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Dedication

To every heart that has loved in silence,

To every truth that waited too long to be spoken,

And to the brave ones — the ones who chose honesty over comfort, even when it burned.

This story is for you.


Epigraph

"The truth will set you free. But first, it will make you miserable."

— James A. Garfield

"We are all broken. That's how the light gets in."

— Ernest Hemingway


PROLOGUE

The Envelope Behind the Wall

The desk was old.

It was a Victorian-era writing desk, made of teak and mahogany, with brass fittings that had turned green with age and a leather writing surface that was cracked in exactly seven places. Arjun had bought it at an antique shop in Chor Bazaar three years after they were married, paying what Meera considered an obscene amount of money for a piece of furniture that looked like it belonged in a Dickens novel.

"It has character," Arjun had said, running his hand over the wood with the reverence of a man touching something sacred.

"It has termites," Meera had replied.

But the desk stayed. It became Arjun's sanctuary — the one place in their Bandra flat that was entirely, unquestionably his. He would sit there every evening after dinner, his reading glasses perched on his nose (he was vain about them; he only wore them when no one was looking), going through documents and spreadsheets and the endless paperwork that came with being a partner at one of Mumbai's most prestigious private equity firms.

Meera had never opened the desk's drawers. Not because Arjun had asked her not to — he never had — but because she respected his space the way she respected his silence: instinctively, without question, as a natural extension of the trust that formed the foundation of their marriage.

But Arjun was dead now.

He had been dead for eighteen months, and the desk had sat untouched in his study, gathering dust, becoming a monument to absence. Meera walked past it every day — to get to the bookshelf behind it, to open the window, to water the money plant that grew in a pot on the windowsill — and every day, she felt its presence like a physical weight. The desk was Arjun. The desk was everything he had been and everything she had lost. And she couldn't bring herself to touch it.

Until today.

It was a Tuesday. The sky over Mumbai was the color of dirty cotton — that peculiar pre-monsoon grey that makes the city feel like it's holding its breath. Ananya was at school. The maid had come and gone. The flat was silent except for the hum of the air conditioner and the distant, eternal sound of Mumbai traffic — a sound so constant that it had become, for Meera, indistinguishable from silence itself.

She had woken up that morning with a feeling she couldn't name. Not grief — she had made her peace with grief months ago, had learned to carry it the way one carries a chronic injury, always present, always aching, but no longer debilitating. This was something else. A restlessness. An urgency. As if some internal clock had been counting down to this moment without her knowledge, and now, finally, the alarm was ringing.

It's time, she thought. It's time to clean out his study.

She started with the bookshelves. Arjun had been a voracious reader — not fiction (that was Meera's territory) but non-fiction: biographies, histories, books about economics and psychology and the hidden patterns that governed human behavior. She pulled them off the shelves one by one, sorting them into piles: keep, donate, throw away. Most went into the donate pile. A few — the ones with his notes in the margins, his handwriting small and precise, filling every available space with observations and questions — she kept.

Then the filing cabinet. Tax returns, insurance documents, property papers. Everything organized with the meticulous precision that had defined Arjun's professional life. She went through each folder methodically, setting aside anything that needed attention and discarding the rest.

Then the desk.

She opened the drawers one by one. The top drawer: pens, paper clips, a small notebook filled with phone numbers, a photograph of Ananya as a baby (she paused at this, touched the image with her fingertip, then set it aside). The second drawer: more documents, a spare pair of reading glasses, a bottle of ink that had dried up years ago. The third drawer: empty except for a single business card from a hotel in Shimla — the Oberoi Cecil — with a date written on the back: September 14, 2001.

She looked at the date. It meant nothing to her. She put the card aside.

The bottom drawer was locked.

Meera frowned. She hadn't expected that. She looked for the key — in the other drawers, in the pencil holder on the desk, in the small ceramic bowl where Arjun kept loose change. Nothing. She tried picking the lock with a paper clip, the way she'd seen people do in movies. It didn't work. She tried a hairpin. Also didn't work.

She sat back and stared at the drawer.

Why was it locked? What are you hiding, Arjun?

The question surprised her. In eighteen months of grieving, she had never once thought of Arjun as a man who hid things. He was open, transparent, honest — or so she had believed. The locked drawer was a crack in that belief, small but undeniable, like a hairline fracture in a wall you'd always assumed was solid.

She went to the kitchen, got a butter knife, and forced the lock.

