she said, "I'll scream. Dipali is in the kitchen. Lakhi is upstairs." 

"If you scream, they'll come. And they'll see me here, in your living room, and they'll wonder why. And they'll talk. The colony always talks." He tilted his head, considering her. "But I don't think you'll scream. You've been keeping secrets for months. You're good at it." 

"I'm not — " 

"I'm going to ask one more time." His voice dropped, softer now, almost gentle. "And then I'll leave, if that's what you want. I'll leave, and tomorrow I'll speak to the sahib, and whatever happens after that will happen. Or you can say yes. One word, Rani. That's all I need." 

She looked at him. The calm, patient face. The steady hands. The eyes that had been watching her for sixteen years, cataloguing every detail, feeding an obsession she hadn't known existed until four days ago. 

"What exactly are you asking for?" 

"I'm asking for what the young worker has. What you've been giving him." 

"And in exchange?" 

"In exchange, your secret stays secret. The sahib never knows. The children never know. The young worker keeps his job and his home. Everyone is happy." 

"Everyone except me." 

"Are you happy now?" He asked it without malice — a genuine question, curious and clinical. "You have a husband who doesn't see you. A lover who can't keep you. A secret that's eating you from the inside. I've watched you, Rani. I've watched you standing on the verandah, staring at the view like a woman who's already left her own life. I don't think you've been happy for years." 

The words hit harder than any threat. Because they were true. She had been leaving her own life for years — slowly, imperceptibly, one cigarette at a time on the cold verandah. Mridul had made her feel alive again, but he hadn't made her happy. She didn't know if she was capable of happiness anymore. 

"One time," she said. The words came out before she could stop them. "One time. And then you never speak of this again." 

He nodded slowly. "One time. For now." 

"For now?" 

"We can discuss the future later. I told you, Rani. I'm patient." 

He followed her to the bedroom. 

She had not invited him. He had simply risen from the armchair and walked behind her down the hallway, his footsteps quiet on the teak floor, his presence a weight at her back. She didn't look at him. She kept her eyes forward, her spine straight, her hands clasped in front of her to hide the trembling. 

The bedroom was the same as it always was — the four-poster teak bed, the French windows open to the verandah, the photograph of her parents on the dressing table. She had slept in this room for twenty-two years. She had made love to her husband in this bed, conceived her children in this bed, wept in this bed when her father died. And now she was bringing the driver into it. Not a lover. Not a choice. A transaction. A payment for his silence. 

He closed the bedroom door behind him. The click of the latch was very loud. 

He stood in the centre of the room, looking around with the same measured assessment he'd given the living room. His eyes moved over the bed, the dressing table, the photograph of her parents. "It's been a long time," he said, "since I was in a bedroom like this." 

"What do you want me to do?" 

"Take off your saree." 

She undressed in silence. Her hands were shaking, but she forced them to move — the pallu unpinned, the pleats loosed, the silk pooling at her feet. The blouse came next, the hooks small and difficult, her fingers clumsy with fear. The petticoat. She stood before him in her underwear, her arms crossed over her chest, her body rigid with the effort of not running. 

"All of it," he said. 

She removed the rest. She stood naked in the bedroom she had shared with her husband for twenty-two years, and the driver looked at her. 

He didn't speak. He didn't move. He simply looked — his eyes traveling over her body with the careful attention of someone examining a painting. Her breasts, full and soft with age. The curve of her belly, the silver stretch marks on her hips from the pregnancies. Her thighs, her calves, the dark triangle of hair between her legs. She had never felt so exposed. Not with Mridul, who looked at her with wonder. Not with Arup, who had stopped really looking years ago. Dhaneswar looked at her like she was something he was inventorying. Something he intended to use. 

"Lie down," he said. 

She lay on the bed. The sheets were cool against her bare skin. She stared at the ceiling — the same ceiling she'd stared at on a thousand sleepless nights. Somewhere in the kitchen, Dipali was humming a film song. The sound was distant, muffled, like music heard underwater. 

He undressed at the foot of the bed. His movements were methodical — the sweater folded, the shirt unbuttoned, the trousers hung over the chair. His body was lean and hard, the body of a man who had been a soldier and stayed strong even as age thinned his muscles and weathered his skin. Grey hair on his chest. Scars on his shoulder and thigh — the shrapnel wound, she remembered, from Nagaland. He didn't try to hide them. He stood at the edge of the bed and looked down at her. 

"You're beautiful," he said. The word was clinical, not romantic. An observation. "I've waited a long time for this." 

"Don't talk. Just — " She closed her eyes. "Just do what you're going to do." 

He didn't speak again. Not for a long while. 

He lay beside her on the bed. His weight was different from Mridul's — heavier, denser, the weight of a man who had spent decades doing hard physical work. His hands were calloused, rough against her soft skin. He touched her methodically, exploring her body the way he might explore a piece of machinery — learning its contours, testing its responses. She didn't respond. Or rather, her body responded — the automatic physical reactions of nerve endings and blood flow — but her mind was somewhere else. It was floating near the ceiling, looking down at the woman on the bed, the driver beside her, the photograph of her parents on the dressing table. She was dissociating. She knew the word — she'd read about it in a psychology book years ago, when she was trying to understand a friend's trauma. The mind's escape hatch. The body stays, the self leaves. 

His mouth was on her breasts. His hands were between her legs. He was thorough, unhurried, as if he had all the time in the world. She kept her eyes on the ceiling and counted the cracks in the plaster. One. Two. Three. She felt herself growing wet — the body's betrayal, the automatic preparation for an act the mind refused to participate in. She heard herself make a sound, a small gasp, and the sound was so distant it might have come from another woman. 

"Good," he murmured against her skin. "That's good." 

He positioned himself above her. She didn't look at his face. She didn't want to see his expression — whatever was there would stay with her for the rest of her life, and she was already collecting enough memories she couldn't erase. 

He entered her. 

The sensation was physical — the pressure, the fullness, the rhythm of his movements. Her body accommodated him, as bodies do. The floating part of her observed this with clinical detachment. This is happening, the floating part said. This is happening right now, in your bed, in your house, while your cook hums in the kitchen and your husband negotiates tea prices in Guwahati and your children sleep on the other side of the world. The driver is inside you. The driver is inside you and you let him in. 

She didn't know how long it lasted. Time had become elastic, stretching and contracting in ways that made no sense. He was not rough, but he was not gentle either. He moved inside her with a steady, mechanical rhythm, his breathing harsh against her ear, his hands gripping her hips. She heard herself make sounds — small, involuntary — and the floating part of her felt an immense, distant sadness for the woman on the bed. She's trying so hard to be somewhere else, the floating part said. She's doing her best. 

He finished with a low grunt, his body tensing above her, and then he was still. She felt the heat of his release, the weight of him collapsing briefly onto her chest before he rolled away. The floating part returned to her body with a jolt — suddenly she was back, fully present, the ceiling cracks just ceiling cracks again, and the man lying beside her in her marriage bed was Dhaneswar, her driver, who had been watching her for sixteen years. 

He lay beside her for a moment, breathing heavily. Then he rose and began to dress. His movements were unhurried, methodical. The trousers. The shirt. The sweater with the thin elbows. He tucked in his shirt with the same precision he used when polishing the car. 

"I'll be going now," he said. "The staff will wonder." 

She didn't answer. She was still lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling, her body heavy and strange and not quite her own. 

He walked to the door. Paused. Looked back at her. 

"See, Rani. That wasn't so difficult." 

She didn't look at him. She heard the door open, heard his footsteps fade down the hallway. She heard the distant murmur of his voice — a polite goodbye to Dipali, perhaps, some explanation for his presence in the bungalow. Then the crunch of gravel outside the window. Then silence. 

She lay in the bed she shared with her husband and felt the world tilt on its axis. 

She didn't cry. She didn't scream. She didn't move. She simply lay there, her body a foreign country she no longer knew how to inhabit, her mind a blank white wall she couldn't see past. The sun shifted across the verandah. The afternoon deepened toward evening. At some point, Dipali knocked softly on the door — "Madam, should I start dinner?" — and Indira called back, her voice surprisingly steady, "Not tonight. I'm resting. Please don't disturb me." 

The footsteps retreated. The house settled into silence. 

She thought about Mridul. His hands, his mouth, his voice saying her name. She tried to hold onto the memory, but it kept slipping away, replaced by other images — Dhaneswar's face above her, Dhaneswar's hands on her hips, Dhaneswar's voice saying see, Rani, that wasn't so difficult. The two men blurred together until she couldn't tell them apart. Until her body didn't know the difference between desire and compliance. 

At some point, darkness fell. At some point, she slept. 

At some point, the world tilted again, and it didn't right itself. 

Chapter 29: The Morning Routine 

Three days passed before he summoned her again. 

She had begun to hope — foolishly, desperately — that the single encounter might satisfy him. That "one time, for now" might stretch into weeks, months, an indefinite reprieve during which she could find a way out. But on the morning of February 17, she came down to the kitchen and found a note on the verandah table, written in the careful, blocky handwriting she recognized from years of maintenance logs in the garage. 

Garage. Seven o'clock. Before the staff are awake. 

She read it three times. Then she folded it carefully and held the corner to the gas flame on the stove until it blackened and curled. 

Dipali wouldn't arrive until half past seven. Lakhi slept in her quarters until eight unless called. Arup was still in Guwahati — he'd extended his trip by a day, some complication with the buyers' consortium. The house was empty. The house was always empty when these things happened. 

She put on a simple cotton saree — nothing that would snag on machinery, nothing that would be difficult to remove — and walked down the path to the garage. 

The garage door was half open. A single bulb burned inside, casting long shadows across the concrete floor. The car was there, its dark green body gleaming with the polish he applied every week. The workbench was covered with tools — wrenches, screwdrivers, the piece of machinery he'd been repairing for days. The air was thick with the smell of petrol and engine oil and the cold, metallic tang of old concrete. 

He was standing beside the car, his back to her, adjusting something under the bonnet. He'd taken off his sweater; his shirtsleeves were rolled to the elbows. She could see the muscles of his back moving under the thin fabric. 

"Close the door," he said without turning around. 

She pulled the garage door down. The metal rattled in its tracks, the sound too loud in the morning quiet. The bulb's light became the only light — a yellow pool in the centre of the space, the corners lost in shadow. 

He turned. His face was calm, unsurprised, as if she were a delivery he'd been expecting. "You came." 

"You didn't give me a choice." 

"There's always a choice." He wiped his hands on a rag and set it aside. "You could have ignored the note. You could have told the sahib. You could have called the police." 

"Would the police believe me?" 

"Probably not. But you could have tried." He stepped toward her. His feet made no sound on the concrete. "You didn't try because you know how this works. You give me what I want. I keep your secrets. Everyone is safe." 

"Everyone except me." 

"You keep saying that." He was close now, close enough that she could see the grey stubble on his jaw, the small scar on his chin, the pores of his skin in the harsh light of the bulb. "But I'm not hurting you. I'm not cruel. I'm just asking for what you've been giving to someone else." 

The logic was the same as before. The circular, unassailable logic that trapped her every time. She had given herself to Mridul willingly, joyfully, with a hunger that still surprised her. She was giving herself to Dhaneswar under duress — but the physical act was the same. The distinction, she was learning, mattered less than she'd believed. 

"What do you want me to do?" 

"Turn around. Hands on the car." 

She stared at him. He stared back. His eyes were calm, patient, utterly without malice. He might have been asking her to check the tyre pressure. 

"Rani." The word was soft, almost gentle. "It's easier if you don't think." 

She turned around. She placed her hands on the bonnet of the car — the dark green metal cool under her palms, the waxed surface smooth as glass. She heard him step closer. She felt his hands on her hips, adjusting her position, bending her forward slightly. The metal was cold through the thin cotton of her saree. 

He didn't undress her completely. He lifted the back of her saree — the silk rustling, the petticoat bunched at her waist — and she heard the sound of his belt, his trousers. His hands were on her hips, rough and calloused, gripping her with a proprietary certainty that made her stomach clench. He entered her without preamble. The sensation was physical — the pressure, the fullness, the stretch of her body accommodating him. She gripped the edge of the bonnet and stared at the garage wall. There was a calendar there, the same one that hung in his quarters, a picture of the Kamakhya Temple against a lurid blue sky. She focused on it. The temple's dome. The blue sky. The small black numbers of the dates. 

He moved inside her with a rhythm that was neither fast nor slow — steady, mechanical, the rhythm of a man performing a task. His breathing was harsh in the quiet of the garage. One of his hands left her hip and moved to the back of her neck — not squeezing, not choking, just resting there. A reminder of control. 

She made no sound. She had learned, in the bedroom, that sounds encouraged him. Silence was better. Silence was a way of withholding something, even when everything else was being taken. The calendar. The temple. The blue sky. Her mind was doing the thing again — floating up toward the rafters, looking down at the woman bent over the car, the driver behind her, the bulb casting their shadow against the wall. 

But something was different this time. She tried to float and couldn't. The cold metal under her palms, the rough grip of his hands, the rhythm of his body — it kept pulling her back. She was present in a way she hadn't been in the bedroom. And the presence brought something else: a dark, unwelcome edge of sensation. Not desire. She refused to call it desire. But her body was responding — the warmth spreading between her legs, the involuntary tightening of muscles, the way her hips began to move against her will, pushing back to meet his thrusts. 

He noticed. She felt his grip tighten, heard the slight change in his breathing. "Good," he murmured. "That's good." 

She hated him. She hated him for what he was doing to her body. She hated herself more for letting her body respond. The hate was sharp and clean, easier to hold onto than the shame. She held onto it as his rhythm quickened, as his breathing grew harsher, as he finished with a low grunt and collapsed briefly against her back. 

Then he pulled away. She heard the rustle of fabric, the clink of his belt. She stayed where she was, her hands still on the car, her forehead now resting against the cool metal. Her legs were trembling. The space between her thighs was wet — with him, with herself — and she felt a wave of disgust so intense it made her gag. 

"You can go now," he said. 

She straightened. She adjusted her saree with hands that were not quite steady. She didn't look at him. 

"Same time," he said. "In a few days. I'll let you know." 

She walked to the garage door and pushed it open. The morning light was blinding after the dimness of the garage. The estate was waking up — the factory whistle had blown, the workers were moving along the roads, the tea bushes were glittering with dew. The world was going on as if nothing had happened. As if she hadn't just been bent over a car like a thing to be used. 

She walked back to the bungalow. She went straight to the bathroom. She turned the shower as hot as it would go and stood under the water for thirty minutes, scrubbing her skin until it was raw and pink. The water didn't feel hot enough. Nothing felt hot enough. She could still feel his hands on her hips. She could still feel the cold metal of the bonnet under her palms. She could still feel the dark, unwelcome edge of her own response, the way her body had betrayed her mind. She pressed her forehead against the tiles and let the water beat against her back. The tears, when they came, were silent — a hot, private release that mixed with the shower water and disappeared down the drain. 

Later, she sat on the verandah and tried to eat the breakfast Dipali had left. The paratha was cold. She ate it anyway. The tea was too sweet. She drank it anyway. 

Her phone buzzed. A message from Mridul: Can I see you today? 

She stared at the words. The thought of being touched — even by Mridul, even by the man who had made her feel alive for the first time in years — made her skin crawl. But she couldn't say no. If she said no, he would ask why. If he asked why, she might tell him. And if she told him, everything would unravel. Dhaneswar would make good on his threat. Arup would know. Mridul would lose everything. 

Yes, she typed. Where? 

The seed bari. Four o'clock. 

I'll be there. 

She put down the phone. The morning sun was warm on her face, but she couldn't feel it. She couldn't feel anything except the cold certainty that she was trapped — between a driver who owned her silence and a lover who didn't know what she was sacrificing to keep him safe. She was keeping him safe, she told herself. That was the point. She was protecting Mridul. She was protecting her family. She was carrying this weight so no one else had to. The justification was thin, but it was all she had. She held onto it like a lifeline. 

Chapter 30: Two Women 

She learned to divide herself. 

It happened without conscious effort, the way a tree grows around a wound — the new wood forming in layers, enclosing the damage, making it part of the structure without ever healing it. By late February, Indira had become three women. Or two. Or one woman with three faces, depending on how she counted. 

The first woman woke before dawn. She lay in the dark beside her sleeping husband and listened to the sounds of the bungalow — the creak of the old timbers, the distant drip of the bathroom tap, the first birds calling from the garden. This woman was cold and still and hollow, like a cast-iron vessel left out in the rain. She rose, wrapped herself in a shawl, and walked down the path to the garage when summoned. She bent over the car or lay on the stained mattress in the driver's quarters or knelt on the concrete floor, and she made no sound. She had learned that silence was the only resistance available to her, so she gave him silence — not the silence of consent but the silence of stone. This woman hated Dhaneswar with a purity that was almost beautiful. She hated the smell of him, the weight of him, the calm, patient certainty in his voice when he told her what to do. She hated herself for complying. She hated her body for responding — the dark, unwelcome heat that sometimes crept into her belly despite everything, the physical betrayal that left her shaking with disgust in the shower afterward. 

The second woman came alive in the afternoons. She walked to the seed bari or the lake or the hut at the edge of the colony, and when she saw Mridul's face — the way it transformed when he spotted her, the flash of joy that he never quite managed to suppress — she felt something loosen in her chest. With him, she was not the stone woman. She was soft. She laughed. She recited poetry and lay on her back in the grass and looked at the stars. She let him touch her with the tenderness he'd shown since the beginning, and she clung to him afterward as if he were the only solid thing in a world that had turned to water. This woman loved Mridul. She had never said it aloud — the word was too dangerous, too weighty — but she felt it in the way her body responded to his presence, the way her pulse slowed when he held her, the way she could breathe more deeply in his hut than anywhere else on the estate. 


