
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Enchanted Smile
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Prologue
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In a quiet neighborhood nestled within the bustling Chennai city, Nirmala Apartments complex holds secrets darker than its aging walls. The Enchanted Smile follows Rajesh, a humble chef, and his autistic daughter Poornima, as they navigate a fragile life woven with love, loss, and longing. But beneath the gentle domesticity, an unsettling force begins to stir.

What begins as a tale of resilience soon takes a sinister turn when button cameras are discovered in bathroom windows, women report strange apparitions, and children draw figures no one can explain. Haunted by the memories of his late wife Sarojini and burdened by his daughter’s condition, Rajesh finds himself drawn into a web of surveillance, paranormal phenomena, and painful family secrets.

As more residents—each hiding their own scars—get entangled in the strange happenings, a ghostly presence looms ever closer. Is it a spirit of vengeance? Or a cry for justice left unheard?

With the scent of camphor thick in the air and truth lurking in whispers, The Enchanted Smile invites you into a story where smiles deceive, walls remember, and even the dead are not done speaking.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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The Silent Floors of Nirmala Apartments
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The shrill, metallic screech of the cellphone alarm ripped through the fragile quiet of the early dawn.

Drrrrrring... drrrrrring...

At precisely five in the morning, Mohandas’ eyes snapped open, a dull protest throbbing behind his temples.

"God, this sound..." his wife, Rani, had grumbled more than once, her voice thick with irritation.

"Why don't you change that cursed tone? Put something softer... a devotional song, maybe. Not this awful noise that scratches through the air."

But Mohandas, as always, had ignored her, dragging his aging body off the bed like a weary tree pulling its roots from stubborn earth.

He shuffled into the kitchen, the tiles cold against his calloused feet, and poured himself two large tumblers of water, gulping them down greedily, as if trying to drown some unseen unease.

For a few minutes, he wandered aimlessly through the house — a ghost in his own home — before slipping into the bathroom near the hallway. Behind the locked door, there was only the mechanical sounds of human need, and an odd, almost imperceptible whisper against the frosted mirror.

Nothing, he thought. Just the wind.

By the time he emerged, Mohandas had swapped his loose white dhoti for a faded T-shirt and track pants, the uniform of a man who was pretending age hadn't started to gnaw at his bones.

He moved to the main door and cracked it open, inhaling the sharp, damp air of the sleeping world outside.

Just as he stepped across the threshold, Rani came padding after him.

"One second," she said softly, almost breathlessly.

She reached up, pressing cool sacred ash onto his forehead with trembling fingers.

"What is this, Rani?" he grumbled, halfheartedly brushing at it.

But Rani caught his hand, her grip stronger than he expected.

"Don't wipe it off," she whispered urgently. "People around here... they talk. Strange things."

Mohandas descended the narrow staircase, one careful step after another, the crumbling concrete sighing under his weight. The apartment complex was an old beast — three stories, nine tiny units stacked like tired bones. The dim emergency light above the stairwell flickered once, then surrendered to the creeping grey of pre-dawn.

He crossed the damp parking lot, weaving between the half-sleeping cars, their windows misted like blind eyes. The faint slap of his worn-out sandals against the cold cement echoed strangely, as if mocking his every step. Near the rusted front gate, a lone figure leaned against the post — Kandan, one of Mohandas’ oldest office mates.

"Why are you standing out here like a scarecrow, man?" Mohandas called, his voice slicing the chill. Kandan didn’t laugh. He didn’t even smile. He stayed rooted to the spot, arms folded tightly across his chest.

"No need for me to go inside, Mohan," he said quietly, his eyes darting nervously over Mohandas’ shoulder, as though expecting something to reach out and snatch him from behind.

"It's safer for me right here... Already too many bad stories about this place. I won't step in until the sun’s properly up."

Mohandas chuckled, the sound sharp and brittle against the thickening gloom.

"Come on, man... we’re both retired now," he said, spreading his arms in mock grandeur.

"Our time — what little’s left — is just a handful of months, maybe a few years if we’re lucky. What's the point in being scared of shadows?"

For a heartbeat, Kandan said nothing. Then he spat to the side — a dry, angry sound — and barked, "Wash your mouth, fool! Don't invite trouble by saying such things."
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His voice cracked, too loud against the sleepy hush of the neighborhood. A dog barked somewhere in the distance, sharp and urgent.

"Easy for you to talk," Kandan muttered after a moment, voice dropping again.

"You packed both your kids off to foreign lands. Settled, safe. Me? I just got my daughter married a few months back... and my boy’s still studying. Still vulnerable."

They began walking, slow and steady, their footsteps barely stirring the dust clinging to the concrete.

Mohandas — known as just "Mohan" among the few who still remembered — had given thirty-two years of his life to the Tamil Nadu Water Supply and Drainage Board.