Inside the drawer, there was a wooden box. Old, scratched, the kind of box you might find at a roadside shop in a hill station. She opened it.

Inside the box, there were three things:

1. A photograph. A woman — young, beautiful in an unconventional way, with wild hair and paint-stained fingers — holding a baby. The woman was smiling, but her eyes were not. They were looking directly at the camera with an expression that was part challenge, part sorrow, part something Meera couldn't identify.

2. A child's drawing. Stick figures on a white piece of paper. Two figures — a tall one and a small one — holding hands. Above them, in the shaky, oversized letters of a very young child, were the words: ME AND PAPA.

3. An envelope. Old, yellowed, sealed. On the front, in Arjun's handwriting: "For Meera, when the time is right."

Meera's hands were shaking.

She didn't know why. She didn't know what the photograph meant or who the woman was or why a child's drawing with the word PAPA was locked in her dead husband's desk. But her body knew something her mind hadn't caught up with yet. Her body was responding to a truth that was still, for a few more seconds, hidden.

She picked up the envelope. She turned it over. The seal was thick, old-fashioned — Arjun had used actual sealing wax, the kind you melt with a candle and press with a stamp. His initials were imprinted in the wax: A.M.

She broke the seal.

Inside was a letter. Three pages, front and back, written on the thick, cream-colored paper Arjun used for important correspondence. His handwriting was smaller than usual, more cramped, as if he had been trying to fit an entire lifetime of unsaid words onto six sides of paper.

She unfolded the pages.

She read the first line.

"Meera, if you are reading this, then I am gone, and I owe you the truth I could never speak while I was alive."

And the floor dropped out from under her world.

She read the entire letter sitting on the floor, because after the first paragraph, her legs simply refused to support her. She slid down the side of the desk like a puppet whose strings had been cut, the pages trembling in her hands, her eyes moving across Arjun's words with the desperate speed of someone searching for an exit in a burning building.

There was no exit.

The letter was detailed. Painfully, meticulously detailed. Arjun had written it not as a confession but as a narrative — a story, with characters and scenes and dialogue, as if he knew that Meera, the novelist, would need the truth delivered in the form she understood best.

He told her about Nandini. About Shimla. About the two years of love that had preceded Meera, preceded Mumbai, preceded everything she thought of as the beginning of Arjun's life.

He told her about the pregnancy. About his cowardice. About the phone call in which he had chosen his family's approval over the woman who carried his child.

He told her about Kabir. About the photograph that had arrived at his office when the boy was three. About the first visit, the knock on the door, the child with his eyes.

He told her about the secret visits, the hidden bank account, the double life he had led with the precision of a financial model — every variable accounted for, every risk calculated, every lie calibrated to the exact degree of plausibility.

And he told her he was sorry.

Not the casual, reflexive sorry of everyday life — sorry I'm late, sorry I forgot, sorry about that. This was a sorry that had weight, mass, gravity. A sorry that took up three paragraphs and still didn't feel large enough for the wrong it was trying to address.

"I am sorry for every lie, every half-truth, every moment you looked at me with trust and I looked back knowing I didn't deserve it. I am sorry that I built our life on a foundation of silence. I am sorry that I loved you — and I did love you, God, I loved you more than I can express in this letter or any letter — while carrying a truth that would have changed everything."

Meera read these words, and something inside her broke.

Not her heart. Her heart had broken eighteen months ago, when the doctor at Lilavati Hospital had taken her hand and said, "I'm sorry, Mrs. Malhotra, we did everything we could." Her heart was already in pieces, already reassembled imperfectly, already scarred.

What broke now was something else. Something deeper. Her understanding of her own life. The story she had told herself about who she was, who Arjun was, what their marriage had meant. That story — the beautiful, complete, coherent story of Meera and Arjun Malhotra, the love story that everyone admired — shattered like glass on a marble floor, and the pieces scattered so far and so wide that she knew she would never be able to put them back together in the same way.

She would have to build a new story. A truer one.

But not yet. Not right now.

Right now, she pressed the letter to her chest and cried. Not the dignified, photogenic crying of a woman in a film, but the ugly, gasping, full-body crying of a woman whose reality has just been rewritten. She cried until her throat was raw and her eyes were swollen and the front of her kurta was soaked. She cried for Arjun, the liar. She cried for Nandini, the abandoned. She cried for Kabir, the hidden. She cried for Ananya, the innocent. And she cried for herself — the wife, the fool, the woman who had loved a man completely without ever knowing him completely.