The third woman was the wife. She sat on the verandah with Arup in the evenings, listening to his stories about the factory, the auction, the endless negotiations with the organic certification board. She laughed at his jokes. She asked about his day. She lay beside him in bed and let him hold her hand. This woman was the thinnest of the three — a paper-thin construct, a mask with nothing behind it. She performed her role with the precision of long practice, and Arup noticed nothing, because he had never learned to look. 

The morning of February 24 was a Dhaneswar morning. 

She knew before she opened her eyes. There was a quality to these mornings — a heaviness in the air, a dread that settled into her bones before she was fully conscious. She checked her phone. The message was there, sent at four in the morning: Garage. Seven o'clock. 

She dressed in the dark. Cotton saree. No jewellery. Hair in a simple braid — he had commented once that he liked it loose, so she never wore it loose anymore. Small defiances. They were all she had. 

The garage was cold, the February chill lingering despite the unseasonable warmth of the days. He was waiting beside the car, his olive sweater buttoned, his hands clasped behind his back in that military pose she'd come to despise. 

"Rani." The honorific was a brand now, burned into her every time he spoke. "Close the door." 

She closed it. The ritual unfolded as it always did — the wordless instructions, the positioning of her body, the steady, mechanical rhythm of his use. She stared at the calendar on the wall. The temple. The blue sky. The black numbers. Today was the twenty-fourth. On the twenty-fourth of October, four months ago, she had been a different woman. She had woken in a warm bed and walked to the verandah and lit a cigarette and looked at a view she'd been looking at for twenty-two years. She had been restless, lonely, quietly desperate. But she had been whole. 

Now she was bent over a car while a man who had once been her driver fucked her with the same methodical attention he gave to changing the oil. Her body responded — the warmth, the tightening, the shudder that she could no longer pretend wasn't pleasure of a kind, dark and unwanted and inextricable from the shame. She hated it. She hated him. She counted the seconds until it was over. 

After, she walked back to the bungalow and stood in the shower until the water ran cold. 

The afternoon belonged to Mridul. 

She met him at the seed bari, where the young tea plants were pushing up new leaves in the February warmth. He'd brought a cloth and laid it out between the rows, the same blue-flowered cotton he always used. He'd brought food — the rice and dal that Podma made for him, simple and warm and comforting. 

"You look tired," he said. 

"I didn't sleep well." 

"Nightmares?" 

"Something like that." 

He didn't push. He never pushed. He simply held her, his arms around her shoulders, her head against his chest, and let her breathe. She closed her eyes and listened to his heartbeat. Steady. Young. Alive. 

She had thought about telling him. The words had risen in her throat a dozen times — in the hut, at the lake, lying on the cloth in the seed bari with the stars emerging overhead. But every time, she swallowed them back. Telling him would change things. He would be angry — not at her, but at Dhaneswar. He might do something. Confront him. Report him. Attack him. And then Dhaneswar would make good on his threat: the sahib would know, the secret would be out, and Mridul would lose everything. His job, his home, his place on the estate. 

She was protecting him. That was what she told herself. She was carrying this weight so he didn't have to. 

So she said nothing. She let him hold her. She let him kiss her forehead, her temples, the corner of her mouth. When he reached for her with that familiar, gentle hunger, she responded — not with the stone silence of the garage, but with the softness she reserved for him. His hands on her body were careful, reverent, so different from the driver's grip. His mouth on her skin was tender. When he entered her, face to face on the blue-flowered cloth, she looked into his dark eyes and tried to forget the calendar on the garage wall. She tried to forget the cold concrete, the rough grip, the voice that called her Rani. She tried to be present. She almost succeeded. 

After, she clung to him. Her fingers dug into his shoulders with a desperation that she saw him register — a flicker of concern in his eyes, quickly suppressed. 

"Are you all right?" he asked. 

"I'm fine." The lie was automatic now. "Just don't let go yet." 

He didn't let go. 

The evening was Arup's. 

He came home from the factory at six, tired and satisfied — the pruning was going well, the new clones were thriving, the organic certification was finally moving forward. He talked through dinner, his voice filling the dining room with the familiar cadence of tea prices and rainfall projections and the latest bureaucratic hurdle from the Tea Board. 

Indira listened. She asked the right questions. She laughed at his jokes. Across the table, her husband ate the food Dipali had prepared and drank the whiskey she'd poured for him and saw nothing. The stone woman. The soft woman. The paper-thin wife. He saw none of them. 

After dinner, they sat on the verandah. The February night was warm, the stars bright over the Barails. Arup took her hand and held it in his lap, his thumb stroking the back of her wrist. 

"I've been thinking," he said. "About what you said. Visiting the children." 

"Have you?" 

"I think you should go. Soon. Before the monsoon." He turned to look at her. His face, in the dim light from the living room, was soft with affection. "You've been tired lately. Sad. I don't know how to help you. But maybe seeing Rishi and Anu — seeing their lives — maybe that would help." 

The kindness in his voice was unbearable. She wanted to scream at him. She wanted to shake him and tell him everything — the waterfall, the hut, the garage, the calendar on the wall with the blue sky and the temple dome. She wanted him to know, and she wanted him to forgive her, and she wanted him to save her. But Arup couldn't save her. Arup didn't even know she needed saving. 

"Thank you," she said. "I'll think about it." 

He squeezed her hand. "That's all I ask." 

That night, she stood in the bathroom and looked at herself in the mirror. 

The woman in the mirror was forty-eight years old. She had silver in her hair and lines around her eyes and a body that still carried the memory of the afternoon's tenderness and the morning's violation, layered over each other like sediment. She had a husband who loved her without seeing her. She had a lover who adored her without knowing her. She had a blackmailer who used her without caring about her. 

She was three women. She was no one at all. 

She turned off the light and went to bed. Arup was asleep, his breathing slow and steady. She lay on her side of the mattress and stared at the ceiling and tried to remember who she'd been in October — the woman who smoked on the verandah, the woman who dreamed of the waterfall, the woman who had climbed a forest path and found a leopard and a young man and a storm. 

That woman was gone. Or buried. Or transformed into something she no longer recognized. 

She closed her eyes. In the morning, there would be another message. Or there wouldn't. Either way, the day would unfold in its three familiar segments — the garage, the seed bari, the verandah. The stone woman. The soft woman. The paper-thin wife. 

She didn't know how much longer she could hold all three together. She didn't know what would happen when they finally broke apart. 

But she could feel the cracks widening. She could feel the weight of it, pressing down on her chest, making it harder and harder to breathe. 

She slept. She had no choice. 

Chapter 31: The Crack 

Meghali arrived without calling first. 

This was unusual. In twenty years of friendship, Meghali had never arrived without calling — she was too organized, too considerate, too aware of the rhythms of other people's households. But on the last morning of February, Indira looked up from the garden where she was doing nothing in particular and saw Meghali's car crunching up the gravel drive, a cloud of dust rising behind it. 

She was in the garden because the garden was safe. The garden didn't ask questions. The garden didn't notice that her hands were shaking slightly or that she'd lost weight she couldn't afford to lose. She'd been pruning the bougainvillea again — the same branches she'd pruned weeks ago, now grown back with the unseasonable warmth. The repetitive work was soothing. Snip. Snip. Snip. A small, controllable destruction. 

Meghali emerged from the car in a flurry of magenta silk and silver jewellery, her face carrying an expression Indira had never seen before — something between determination and concern. 

"I've been calling you," Meghali said, crossing the lawn. "For three days. You haven't answered." 

"My phone's been — " 

"Don't." Meghali stopped in front of her, close enough that Indira could see the fine lines around her eyes, the slight smudge of kohl where she'd rubbed it. "Don't tell me your phone's been broken or you've been busy or you're fine. You're not fine." 

"Meghali — " 

"You're not fine. Look at you." Meghali gestured at her, a sweeping motion that took in the pruning shears, the half-butchered bougainvillea, the dark circles under Indira's eyes. "You've lost weight. You're not sleeping. You've been avoiding me for weeks. The last time I saw you was at my house, and you were — strange. Distracted. Like you were somewhere else the whole time." 

"I've been tired." 

"You've been disappearing." Meghali took the pruning shears out of Indira's hand and set them on the ground. "Come. We're going to sit on your verandah, and you're going to tell me what's going on." 

"There's nothing — " 

"I don't believe you." 

They stared at each other. A bee hummed past, drunk on the bougainvillea. From the kitchen, the faint sound of Dipali's radio drifted through the open window — an old Assamese film song, mournful and sweet. 

"Please," Meghali said, softer now. "I'm your friend. Whatever it is, you can tell me." 

Indira felt the crack inside her widen. The crack that had been forming for weeks — months — since the leopard, since the storm, since the garage. The crack that she'd been holding together with silence and compartmentalization and the sheer stubborn refusal to fall apart. 

"I can't," she whispered. 

"Can't what?" 

"Tell you. I can't tell anyone." 

Meghali took her hand. Her grip was warm and firm, the grip of a woman who had held children and grandchildren and a husband through thirty years of marriage. "Then don't tell me. But don't send me away either. Let me sit with you. Let me be here." 

They sat on the verandah. Lakhi brought tea — less sugar now, at Indira's insistence — and then retreated. The estate spread below them in its late-February glory: the tea bushes flushed with new growth, the factory chimney smoking, the Barail range a hazy blue on the horizon. The same view. The same verandah. The same two women who had sat here countless times before, talking about children and husbands and the small dramas of tea estate life. 

But Meghali didn't talk about any of those things. She talked about Ranjan. 

"You know we almost didn't make it," she said, her eyes on the horizon. "About fifteen years ago. There was a woman. In Silchar. She worked at the bank where Ranjan did the estate accounts. I found out because I saw a text on his phone — something innocent, just a dinner invitation, but the way he reacted when I asked about it..." She shook her head. "I knew. I knew immediately." 

Indira's hand, holding her teacup, had gone very still. "What did you do?" 

"I confronted him. He denied it. I threw a vase at his head — that blue one, the one from Jaipur, I've always regretted that, it was a wedding gift. He admitted it. We fought for six months. Six months of screaming and crying and me threatening to leave and him begging me to stay. It was the worst time of my life." She took a sip of tea. "We survived it. I don't know how. Stubbornness, probably. And the children — I didn't want to break up the family. And somewhere under all the anger, I still loved him. Even when I hated him." 

"Did you forgive him?" 

"Eventually. Mostly." Meghali turned to look at her. "I'm telling you this because I know what it looks like. When a woman is carrying something alone. The weight of it. The way it changes you." 

Indira didn't speak. Couldn't speak. The tea had gone cold in her hands. 

"I'm not asking if you're having an affair," Meghali said quietly. "I'm not asking anything. I'm just telling you that I've been there — not in the same way, maybe, but close enough. I know what it is to keep a secret that's eating you alive." 

She set down her teacup. She reached over and took Indira's hand — the same gesture she'd made in the garden, but slower now, more deliberate. 

"You don't have to tell me," she said. "But if you ever want to — if you ever need to — I'm here. No judgment. No lectures. Just here." 

Indira looked at her friend's face — the sharp eyes, the kind mouth, the silver threads in her dark hair. Meghali had been her closest friend for twenty years. She had been there through the births of Indira's children, the death of Indira's mother, the long slow years of the empty nest. She had never asked for anything except friendship in return. 

And now she was offering something Indira desperately needed: a witness. Someone who knew. Someone who wouldn't turn away. 

"I — " Indira started. The words were there, pressing against her teeth, desperate to get out. I'm sleeping with a man half my age. I'm being blackmailed by my driver. I'm falling apart and I don't know how to stop. The confession was so close she could taste it — bitter and heavy on her tongue. 

But she swallowed it down. 

"I can't," she said again. "Not yet." 

Meghali nodded. If she was disappointed, she didn't show it. "When you're ready. Whenever that is. Come over. Just you. We'll talk. Or we'll not talk. Whatever you need." 

"Thank you." 

"Don't thank me. Just — take care of yourself. You look like you're disappearing." 

They sat for a while longer, watching the light change over the Barails. The conversation drifted to safer ground — Anu's latest call from Toronto, the new café in Silchar, the Chatterjee wedding which had finally stopped generating gossip. But under the ordinary words, something had shifted between them. A door had been opened. A crack had widened. 

When Meghali left, she hugged Indira at the car — a tight, fierce hug that lasted longer than usual. 

"I mean it," she said into Indira's hair. "Whatever it is. I'm here." 

Indira nodded. She stood on the verandah and watched the car crunch down the gravel drive, watched it disappear around the curve, watched the dust settle in its wake. Then she went inside, closed the bedroom door, and sat on the edge of the bed. 

She didn't cry. She was beyond crying. But she sat very still for a long time, her hands folded in her lap, her eyes fixed on the wall, and she thought about Meghali's story. A woman at a bank. A thrown vase. Six months of screaming. And they'd survived it. The affair had been exposed, the marriage had nearly shattered, and they'd survived it. 

Meghali had stayed. Meghali had forgiven. But Meghali's affair hadn't involved a driver who knew. Meghali's affair hadn't involved being bent over a car while her body betrayed her. Meghali's affair had been survivable because it was ordinary — a husband, a bank clerk, a brief infidelity that time and stubbornness could heal. Indira's affair was not ordinary. Indira's affair was a web of secrets so tangled she couldn't see a way out. 

She thought about Mridul. His hands. His voice. The way he said her name like a prayer. She thought about the blue-flowered cloth in the seed bari, the moonlight through the gap in the hut's tin wall, the cold shock of the lake water and the warmth of his body afterward. She had told Meghali she couldn't talk about it. But maybe she could. Maybe she could tell someone — not everything, but enough. Enough to let some of the pressure out before the cracks widened and she shattered completely. 

She picked up her phone. She stared at Meghali's contact. She put the phone down again. 

Not yet. The crack was there. The door was open. But she wasn't ready to walk through it. Not yet. 

The stone woman. The soft woman. The paper-thin wife. None of them were ready. 

She lay down on the bed. The ceiling was the same. The cracks in the plaster were the same. But something had shifted. The weight was still there, pressing on her chest. But now there was a small, flickering light in the darkness: the knowledge that someone knew. Someone suspected. Someone was waiting, without judgment, to catch her when she fell. 

It wasn't enough. But it was something. 

Chapter 32: Refuge 

She went to him on a Thursday evening, because the alternative was the garage. 

Dhaneswar had summoned her twice that week. Monday morning, before dawn, pressed against the cold metal of the car. Wednesday afternoon, in his quarters, the stained mattress on the floor, the calendar on the wall with its temple dome and its lurid blue sky. Both times she had complied with the same stone silence she'd learned to wrap around herself like armour. Both times her body had betrayed her — the dark heat, the involuntary shudder, the shame that followed her into the shower and clung to her skin no matter how hard she scrubbed. 

By Thursday evening, she was hollow. Not sad. Not angry. Hollow. As if someone had scooped out her insides and left only a shell that looked like Indira Barua but weighed nothing, felt nothing, wanted nothing. 

She walked to Mridul's hut because she didn't know where else to go. 

The colony was settling into its evening rhythm. Cooking fires burned in the courtyards. Children's voices rose and fell in the games they played before bedtime. A radio somewhere was broadcasting the news in Assamese, the announcer's voice a low drone under the sounds of the evening. Indira walked through it all like a ghost, her shawl pulled tight around her face, her feet carrying her along the familiar route without conscious thought. Past the neem tree. Past the seed bari. Past Podma's hut, where the older woman sat on her verandah and nodded as she passed. 

His lamp was on. It was always on. He'd told her once that he left it burning every night, just in case. 

She knocked softly. The door opened. 

His face did what it always did — that brief crack in composure, the flash of joy, the smile that transformed his sharp features into something younger, more open. But tonight the smile faded faster than usual. His eyes searched her face, and whatever he saw there made his expression shift into something more serious. 

"Indira." He said her name carefully, as if it were made of glass. "What's wrong?" 

"Nothing. I just — " She stopped. The words she'd rehearsed on the walk over — I wanted to see you, I missed you, I'm fine — dissolved on her tongue. "I needed to be here. With you. Is that all right?" 

He didn't answer with words. He simply stepped back and held the door open, and she walked through it into the small, warm space of his hut. The kerosene lamp. The charpai. The photograph of his mother. The calendar from the Silchar hardware shop. Everything exactly as it always was. Everything blessedly, comfortingly unchanged. 

He closed the door. She stood in the centre of the room, her arms wrapped around herself, her body rigid with an exhaustion that went beyond physical tiredness. He didn't touch her. He simply stood a few feet away, his hands at his sides, his eyes on her face. 

"You've been crying," he said. 

"No." 

"You've been trying not to cry. There's a difference." 

"I'm fine." 

"Indira." Her name again. Gentle. Relentless. "You're not fine. You haven't been fine for weeks. Every time I see you, you're — different. Quieter. Like you're somewhere else." 

"I'm here now." 

"Are you?" 

The question was so simple, so direct, that she felt something crack inside her chest. She had been three women for so long — the stone woman, the soft woman, the paper-thin wife — that she'd forgotten how to be one whole person. But here, in his hut, with the lamplight flickering on the walls and his dark eyes steady on her face, she felt the fragments trying to come together. 

"I don't know," she whispered. "I don't know where I am anymore." 

He closed the distance between them. Slowly. Carefully. The way he'd approached the leopard — giving her time to retreat, to refuse, to stop him. But she didn't stop him. She let him put his arms around her. She let him pull her against his chest. She let herself be held. 

She didn't cry. Not yet. But she stood in the circle of his arms and breathed in the smell of him — clean sweat and kerosene and the faint, sharp scent of the tea leaves that always clung to his clothes — and she felt something loosen inside her. A knot she'd been holding for weeks, so tight she'd forgotten it was there. 

"Whatever it is," he said against her hair, "whatever's wrong — you can tell me. You know that." 

"I can't." 

"Why not?" 

"Because telling you would make it real. And if it's real, I have to do something about it. And I don't — " Her voice broke. "I don't know what to do." 

His arms tightened around her. "Then don't tell me. Not yet. Just — stay. Be here. With me." 

She stayed. 