Two years ago, he had finally stepped down as Director, hanging up his weary ambition for good.

Kandan, too, had served in the same place, a few rungs lower, retiring just eight months earlier with a thin smile and a thick file of papers that no one would ever read again.

Each month, their pensions arrived like clockwork — neat, tidy sums. Enough to pay the bills, enough to pretend they still mattered.

Mohan’s elder son, Ashwin, lived oceans away in America, tucked safely behind white picket fences with a wife and an eleven-month-old boy Mohan had yet to hold.

His daughter, Rupa, had married young, chasing dreams across the seas to Australia. Two years gone now.

Mohan spoke to them sometimes — pixelated faces glowing on a cracked phone screen — but the house, the air, the very walls seemed to know better: they were alone.

Ten years ago, fueled by the stubborn pride of ancestry, Mohan had raised a small apartment block on two ancestral grounds he inherited in Medavakkam.

Nine units total, fitted snugly with a grudgingly slow lift and walls that always seemed to hum when the night deepened.

He had named it Nirmala Apartments, after his late mother, who had once whispered lullabies into his dreaming ear.

Now, Mohan and Rani lived in one of the nine homes, while the other eight sat rented to tenants who came and went like weather.

"There are nine houses in total, right?" Kandan asked, his voice low, almost swallowed by the mist.

"But Rani said... three of them are empty now."

Mohan shook his head slowly, almost absently.

"Not three... four," he corrected, as if the difference were nothing more than dust brushed off a windowsill.

They walked a few more steps in silence before Kandan spoke again, the words tumbling out, urgent and sour.

"Can I say something, Mohan? Without you getting mad?"

Mohan smiled, the kind of tired, indulgent smile that never quite reached the eyes.

"You should kick that cook out. The one staying there. He's the root of all the trouble. Bad luck."

Kandan’s voice had hardened into something sharp, something old and fearful.

"And another thing — each house was supposed to fetch twenty thousand a month, right? With private parking and all. But you... you’re letting them off easy. Ten, twelve thousand... why?"

Mohan turned toward him, that small smile still painted carefully on his face.

"Between the rent — about sixty thousand — and my pension, another fifty-five, we’re pulling in over a lakh a month, Kandan," he said, almost in a whisper, like a secret confession.

"Rani and I have health insurance. The kids, they don't nag us for money every other day. What more do we need?"

He paused, his eyes distant, almost mournful.

"Money isn't everything. People... people are what matter. And believe me — there's no end to a man's hunger for money. It rots the bones before death even touches you."

"Look, Mohan," Kandan said, voice low and urgent, like a man sharing a forbidden secret,

"That cook... he’s living there all alone, dragging along a mentally disturbed girl and a seven-year-old boy. That’s not right. You should at least kick him out."

He glanced around, lowering his voice even more, as if the dawn itself might overhear.

"And he’s been paying the same rent for years. Never a raise, never a fuss. Rani keeps complaining to my wife too. Says it’s not fair."

The words clung to Mohan’s skin like humidity, unwanted and hard to shake off.

They reached the vegetable market — a sprawl of groaning carts, muddy puddles, and vendors who looked half-asleep or half-dead. The air buzzed faintly with the smell of wilted greens and something deeper, something sour.

Mohan turned toward Kandan with a half-smile, a flash of something steely in his eyes.

"I know exactly who deserves a roof over their head, and who doesn't," he said softly, almost like a threat, before picking up a bundle of carrots and tossing it into a rusted wire basket.

Kandan clicked his tongue in frustration, trailing behind him.

"Hmph... even if I tell you something good, you’re not going to listen, are you?"

"It's easy for you to talk about kicking him out," Mohan said quietly, picking at a wilted spinach bundle with tired fingers.

"But my heart knows better."

He straightened up, his voice steady but low, like an old tree groaning against a coming storm.

"That chef, Rajesh... he's a good man. Fighting every damn day without a wife beside him. Raising an autistic daughter all alone."

Kandan shifted uncomfortably, but Mohan didn’t pause.

"His little boy’s in third grade now. Barely seven. The star hotel he works at, his daughter's treatment center, his son's school — all of them are close by. That’s not chance, Kandan. That’s survival."

He placed a few more vegetables into his basket, the weight heavy but familiar.

"And you still want me to throw him into the streets? When God watches every act, big or small?"

Mohan’s lips curled into something halfway between a smile and a grimace.

"If I can't show mercy to a man like him, why should I expect mercy when my time comes?"

The question floated there, unanswered, heavier than all the morning fog. They walked back toward their neighborhood, the street quiet except for the occasional growl of a milk van in the distance.

After a few minutes, they reached the crumbling arch of Nirmala Apartments. 