When the tears finally stopped, she felt empty. Not healed, not resolved, not at peace — just empty. Hollowed out, like a tree struck by lightning, still standing but burned through to the core.

She wiped her face with the back of her hand. She folded the letter and put it back in the envelope. She placed the envelope, the photograph, and the child's drawing back in the wooden box. She closed the box.

Then she picked up her phone, opened a browser, and typed:

"Flights Mumbai to Kolkata."








Chapter 1

The Man in the Blue Sherwani

To understand the weight of a secret, you must first understand the man who carried it.

Arjun Malhotra was born on March 15, 1972, in Chandigarh, the second son of Vikram and Sunita Malhotra. The Malhotras were a family of considerable standing — not wealthy in the flashy, Bollywood sense, but comfortable, respectable, the kind of family that owned a large house in Sector 9, sent their children to the best schools, and measured success not in rupees but in reputation.

Vikram Malhotra was a retired colonel in the Indian Army — a tall, ramrod-straight man with a voice that could silence a room and opinions that could fill one. He believed in discipline, duty, and the absolute supremacy of family honor. He shined his shoes every morning, even after retirement. He read the newspaper front to back, in order, and considered any deviation from this routine a sign of moral weakness.

Sunita Malhotra was his perfect complement — a homemaker of extraordinary competence who ran her household with the efficiency of a military operation and the warmth of a five-star hotel. She cooked elaborate meals from scratch every day, maintained a social calendar that would exhaust a diplomat, and kept the family's reputation polished to a high shine through an intricate network of temple visits, community gatherings, and strategic marriages.

Arjun's older brother, Rohit, was the golden child. Captain of the cricket team. Head boy at school. Commerce degree from Panjab University, followed by an MBA from IIM Ahmedabad, followed by a career in management consulting that progressed with the smooth inevitability of a boulder rolling downhill. He married the right girl (a Malhotra cousin, distantly related, approved by all seventeen relevant aunts), produced the right number of children (two boys), and lived the right life in the right neighborhood in Delhi.

Rohit was, in short, everything the Malhotra family expected and nothing more.

Arjun was different.

Not rebellious — he lacked the courage for rebellion. Not brilliant — Rohit had cornered that market. Not charismatic — that would come later, shaped by years of practice and necessity. As a boy, Arjun was simply... quiet. He sat in the back of classrooms and watched. He listened to conversations without contributing. He read books that his father considered inappropriate — novels, poetry, philosophy — and hid them under his mattress like contraband.

He was, his mother often said with a mixture of affection and exasperation, "the deep one."

"Rohit is my sunshine," she would tell her friends over tea. "Arjun is my still water."

Still water, as the proverb reminds us, runs deep. But what Sunita didn't say — what she perhaps didn't know — was that still water can also hide things beneath its surface. Things you don't see until you dive in. Things that can pull you under.

Arjun's quietness was not peace. It was containment. From a very young age, he had learned that the safest way to exist in the Malhotra household was to be agreeable, invisible, and compliant. His father's temper was legendary — not violent, but volcanic, erupting with a fury that could flatten everything in its path and then subsiding as if nothing had happened, leaving behind a landscape of silence and submission.

Arjun learned to navigate this landscape with the instinct of a survivor. He said yes when he meant no. He smiled when he wanted to scream. He folded his true self into smaller and smaller shapes until it fit inside a box that no one could see and no one could open.

This was the skill that would define his life. This was the skill that would eventually destroy it.

He was sent to Shimla for his undergraduate degree — not because he wanted to go (he wanted to study literature in Delhi) but because his father had decided that Himachal Pradesh University would be "good for building character," which was Vikram Malhotra's way of saying it was far enough from home that Arjun would have to become independent without being so far that the family couldn't monitor him.

Arjun studied Commerce. Not because he loved numbers — he didn't, not yet — but because Commerce was the approved path, the sensible choice, the degree that would lead to a career that would lead to a life his parents could display at dinner parties like a trophy on a shelf.

He arrived in Shimla in July 1992, carrying two suitcases, a box of his mother's homemade mathri, and a heart full of the quiet, directionless longing that afflicts young men who know they are meant for something but have no idea what.

The town enchanted him. After the flat, orderly predictability of Chandigarh, Shimla was a revelation — a jumble of colonial buildings and pine forests, of winding roads that seemed to go nowhere and everywhere simultaneously, of mornings so clear that the Himalayas appeared close enough to touch, their peaks blazing white against a sky so blue it hurt to look at.