He made tea. She didn't want tea, but he made it anyway — the ritual of the stove, the pot, the cardamom, the sugar. She watched his hands move through the familiar sequence, and the ordinariness of it — a young man making tea for a woman who had walked into his hut unannounced and half-broken — was so unexpectedly tender that she felt the tears rising again. She pushed them down. 

He handed her the steel cup. Their fingers touched. She drank. The tea was too sweet, the way he always made it. 

"I like watching you do that," she said. 

"Make tea?" 

"Make tea. It's very — " She searched for the word. "Deliberate. Like you're paying attention." 

"I am paying attention. My grandmother used to say that tea is a living thing. You have to treat it with respect, or it won't taste good." 

"Your grandmother sounds like a very wise woman." 

"She is." He sat beside her on the charpai. Close, but not touching. The space between them was deliberate — an invitation, not a demand. "She also says that women who arrive at night looking like they've been fighting a war should be given tea before they're asked questions." 

"I haven't been fighting a war." 

"Yes, you have." He said it simply, without drama. "I don't know what kind of war. But I can see it. In your eyes. In the way you're holding your shoulders." He paused. "You don't have to tell me. But you don't have to pretend with me either." 

The words hit something deep inside her — something she'd been guarding, protecting, holding rigid for weeks. She felt it give way. And then, without warning, she was crying. 

It wasn't the silent crying she'd done in the shower after the garage, the hot, shameful tears that mixed with the water and disappeared down the drain. This was different. This was a breaking — a release of something that had been building for months. The leopard. The storm. The affair. The driver. The secrets piled on secrets. All of it came pouring out in great, heaving sobs that shook her whole body. 

Mridul didn't speak. He didn't ask what was wrong. He simply took the teacup from her hands before it could spill, set it aside, and pulled her into his arms. He held her while she wept — his hand stroking her hair, his voice murmuring something in Assamese that she couldn't understand but felt, in the cadence of it, to be comfort. 

She didn't know how long she cried. Minutes. Hours. Time had stopped meaning anything. But eventually the sobs subsided into shuddering breaths, and the shuddering breaths subsided into stillness. She lay against his chest, her face wet, her body exhausted, and she felt — lighter. Not healed. Not fixed. But lighter. As if something that had been pressing on her chest had been lifted, just a little. 

"I'm sorry," she said. 

"For what?" 

"For this. For falling apart. For not telling you what's wrong." 

"You don't have to be sorry." His hand was still in her hair. "You don't have to be anything. Just be here." 

She lifted her head and looked at him. His face in the lamplight was soft, unguarded, the watchfulness gone. He looked younger. He looked — loving. The word surfaced without permission, and she pushed it away. 

"Kiss me," she said. 

He kissed her. 

It was different from every other time. 

Not urgent, like the drying shed. Not playful, like the seed bari. Not joyful, like the lake. This was something else — something slower, deeper, more fragile. He kissed her as if she were made of something breakable. His hands on her face were feather-light. His mouth on hers was soft, questioning, as if he were asking permission for every breath. 

He undressed her slowly. Not with the patient reverence of the first hut visit, but with something more tender — more careful. He paused every few moments to look at her face, to check that she was still present, still with him. When she seemed distant, he stopped entirely. 

"Are you here?" he asked. 

"Yes. I'm here." 

"Don't go away. Stay with me." 

She stayed. She forced herself to stay present — to feel his hands on her skin, his mouth on her throat, the weight of his body as he lay beside her on the narrow bed. It was hard. The dissociation had become a habit, a refuge, a way of escaping her body when her body was being used. But Mridul wasn't using her. Mridul was asking — with every touch, every kiss, every whispered word — what she wanted. And what she wanted, in this moment, was to be here. With him. In her body. In the lamplight. In the small, warm space of his hut. 

He entered her slowly. Face to face. His eyes on hers. His movements were gentle, unhurried, as if they had all the time in the world. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him closer, and he made a sound — a small, surprised exhale — and buried his face in her throat. 

"Indira." 

Her name. In his mouth. In the darkness. It was not the first time he'd said it. But tonight it felt different. Tonight it felt like a lifeline. 

"Don't stop," she whispered. "Please don't stop." 

He didn't stop. 

The rhythm was slow. Deliberate. He moved inside her with a care that was almost excruciating — every thrust a question, every withdrawal a promise. His hands cradled her face. His thumbs brushed the tears still drying on her cheeks. She looked up at him — his dark eyes, his sharp jaw, the furrow between his brows that meant he was concentrating, holding back, trying to make it good for her. 

It was good. It was more than good. It was the first time in weeks she had felt like a person instead of a body. The first time touch had meant comfort instead of transaction. The orgasm, when it came, was not the sharp peak of the drying shed or the joyful release of the seed bari. It was a slow, deep wave that rolled through her body and left her limp and trembling and utterly, completely present. 

He followed her a moment later — she felt the tension in his body, the way his arms tightened around her, the low groan he muffled against her shoulder. Then stillness. The lamp flickered. The night insects sang outside the window. She lay in his arms, her head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat slow from a gallop to a walk. 

"Thank you," she said. 

"For what?" 

"For being gentle. For asking. For — " She stopped. The words she wanted were too large, too dangerous. "For being here." 

"I'm always here." He stroked her hair. "Whenever you need me. Whenever you want me. I'm here." 

She closed her eyes. The tears were threatening again — not the violent sobs of earlier, but a gentler sadness, a grief she couldn't name. She had been so alone. For so long. Carrying the weight of the affair and the blackmail and the performance of her marriage, carrying it all by herself. And here, in this small hut, in the arms of a young man who knew nothing about the driver or the garage or the bargains she'd made — here, she felt safe. 

The feeling was temporary. She knew that. In the morning, Dhaneswar would summon her again. In the morning, she would have to return to the bungalow and face Arup and play the role of the wife. In the morning, the weight would settle back onto her chest and the three women would separate again. But for now — for this moment — she was one person. Whole. Held. 

She closed her eyes and let herself be held, and for a little while, she slept. 

Chapter 33: The Loft 

She found the loft by accident. 

It was the second week of March, and the factory had resumed production after the pruning break — the new season's first flush was coming in, tender leaves rolling in from the plucking gangs, the withering troughs full again for the first time in weeks. Indira had come looking for Arup, who was supposed to be meeting with Hiren Gogoi about the new drying schedule. He wasn't in the main building. He wasn't in the withering shed. She'd wandered toward the back of the factory, past the sorting room, past the packaging shed, and found herself in a narrow corridor she'd never noticed before. 

At the end of the corridor was a ladder. 

It was an old ladder — wooden, paint-splattered, bolted to the wall. It led up to a square opening in the ceiling, through which she could see a rectangle of pale light. She hesitated. She was the sahib's wife. She didn't climb ladders into factory lofts. But she was also a woman who had been bent over a car and lain on a stained mattress and done things she'd never imagined doing, and climbing a ladder seemed, by comparison, almost innocent. 

She climbed. 

The loft was a long, low space above the withering room, the ceiling so close she could touch it with her palm flat. It was used for storage — spare machine parts, stacks of jute sacks, old withering trays that had been replaced years ago and never thrown away. A single high window looked out over the tea bushes toward the Barail range. The air was warm and still, heated by the withering troughs below, thick with the sweet vegetal smell of the leaves. Dust motes floated in the shaft of afternoon light, moving in slow, lazy spirals. 

She sat on a stack of jute sacks and looked around. The space was dusty and forgotten and unexpectedly beautiful — the light, the warmth, the quiet hum of the machinery below. A secret place. A place no one else knew about. 

She climbed back down the ladder. She messaged Mridul: I found somewhere new. Meet me at the factory at four. 

He was waiting by the ladder when she arrived, his uniform rumpled from a day of work, his face curious. She led him up without explanation. When he emerged into the loft and looked around — the dust motes, the high window, the view of the tea bushes stretching toward the hills — he let out a low whistle. 

"How did you find this?" 

"I was looking for my husband. I got lost." 

"And you climbed a ladder?" 

"I've done stranger things lately." 

He laughed. The sound echoed slightly in the empty space. She watched him explore the loft — touching the old machine parts, peering through the window, examining the stack of withering trays like an archaeologist examining ruins. He had the same quality he always had when he was curious: a complete absorption, a forgetting of himself. She loved watching him like this. She loved — the word surfaced and she let it sit there, unexamined. Not yet. Not now. But there. 

"Can anyone come up here?" he asked. 

"No one does. No one's been up here in years. Look at the dust." 

"So it's ours." 

"Ours." She tested the word. It felt good. It felt like something she hadn't had in a long time. "Yes. It's ours." 

She had brought a tarp — an old piece of canvas she'd found in the garden shed, clean but worn. She spread it across the floorboards beneath the window. She had brought food too — parathas from Dipali's kitchen, wrapped in a cloth, still warm. They sat cross-legged on the tarp and ate in the dusty golden light, talking about nothing important. His mother's latest letter. The new supervisor Hiren had hired. The way the tea bushes looked after pruning, raw and stubby and hopeful. 

"This is nice," he said, gesturing at the loft, the tarp, the food, the two of them. "This feels like — I don't know. Like we're normal." 

"Are we?" 

"Up here, we are." He lay back on the tarp, his hands behind his head, looking up at the rafters. "Up here, you're not the sahib's wife and I'm not a factory worker. We're just two people. Having a picnic in a dusty loft." 

"A very dusty loft." She looked at the dust motes floating in the sunlight. 

"The dust is part of the charm." 

She smiled. She'd been smiling more lately — not because anything had changed, but because she was learning to find pockets of joy in the darkness. The garage was still there. Dhaneswar was still there. The weight was still there, pressing on her chest. But up here, in the forgotten loft above the factory, the weight felt a little lighter. 

She was the one who initiated. 

That was the difference. That was what made this time unlike any of the others — not the urgent hunger of the drying shed, not the tender refuge of the night visit, not the spontaneous joy of the lake. This time, she was in control from the beginning. She wanted to be in control. After weeks of being used, of being positioned and instructed and silenced, she needed to be the one who decided. She needed to remember what it felt like to choose. 

She reached for him. He was still lying on his back, looking at the rafters, and she rolled toward him and put her hand on his chest. The khaki fabric was rough under her palm. She could feel his heartbeat — steady, then quickening as he realised what she intended. 

"Indira — " 

"Shh." She put a finger to his lips. "Don't talk. Just — let me." 

He let her. 

She undressed him slowly, deliberately, taking her time with each button of his shirt, each fold of his trousers. She kissed his chest as she bared it — the hollow of his throat, the ridge of his collarbone, the scar on his forearm. She was not in a hurry. The urgency that had driven them in the drying shed, the desperation that had brought her to the seed bari — none of it was present. This was different. This was reclaiming something that had been taken from her. 

When he was naked, she pushed him gently onto his back and straddled him. The afternoon light through the window poured over them, warm and golden, turning the dust motes into tiny stars. She looked down at him — his dark eyes wide, his lips parted, his chest already rising and falling more quickly. 

"Don't move," she said. 

He didn't move. 

She entered him slowly. The sensation was familiar now — the stretch, the fullness, the way her body opened to accommodate him. But the position was hers. The pace was hers. She moved above him with a rhythm she chose, adjusting the angle, watching his face for the small shifts in expression that told her what felt good. His hands were on her thighs — not gripping, not guiding, just resting there, letting her lead. 

She felt powerful. She felt like herself — not the stone woman of the garage, not the paper-thin wife of the verandah, but the woman she'd been under the sal tree in the rain. The woman who had chosen. The woman who had wanted and taken and not apologized. 

"Indira." Her name was a gasp, his voice stripped of all its usual composure. "You're — this is — " 

"Good?" 

"Yes. Very good." 

She smiled. It was not a soft smile. It was the smile of a woman who had forgotten her own strength and was rediscovering it. She moved faster, her hands braced on his chest, her body arching above him in the golden light. The orgasm built slowly — not the desperate climb of the garage or the gentle release of the refuge visit, but something in between. Something that belonged entirely to her. 

When it broke, she cried out — a sharp, triumphant sound that echoed in the dusty loft. She didn't muffle it. She didn't care who might hear. For this moment, she was not the sahib's wife or the driver's victim or anyone's anything. She was Indira. She was herself. 

He followed her a moment later — she felt his body tense, heard the sound he made, felt the heat of his release inside her. She collapsed onto his chest, her skin slick with sweat, her heart pounding against his. They lay together in the dusty golden light. The machinery hummed below them. The dust motes continued their slow, spiral dance. 

"That was different," he said, after a long silence. 

"Good different?" 

"Very good different." His hand came up to stroke her back, tracing her spine with the same gentle attention he always used. "You seemed — I don't know. More yourself. If that makes sense." 

"It makes sense." 

She closed her eyes. He was right. Something had shifted inside her — a small shift, invisible to anyone else, but real. She had taken control. She had chosen. And for the first time in weeks, she felt like a person instead of a thing. 

She didn't know how long it would last. The driver was still waiting. The garage was still there. The weight was still pressing on her chest. But up here, in this forgotten loft above the factory, in the golden light of a March afternoon, she had reclaimed something. A small piece of herself. A small, fierce, unapologetic piece. 

She held onto it tightly. It was all she had. 

Chapter 34: The Guest Room 

Arup was due home at five. 

He'd called that morning from Kolkata, his voice tired but satisfied — the buyers' consortium had finally agreed to terms, the contracts were signed, the whole exhausting ordeal was over. "I'll be home by evening," he'd said. "Tell Dipali to make something special. We should celebrate." 

Indira had hung up the phone and stood in the kitchen, her hand still on the receiver, trying to summon the appropriate emotion. Relief. Happiness. Anticipation. Anything other than the cold dread that had settled into her stomach at the words I'll be home by evening. Because Arup coming home meant the house would be full — of his presence, his voice, his expectations. And Dhaneswar knew when Arup was away. Dhaneswar always knew. 

She had hoped — foolishly — that the driver would leave her alone today. Arup's return was imminent. The staff were in the house. The risk was too great. But at two o'clock, as she was arranging flowers in the living room, she heard the soft tread of footsteps on the verandah. The door opened without a knock. 

He was wearing his olive sweater. His grey mustache was neatly trimmed. His eyes were calm, patient, utterly without urgency. He might have been a guest arriving for tea. "Rani." He closed the door behind him. 

"Arup will be home in three hours." 

"I know. I checked the schedule." 

"Then you know this is impossible. The staff — " 

"Dipali is in the kitchen. Lakhi is cleaning the upstairs bathroom. Neither of them will come to the guest wing unless called." He took a step closer. "We haven't been in the guest room yet. I've been curious about it." 

The guest room. The room where visiting buyers and Tea Board officials slept. The room where her mother had stayed on her last visit before she died. The room that was, technically, still in her house, still under her husband's roof. "No," she said. "Not today. Not with Arup coming." 

His expression didn't change. "You know the alternative." 

The alternative. The conversation with Arup. The exposure. The destruction of everything. She stared at him — the calm face, the patient eyes, the utter certainty of a man who had waited sixteen years and was prepared to wait longer but knew, with absolute conviction, that he wouldn't have to. She thought about refusing. She thought about screaming. She thought about walking past him, out the door, down the drive, and never coming back. But she didn't do any of those things. Because he was right. He had always been right. She had no way out. Not yet. Not today. 

"The guest room," she said. "Make it quick." 

He led the way. As if it were his house. As if she were the guest. 

The guest room was at the end of the hallway, past the study, past the bathroom, a room that was rarely used and smelled faintly of lavender from the sachets Dipali put in the drawers. The bed was made up with the good sheets — crisp white cotton, the ones with the embroidered border. The curtains were drawn against the afternoon sun. The room was dim, shadowed, quiet. 

He closed the door. The latch clicked with a sound that was very loud. 

"Take off your saree." 

She undressed in silence. The silk pooled at her feet. The blouse followed. The petticoat. She stood before him in her underwear, her arms crossed over her chest, her body rigid with the effort of not running. 

"All of it." 

She removed the rest. The guest room was cool — the ceiling fan turning slowly overhead, the air moving against her bare skin. She shivered. It was not cold. 

He didn't undress. He simply walked toward her, his footsteps quiet on the wooden floor, and stopped when he was close enough to touch her. His hand came up and traced the line of her collarbone, the curve of her breast, the soft swell of her belly. His touch was light — almost gentle. It was the gentleness that unnerved her most. 

"Lie down." 

She lay on the guest room bed. The sheets were cool. The lavender smell rose around her. She stared at the ceiling — the same ceiling she'd stared at in the bedroom, only this one had a different crack, a different pattern of shadows. She listened for the sound of tires on gravel. The crunch that would mean Arup was home. She heard nothing. 

He undressed at the foot of the bed. His movements were methodical. The sweater folded. The shirt unbuttoned. The trousers hung over the chair. He was in no hurry — he was never in a hurry. That was part of his power. Time meant nothing to him. He had waited sixteen years. Half an hour more was nothing. 

He lay beside her on the bed. His weight depressed the mattress, rolling her slightly toward him. His hands were on her body — the same rough, calloused hands, the same methodical exploration. She closed her eyes and tried to float. The ceiling. The crack. The fan. The lavender. She tried to detach from her body the way she'd learned to do, to send her mind up toward the rafters where it could observe from a safe distance. But the floating wouldn't come. She was too present. Too aware of the sound of the driveway outside the window, the clock ticking on the bedside table, the distant murmur of Dipali's voice from the kitchen. 

He positioned himself above her. She kept her eyes on the ceiling. "Look at me," he said. She didn't look at him. His hand gripped her chin — not hard, but firmly — and turned her face toward his. 

"Look at me, Rani." 

