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Chapter One




The Wrong Evening at the Right Cafe

Ram had been rehearsing the evening in his head since morning. Table twenty-one at Cafe Mosaic, the one near the window that caught the amber glow of the streetlamps after six. He had booked it two days ago, which was more planning than he typically managed in an entire month. Shristi had mentioned offhandedly that she liked the place, and Ram had filed that detail away the way he filed away everything about her, carefully, as though it might one day prove useful in a court of law.

He pushed open the glass door and stepped inside.

The cafe smelled of ground coffee and warm bread, and a low jazz melody floated somewhere above the hum of conversation. It was the kind of place that made people feel they were living in a film about their own lives. Ram scanned the room out of habit, the practiced sweep of someone who had arrived early too many times and learned to read a space before settling into it.

That was when his eyes stopped moving.

She was sitting near the far wall, her fingers wrapped around a ceramic mug, her attention somewhere distant and inward. Her dark hair fell the same way it always had, tucked behind one ear on the left side, loose on the right. She had not changed, or if she had, Ram could not identify how. The recognition landed in his chest before it reached his mind, the way cold water hits before you realise you have fallen in.

Riya.

He stood still for a moment, long enough that a waiter had to step around him with a polite murmur of apology. Ram moved aside automatically and glanced at table twenty-one. It was empty. The reserved card sat at its centre, undisturbed. Shristi had not arrived yet.

He thought about turning around and standing outside until Riya left, or until he had gathered enough composure to pretend he had not felt anything. But she looked up.

* * *

Their eyes met for exactly one second. Riya blinked. Ram watched her expression cycle through surprise, recognition, and something more careful that he could not quite name.

He walked over because standing across the room and staring was worse than anything else he could do.


Ram: "Riya. I did not expect to see you here."



Riya: "Ram."


She said his name the way people say a word they have not spoken aloud in a long time, testing whether it still sounds the same. It did. That was the problem.


Ram: "I am meeting someone,"


he said, as if she had asked.


Riya: "I know the feeling."


She gestured to the empty chair across from her, but did not quite invite him to sit. Ram stayed where he was, hands in the pockets of his jacket, which was what he did when he did not know what to do with his hands.

He should have left it there. He should have said something polite and forgettable and walked to table twenty-one and waited for Shristi with his phone in his hand, pretending to read something important. That would have been the sensible choice, and Ram had a long and distinguished history of not making it.


Ram: "Would you mind,"


he started, then paused and tried again.


Ram: "I know this is a strange thing to ask. But Shristi is coming, and I would not know how to explain this, and I am not sure I would explain it well. Could you possibly find somewhere else to sit? Or another cafe entirely? I would owe you one."


Riya looked at him for a moment with an expression that was not quite amusement and not quite irritation.


Riya: "If it were only about the seat, I would move. But I have a client meeting here in fifteen minutes. The client chose this cafe specifically. I cannot change that now."



Ram: "Could you call them? Ask if they would be open to somewhere nearby?"



Riya: "They are not that kind of client."


Ram exhaled slowly through his nose.


Ram: "Right."


He was about to say something else, he was not sure what, something that would have probably made the situation worse, when he became aware that the light quality near the entrance had changed. The door had opened again. He knew before he turned around. He always knew.

* * *

Shristi stood in the doorway of Cafe Mosaic with her coat still on and a slight flush in her cheeks from the evening chill outside. She was scanning the room, and she found him almost immediately because Ram was standing in the middle of it with both hands in his jacket pockets and a look on his face that she had never seen before, directed at a woman she did not recognise.

Ram saw her see him.

The sequence of the next few seconds arranged itself in his mind with terrible clarity. He was standing over a woman sitting alone at a small table, leaning slightly toward her, his hands drawn up in what, if viewed from the doorway at a certain angle, could look very much like a gesture of supplication. Which it was. But not for any reason that Shristi would naturally assume.


Shristi: "Excuse me. Ram. Why are you folding your hands at her?"


Her voice was curious rather than accusatory, which was somehow harder to manage. Ram turned to face her with the particular expression of a man who has thirty seconds to construct a story that is not technically a lie but is not technically the truth either.


Ram: "Shristi. You are early."



Shristi: "I left work on time for once. Who is this?"


There was a brief silence in which Ram made a decision he would spend considerable time second-guessing later.


Ram: "This is a very accomplished lawyer. I have been trying to bring her on board with our legal department for the past few weeks. She keeps declining. I was making one final appeal."


He did not look at Riya while he said this. He looked at Shristi, because looking at Shristi was the only way to commit to the version of events he was offering.