He loved the cold. He loved the silence of the forests. He loved the way the clouds would drift through the streets like shy ghosts, wrapping everything in a soft, white anonymity. In Shimla, for the first time in his life, he felt like he could breathe.

His first year passed uneventfully. He attended classes, made a few friends (none close), studied enough to get decent grades (not spectacular, but sufficient), and spent his weekends walking in the cedar forests, thinking thoughts he couldn't share with anyone.

Then, in the August of his second year, he walked into the university library and saw a girl reading a book upside down.

And everything changed.


Chapter 2

The Girl Who Painted Silence

Her name was Nandini Sharma, and she was, by any conventional measure, a disaster.

She was twenty years old, the only daughter of two schoolteachers from a village called Barot, in the Mandi district of Himachal Pradesh. Her parents were gentle, intelligent, hopelessly impractical people who had named their daughter after a river goddess and then been astonished when she turned out to be as wild and ungovernable as water itself.

Nandini had been painting since she could hold a crayon. Her earliest works — preserved by her mother in a cardboard box that traveled with the family through three different rented houses — were explosive, chaotic swirls of color that bore no resemblance to anything in the natural world but somehow felt more real than reality. At five, she had painted the kitchen wall in her parents' house with a mural of what she called "the inside of a flower." It took her father three days to repaint the wall. He never scolded her.

"She sees things we can't see," he told his wife. "We shouldn't punish her for that."

By the time she was fifteen, it was clear that Nandini's talent was not just a childhood phase. Her art teacher at the government school in Mandi — a frustrated painter himself, a man who had given up his own dreams to teach perspective drawing to bored teenagers — recognized in Nandini something rare and unmistakable: genuine, God-given, once-in-a-generation talent.

"This girl could be extraordinary," he told her parents. "She needs proper training. She needs to go to a real art school."

Her parents looked at each other with the particular expression of people who know that the right thing and the affordable thing are not the same thing.

"We'll manage," her father said.

They managed. With scholarships and loans and the sale of a small piece of ancestral land that had been in the family for four generations, they sent Nandini to Himachal Pradesh University to study Fine Arts.

She arrived in Shimla like a small earthquake. Within a week, she had alienated half the faculty with her refusal to follow the curriculum ("Why do I need to study Renaissance art when I can see the Himalayas from my window?"), befriended the other half with her undeniable talent, and established herself as the most interesting, infuriating, and unforgettable student the Fine Arts department had seen in years.

She lived in a rented room on the edge of town — a cramped, freezing space on the top floor of a building that creaked in the wind like a ship at sea. The room had one window (facing the mountains), one bed (too short for her long legs), one chair (missing a leg, propped up with books), and approximately four hundred paintings stacked against every available surface.

She painted obsessively. Not with the disciplined, methodical approach of an art student working toward a degree, but with the ferocious, almost desperate intensity of someone who had found the one thing that made sense in a world that mostly didn't. She painted mountains, forests, skies, faces, dreams, nightmares. She painted the view from her window at every hour of the day and night, each version different — the mountains at dawn pink and tender, at noon sharp and indifferent, at midnight dark and vast and full of secret movements.

She painted the way other people breathed: constantly, unconsciously, as if stopping would mean death.

Her classmates admired her talent and were baffled by her personality. She was blunt to the point of rudeness, emotionally volatile, prone to fits of laughter and fits of tears that arrived without warning and departed without explanation. She forgot to eat, forgot to sleep, forgot to attend classes that didn't interest her. She wore paint-stained kurtas and chappals regardless of the weather. She talked to her canvases — literally spoke to them, in a low, intimate murmur, as if they were sentient beings capable of conversation.

"She's mad," said her roommate in the first week, and moved out.

"She's a genius," said her painting professor, and gave her the highest marks in the class.

The truth, as usual, was somewhere in between. Nandini Sharma was not mad, and she was not a genius — though she had elements of both. She was simply a person who experienced the world at a different frequency than everyone around her. Where others saw a mountain, she saw a thousand shades of grey and green and blue, each one whispering a different story. Where others heard silence, she heard a symphony. Where others felt the wind, she felt the earth turning beneath her feet, the slow, ancient rotation of a planet that was itself a work of art so vast and intricate that no human could ever fully comprehend it.

She was, in short, an artist. A real one. And real artists, as the world has always known and always forgotten, are dangerous. Not because they want to destroy anything, but because they see too much. And seeing too much, in a world built on comfortable blindness, is the most dangerous thing of all.