She looked at him. His eyes were dark, calm, utterly without malice. He looked like a man doing something ordinary. Something routine. Something he had every right to do. He entered her. She made no sound. She had learned that sounds encouraged him, so she gave him silence. But the silence was different here, in the guest room, with the clock ticking and the driveway waiting and her husband's car somewhere on the road between Silchar and the estate. The silence was charged with terror. Every creak of the bed was a gunshot. Every whisper of skin against skin was a siren. She listened for the crunch of gravel. She listened with every fibre of her being. He moved inside her with the same steady, mechanical rhythm he always used. His breathing was harsh against her ear. His hands gripped her hips. She stared at his face — the grey stubble, the small scar, the pores of his skin — and she hated him with a hatred so pure it was almost beautiful. But under the hatred was the fear. The cold, clenching fear that the door would open. That Arup would walk in. That the performance she'd been maintaining for months would shatter in a single, irreversible moment. The fear sharpened everything — the lavender smell, the ticking clock, the feel of him inside her. It sharpened even the dark, unwelcome edge of sensation that she could no longer pretend wasn't there. Her body was responding. Her body always responded. She had stopped trying to understand why. 

"Good," he murmured. "That's good." 

She didn't answer. She was listening. The clock. The fan. The kitchen. The driveway. The driveway was still silent. His rhythm quickened. His breathing grew harsher. She felt him tense above her — the familiar signal, the moment before the end. And then — a sound. The distant crunch of gravel. Her blood turned to ice. "Stop," she hissed. "Arup's here." 

He didn't stop. His rhythm faltered for a moment, then resumed — faster now, more urgent. "He'll come to the front door first. He'll call for you. We have time." 

"Dhaneswar — " 

"Quiet." His hand clamped over her mouth — not hard enough to hurt, but firmly enough to silence her. She struggled briefly, uselessly, her hands pushing against his chest. He didn't stop. His body moved against hers with a renewed urgency, and she heard — even through the terror, even through the hand over her mouth — the sound of a car door opening. Footsteps on gravel. 

He finished with a low grunt, his body tensing, his hand still over her mouth. Then he was still. For a moment, neither of them moved. The footsteps were on the verandah now. Arup's voice, distant but unmistakable, calling: "Indira? I'm home!" 

Dhaneswar pulled out of her. He rose. He began to dress with the same unhurried, methodical movements as always. The trousers. The shirt. The sweater. She lay on the bed, her body frozen, her mind racing. Arup was in the house. Arup was in the house, and she was naked in the guest room, and the driver was buttoning his shirt beside the bed. 

"Stay here for five minutes," Dhaneswar said. His voice was calm, as if he were discussing the weather. "Then come out through the living room. Tell him you were resting." He walked to the door and paused. Looked back at her. "That wasn't so difficult, was it?" 

He slipped out. She heard his footsteps in the hallway — not toward the front of the house, but toward the back, where the kitchen door opened onto the garden. Through the kitchen. Past Dipali. A driver checking on the generator. A servant doing his job. 

She lay on the bed and counted to sixty. Then she rose. Her hands were shaking. She dressed with mechanical efficiency — the petticoat, the blouse, the saree wound around her body in practiced folds. She checked her reflection in the wardrobe mirror. Her face was flushed. Her hair was slightly dishevelled. She smoothed it down with trembling fingers. 

She walked down the hallway to the living room. Arup was standing by the front door, his suitcase beside him, his face lighting up when he saw her. "There you are," he said. "I was calling you." 

"I was resting. In the guest room. The light is better there." The lie was smooth and automatic. She had become very good at lying. 

"You look tired." He walked toward her, his arms open. "Are you all right?" 

"I'm fine." She let him embrace her. His arms were familiar. His smell was familiar — sandalwood cologne and the faint mustiness of travel. "Just a headache. It's good to have you home." 

"It's good to be home." He kissed her forehead. "Where's Dhaneswar? I saw him coming out of the house — he said he was checking on the generator." 

"The generator's been acting up. He was fixing it." 

"Good man. Always reliable." Arup released her and looked around the room. "I should give him a raise. Sixteen years he's been with us, and never a complaint." 

She smiled. The performance was flawless. The smile was perfect. Inside, she was screaming. 

Chapter 35: The Night Drive 

He came to her after dinner, when Arup was asleep in the study — slumped in his leather armchair with auction reports spread across his lap, his reading glasses still perched on his nose. 

Indira was in the kitchen, washing her hands at the sink. Dipali had gone to her quarters. Lakhi had retired to her room. The bungalow was quiet, the only sound the distant rumble of the generator and the soft creak of the old house settling into its foundations. She heard his footsteps before she saw him — the familiar tread, deliberate and unhurried, crossing the verandah. He appeared in the kitchen doorway, a shadow against the dim light of the hallway. 

"Rani." His voice was low. "I need to show you something." 

She dried her hands on a towel, her movements slow and deliberate. She had learned not to show fear. Fear encouraged him. "It's late. Arup is — " 

"The sahib is asleep. I checked." He stepped into the kitchen. The light from the single bulb caught the grey of his mustache, the weathered lines around his eyes. "There's a problem with the car. A noise in the engine. I want you to hear it." 

"A noise in the engine." She let the absurdity of the excuse hang in the air between them. They both knew what he wanted. They both knew the car was a pretext. 

"Yes." His eyes were steady. "It won't take long." 

She could refuse. She could tell him to leave. She could wake Arup and confess everything and let the consequences fall where they would. But the thought of Arup's face — the confusion, the hurt, the disappointment — was more unbearable than the alternative. She had been carrying this weight for weeks. One more night wouldn't break her. 

"Fine," she said. "Let me tell Arup I'm going out." 

She walked to the study. Arup was still slumped in his chair, his mouth slightly open, his breathing slow and heavy. She touched his shoulder gently. "Arup." 

He stirred. Blinked. "Mmm?" 

"I'm going out for a short while. One of the workers' children is sick. Podma's granddaughter. I promised I'd check on her." 

"Now? It's late." 

"I won't be long. Dhaneswar will drive me." 

He blinked again, his eyes struggling to focus. "You're a good woman," he said. "Always thinking of others." He patted her hand, his touch warm and familiar and entirely oblivious. "Be safe." 

She kissed his forehead. She walked out of the study, through the kitchen, and out the back door to where Dhaneswar was waiting beside the car. 

The estate at night had become familiar to her — the dark tea bushes, the pale ribbon of the gravel road, the distant lights of the workers' colony flickering through the trees. She had walked these roads in darkness, seeking Mridul's hut. She had returned from the seed bari with the stars wheeling overhead. The night had once been a place of refuge, of secret joy. Now it was something else. 

Dhaneswar drove in silence. She sat in the passenger seat — he had opened the front door for her, a small violation of protocol, a reminder that she was not the sahib's wife tonight but something else. The car smelled of diesel and old leather and his cigarettes. The headlights cut a narrow tunnel through the darkness, illuminating the gravel road, the tea bushes, the occasional gleam of eyes from some small animal in the undergrowth. 

They passed the factory. The main building was dark, the night shift reduced to a skeleton crew — a single light burning in the security office, the watchman's bicycle propped against the wall. They passed the workers' colony, where the last cooking fires had burned down to embers and the radios had fallen silent. They drove past the seed bari, past the path to the waterfall, past all the places where she had been happy. 

He turned onto a road she didn't recognize — a narrow track that led away from the main estate, into a section of old tea bushes that had been abandoned years ago and never replanted. The bushes were overgrown, their leaves dark and wild, their branches reaching across the road like grasping hands. The track ended in a small clearing, surrounded on all sides by tea. No houses. No lights. No one to see. 

He cut the engine. The silence rushed in — no birds, no insects, just the faint rustle of leaves in the night wind. 

"What is this place?" she asked. 

"An old section. The sahib's father planted it forty years ago. No one comes here anymore." He turned to look at her. His face was half in shadow, half lit by the dim glow of the dashboard. "Get in the back." 

She didn't move. "We've never done this in the car." 

"There's a first time for everything." 

She stared at him. The dashboard light caught the grey of his mustache, the patient certainty in his eyes. He was not angry. He was not urgent. He was simply waiting, with the same infinite patience he'd shown since the beginning, for her to comply. 

She got out of the front seat and into the back. 

He followed her. The car was cramped — the back seat of the estate car had been designed for passengers, not for this. He had to manoeuvre carefully, his body awkward in the confined space, his knee pressing against hers, his shoulder wedged against the window. The leather seats were cold. The windows had already begun to fog with their breath. 

He didn't undress her completely. He lifted her saree — the silk rustling, the petticoat pushed aside — and positioned her on the seat. Her back was against the cold leather. Her legs were bent, her knees pressed against the front seat, her body contorted to accommodate his. He knelt on the floor, his trousers undone, his weight pressing her down into the upholstery. 

"Look at me," he said. 

She looked at him. His face was inches from hers — the grey stubble, the small scar, the dark eyes that held nothing but calm, patient certainty. He entered her without preamble. The angle was awkward, the space too small, her body struggling to accommodate both him and the confines of the car. Her hand pressed against the cold window glass, leaving a print that would fade as the fog faded. She stared at the window. The tea bushes outside were dark shapes against the darker sky. The stars were very bright, very far away. She tried to float — to send her mind up through the car roof, into the cold clear air, away from the cramped space and the rough hands and the steady, mechanical rhythm. But the floating wouldn't come. The car was too small. His weight was too heavy. The smell of diesel and old leather and his sweat filled her nostrils. She was trapped — in the car, in her body, in the life she had made for herself. 

He finished quickly — the confined space made patience impossible, and she felt a flicker of bitter gratitude for the discomfort that shortened the act. He pulled away, adjusted his clothing, and climbed back into the front seat without a word. She stayed where she was. Sprawled on the back seat. Her saree bunched around her waist. Her body still humming with the dark, unwelcome warmth she could no longer pretend wasn't there. The silence stretched. The car windows slowly cleared. The tea bushes outside became distinct again — leaves, branches, the dark earth between the rows. 

"Same time next week," he said. 

She didn't answer. He started the engine. The car crunched back down the gravel track, past the abandoned section, past the seed bari, past the factory. She stared out the window at the dark estate and felt nothing. Not anger. Not sorrow. Not even hatred. Just a vast, empty numbness where her feelings used to be. 

He parked behind the garage. She walked back to the bungalow through the garden, past the bougainvillea she'd pruned that morning, past the verandah where she'd once smoked her secret cigarettes and dreamed of the waterfall. The house was dark. Arup was still asleep in his study, his auction reports scattered on the floor where they'd fallen from his lap. She stood in the doorway and looked at him — her husband of twenty-five years, a good man, a kind man, a man who had no idea what his wife had just done in the back seat of his car. 

She didn't wake him. She went to the bathroom and washed her hands. She washed her face. She looked at herself in the mirror — the woman with the silver in her hair and the lines around her eyes and the hollow, distant stare of someone who had stopped recognizing herself weeks ago. The numbness was still there. She hoped it would stay. It was easier than feeling. 

She went to bed. She lay on her side of the mattress and stared at the ceiling. After a while, she heard Arup stumble into the bedroom, heard the creak of the bed as he lay down beside her, heard his breathing settle into its familiar rhythm. 

She didn't sleep. She lay awake until dawn, staring at the ceiling, her hand still feeling the cold glass of the car window against her palm. 

Chapter 36: Small Erosions 

The mask began to slip on a Tuesday. 

It was a small thing — the kind of domestic accident that happened in every household, every day, without consequence. Dipali had over-salted the dal. Indira had told her twice before about the salt, and twice before Dipali had nodded and adjusted, and the matter should have ended there. But on this Tuesday, with the March heat pressing against the windows and the ceiling fan stirring the thick air without cooling it, Indira tasted the dal and set down her spoon with a clatter. 

"This is inedible." 

Dipali, standing by the kitchen door, went very still. "I'm sorry, madam. I'll make another batch." 

"Three times. I've told you three times. How difficult is it to remember salt?" 

"It's not difficult, madam. I'll — " 

"You'll what? You'll forget again tomorrow, and the day after, and I'll keep eating over-salted food because you can't be bothered to pay attention?" 

The words hung in the air. Dipali's face was carefully blank — the expression of a servant who had been screamed at before, by other employers, in other houses, and had learned long ago that silence was the only safe response. But her eyes were wet. 

Indira saw the tears. Saw the rigid control in Dipali's shoulders. Saw herself — her own cruelty, her own pettiness — reflected in the cook's face. The anger drained out of her as quickly as it had come, leaving only shame. 

"Dipali." Her voice cracked. "I'm sorry. That was — I don't know why I — " She pressed her palms flat against the table. "It's not about the salt. It's not about you. I'm just — " 

"You're tired, madam." Dipali's voice was quiet, steady. "You've been tired for a long time." 

"Yes." 

"I'll make fresh dal. Less salt." 

"Thank you." 

Dipali turned back to the stove. Indira sat at the kitchen table, staring at the over-salted dal, and felt the first hairline crack spreading through the structure she'd built. The stone woman. The soft woman. The paper-thin wife. They had been holding together, barely, for months. But the cracks were widening, and she didn't know how much longer she could keep them from shattering entirely. 

Anu called that evening. 

Indira was on the verandah, staring at the view without seeing it, when her phone buzzed with the familiar chime of her daughter's ringtone. She let it go to voicemail. Anu called again. She let it ring. The third time, she picked up. 

"Ma! Finally." Anu's face appeared on the screen, slightly pixelated, her Toronto apartment a blur of posters and bookshelves behind her. "I've been calling for days. Are you okay?" 

"I'm fine. Busy." 

"You look tired. Are you sleeping?" 

"Everyone keeps asking me that." 

"Maybe because you look like you haven't slept in weeks." Anu leaned closer to the camera, her sharp eyes — Arup's eyes, in her daughter's face — scanning Indira's features. "Is everything okay? With you and Papa?" 

Indira's heart stuttered. "Why would you ask that?" 

"I don't know. Rishi mentioned something — he said Papa sounded stressed on the phone. And you've been weird lately. Distracted. The last time we talked, you barely listened to anything I said." 

"Your father is stressed about the auction. I'm just tired. It's the heat." 

"Ma." Anu's voice was firmer now. "I'm not a child anymore. If something's wrong, you can tell me." 

The crack widened. Indira looked at her daughter's face — the sharp jaw, the dark eyes, the expression of someone who saw too much and pretended to see less. Anu had always been perceptive. Even as a child, she'd known when Indira was sad before Indira knew herself. 

"Nothing's wrong," Indira said. "Your father and I are fine. The estate is fine. Everything is fine." 

"Okay." Anu didn't believe her. It was clear in the flat line of her mouth, the slight furrow between her brows. "But if something were wrong — you'd tell me, right?" 

"Of course." 

"Promise?" 

"I promise." 

The lie tasted like ash. Anu nodded slowly, her face still sceptical, and changed the subject — her classes, the Canadian boyfriend who had learned to cook more than pasta, the spring weather in Toronto. Indira listened and made the right sounds and felt the crack widening with every word. She had lied to her daughter. She had looked her child in the face and lied, and Anu had known, and Anu had let it go because pressing further would mean acknowledging something neither of them was ready to confront. 

When the call ended, Indira sat on the verandah and watched the sun set over the Barails. The sky went from gold to orange to purple. The factory whistle blew the end of the day shift. She didn't move. 

Mridul noticed, too. 

He had always been observant — it was part of what drew her to him, the careful attention he paid to small details. But lately, his observations had sharpened into something more pointed. More worried. 

"You're somewhere else," he said one afternoon, as they lay together on the tarp in the loft. The dust motes floated in the golden light. The machinery hummed below them. "You've been somewhere else for weeks. What's going on?" 

"Nothing." 

"Indira." He propped himself on one elbow and looked down at her. "You come here, and you're present for maybe ten minutes, and then you drift away. You look at the window. You look at the door. You flinch when I touch you unexpectedly. What's happening?" 

"Nothing is happening." 

"Are you unhappy? With me?" 

The question was so sincere, so vulnerable, that she felt something crack inside her chest. He thought it was about him. He thought her distance, her distraction, her flinching — he thought it was something he'd done. The injustice of it was unbearable. 

"No." She reached up and took his face in her hands. "No. You're the only good thing. You're the only thing that makes sense. Everything else is — " She stopped. The words she wanted to say — I'm being blackmailed, I'm being used, I'm falling apart — crowded against her teeth. 

"Everything else is what?" 

"I can't tell you. I want to. But I can't." She pulled his face down and kissed him — hard, fierce, desperate. "Just know that you're the good thing. You're the only good thing." 

He didn't push. He never pushed. But the worry in his eyes didn't fade, and when she left the loft that afternoon, she felt the weight of it following her down the ladder, across the factory compound, up the hill to the bungalow. She was hurting him. She was hurting everyone — Arup, her children, Dipali, Mridul. The cracks were spreading, and she was the thing breaking. 

That night, she lay beside Arup and thought about telling him. 

The thought arrived without warning, surfacing from the depths of her exhaustion like a fish breaking water. She could tell him everything. Right now. She could wake him up and say the words she'd been swallowing for months — I had an affair, I'm being blackmailed, I don't know who I am anymore. She could let the marriage shatter, let the consequences fall, let herself be free of the weight she'd been carrying. 

She imagined his face. The confusion first — he would think she was joking, or ill, or having some kind of breakdown. Then the understanding. The hurt. The way his kind, distracted eyes would sharpen with pain. The way his hands — those good, strong hands that had held her for twenty-five years — would fall away from her. 

She couldn't do it. The thought of causing him that much pain was more unbearable than the weight she was carrying. So she lay still in the darkness, her husband asleep beside her, and she carried the weight alone. 

She was good at that. She'd had a lot of practice. 

Chapter 37: The Question 

Meghali arrived in the late morning, when the heat was just beginning to build and the first monsoon clouds were massing over the Barails like a grey promise. She didn't call ahead. She didn't bring wine or gossip or any of the usual props of a social visit. She walked up the verandah steps in a simple cotton saree, her face bare of makeup, and she said: "We're going to talk. Now." 

Indira was in the garden, doing nothing. She had been doing nothing a lot lately — sitting on the bench under the mango tree, watching the light change, waiting for the next summons from the garage or the next message from Mridul or the next moment when the mask slipped and someone noticed. Meghali crossed the lawn with the determined stride of a woman who had been patient long enough. 