Mohan paused, gazing up at the building — three stories tall, built tight onto two ancient grounds, their roots sunk deep into the tired earth. The grey facade stood stiff and silent against the pale morning, the parking area underneath yawning open like a hollow mouth.

Rows of empty bike racks and abandoned cars stretched into the shadows.

The stories had started with a whisper. The last tenant to leave had sworn — with eyes wild and voice cracking — that they had seen a ghost. A spirit. 

Darkness in a woman’s shape, standing at the edge of their bed.

Word traveled faster than light in places like these. Since that night, everyone who stayed in Nirmala Apartments carried fear stitched into their bones, like a second skin.

Children cried more easily. Doors creaked louder. Shadows seemed... thicker.

But Mohan?

Mohan didn’t believe in any of it.

Ghosts. Spirits. Demons. To him, it was all fairy tales for the weak and the idle.

Clutching the heavy bag of vegetables in one hand, he mounted the stairs, each step hollow and slow. Up to the first floor he went, past peeling paint and half-dead plants someone once loved.

At his door, he thumbed the cracked call bell.

It let out a tired, metallic ring — a sound too small against the swollen silence.

After a few beats, the door swung open.

Rani stood there, her face soft and lined, framed by a house choked in the sweet, sharp sting of burning sambrani smoke. The thick scent rolled past her like a living thing, curling out into the open corridor.

Inside, from the small wooden dining table by the hall, her cellphone played a slow devotional hymn — the voice low, haunting, vibrating at a frequency just under human fear.

"Om Kundalini Puravasini...

Chanda Munda Vinashini...

Panditasya Manonmani...

Varahi Namostute..."

As Mohan stepped into the swirling fog of sambrani smoke, Rani closed the door behind him with a soft click. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, hesitating for just a heartbeat before saying,

"The auditor’s family came by. Said they’re vacating next month..."

Her voice was tight, nervous.

"Apparently, their daughter saw something. Got scared out of her mind."

Mohan didn’t even pause. He just nodded grimly, peeled off his damp T-shirt and track pants, and wrapped a cotton lungi around his waist with the absent-mindedness of a man changing uniforms for yet another battle he didn't believe in.

Behind him, Rani's voice floated out, small but insistent.

"Listen... why don't we just... quietly arrange for a Ganapathi Homam? Maybe even a Maha Pratyangira Devi Homam, too? Just to be safe?"

Mohan turned toward her sharply, his eyes flashing with a kind of weary anger.

"How many times, Rani?" he barked, louder than necessary.

"How many priests, how many homams, how many empty wallets will it take for you to stop being afraid?"

He stabbed a finger toward her as if the words themselves could pin her fear to the wall.

"Four times we've done rituals already. Four!"

He held up four fingers, trembling with frustration.

"The only thing that's disappeared is our money — and still, you cling to these fears like they’ll save you."

"It hasn't left, you know..." Rani said quietly, her eyes darting toward the darkened corners of the living room as if expecting something to stir.

Mohan whipped around, frustration carving deep lines across his face.

"Listen to me, Rani," he growled, his voice low and rough,

"Just last night — at eleven o'clock — I walked across the terrace. Alone. I even climbed down the back staircase, in the dark. And guess what?"

He stepped closer, jabbing a finger into the thick, incense-laden air.

"I saw nothing. Absolutely nothing."

His voice dripped with cold finality.

"Neither have you. Not once. You haven't seen a damn thing. So stop dying inside from ghosts that don't exist!"

Rani's hands trembled slightly at her sides, but she didn’t back down.

"Not everyone can see," she muttered.

"Only those who are meant to. Only those... whose hearts crack open with fear."

Mohan snorted harshly.

"Yeah, yeah... Only the frightened see monsters," he said, waving his hand in a bitter arc.

But Rani was done pleading.

"Fine," she snapped, her voice rising, breaking.

"If you won't listen, then at least kick out the people in A1. Do something!"

She drew a shaky breath, eyes shining with desperate certainty.

"If you won’t, if you just stand there and mock me, I’ll leave. I’ll go to my brother’s house today itself."

The words dropped between them like a heavy, invisible stone.

Mohan had faith, sure.

He believed in something greater, something beyond the dust and bones of this life.

But blind superstition? Tales of ghosts and spirits lurking in the shadows?

He had no patience for them.

Whenever someone mentioned hauntings, Mohan would usually laugh, that deep, rolling kind of laugh that dared fear to touch him.

Still... watching the anger burning hot in Rani’s face, he knew he couldn’t fight her anymore.

Not now. Not with that look in her eyes — the look of someone who had already packed her bags in her heart.

He sighed heavily, as if the weight of the whole crumbling building had settled onto his chest.

"Fine," he muttered, voice rough, resigned.

"Have it your way."

Rani didn’t smile.