Shristi turned to Riya with the open, easy manner she carried everywhere.


Shristi: "You must be very good if he is resorting to that."


Riya set her mug down on the table and, after a pause that contained several things Ram would rather not examine too closely, smiled.


Riya: "He is too kind. It is nothing so dramatic."



Shristi: "Are you here alone? Are you waiting for someone?"



Riya: "A client, yes. They should be here shortly."



Shristi: "Well, I hope the meeting goes well. Shall we, Ram?"


Ram nodded and followed Shristi toward table twenty-one, where the reserved card sat waiting under the amber light from the window. He did not look back.

He ordered coffee he did not particularly want and smiled at things Shristi said and asked questions at reasonable intervals and did all the work of being present that a person does when they are not entirely there.

* * *

It was Shristi who noticed the new arrival.


Shristi: "Ram. Is that not Vikram Saxena?"


Ram looked up.

Vikram Saxena had the particular quality of people who enter a room and immediately make the room feel like it belongs to them. He was tall, precisely dressed, and moving through Cafe Mosaic with the unhurried confidence of someone who had never once arrived somewhere and wondered if he should have come at all. Ram had known him for six years and had liked him for approximately none of them.

Vikram crossed the floor without looking at Ram. He stopped at the far table near the wall, extended his hand, and smiled. The woman across from him smiled back.

Riya shook his hand.

Ram set his coffee cup down with slightly more force than necessary.

Shristi glanced at him.


Shristi: "Are you alright? You look like you have just remembered something unpleasant."



Ram: "No. Fine. Sorry. Just tired."


He turned back to her and made himself focus on the warm light on her face and the sound of her voice and all the reasons he had booked table twenty-one two days in advance. It worked, mostly.

But across the room, Vikram Saxena laughed at something Riya said, and the sound carried easily through the low jazz and the coffee-scented air, and Ram understood with a sudden, uncomfortable certainty that the evening had not finished arranging itself around him yet.

Some nights, he thought, do not simply happen to you. They wait for you.

This appeared to be one of those nights.


Chapter Two




Divided Attention

Table twenty-one at Cafe Mosaic was intimate by design. Two chairs, one candle in a small glass holder, and a window that made the street outside look like a painting. Shristi had slipped her coat off and was leaning forward with her elbows on the table, the way she did when she was genuinely talking rather than just filling silence. It was one of Ram's favourite things about her. He had noticed it early on and filed it away alongside all the other small things he collected without meaning to.

He was not looking at her.

He was watching the far table over the rim of his coffee cup, where Riya sat across from Vikram Saxena with a legal notepad open between them and a pen in her hand. Vikram was speaking. Riya was listening with the focused, unhurried attention she gave to things she considered worth her time. Ram had once been on the receiving end of that attention. He understood its effect. He did not enjoy watching it directed elsewhere.

Vikram Saxena was laughing now. Not loudly, just enough. The controlled, measured laugh of a man who had learned exactly how much warmth to deploy and when. Ram knew that laugh. He had heard it across boardroom tables and in industry corridors and once, memorably, from the other side of a deal that had cost Ram's company eleven months of margin recovery.

He does not know I am here. He has no idea that the man sitting twenty feet away with a coffee he has barely touched is the same man whose entire third quarter he dismantled two years ago.

Ram felt something coil tightly in his chest. Not quite anger. Closer to vigilance.

* * *

Shristi reached across the table and tapped his wrist with two fingers.


Shristi:  "Ram. Where are you? You have been somewhere else since we sat down."


He brought his eyes back to her. She was not accusing him. She was asking the way she always asked, with patience that he had not entirely earned.


Ram:  "Sorry. Business thoughts. You know how it gets."



Shristi:  "I know exactly how it gets. That is the problem."


She picked up her cup.


Shristi:  "Ram, I left early today. I told Priya I had a personal commitment and she looked at me like I had announced I was joining the circus. I have not done that in four months. I came here because I wanted one evening where you are actually here with me, not half somewhere else managing invisible fires."



Ram:  "I am here."



Shristi:  "Your body is here. I am still waiting on the rest of you."


There was no sharpness in it. That was the thing about Shristi. She said difficult things without sharpening them into weapons, which meant they landed clean and left no room to be deflected. Ram set his cup down and made a deliberate effort to look at her fully. The candlelight caught the gold at her earrings. She had worn them before, on their third date, at a rooftop restaurant where the food had been terrible and the conversation had gone on for three hours without either of them noticing.
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