"I've let it go," Meghali said, stopping in front of the bench. "For weeks. Months. I've watched you disappear — little by little, day by day — and I've told myself you'd come to me when you were ready. But you're not coming to me. You're getting worse." 

"Meghali — " 

"You're not sleeping. You're not eating. You flinch when people touch you. You've stopped answering my calls." She sat down on the bench, her body angled toward Indira, her dark eyes sharp and unwavering. "I'm going to ask you a question. You don't have to answer. But I need to ask it." 

Indira's hands, folded in her lap, had gone very still. 

"Are you having an affair?" 

The question hung in the air. The garden was silent — no birds, no breeze, just the distant hum of the factory and the heavy, expectant weight of the clouds gathering overhead. 

Indira didn't answer. She couldn't. The words were there, pressing against the back of her throat — yes, yes, and so much more than that — but she couldn't force them out. She had been lying for so long that the truth had become a foreign language. 

But she didn't deny it either. The silence stretched. Meghali's expression didn't change — no shock, no triumph, no judgment. Just a slow, sad understanding. 

"Okay," Meghali said quietly. "Okay." 

She reached over and took Indira's hand. Her grip was warm, solid, the grip of a woman who had held children through fevers and a husband through infidelity and a friend through whatever this was. Indira looked at their joined hands — Meghali's brown fingers, the silver rings she wore on three knuckles, the chipped nail polish she kept meaning to redo. 

"I'm not going to ask who it is," Meghali said. "I'm not going to lecture you about Arup or the children or what you're risking. You know all of that already. You've been living with it for months." 

"I didn't mean for it to happen." The words came out in a whisper, rough and cracked, as if they'd been sitting in her throat so long they'd rusted. "I didn't plan it. I wasn't looking for — I didn't — " 

"Nobody ever plans it. That's not how it works." 

Indira's eyes filled with tears. She had cried in front of Mridul — the night in the hut, the refuge visit, the tears she couldn't explain. But she hadn't cried in front of anyone else. Not Dipali. Not Arup. Not her children. She had kept the tears locked away, a private ritual, something she did alone in the shower or in the dark of the bedroom while her husband slept. 

But now, sitting on a garden bench with her oldest friend's hand in hers, she felt the dam break. The tears came — not the violent sobs of the hut, but a silent, steady stream that ran down her cheeks and dripped onto her cotton saree. 

Meghali didn't speak. She didn't offer platitudes or reassurances or advice. She simply held Indira's hand and let her cry, and her presence — steady, unjudging, utterly present — was the most comforting thing Indira had felt in months. 

"I don't know what to do," Indira said, when she could speak again. "I don't know how to fix it. I don't even know if it can be fixed." 

"Tell me." 

"I can't." 

"You don't have to tell me everything. Just — tell me something. Anything. You've been carrying this alone for so long. Let me carry a little of it." 

Indira looked at her friend's face — the sharp eyes, the kind mouth, the silver threads in her dark hair — and she made a decision. Not to tell everything. Not to expose the full, ugly shape of what she'd done and what had been done to her. But a piece of it. A small, manageable piece. 

"There's a man," she said. "Younger. A worker on the estate." 

Meghali's expression flickered — surprise, perhaps, or the beginning of understanding — but she didn't interrupt. 

"It started months ago. During the leopard incident. He was the one who saved me." Indira's voice was barely audible now. "I didn't mean for it to become — what it became. But it did. And now — " She stopped. The words for the driver, the garage, the blackmail — those words were still too large, too terrifying. "Now there are complications. Things I can't control. And I don't know how to get out." 

"Does he love you? The young man?" 

The question was so unexpected that Indira blinked. "I — yes. I think so." 

"And do you love him?" 

The word. The dangerous, impossible word. She had been avoiding it for months — pushing it away every time it surfaced, refusing to examine it too closely. But Meghali was asking directly, and the silence that followed the question was too honest to fill with a lie. 

"I don't know," she said. "Maybe. Yes." 

Meghali nodded slowly. She didn't look shocked. She didn't look disappointed. She looked like a woman who had lived long enough to understand that love and marriage and desire were far more complicated than anyone wanted to admit. 

"All right," she said. "Here's what I'm going to say. You don't have to listen. You can ignore all of it. But I'm going to say it anyway." She squeezed Indira's hand. "Whatever you decide — whether you stay with Arup or leave him, whether you end the affair or keep seeing this man — decide it for yourself. Not for your children. Not for your husband. Not for what people will say. Decide what you want, Indira. For the first time in your life, decide what you want." 

The words landed like stones in still water. Indira stared at her. No one had ever asked her what she wanted. Not Arup, who assumed she wanted what he wanted. Not her children, who assumed she wanted their happiness above all else. Not the estate, the household, the social world of tea planters' wives, all of whom assumed she was content with the life she'd been given. And certainly not Dhaneswar, who asked nothing because he took everything. 

What did she want? She didn't know. She had spent so many years wanting what other people wanted that her own desires had become foreign to her — a distant country she'd visited once, long ago, and never returned to. 

"I don't know what I want," she said. "I've never known." 

"Then figure it out." Meghali's voice was gentle but firm. "Take the time. Take the space. Go somewhere — visit your children, like you talked about. Get away from this estate and these complications and figure out what you actually want. You can't make a decision until you know that." 

The clouds overhead had thickened. The light in the garden had shifted from gold to grey. In the distance, a rumble of thunder rolled across the Barails — the first thunder of the monsoon, heavy and portentous. 

"I should go," Meghali said, standing. "Before the rain hits." She looked down at Indira, her face soft with affection. "I meant what I said. I'm here. Whatever you decide. No judgment. Just — here." 

"Thank you." 

"Don't thank me. Just promise me you'll think about it. What you want. Not what anyone else wants. What you want." 

"I promise." 

Meghali kissed her forehead — a brief, fierce gesture — and walked back across the lawn to her car. Indira sat on the bench and watched her go. The clouds kept building. The thunder kept rumbling. The first drops of rain began to fall — fat, scattered, making dark circles on the garden path. 

But Indira didn't move. She sat on the bench under the mango tree and let the rain soak through her cotton saree, and she thought about what Meghali had said. Decide what you want. The words were simple. The question was impossible. But for the first time in months — in years — she felt a stirring of something that might have been hope. 

She could leave. She could get on a plane and fly to America and see her children and put an ocean between herself and the driver and the garage and the stained mattress. She could escape. The thought was terrifying. It was also, she realized with a small, cautious flicker of something she barely recognized, exciting. 

She stood up. She walked back to the bungalow through the rain. And she began, for the first time, to plan. 

Chapter 38: The House While He Sleeps 

The monsoon arrived in earnest on the fifth of April, and with it came a recklessness Indira had not known she possessed. 

She had spent three days thinking about Meghali's question. What do you want? The words had lodged in her mind like a seed, splitting open in the dark, sending out roots she couldn't control. She didn't know what she wanted. She didn't know who she was anymore. But she knew, with a certainty that had crystallized over those three days, that she was tired of being careful. She was tired of the garage and the stained mattress and the calendar with its temple dome. She was tired of the stone woman and the soft woman and the paper-thin wife. She wanted to feel something other than fear and shame and the slow, grinding erosion of everything she'd once been. 

She wanted to feel powerful again. 

Arup was asleep in his study. He'd been sleeping there more often lately — the pre-monsoon paperwork, the exhaustion, the gradual drift of a marriage that had become a performance. He'd taken a sleeping pill, the same one he'd taken on the night of her first visit to Mridul's hut, and she'd watched him swallow it with the same glass of water, the same absent goodnight kiss. 

Now the house was dark. Dipali was in her quarters. Lakhi was upstairs. The rain was hammering against the tin roof, a steady roar that drowned out all other sounds. Indira stood in the kitchen with her phone in her hand and typed a message she'd never imagined sending. 

Come to the house. The side door. Now. 

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again. Then: Are you sure? 

I'm sure. 

She waited at the side door. 

The rain was a curtain of water falling from the eaves, gushing through the gutters, turning the garden path to mud. The wind drove it in sheets across the verandah, and she had to stand well back to keep from getting soaked. The night was wild and black, no stars, no moon, just the relentless hammer of the storm. 

He emerged from the darkness like a figure in a dream — a shape separating itself from the other shapes, becoming solid, becoming real. His uniform was drenched. His hair was plastered to his forehead. His eyes, when they met hers through the rain, were wide with a mixture of terror and exhilaration. 

"Indira." He had to shout over the storm. "What are you — " 

"Come inside." 

She pulled him through the doorway and closed the door. The sudden silence was deafening — the rain still roaring on the roof, but muffled now, distant. They stood in the narrow corridor beside the kitchen, inches apart, water dripping from his clothes onto the teak floor. 

"This is insane," he said. 

"I know." 

"If anyone sees me — " 

"No one will see you. Arup is asleep. The staff are in their quarters. It's just us." 

"Indira." He took her face in his cold, wet hands. "Why are you doing this?" 

Because the driver had taken everything else. Because she needed to reclaim something. Because she wanted to feel like the woman under the sal tree, the woman who had chosen, the woman who had been powerful before the weight of secrets crushed her into something small and afraid. 

"Because I want to," she said. "Because I need to." 

She didn't give him time to argue. She took his hand and led him through the dark kitchen, past the dining room, past the living room with its photographs of her family, past the study where Arup lay slumped in his armchair, his breathing slow and heavy. The door was ajar, and as they passed, she could see the dim glow of his reading lamp, the papers scattered across his desk. 

Mridul stopped. He looked through the doorway at the sleeping figure of the sahib — the man who owned the estate, the factory, the very ground they walked on. His face was unreadable. 

"Keep moving," Indira whispered. 

They climbed the stairs. The old wood creaked under their feet, and every creak was a thunderclap. She led him past Anu's old room, past Rishi's, past the bathroom, to the bedroom at the end of the hall. The bedroom she shared with her husband. The bedroom where she had conceived her children, wept for her mother, lain awake on a thousand sleepless nights. 

She opened the door and pulled him inside. 

The bed was a monument to her marriage — the four-poster teak, the white cotton sheets, the pillow on the left side that still held the impression of Arup's head. She couldn't use the bed. The bed was too loaded with meaning, too heavy with twenty-five years of shared sleep. Instead, she pulled him down to the floor. 

The wooden floorboards were cool and hard beneath her. She had grabbed a quilt from the foot of the bed — the old one, the one her mother had made — and spread it beneath them. The rain hammered on the tin roof above, filling the room with its steady roar. The windows were fogged with the humidity of the storm. 

Mridul knelt on the quilt, looking around the room — the photographs, the dressing table, the French windows that opened onto the verandah. "This is your bedroom," he said. His voice was hushed, almost reverent. "This is where you sleep. With him." 

"Not tonight." She reached up and began to unbutton his wet shirt. "Tonight, it's just us." 

He didn't speak again. He let her undress him — the soaked khaki shirt, the vest beneath, the trousers that clung to his legs. He let her push him onto his back on the quilt. He let her take control. 

She needed control. She had been powerless for so long — bent over cars, positioned on mattresses, silenced by the weight of what she knew and couldn't say. But here, in her own bedroom, with the rain roaring overhead and her husband asleep downstairs, she was the one in charge. She was the one who decided. 

She undressed herself. The saree came off in a whisper of silk. The blouse. The petticoat. She stood naked above him, and she saw his eyes travel over her body — the same wonder he'd shown in the hut, in the seed bari, in every place they'd ever been together. But there was something else in his face tonight. Something closer to awe. 

"You're beautiful," he said. 

"I know." 

She knelt above him. She guided him inside her. The sensation was familiar now — the stretch, the fullness, the way her body opened to accommodate him. But the context transformed everything. The bedroom. The rain. The sleeping husband. The risk of it — the terrible, exhilarating risk — sharpened every nerve ending, made every touch electric. 

She moved above him with a rhythm that was slow at first, then faster, then slow again. She was not in a hurry. She wanted to savour this — the power, the recklessness, the feeling of being exactly where she wasn't supposed to be. His hands were on her hips, her thighs, her breasts — touching her with the same reverence he always showed, but more urgent now, more desperate. Every creak of the house was a gunshot. Every shift of the floorboards was a footstep on the stairs. She should have been terrified. She was terrified. But the terror was part of it — the fear that sharpened the pleasure, the danger that made every sensation more intense. 

She leaned forward, bracing her hands on his chest. "Look at me," she said. He looked at her. His dark eyes, wide and wondering. "I wanted this. I wanted you. Here. In my house. In my room. I wanted to bring you into my world." 

"I'm here." 

"Yes." She moved faster now, her rhythm urgent, the power building inside her like the storm outside. "You're here." 

The orgasm built from deep within her — a wave gathering force, fed by the fear and the recklessness and the weeks of being powerless. When it broke, she cried out — a sharp, triumphant sound that was swallowed by the roar of the rain. She didn't muffle it. She didn't care. 

He followed her a moment later, his body arching beneath her, his hands gripping her hips with a force that would leave bruises. She felt the heat of him inside her, felt the shudder that ran through him, and she collapsed onto his chest. 

They lay together on the quilt, their bodies slick with sweat, their breathing ragged. The rain continued its assault on the roof. The house creaked and settled. Downstairs, Arup slept on. 

"That was — " Mridul started, and then stopped. "I don't have words." 

"Neither do I." 

"Why did you do this? Really?" 

She lifted her head and looked at him. His face in the dim light was soft and open, the watchfulness gone. He looked young. He looked like someone who had been given a gift he didn't understand. 

"Because I needed to remember," she said. 

"Remember what?" 

"Who I was. Before." She touched his face, tracing the line of his jaw. "Before everything got so complicated." 

"Is it complicated now?" 

"More than you know." 

He didn't push. He never pushed. But his eyes held a question he didn't ask, and she knew — she knew with a certainty that settled into her bones — that she would have to tell him eventually. Not tonight. Not yet. But soon. 

They dressed in silence. She led him back down the stairs, past the study where Arup's breathing was still slow and steady, past the photographs of her family, through the kitchen to the side door. The rain was still falling, but softer now — the storm moving on toward the Barails. 

He kissed her at the door. A brief, fierce pressure of lips. Then he pulled back and looked at her with something that was not quite fear. 

"Be careful," he said. "Whatever's going on — whatever you're not telling me — just be careful." 

"I will." 

He disappeared into the rain. She closed the door and leaned against it, her heart still hammering, her body still humming. She had done something reckless. Something dangerous. Something that could have destroyed everything. 

But she didn't regret it. She had needed to feel powerful again, and she had. For an hour, she had been the woman under the sal tree — the woman who chose, who acted, who refused to be a victim. The feeling was already fading, replaced by the familiar weight of fear and shame and exhaustion. But she had felt it. She had remembered. 

She walked back upstairs and climbed into the cold, empty bed. The rain had stopped. The house was silent. She stared at the ceiling and thought about the look on Mridul's face when she'd told him she wanted to bring him into her world. She thought about the driver, the next summons, the inevitable confrontation she could feel building like another storm on the horizon. She thought about Meghali's question. What do you want? 

She still didn't know. But she was closer to an answer than she'd been in months. 

She wanted to leave. The thought surfaced with sudden, sharp clarity. She wanted to leave this estate, this house, this life. She wanted to get on a plane and fly to America and see her children and breathe air that wasn't thick with secrets. She didn't know if she would come back. That was the terrifying part. That was also the part that made her heart beat faster with something that felt, against all odds, like hope. 

She closed her eyes. The rain had stopped. The house was silent. And Indira Barua, for the first time in months, began to imagine a future that was hers. 

Chapter 39: The Hotel 

The monsoon broke for a single day, and Indira took her chance. 

She told Arup she needed to shop in Silchar — a wedding gift for Meghali's niece, fabric she couldn't find in the estate market, a dozen small errands that added up to a plausible excuse. He barely looked up from his paperwork. "Take Dhaneswar," he said. "The roads will still be wet." 

"I'll take a taxi," she said. "Dhaneswar deserves a day off." 

It was the first time she'd asserted anything about the driver, and the words felt like a small rebellion. Arup nodded absently, already back in his spreadsheets. She walked out of the bungalow with her heart hammering and her phone clutched in her hand, the message to Mridul already sent: Silchar. Hotel Priya. Near the bus stand. One o'clock. 

The taxi arrived at noon. She sat in the back seat — a different car, a different driver, a man who didn't look at her in the rearview mirror with knowing eyes — and watched the estate roll past. The tea bushes, washed clean by the rain, glittered in the pale April sun. The factory chimney smoked. The workers moved through the plucking rows, their baskets filling with the season's first flush. For forty minutes, as the taxi wound down the estate roads and onto the highway, she felt something she hadn't felt in months: freedom. 

The Hotel Priya was a modest building on the edge of Silchar's bus stand — three storeys of faded pink plaster, a sign in Bengali and English, a lobby that smelled of incense and cooking oil. It was the kind of place travelling salesmen stayed, or families visiting relatives, or couples who needed a few hours of privacy and didn't ask too many questions. The clerk at the front desk barely glanced at her as she paid in cash and took the key. She had worn a simple cotton saree, no jewellery, nothing that marked her as the wife of a tea estate owner. She was anonymous. She was no one. The relief was intoxicating. 

The room was on the third floor, at the end of a narrow corridor. It was small and clean: a double bed with a faded floral bedspread, a wooden wardrobe, a window that looked out over the bus stand. The curtains were thin, the kind that glowed orange when the sun hit them. A ceiling fan turned slowly overhead. A gecko clung to the wall near the bathroom door, motionless. 

Mridul arrived at ten past one. He knocked softly — three taps, the signal they'd agreed on — and she opened the door. He was wearing civilian clothes: dark trousers, a pale blue shirt she'd never seen before. He must have bought it for the occasion. The thought made her chest tight. He stepped inside and looked around the room. The faded bedspread. The gecko on the wall. The orange glow of the curtains. 

"This is strange," he said. 

"Strange how?" 

"Being with you somewhere that isn't the estate. Somewhere no one knows us." He turned to look at her. "We could be anyone here." 