The day she met Arjun, she was sitting in the university library, staring at a book she had picked up at random from the philosophy shelf. The book was The Myth of Sisyphus by Albert Camus, and she had been reading — or rather, thinking about reading — for the past forty minutes. The book was, unknown to her, upside down. She hadn't noticed because she wasn't actually looking at the words. She was looking at the spaces between the words — the white gaps, the margins, the empty places where meaning hovered just beyond reach.

This was how she thought about painting. Not as the application of color to canvas, but as the organization of empty space. The painting was the frame; the emptiness was the art.

She was deep in this thought when a voice interrupted her.

"Excuse me. Your book is upside down."

She looked up. A young man was standing on the other side of the table, holding a stack of textbooks — Commerce textbooks, she noted, thick and dull and perfectly aligned. He was tall, well-built, with dark hair and a face that was handsome in a conventional, slightly boring way. He was wearing a neatly pressed shirt and dark trousers, and his shoes were polished. Everything about him suggested order, precision, control.

Everything about him was the opposite of her.

"I know," she said, because she never admitted to mistakes if she could avoid it. "I'm practicing for when I go to Australia. Everything is upside down there."

He stared at her. She could see him trying to decide if she was serious.

She grinned. "I'm joking. I wasn't actually reading. I was thinking."

"About what?"

"About how to paint the color of silence."

Now he really stared. She watched his face go through several micro-expressions — confusion, interest, skepticism, and finally, a kind of reluctant fascination, like a man who has accidentally wandered into a room he didn't know existed and is not sure whether to stay or leave.

"Silence doesn't have a color," he said.

"Everything has a color. You just have to look hard enough."

"What color is it, then? Silence?"

She considered this. "It depends on the kind of silence. The silence of an empty room is grey — not a flat grey, but a silver grey, like the inside of a cloud. The silence after a fight is red, fading to black. The silence of the mountains..." She paused, tilting her head, her eyes unfocusing slightly. "The silence of the mountains is blue. A very deep blue, like the sky just before night, when the last light is dying and the stars haven't arrived yet."

She looked at him. He was still staring, but his expression had changed. The skepticism was gone. In its place was something she rarely saw in other people's faces when she talked about her art: genuine interest.

"That's... actually beautiful," he said.

"I know," she said, without arrogance. It was a statement of fact, like saying the sky was above them or the ground was below.

He laughed. A real laugh, sudden and surprised, as if it had escaped from somewhere deep inside him before he could stop it. She liked the sound of it — warm, unguarded, completely at odds with his neatly pressed shirt and polished shoes.

"I'm Arjun," he said.

"Nandini."

"What are you studying?"

"Fine Arts. You?"

"Commerce."

She wrinkled her nose. "Numbers."

"Yes, numbers. They're useful. They make sense."

"So does art."

"Art doesn't make sense. Art is... chaos."

"Chaos with a frame around it," she corrected. "Which is, if you think about it, what numbers are too. Just chaos — the chaos of the universe, all the random, incomprehensible forces that govern everything — organized into a system that humans can understand. Art does the same thing. Just with color instead of digits."

He opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

"Has anyone ever told you that you argue like a philosopher?" he asked.

"Has anyone ever told you that you stand like a soldier?" she replied.

He blinked. She was right — he was standing at near-attention, his spine straight, his shoulders squared, his weight evenly distributed. The posture of a colonel's son, drilled into his body through years of dinner-table discipline.

He relaxed deliberately, letting his shoulders drop, shifting his weight to one leg.

"Better?" he asked.

"Better," she said. "You should sit down. You're making me nervous."

OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		

HIS SECRET OBSESSION





		

Chapter 1





		

Chapter 2





		

Chapter 3





		

Chapter 4





		

Chapter 5





		

Chapter 6





		

Chapter 7





		

Chapter 8





		

Chapter 9





		

Chapter 10





		

Chapter 11





		

Chapter 12





		

Chapter 13





		

Chapter 14





		

Chapter 15





		

Chapter 16





		

Chapter 17





		

Chapter 18





		

Chapter 19





		

Chapter 20





		

Chapter 21





		

Chapter 22





		

Chapter 23





		

Chapter 24





		

Chapter 25





		

Chapter 26





		

Chapter 27





		

Chapter 28





		

Chapter 29





		

Chapter 30





		

Chapter 31





		

Chapter 32





		

Chapter 33





		

Chapter 34