"That's the point." 

She had planned this. Not just the hotel, the taxi, the excuse for Arup — but the whole shape of the afternoon. An escape. A few hours in a neutral place where she wasn't the sahib's wife or Dhaneswar's victim or the mother of two children who didn't know her secrets. A place where she was just a woman, and he was just a man, and the world outside the window was too busy with its own concerns to notice them. 

She had brought food — parathas from a stall near the bus stand, still warm in their paper wrapping. They ate sitting cross-legged on the bed, the ceiling fan stirring the warm air, the sound of traffic drifting up from the street below. He told her about his mother's latest letter — she was doing well, the tailoring shop was busy, the neighbour's son had offered to help with the accounts. She told him about Anu's call, the worry in her daughter's voice, the guilt of lying to someone who saw too much. 

"I've never been to a hotel before," he said. 

"Never?" 

"My family couldn't afford hotels. When we travelled, we stayed with relatives. And since I've been at the estate..." He gestured at the room. "This is new." 

"Do you like it?" 

He considered the question seriously, the way he considered everything. "I like being with you somewhere that isn't a secret. Even if it is a secret, technically. It feels different." 

"Different how?" 

"Like we're real. Like this is real." 

She set aside the remains of her paratha. She reached for him. The kiss was slow, unhurried, without the urgency of the loft or the terror of the bedroom. There was no Arup asleep downstairs. No staff in the quarters. No driver waiting in the garage. Just the two of them, in a room that belonged to no one, in a city where no one knew their names. They undressed each other slowly. The pale blue shirt she'd never seen before. The simple cotton saree she'd chosen for anonymity. The faded floral bedspread beneath them. The gecko on the wall, still motionless, watching with its ancient, unblinking eyes. 

The sex was different here. Not the joyful freedom of the lake, not the tender refuge of the hut, not the reckless power of the bedroom. This was something quieter — almost domestic. They moved together with the ease of long familiarity, their bodies knowing each other's rhythms, their hands finding the places that made the other sigh. There was no fear of discovery, no rush to finish before someone came looking. They had time. They had, for these few hours, all the time in the world. She lay beneath him, then above him, then beside him with her head on his shoulder and the orange light striping their bodies through the thin curtains. The traffic murmured below. The ceiling fan turned. The gecko remained motionless on the wall. 

"I could stay here forever," she said. 

"In this hotel?" 

"In this feeling. This — " She searched for the word. "Peace. I haven't felt peaceful in a long time." 

He stroked her hair. "Then stay. A few more hours. The bus doesn't leave until evening." 

"All right." 

She closed her eyes. She let herself drift — not the dissociative drifting of the garage, but a gentler floating, a surrender to comfort rather than an escape from violation. She was safe here. She was with someone who loved her — or something close to love, something that didn't need a name. She was, for this suspended afternoon, happy. 

When she woke, the light had changed. The orange glow had deepened to amber. The traffic below was louder — the evening rush, buses and auto-rickshaws and the cries of chai-wallahs. Mridul was asleep beside her, his face relaxed, his breathing slow and even. She propped herself on one elbow and looked at him. The sharp jaw. The dark lashes. The small scar on his eyebrow he'd gotten as a child, falling from a tree in Sivasagar. She had memorised every detail of his face, and now she found herself memorising it again, as if she were preparing for an exam she couldn't afford to fail. 

The hollowness crept in without warning. 

It started as a small ache in her chest — the familiar weight, the knowledge that this was temporary. The hotel room was a bubble, and bubbles burst. Outside this room, the estate waited. Arup waited. Dhaneswar waited. The garage and the stained mattress and the calendar with its temple dome waited. She had escaped for a few hours, but the escape was an illusion. The reality was still there, patient and implacable, ready to close over her head the moment she returned. 

She looked at Mridul's sleeping face. She felt a wave of grief so intense it made her catch her breath. Grief for what she'd done. Grief for what she couldn't have. Grief for the impossibility of it all — the age, the class, the marriage, the blackmail, the thousand barriers that stood between her and any kind of future with this young man who looked at her as if she were the sun. She couldn't have him. Not really. Not in any way that mattered outside hotel rooms and dusty lofts and hidden huts. And he couldn't have her — not the whole her, not the woman who existed in the world, with a husband and children and a life she couldn't simply walk away from. 

Or could she? 

The thought surfaced like a fish breaking water. She could leave. She could get on a plane and fly to America and see her children and put an ocean between herself and everything that was crushing her. She could tell Arup — not everything, but enough. She could end the affair, or she could continue it, or she could simply... go. Disappear into the wide world beyond the estate, beyond Assam, beyond everything she'd known for twenty-two years. 

The thought was terrifying. It was also, she realized, the only thing that had felt true in months. She had to leave. Not Mridul — the situation. The estate. The driver. The weight. She had to get out, get away, put enough distance between herself and this life that she could breathe again. 

Mridul stirred. His eyes opened, found her face. "What time is it?" 

"Almost evening." 

"I should go soon. The bus — " 

"I know." She touched his face, tracing the line of his jaw. "I've been thinking." 

"About what?" 

"About leaving. Going to America. Seeing my children." 

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "For how long?" 

"I don't know. A few weeks. A few months. Maybe longer." She paused. "I need to get away. From the estate. From... everything." 

"From me?" 

"No." The word came out fiercer than she intended. "Not from you. Never from you. But from everything else. The situation. The — " She stopped. The word blackmail hovered on her tongue, heavy and sharp-edged. She swallowed it. "The complications. I need space to think. To figure out what I want." 

He sat up, the bedspread pooling around his waist. His face was serious now, the drowsiness gone. "Will you come back?" 

"I don't know." The honesty was painful. "I want to. But I don't know." 

He nodded slowly. She saw him processing — the same careful, deliberate way he approached everything, turning her words over in his mind like stones. When he spoke, his voice was steady. "Then you should go. If you need to go. You should." 

"That's it? No argument?" 

"Do you want me to argue?" 

"No." She smiled, a small, sad smile. "But most men would." 

"I'm not most men." He took her hand, his calloused palm warm against hers. "I've always known this wasn't forever. I hoped — " He stopped. Started again. "I hoped for more. But I always knew there was a limit. A boundary I couldn't cross. I'm a worker on your husband's estate. You're the sahib's wife. Whatever we are to each other, that doesn't change." 

The words were stark, unadorned, and all the more painful for it. He was right. Whatever they had built in the hut and the seed bari and the hotel room, it existed in a bubble. The world outside was still there, and the world had rules. 

"I'm sorry," she said. 

"For what?" 

"For not being able to give you more. For not being braver. For — " She gestured at the room, the bed, the two of them. "For all of this." 

"Don't be sorry." He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. "Whatever happens. Wherever you go. This was real. You and me. It was real." 

She leaned forward and kissed him. The kiss was slow and sad and full of everything she couldn't say. When she pulled back, his eyes were wet. Or maybe hers were. 

"You should go," she said. "The bus." 

"I know." 

He dressed slowly — the pale blue shirt, the dark trousers. She watched him from the bed, memorising the way he moved, the way he buttoned his shirt with the same careful precision he used for everything. At the door, he turned back. 

"If you don't come back," he said, "I'll understand. But I'll wait. For a while. In case." 

"Don't wait forever." 

"I won't. Just for a while." 

He kissed her one last time. Then the door closed behind him. 

She sat on the bed in the empty hotel room. The neon light flickered through the thin curtains, amber and orange and the deepening purple of dusk. The gecko was still on the wall. The traffic was still moving below. She had made a decision — not in words, not yet, but in the deep, quiet place where real decisions were made. She was leaving. She didn't know when she would come back. She didn't know if she would come back. But she was leaving, and the thought felt like a door opening in a room that had been closed for a very long time. 

She dressed. She checked out of the hotel. She took a taxi back to the estate, and she did not look at the garage when she walked past it, and she did not check her phone for messages from the driver, and she did not let herself feel the weight that was waiting for her at the top of the hill. 

She had one night left. Maybe two. Then she would be gone. 

Chapter 40: The Breaking Point 

Arup noticed on a Thursday. 

She had been crumbling for weeks — months — but he had been too busy with the pre-monsoon preparations, the organic certification, the endless spreadsheets that consumed his attention. He had seen her weight loss as the result of the heat, her silences as fatigue, her flinching as nerves. He had accepted every excuse she'd offered because accepting excuses was easier than asking questions. 

But on this Thursday, she walked into the kitchen and he looked up from his breakfast and set down his fork. 

"Indira." His voice was different — not the distracted murmur of a husband on his way to the factory, but something sharper. More focused. "Come here." 

She stopped in the doorway. "What is it?" 

"Come here." 

She walked toward him. He stood up from the table and took her by the shoulders — gently, the way he'd always touched her. His eyes moved over her face, her neck, the hollows under her collarbones that hadn't been there six months ago. 

"You're not well," he said. 

"I'm fine." 

"You're not fine. You've lost weight. You're not sleeping. You flinch when I touch you." He paused, and she saw something flicker in his eyes — not suspicion, not yet, but the beginning of something that might become suspicion if she wasn't careful. "What's going on?" 

"Nothing. I'm just tired. The heat — " 

"Don't tell me it's the heat. It's been hot for twenty-two years and I've never seen you like this." He squeezed her shoulders. "I'm taking you to see Dr. Das." 

"Arup — " 

"Tomorrow. No arguments." 

She didn't argue. She let him pull her into a hug, his arms warm and solid and familiar, his concern a weight she didn't deserve. Over his shoulder, through the kitchen window, she could see the garage. The door was open. A shadow moved inside. 

Dr. Rakesh Das had been the Barua family physician for fifteen years. His clinic was on the ground floor of his house in Silchar — a cramped waiting room with plastic chairs and a ceiling fan that wobbled on its mount, a consulting room lined with medical textbooks and framed certificates. He was sixty years old, round and kind-faced, and he had delivered Anu during a monsoon emergency when the hospital was flooded and the midwife couldn't get through. 

He examined Indira with the same gentle thoroughness he'd always shown. Blood pressure. Heart rate. Weight — she'd lost almost five kilos since her last visit. He asked about her sleep, her appetite, her menstrual cycle. She answered his questions with the same deflections she'd been using for months — stress, the heat, the empty nest. 

When the examination was over, he sat back in his chair and looked at her over his reading glasses. 

"There's nothing physically wrong with you," he said. "Your heart is fine. Your lungs are fine. Your blood work from last month — I pulled the records — is perfectly normal." 

"Then why do I feel like this?" 

"Stress." He set down his pen. "Exhaustion. Possibly depression, though I'd want a specialist to confirm that. Your body is telling you something, Mrs. Barua. It's telling you that whatever you're carrying is too heavy." 

She looked down at her hands. The gold bangles. The wedding ring. The hands that had held a young man's face in a hotel room and a driver's shoulders in a garage. "What do I do?" 

"A change of scene. A break from whatever's causing the stress." He leaned forward, his voice softening. "You mentioned your children are abroad. Have you thought about visiting them? A few weeks in a different country, away from the estate and its pressures — it might do you a world of good." 

The words landed like a key turning in a lock. A change of scene. A doctor's prescription for escape. She looked up at him, and something in her face must have shifted, because he nodded slowly. 

"I'll speak to your husband," he said. "Make it a medical recommendation. Some husbands need to hear it from a doctor before they'll agree." 

"Thank you." 

"Take care of yourself, Mrs. Barua. Whatever's weighing on you — it's not worth your health." 

She almost laughed. Almost. The weight she was carrying wasn't something that could be diagnosed or prescribed away. But the prescription was useful. The prescription was a door. 

She told Arup that evening. 

They were on the verandah, the April heat finally breaking as the sun dropped behind the Barails. He had been quiet since the doctor's visit, his brow furrowed with a worry she recognized — the same worry he'd shown after the leopard incident, the worry of a man who loved his wife but didn't know how to help her. 

"Dr. Das thinks I should get away," she said. "A change of scene. He mentioned visiting the children." 

"Did he?" Arup turned to look at her. "What do you think?" 

"I think he's right." She took a breath. "I want to go to America. See Rishi in Indiana. Visit Anu in Toronto. A few months, maybe. Just until I feel — " She gestured vaguely at herself. "Better." 

A few months. The words hung in the air. She watched his face — the slight tightening around his eyes, the way his jaw worked as he processed. He was not a man who expressed emotions easily, but she had learned to read him over twenty-five years. He was afraid. He was also, she saw with a pang of guilt, relieved. A difficult wife was a problem. A medical prescription was a solution. Arup liked solutions. 

"If that's what the doctor recommends," he said slowly, "then you should go." 

"You don't mind?" 

"Of course I mind. I'll miss you. But your health is more important than — " He stopped. "Than my convenience. Than the estate. If you need to go, you should go." 

She reached over and took his hand. His palm was rough with calluses, warm and familiar. "Thank you." 

"How long will you be gone?" 

"I don't know. A few months. Maybe the whole summer." 

"That's a long time." 

"I know." 

He was silent for a moment. Then: "Will you come back?" 

The question — the same question Mridul had asked in the hotel room. She gave the same answer. "I don't know. I want to. But I need to see how I feel. Whether the rest helps." 

He nodded. His hand tightened around hers. "Then go. Get better. And come home when you're ready." 

She leaned over and kissed his cheek. The stubble was rough against her lips. He smelled of tea dust and sandalwood, the same smell he'd had for twenty-five years. Her husband. Her kind, oblivious, trusting husband. She was leaving him. She was leaving everything. And he was helping her pack. 

She booked the ticket that night. 

The laptop screen glowed in the dim bedroom, the airline website a maze of dates and prices and connection options. Delhi to Chicago. Chicago to Indianapolis. A week in Toronto on the way back — or maybe not back. Maybe onward. The ticket was one-way. She stared at the confirmation page for a long time. May 1st. Ten days away. Ten days to tell Mridul. Ten days to face Dhaneswar. Ten days to decide whether she was coming back or disappearing into the wide American summer like a woman shedding her own skin. 

She closed the laptop. She lay down beside Arup, who was already asleep, his breathing slow and steady. The ceiling was the same ceiling she'd been staring at for twenty-two years. But tonight, it felt different. Tonight, it felt like a lid lifting off a box. 

She was leaving. The words were a pulse in her blood, a rhythm under her skin. She was leaving the estate, the bungalow, the verandah with its view of the tea bushes. She was leaving the garage and the stained mattress and the driver who called her Rani. She was leaving her husband, who loved her without seeing her. She was leaving Mridul, who saw her but couldn't keep her. She was leaving everything. The fear was still there — the cold dread of the unknown, the guilt of abandoning the life she'd built. But under the fear was something else. Something that felt, against all odds, like hope. She had ten days. Then she would be gone. She closed her eyes and let the thought carry her into sleep. 

Chapter 41: The Waterfall, Again

She asked Dhaneswar to drive her to the northern boundary on the morning of April 25, and the request landed between them like a stone in still water.

He was in the garage, polishing the car. She stood in the doorway with the April heat at her back and watched his hands move the cloth in slow circles over the bonnet — the same bonnet she'd braced against, the same metal that had been cold under her palms. He didn't look up.

"The waterfall," she said. "One last time."

Now he looked. His hands stopped moving. The cloth hung from his fingers.

"You're leaving."

"May 1st. America. To see my children."

He nodded slowly. The information didn't surprise him — nothing surprised him. He'd probably known before she did, pieced it together from overheard phone calls and airline confirmations left on the kitchen table. Sixteen years of watching had made him an expert in the small details of her life.

"I'll bring the car around," he said.

The drive was quiet.

Not the dense, weighted silence of the previous months — the silence that had pressed against her chest like a held breath. This was something else. Something closer to a truce. He drove with both hands on the wheel, his eyes on the road, his grey mustache neat, his olive sweater folded on the passenger seat because the April heat had made it unnecessary. She sat in the back, the window down, the wind pulling strands of hair loose from her braid.

The tea bushes were lush with the first flush, the leaves glossy and dark, the plucking gangs moving through the rows with baskets on their backs. The factory chimney smoked. The Barail range was a blue-green wall on the horizon. She had looked at this view for twenty-two years, and she was leaving it. The thought was too large to hold.

He parked at the turnaround. Cut the engine. For a long moment, neither of them moved.

"You knew," she said. "This whole time. You knew about him."

"I knew."

"And you used it."

"Yes."

She looked at the back of his head — the grey hair, the weathered neck, the shoulders that had been straight for sixteen years. She had hated him. She still hated him. But the hatred had become familiar, almost comfortable, a weight she'd learned to carry.

"If you'd asked," she said, "sixteen years ago. If you'd spoken to me like a person instead of watching me like a — "

"I didn't ask." His voice was flat. "I took. That's what I learned. In the Army. In the jungle. You take what you need, or you go without."

"And did it help? Did it give you what you wanted?"

He was silent. The waterfall roared in the distance.

"No," he said. "It didn't."

She opened the door. The sound of the waterfall grew louder — the same sound she'd heard on her first visit, when she'd climbed the path with her heart full of nothing but restlessness. She'd been a different woman then. She'd been whole.

"Wait here," she said. "I won't be long."

He was standing beside the fallen sal tree.

The same khaki uniform. The same pepper spray cannister on his belt. The same way of turning when he heard her footsteps — the brief stillness, the recognition, the smile that cracked his serious face open like a door. The waterfall roared behind him. The pool glittered in the late morning light. The view below was the same view she'd photographed with her phone on the day the leopard appeared — the tea bushes sweeping down to the valley, the factory buildings small and white, the Barails hazy on the horizon. Everything the same. Everything different.

"You came," he said.

"I said I would."

"I know. But I wasn't sure — after the hotel. After what you said about leaving."

She walked to the fallen tree and sat down. The bark was warm from the sun, worn smooth by weather and the passage of feet. He sat beside her — close enough to touch, not close enough to presume.

"May 1st," she said. "Delhi to Chicago. Then Indianapolis. Rishi's meeting me at the airport."

"That's six days."

"I know."

He was quiet. She watched his hands — the same hands she'd watched on the rolling machines, in the factory, a lifetime ago. The scar on his forearm. The calluses on his palms. She had memorised every part of him, and now she was memorising him again, storing up details against the long absence ahead.

"Will you come back?" he asked.

"I don't know."

The words fell into the space between them. She didn't soften them. She didn't offer hope she couldn't guarantee. He deserved better than false promises.

"When I was young," he said, "my grandmother told me a story. About a woman who left her village and travelled across the mountains. She was gone for many years. Everyone thought she was dead. But she came back, eventually. And when they asked her why, she said: 'I had to see what was on the other side. Now I know.'"

"That's a good story."

"My grandmother has a story for everything." He turned to look at her. "I'm not asking you to promise anything. I just want you to know — if you decide to come back, I'll be here. If you decide not to — " He stopped. Swallowed. "I'll understand."

"You said that before. In the hotel."

"I meant it."

She reached for him. Her hand against his cheek, the way she'd done a dozen times before — in the hut, in the loft, in the clearing under the sal tree while the rain hammered the leaves. He closed his eyes at the touch. She felt him lean into it, just slightly, the way a plant leans toward light.

"I want to remember this," she said. "This place. This view. You. I want to remember everything."

"Then remember."

She kissed him.

It began as a soft kiss, almost chaste — the kind of kiss she'd given him at the door of the hut, at the edge of the seed bari, at the threshold of a dozen partings. But it didn't stay soft. His hand came up to cup her face, and her fingers tightened on the back of his neck, and the kiss deepened into something more desperate. Not the urgency of the drying shed or the recklessness of the bedroom. This was grief, translated into touch. The knowledge of finality, burning under their skin.

They undressed each other beside the fallen tree. The same tree where she'd sat after the leopard, shaking and terrified. The same tree where he'd crouched in front of her and told her to breathe. His uniform shirt came off first — she unbuttoned it with trembling fingers, each button a small relinquishment. Her saree followed, the silk pooling at her feet, the pallu sliding off her shoulders. The blouse. The petticoat. The air was warm on her bare skin, thick with the smell of wet earth and crushed leaves and the clean, sharp scent of the waterfall.

They lay down on the grass. Not on a cloth, not on a tarp — directly on the earth, the way they'd done the first time, when the storm had driven them together and she had braced her hands against the bark of the sal tree. The grass was cool and slightly damp, the ground soft from the recent rains. Above them, the sky was a pale, rinsed blue, the monsoon clouds gathering on the horizon but not yet arrived.

He moved above her, and she pulled him down, and when he entered her it was with a slowness that bordered on reverence. Not the mechanical rhythm of the garage. Not the desperate hunger of the drying shed. This was something else — something that asked for nothing but presence. His body moving against hers, inside hers, with a tenderness that made her chest ache. His eyes on her face the whole time. His thumb tracing the line of her jaw, her lower lip, the hollow of her throat. She memorised the weight of him. The sound of his breathing. The way the light caught the sweat on his collarbone. The waterfall roared behind them, the same sound that had filled the silence after the leopard, after the storm, after the first time they'd touched. She listened to it and tried to hold onto every detail — the cool grass against her back, the heat of his body, the way he said her name in that low, rough voice that she'd come to know as well as her own.

She didn't float. She didn't dissociate. She was fully, painfully present — in her body, in this moment, in the knowledge that this was the last time. The grief of it sharpened everything. Every touch was electric. Every breath was precious. When the orgasm came, it was not a sharp peak but a slow, deep wave that rolled through her body and left her shaking, her hands clutching his shoulders, her face buried in his throat. He followed a moment later — she felt the tension in his body, the way his arms tightened around her, the low, broken sound he made against her hair. They lay together in the grass. The waterfall roared. The clouds gathered on the horizon. The fallen sal tree stood watch over them, grey and silent and eternal.

After, they sat on the tree and looked at the view.

She was wearing his uniform shirt — he'd wrapped it around her shoulders, a gesture so tender it made her throat close. He sat beside her in his vest, his arm around her waist, his body warm against hers. The tea bushes below were a sea of green, the factory buildings small and white, the Barail range hazy and blue. The same view. The same waterfall. Everything the same. Everything ending.

"Recite me something," he said. "A poem. Like you did in the hut."

She closed her eyes. The words came from the same deep shelf where they'd been waiting all these months — the Tagore poem she'd memorised in college, the one she'd recited for him in the lamplight of his small room. Her voice was quiet, almost a whisper, carried away by the sound of the water.

"'Let me not pray to be sheltered from dangers, but to be fearless in facing them. Let me not beg for the stilling of my pain, but for the heart to conquer it.'"

She opened her eyes. He was looking at her with an expression she couldn't name — something too large, too complex for words.

"You remembered," he said.

"I remember everything."

"Write again." He took her hand, his calloused palm warm against hers. "In America. Whatever happens. Whatever you decide. Write again."

The words were an echo of the first time — the hut, the kerosene lamp, the tea growing cold on the table. He'd told her then to write again, and she'd promised nothing. She promised nothing now.

But she kissed him. One last time. The saddest kiss in the story — full of everything she couldn't say, everything she couldn't give him, everything she was leaving behind. His lips were soft. His hand was gentle on her face. The waterfall roared, and the clouds gathered, and when she pulled back, his eyes were wet. Or maybe hers were. She couldn't tell anymore.

"Goodbye," she said.

"Not goodbye. Just — until."

"Until," she repeated. The word was a gift he was giving her. A door left open.

She stood up. She took off his shirt, folded it carefully, and handed it back to him. She dressed in her saree — the silk that had been a gift from her mother, the blue of monsoon clouds. She walked down the path without looking back. She had looked back once before, after the leopard, when he was standing beside the fallen tree with his hand raised. She didn't look back this time. She couldn't. She walked through the sal trees, past the ferns and the moss-covered rocks, down to the turnaround where Dhaneswar was waiting beside the car. He opened the back door. She got in. The waterfall faded behind her, the sound growing fainter and fainter until it was just a murmur, just a memory, just the echo of everything she was leaving behind.

Chapter 42: The Terms 

She went to him on the morning of April 28, three days before her flight, and for the first time in months, she was not afraid. 

The garage door was open. He was inside, his back to her, sorting tools on the workbench. The same workbench he'd been standing beside when he first spoke the words that had shattered her — I saw you. With the young worker. The same concrete floor. The same calendar on the wall with its temple dome and its lurid blue sky. The same smell of petrol and old tyres and stale cigarettes. 

She closed the door behind her. The metal rattled in its tracks. He turned. 

"Rani." The word was automatic, a reflex. "I didn't call for you." 

"I know." She walked toward him. Her footsteps were steady. "I came on my own." 

He set down the wrench he was holding. His eyes moved over her face — the same watchful, patient assessment he'd been giving her for sixteen years. But something was different today. Something in her posture, her voice, the way she held his gaze without flinching. 

"I'm leaving in three days," she said. "America. To see my children." 

"I know." 

"I'm going to say something. You're going to listen. You're not going to speak until I'm finished." 

His expression flickered — surprise, quickly suppressed. He was not accustomed to being spoken to this way. Not by her. Not by anyone. But he didn't interrupt. He simply stood beside the workbench, his grey mustache neat, his hands at his sides, and waited. 

"This is the last time," she said. "Whatever this has been — whatever you've taken from me — it ends today. I'm leaving, and when I come back — " She paused. "If I come back. I haven't decided. But if I do, this is over. You will never touch me again. You will never speak of what happened. You will never threaten me or my family or Mridul. You will drive for this household until you retire, and you will keep your silence. Those are my terms." 

The words hung in the air. She could hear her own heartbeat. Could hear the distant sound of the factory whistle, the workers moving through the morning shift. Outside the garage, the estate was going about its ordinary business, unaware that the sahib's wife was standing in the driver's workshop, laying down terms. 

Dhaneswar looked at her. The silence stretched. 

"You've changed," he said finally. 

"Yes." 

"The woman I first spoke to in this garage — she was afraid. She flinched when I moved. She looked at the floor when I touched her." 

"That woman is gone." 

"I can see that." He tilted his head, considering her. The same calm, patient assessment he'd always used. "What happens if I refuse your terms?" 

"Then I go to Arup. Today. I tell him everything. The waterfall. The affair. The blackmail. What you did to me in his house, in his bed, while he slept in the next room." She took a step closer. "He'll believe me. You know he will. I'm his wife. You're the driver. And even if he doesn't — even if he takes your side — the accusation alone will destroy you. You'll lose your job. Your quarters. Your pension. Everything you've spent sixteen years building. You'll be an old man with no references and no prospects, and no one will take you in." 

He was silent. She could see him calculating — the same tactical mind that had kept him alive in the jungles of Nagaland, weighing risks and rewards, measuring threats. 

"You've thought about this," he said. 

"I've had months to think about it. Months of lying on that mattress." She gestured at the back room, the closed door. "Months of being bent over that car. Months of listening to your footsteps in the hallway and wondering if today was the day Arup would wake up and find us. I've thought about nothing else." 

"And you think I'll agree?" 

"I think you don't have a choice." She stepped back, putting space between them. "But there's something else. Something I want to give you. Call it severance. Call it closure. Whatever you want." 

She began to undress. 

Her movements were deliberate, unhurried. The pallu unpinned. The pleats loosed. The blouse unbuttoned. The petticoat stepped out of. She folded each piece and laid it on the workbench beside the wrench he'd been holding — a neat pile of silk and cotton against the greasy metal. 

She stood naked before him. The garage was cool, the concrete floor cold under her bare feet, the air raising goosebumps on her arms. But she didn't shiver. She didn't cross her arms over her chest. She stood straight, her shoulders back, her eyes on his. 

"This is the last time," she said. "After this, you never touch me again. Do you understand?" 

He looked at her. The same body he'd used, positioned, commanded. The same breasts, the same hips, the same thighs. But the woman inside it was different now. She was not floating near the ceiling. She was not staring at the calendar with its temple dome. She was present — fully, fiercely present — and she was the one in control. 

"Yes," he said. His voice was quieter than she'd ever heard it. "I understand." 

He undressed with the same methodical precision he always used. The olive sweater folded. The shirt unbuttoned. The trousers hung over the chair. But there was something different in his movements — a hesitation that hadn't been there before. He was not commanding now. He was waiting. Following her lead. 

She didn't lead him to the mattress in the back room. That room belonged to the old woman — the victim, the stone woman who had dissociated and complied and counted the cracks in the ceiling. Instead, she spread a clean cloth over the bonnet of the car. The same car she'd been bent over, pressed against, braced upon. The same cold metal that had held her weight while he took what he wanted. 

"Here," she said. "Not the mattress. Not this time." 

He followed her to the car. She lay back on the cloth, the metal cool through the thin fabric, and she looked up at him. He stood beside the car, his body lean and weathered, the scars on his shoulder and thigh pale in the dim light. He was sixty-two years old. He had been a soldier. He had buried a wife. He had driven her family for sixteen years and watched her every day and taken what she hadn't offered. And now he was waiting for her to tell him what to do. 

"Come here," she said. 

He came. 

She pulled him down onto the cloth. She kissed him — not the way she kissed Mridul, with tenderness and longing and the grief of approaching loss. This was a different kind of kiss: deliberate, controlled, a transaction rather than a gift. She was not giving herself. She was taking something back. 

His hands moved over her body with the same rough familiarity she'd come to expect. But she didn't let herself float. She didn't retreat to the ceiling. She stayed present — in every calloused touch, every rough kiss, every inch of skin against skin. She was reclaiming her body. This body that had been used and positioned and silenced. This body that had responded against her will, the dark heat rising despite everything. She was taking it back. He entered her. The sensation was the same as always — the pressure, the fullness, the steady, mechanical rhythm. But the context was different. She was not complying. She was choosing. The choice was a small thing, invisible to anyone watching. But it changed everything. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him deeper. She let herself make sounds — not the stifled silence of the stone woman, but real sounds, sounds of pleasure that were hers to give or withhold. He looked at her face, and whatever he saw there made his rhythm falter, just slightly. A crack in the patient certainty. A flicker of something that might have been uncertainty. 

He finished with a low grunt, his body tensing above her. She held him through it, and when he was done, she didn't push him away. She lay still for a moment, her body humming, her heart steady. Then she released him. 

He pulled away. He began to dress — the trousers, the shirt, the sweater. His movements were slower than usual. He didn't look at her. 

She rose from the car. She dressed with the same deliberate care she'd used when undressing — the petticoat, the blouse, the saree wound around her body in practiced folds. When she was finished, she stood before him in the dim light of the garage, and he looked at her with an expression she couldn't read. 

"Safe flight, Rani," he said. 

His voice was quieter than she'd ever heard it. The honorific — Rani — no longer sounded like a claim. It sounded like a farewell. 

She walked to the garage door. She pushed it open. The morning light flooded in, bright and warm, chasing away the shadows. She didn't look back. 

Behind her, the garage was silent. The calendar hung on the wall. The temple dome. The blue sky. The black numbers. April 28. Three days until she left. Three days until she was free. 

Chapter 43: The Leaving

The morning of May 1 broke clear and warm, the monsoon clouds retreating to the horizon as if making way for her departure.

She had packed a single suitcase. The act of choosing what to take and what to leave behind had taken her the better part of two days — not because she owned so much, but because every object in the bungalow had become weighted with memory. The silk saree she'd worn to the waterfall on the day of the leopard. The green notebook behind her winter shawls, with its three unfinished stanzas about mist. The photograph of Rishi and Anu at the Taj Mahal, propped on the mantelpiece. She left the saree. She packed the notebook. She took the photograph, slipped it into the side pocket of her carry-on where she could reach it during the flight.

At seven o'clock, Dipali came to the bedroom door. Her eyes were red.

"Madam. The car is ready."

"I know."

"Will you — " Dipali stopped. Swallowed. "Will you come back?"

The question. The same question everyone asked, the question she still couldn't answer. She set down the blouse she'd been folding and crossed the room. She took Dipali's hands — the same hands that had rolled chapatis and ground spices and poured her tea with extra sugar for twelve years.

"I don't know," she said. "But if I don't — you've been the heart of this house. You know that."

Dipali's face crumpled. She pulled Indira into a fierce, brief hug, and then she pulled back, wiping her eyes with the edge of her sari. "I packed you parathas. For the journey. They're in the kitchen."

"Thank you."

"And some mango pickle. The kind you like."

"Thank you, Dipali."

The cook nodded, her lips pressed together, and retreated down the hallway before she could cry again.

Lakhi was waiting on the verandah with a garland of marigolds from the garden.

The girl — nineteen now, no longer the terrified adolescent who'd arrived at the bungalow three years ago — held it out with both hands. "For your journey, madam. For luck."

Indira bowed her head. Lakhi placed the garland around her neck, the marigolds bright orange against the pale blue of her travelling saree. The petals were cool and slightly damp from the morning watering.

"Take care of the garden," Indira said.

"I will, madam."

"And the bougainvillea. It needs pruning every two weeks, not every three. I've told Dipali."

"I know, madam. I've been watching you."

I've been watching you. The words echoed in her mind — the same words Dhaneswar had spoken in the garage, months ago, with such different intent. But Lakhi's watching had been innocent. Lakhi's watching had been the attention of a young woman learning from an older one, absorbing skills she might need someday.

"Good," Indira said. "Then you'll do fine."

Meghali arrived at eight, sweeping onto the verandah in a swirl of magenta silk.

"I'm not going to cry," she announced. "I've decided. Crying is for people who aren't coming back, and you are coming back. Eventually. When you're ready."

"Meghali — "

"No. Don't argue with me. I've made up my mind." She pulled Indira into a hug that was too tight and lasted too long. Her voice, when she spoke again, was muffled against Indira's shoulder. "I don't know what happened. I don't know all of it. But I know you've been carrying something heavy, and I know you need to put it down. So go. Put it down. And when you're ready, come home."

"I'll try."

"That's all I ask." Meghali pulled back, her eyes bright but dry. She had decided not to cry, and Meghali always kept her decisions. "Now go. Your flight leaves at two, and the Silchar traffic is a nightmare."

Arup was standing by the car.

He had been quiet all morning — quieter than usual, which was saying something. He'd eaten his breakfast standing up, the way he always did, but he'd put his fork down twice without taking a bite. He'd checked his phone six times without appearing to read anything. Now he stood beside the open car door, his hands in his pockets, his face carrying an expression she'd rarely seen: uncertainty.

"The tickets are confirmed," he said. "I checked this morning. Delhi to Chicago, Chicago to Indianapolis. Rishi will meet you at the airport."

"I know. You told me last night."

"I'm just — " He stopped. Swallowed. "I'm not good at this. Goodbyes. I never have been."

"I know."

"Twenty-five years. We've never been apart more than a few weeks."

"I know that too."

He looked at her. His eyes — those kind, distracted, tea-obsessed eyes — were focused on her in a way they hadn't been in years. "I should have been more present. I should have noticed sooner. Whatever it was that made you — " He gestured at her, at the suitcase, at the car. "Whatever made you need to leave. I should have seen it."

The guilt in his voice was almost more than she could bear. He thought this was his fault. He thought her leaving was a failure of attention, a husband's neglect, a marriage grown thin from inattention. He had no idea. He had no idea what she'd done, who she'd become, what had been done to her. And now, standing beside the car on the morning of her departure, she had to decide whether to tell him the truth or let him carry the lesser guilt of inattention.

She chose the lesser guilt. It was the kinder choice. Or the more cowardly one. She didn't know anymore.

"It's not your fault," she said. "It's complicated. When I'm ready, I'll explain."

"Explain what?"

"Everything. When I'm ready."

He nodded slowly. He didn't push. He never pushed. That was part of why she'd married him — his patience, his steadiness, his willingness to let things unfold in their own time. It was also part of why their marriage had grown thin. Patience could become passivity. Steadiness could become stasis.

"Take all the time you need," he said. "The estate will be here. I'll be here."

She kissed him. Not the brief, absent kiss on the forehead he'd given her for years. A real kiss, on the mouth, tasting of tea and the faint sandalwood cologne he'd worn for twenty-five years. His hand came up to cup her face, and for a moment, he kissed her back with something approaching the hunger of their early years.

"Come back," he said against her mouth.

"I'll try."

She got into the car. Dhaneswar was in the driver's seat, his olive sweater folded on the passenger seat, his grey mustache neat, his hands steady on the wheel. He didn't look at her in the rearview mirror. He simply started the engine and pulled away.

The drive to Silchar airport took two hours.

They didn't speak. The silence was not the dense, weighted silence of the previous months — the silence that had pressed against her chest and made it hard to breathe. It was something closer to a truce. The estate rolled past — the tea bushes green and lush with the first monsoon rains, the factory chimney smoking, the workers moving through the plucking rows. She watched it all through the window, memorising it. The northern boundary, where the sal trees closed in and the waterfall roared somewhere out of sight. The old section, where the fallen tree lay grey and weathered among the tea bushes. The seed bari, where a blue-flowered cloth had been spread on the earth between rows of young plants. The lake, hidden among the trees, its water dark and still. The bungalow on Tongi Pahar, growing smaller and smaller in the rear window until it was just a white speck on a green hill. She watched until it disappeared.

At the airport, Dhaneswar parked and got out. He retrieved her suitcase from the boot and set it on the curb. Then he stood, his hands at his sides, his face unreadable.

"Rani," he said.

Just her name. The honorific that had been a brand, a claim, a weapon. Now it was just a word. She looked at him — the grey mustache, the weathered face, the eyes that had watched her for sixteen years. She had hated him. She still hated him. But the hatred had softened into something more complex, something she didn't have words for.

"Take care of the car," she said.

"I always do."

She picked up her suitcase and walked into the terminal. She didn't look back.

The journey was long and strange and utterly, blessedly anonymous.

Delhi airport was a chaos of crowds and announcements and the smell of samosas from the food court. She sat in the departure lounge for three hours, watching families reunite and couples embrace and businessmen stride past with their wheeled cases and their Bluetooth headsets. No one looked at her. No one knew her. She was not the sahib's wife. She was not the driver's victim. She was not the woman who had stood under a sal tree in the rain and let a young man undo her saree. She was just a passenger, a middle-aged woman in a pale blue travelling saree, waiting for a flight. The anonymity was a relief so profound it made her dizzy.

The flight to Chicago took fourteen hours. She watched three movies without remembering any of them. She ate the parathas Dipali had packed, and the mango pickle, and she thought about the green notebook in her carry-on, the three stanzas about mist, the blank pages waiting to be filled. She didn't write anything. Not yet. But she took the notebook out and held it in her lap, and the weight of it was comforting.

In Chicago, she cleared customs with a passport that identified her as Indira Barua, wife of Arup Barua, resident of Barpathar Tea Estate, Assam, India. The customs officer glanced at her photograph, glanced at her face, stamped the passport. "Purpose of visit?"

"To see my son."

"How long are you staying?"

"I don't know."

He stamped it anyway. She was in America. She was free.

The flight to Indianapolis was short and bumpy, the small plane shuddering through clouds that looked like mountains from the window. She gripped the armrest and thought about the leopard — the way it had appeared in her phone screen, tawny and motionless, the way Mridul's voice had been so steady. Do not run. Never run. She hadn't run. She was still not running. She was walking, deliberately, into a future she couldn't see.

Rishi was waiting at the arrivals gate.

He was taller than she remembered — no, he was the same height, but he was holding himself differently. Straighter. More confident. His face was tanned, his hair longer than he usually kept it, his grin the same grin he'd had since childhood.

"Ma!" He bounded toward her and swept her into a hug that lifted her slightly off the ground. "You made it. Fourteen hours! How do you feel? Are you tired? Are you hungry? There's a diner near my apartment that does breakfast all day — "

"Rishi." She pulled back and held his face in her hands. Her son. Her grown son, who had her mother's cheekbones and Arup's square jaw and an American accent that softened his Assamese vowels. "Let me breathe."

"Right. Sorry. Breathing." He grinned again. "I'm just — I'm really glad you're here."

"Me too."

He took her suitcase and led her through the airport — past the baggage claim, past the rental car counters, out into the Indiana spring. The air was cool and fresh, washed clean by recent rain. The sky was a pale, rinsed blue, so different from the heavy monsoon sky she'd left behind. The trees were in full leaf, green and lush, their branches tossing in a wind that smelled of wet earth and something floral she couldn't identify.

"Lilacs," Rishi said, when she asked. "They bloom in May. The whole campus smells like them."

"Lilacs," she repeated. A new word. A new smell. A new life.

Rishi's apartment was a small two-bedroom on the second floor of a brick building near the Purdue campus. It was cluttered and cozy — books stacked on every surface, a bicycle propped against the living room wall, a poster of Bob Dylan next to a photograph of the Barpathar Tea Estate at sunset. The photograph caught her off guard. She stopped in front of it, her suitcase still in her hand.

"You have the estate on your wall."

"I miss it sometimes." He came up beside her. "The view from Tongi Pahar. The tea bushes. The factory chimney. It's the background of my whole childhood."

"Do you ever want to go back? To live?"

He was quiet for a moment. "I don't know. I want to help — modernize the industry, make it sustainable. But I don't know if that means living there or visiting. Papa and I have talked about it."

"Your father wants you to take over someday."

"I know. But I have to figure out what I want first." He looked at her. "Meghali said something like that to me once. 'Decide what you want, Rishi. Not what anyone else wants.'"

Indira felt something shift in her chest. Meghali's words. In her son's mouth. "She told me the same thing."

"Then maybe we should both listen to her." He squeezed her shoulder. "Come on. I'll show you your room."

The room was small and bright, with a window that looked out over a courtyard full of trees. Rishi had made up the bed with fresh sheets and put a vase of lilacs on the nightstand. The smell filled the room — sweet and unfamiliar and utterly lovely.

"I'll let you rest," he said. "Jet lag is brutal. We can do the campus tour tomorrow."

"Thank you, baba."

He kissed her forehead and closed the door.

She sat on the bed. The lilacs nodded in the breeze from the open window. Outside, the Indiana spring was green and flat and foreign — no tea bushes, no Barail range, no factory chimney smoking on the horizon. She was here. She was away. She was safe.

She opened the green notebook. She looked at the three stanzas about mist — the poem she'd written at twenty-six, the poem she'd never finished. The ink was faded now, the handwriting smaller and more careful than her current hand. She turned to a blank page. She picked up the pen from the nightstand — the pen Rishi had left there, probably without thinking, a small gesture of welcome.

She wrote: The Indiana sky is flatter than I expected.

She stopped. Stared at the words. They were not poetry. They were not even particularly good. But they were words. They were hers. She closed the notebook and set it on the nightstand. The lilacs filled the room with their scent. The breeze stirred the curtains. And Indira Barua, age forty-eight, wife and mother and woman in flight, lay down on the bed in her son's apartment and slept, for the first time in months, without dreaming.

Chapter 44: The Open Door 

The Indiana spring gave way to something warmer, and Indira learned the streets of her son's life. 

Rishi walked her through the Purdue campus on her third morning — the red-brick buildings, the bell tower, the laboratory where he spent most of his waking hours. He showed her the agricultural economics department, introduced her to his advisor, a white-haired man from Minnesota who shook her hand and said, "Your son is going to change the way we think about sustainable tea production." She felt a flush of pride so pure it surprised her. Pride in her son. Pride in something uncomplicated. 

They ate lunch in a diner near campus, the kind of place with vinyl booths and bottomless coffee and a waitress who called everyone "hon." Rishi talked about his research — something about supply chains and smallholder farmers and the economics of organic conversion. She listened, asked questions, watched his hands move through the air the way Arup's did when he was excited about something. Her son. Her grown son, building a life on the other side of the world. 

"You're happy here," she said. 

"I am." He set down his coffee. "Is that okay?" 

"Why wouldn't it be?" 

"Because it means I'm not coming back. Not to live." He looked at her with his father's steady gaze. "I'll visit. I'll help with the estate however I can. But this is my life now. This is where I'm supposed to be." 

She reached across the table and covered his hand with hers. "I didn't raise you to stay. I raised you to go." 

"That sounds like something Meghali would say." 

"It is. I'm borrowing it." 

He smiled. The smile transformed his face — the serious, analytical mask cracking open to reveal the boy who'd taken apart her father's radio, the boy who'd believed in Santa until he was seven, the boy who'd cried at the airport when he left for America. The boy who was now a man, making his own choices, building a life she could visit but could not inhabit. 

"I'm proud of you," she said. 

"Thanks, Ma." 

"Don't thank me. Just — be happy. That's all I ever wanted." 

She flew to Toronto on a damp Tuesday, the clouds low and grey over Lake Ontario. 

Anu met her at the airport with a sign that read WELCOME TO CANADA, MA in large, uneven letters, clearly handmade. She was wearing a red coat that made her look like a splash of colour against the grey terminal, and she hugged Indira with the fierce, brief intensity that had characterized her since childhood. 

"You look better," Anu said, pulling back to examine her. "Less tired. America agrees with you." 

"I've been sleeping." 

"That'll do it." She linked her arm through Indira's. "Come on. I have a million things to show you. The CN Tower. The aquarium. The distillery district. Dylan wants to meet you — he's terrified, by the way. He's been practising his Assamese greetings for a week." 

"Dylan speaks Assamese?" 

"He speaks three words of Assamese and he's very proud of them. Be nice to him." 

"I'm always nice." 

"You're terrifying. You just don't know it." 

They took the train into the city, the grey sky giving way to a skyline of glass towers and the distant glint of the lake. Anu's apartment was a small one-bedroom in a building near the university, cluttered with books and camera equipment and the same photographs that had been on her walls since childhood — the estate, the tea bushes, the four of them on the verandah at Christmas. Indira stood in front of the photographs while Anu made tea. 

"You still have the estate on your wall." 

"It's home." Anu came up beside her, two mugs in her hands. "Even if I never live there again. It's still home." 

"Is that what you want? To never live there again?" 

Anu was quiet for a moment. "I want to work in sustainable agriculture. Climate adaptation. The kind of work that matters in places like Bangladesh and Sri Lanka and sub-Saharan Africa. Assam is just one place. There's a whole world out there." 

"You sound like your brother." 

"Rishi and I agree on exactly two things: the future of tea, and that you and Papa should visit more." She handed Indira a mug. "Here. It's not Dipali's, but it's drinkable." 

The tea was weak and slightly bitter, the way tea always tasted when it wasn't made with estate leaves. Indira drank it anyway. 

Dylan arrived for dinner, carrying flowers and a bottle of wine and an expression of barely contained terror. 

He was tall and fair-haired, with the kind of open, earnest face that made him look younger than he probably was. He shook Indira's hand and said, "Nomoskar, Mrs. Barua," with an accent that mangled the vowels beyond recognition, and Indira found herself smiling despite herself. 

"Nomoskar, Dylan. You can call me Indira." 

"Oh. Okay. Thank you. Mrs. — Indira." He looked at Anu with a plea for help. Anu grinned and handed him a glass of wine. 

Dinner was pasta — Dylan's specialty, Anu announced, because pasta was the only thing Dylan could cook without incident. They ate at the small table by the window, the Toronto skyline glittering in the distance, and Dylan told Indira about his work in environmental policy, his love of hiking, the trip to Banff he and Anu were planning for the summer. He was kind. He was thoughtful. He looked at Anu with the same unguarded adoration that Mridul had once looked at her — the expression of a young man who couldn't quite believe his luck. 

"He recycles," Anu said, when Dylan went to the kitchen for more wine. "Sincerely." 

"I can see that." 

"You hate him." 

"I don't hate him. He's lovely." 

"You're just saying that." 

"I'm not just saying that." Indira reached across the table and took her daughter's hand. "He's lovely. You're happy. That's all that matters." 

Anu's face softened. "Thanks, Ma." 

"Don't thank me. Just — be happy. I told your brother the same thing." 

"He told me. He said you were getting philosophical." 

"I'm not philosophical. I'm just — " She searched for the word. "Awake. For the first time in a long time." 

That night, in Anu's guest room, she opened her laptop. 

The room was small and clean, with a window that looked out over a quiet street lined with maple trees. The leaves were new and green, trembling in the breeze. The city was quieter than she'd expected — no factory whistle, no insect chorus, just the distant hum of traffic and the occasional cry of a gull from the lake. 

She opened a blank document. She stared at the cursor, blinking on the white screen. She had not written anything real since the three stanzas about mist, twenty-two years ago. She had written grocery lists and emails and the careful, cheerful messages she sent to her children. She had not written truth. 

She began to type. 

My name is Indira Barua. I am forty-eight years old. I have been married for twenty-five years and I have two children and I live — lived — on a tea estate in Assam, in a house on a hill overlooking the gardens. In October of last year, I met a young man at a waterfall. His name is Mridul. He saved my life. 

She stopped. The words were there, waiting — the whole story, the waterfall and the hut and the garage, the driver and the blackmail and the slow, terrible erosion of everything she'd thought she was. But she wasn't ready to write it yet. Not all of it. The document was a door she'd just begun to open. The full confession would come later. For now, it was enough to have started. 

She saved the document. She closed the laptop. The maple leaves rustled outside the window. 

Mridul texted her on the tenth day. 

The message arrived in the morning, while she was drinking coffee in Anu's kitchen and watching the sun burn through the grey Toronto sky. 

Did you arrive safely? 

She stared at the words. Ten days. He had waited ten days to ask — giving her space, giving her time, the same patience he'd shown since the beginning. 

Yes, she typed. I'm fine. How are you? 

The reply came quickly. I'm well. The monsoon has started properly. The tea bushes are flushing. The factory is busy. 

He didn't ask when she was coming back. He didn't ask if she was coming back. He simply told her about the tea bushes, the factory, the ordinary rhythms of the estate. As if she were a friend checking in. As if he was giving her permission to be gone. She typed: I don't know when I'll be back. Then she deleted it. She typed: I miss you. Then she deleted that too. 

She typed: Take care of yourself. She sent it. 

You too, he replied. 

That was all. That was everything. 

Arup called every few days. 

His voice on the phone was the same as always — warm, distracted, full of news about the estate. The organic certification had finally come through. The new clones were thriving. The exporter had stopped being difficult. The monsoon had arrived in force, the rain hammering the tin roof of the bungalow, the tea bushes flushing beautifully after the long dry spell. 

"I miss you," he said, at the end of one call. "The house is too quiet." 

"I know." 

"When do you think you'll — " He stopped. "I'm not asking. I said I wouldn't ask. Take your time." 

"Thank you." 

"But come home eventually. Please. The verandah isn't the same without you." 

The verandah. The cold floor tiles at dawn. The cigarette smoke mixing with the mist. The view of the tea bushes, the factory chimney, the Barail range hazy on the horizon. She could see it perfectly — the same view she'd looked at for twenty-two years, the same view she'd left behind. 

"I'll let you know," she said. "When I'm ready." 

"Okay." His voice was steady. "I'll be here." 

She hung up. She stood at the window of Anu's apartment, looking out at the Toronto street, the maple trees, the grey sky. She pictured the estate. The waterfall. The hut, the kerosene lamp, Mridul sitting on his verandah in the evening, looking up at the same stars she'd looked at from the seed bari. She pictured Arup in his study, surrounded by spreadsheets, his reading glasses sliding down his nose. She pictured Dipali in the kitchen, making tea with extra sugar, waiting for a madam who might never return. She pictured Dhaneswar in the garage, polishing a car that had seen too much, his grey mustache neat, his eyes as unreadable as ever. 

She was not there. She was here. In a city she didn't know, in a country that was not her own, standing at a window with a cup of tea that tasted nothing like home. 

On her last morning in Toronto, she walked to the lake. 

The path wound through a park at the edge of the water, the trees still dripping from an overnight rain. The lake was grey and vast, stretching to a horizon that was barely visible through the mist. Gulls wheeled overhead, crying their sharp, lonely cries. She sat on a bench and watched the water. 

She thought about Meghali's question. What do you want? 

She still didn't know. Not entirely. The weeks in America had cleared her head — the sleeplessness had faded, the weight on her chest had lightened, the panic that had gripped her for months had loosened its hold. But clarity had not brought certainty. She missed the estate. She missed the view from Tongi Pahar. She missed Dipali's tea and the sound of the factory whistle and the way the mist filled the valley on winter mornings. 

She missed Mridul. She missed his hands, his voice, the way he said her name. She missed the hut and the seed bari and the loft above the factory. She missed the woman she'd been with him — the woman who had chosen, who had wanted, who had felt alive for the first time in years. 

But she didn't miss the garage. She didn't miss the stained mattress or the cold metal of the car or the sound of Dhaneswar's voice calling her Rani. She didn't miss the lies she'd told — to Arup, to her children, to everyone who had trusted her. 

She couldn't go back to the life she'd left. That woman was gone — the stone woman, the soft woman, the paper-thin wife. But she didn't know who she was now. She was still becoming. The door was open. She was standing in the threshold, looking both ways, unable to move forward, unwilling to move back. 

The gulls cried. The lake stretched to the horizon. She sat on the bench for a long time, the wind cold on her face, the cup of tea growing cold in her hands. 

The question was still there. Unanswered. Unanswerable. But she was alive. She was awake. She was not the same woman who had woken on Tongi Pahar in October, stared at the mist, and wondered if this was all there was. 

Whatever came next — whether she stayed or returned, whether she told the truth or kept her secrets, whether she saw Mridul again or let him go — she would decide it for herself. Not for Arup. Not for her children. Not for the estate or the factory or anyone else. 

For herself. 

She stood up. She walked back through the park, past the dripping trees, past the gulls crying over the grey water. The city rose before her, glass and steel and the promise of something new. The door was open. She hadn't walked through it. She hadn't closed it. 

She was still deciding. 

End 
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