She didn’t even soften.

Instead, she looked away, her voice brittle and sharp.

"You should've listened the first time," she said, more to the house than to him.

"The moment his wife died... people told you. They said he was cursed. Said it would bring nothing but darkness. But you... you didn’t listen."

The words slithered through the heavy air, thin and poisonous.

Without another word, Mohan stepped forward and slid the bolt across the open front door.

It clicked shut with a sound that seemed too loud in the thick morning air.

"Keep your voice down," he hissed under his breath.

"They’re right next door, remember? Poor man... might hear you."

Rani said nothing.

Instead, she retreated into the kitchen, her slippers shuffling softly against the tiled floor.

For a few seconds, the apartment sank into a heavy, uncomfortable silence.

And then — from the neighboring flat — it began.

"Aboo... aboo... aboo... aboo..."

The high-pitched, repetitive chant of a small child spilled into the stillness, soft at first, then gaining a strange rhythm.

Like a lullaby gone wrong.

Like a prayer half-remembered by something that had never been human to begin with.

Rani peered out from the kitchen doorway, wiping her hands on a faded cloth.

"There it is," she muttered dryly.

"The apartment’s morning prayer has begun."

Mohan didn’t respond.

Instead, he grabbed the TV remote with a jerk and turned up the volume on the news channel, drowning the child's voice in the white noise of political arguments and flashing headlines.

*****
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At the same time, beyond the thin wall separating the two flats, Chef Rajesh was pleading with his daughter.

"Please, Poorani... just stay in one place for a minute, ma... just two spoons, that's all," he begged, his voice cracking with tired affection.

But Poorani wasn’t listening.

Around and around she went, circling the small hall in frantic, dizzy loops, her voice rising in a strange, mechanical chant.

"Aboo... aboo... aboo... aboo..."

Faster. Louder.

As if she could outrun whatever invisible storm was trapped inside her mind.

Rajesh, fighting a losing battle, sat on the floor near the dining table, desperately spooning small handfuls of rice upma and spicy chutney, trying to coax just a bite into her stubborn, flailing mouth.

"I made your favorite, ma..." he whispered, half to her, half to himself.

"Only because you love it, only for you..."

She shook him off without noticing, her small body trembling with an energy that didn’t belong to the living world.

Meanwhile, from the adjacent bedroom, his son Avinash — only seven, but carrying the silence of a much older boy — wandered out, barefoot. Without a word, Avinash climbed onto a worn chair, filled a plate with a modest portion of upma, and began to eat quietly, methodically.

Rajesh watched his son eating in silence, the boy’s small fingers scooping up mouthfuls of dry rice upma without complaint.

"Didn’t you take any chutney, da?" Rajesh asked gently, almost hopefully.

Avinash shook his head, his voice small but steady.

"No need, Appa... plain upma is good enough."

He finished quickly, scraping the last grains from the metal plate with careful precision, as if wasting even a morsel would be a sin too heavy to bear.

Without being told, Avinash carried his plate to the kitchen sink, rinsed it with practiced ease, and wiped his hands on the fraying towel hanging nearby.

Then he drank a quick glass of water, slung his school bag over his narrow shoulders, grabbed the modest lunch box set out for him — the same plain upma packed for noon — and turned toward the door.

"Bye, Daddy," he said, not looking back.

Rajesh’s heart cracked a little at the edges.

"Sorry, da..." he called after him, his voice rough.

"It's just rice upma again for your lunch too..."

Avinash paused for just a breath, then bobbed his head once in silent acceptance — the way children do when they’ve learned not to expect more.

Mohan stepped out into the faint morning light, the heavy wooden door swinging shut behind him. As he locked the bolt, a small figure appeared from the stairwell — Avinash, his tiny school bag bouncing lightly against his thin back.
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"Good morning, sir!" the boy chirped, offering a brief, polite smile before walking briskly past.

Mohan smiled in return, a genuine smile that tugged at something old and forgotten inside him. He stood there a moment longer, the house sighing behind him, and thought:

"That little boy has more courage than all the adults living here combined."

The thought lingered, bitter and bright, as he turned back toward the door. 

Mohan stepped back inside. Rani was at the stove, her back to him, moving with rigid efficiency, flipping idlis and ladling batter like a woman drowning in invisible fears.

"That boy walks alone down the staircase without a flicker of fear," Mohan muttered, half to himself, half at her.

"And here you are..."

He trailed off.

Rani didn’t even turn.

It was as if his words couldn’t reach her anymore — as if she had retreated into some silent, smoky place far beyond him, beyond reason.

The smell of burnt sambrani thickened again in the air, curling around Mohan’s feet like a ghost that hadn’t yet decided to show its face.
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Chapter 2
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The Boy on the Stairs
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At exactly nine-thirty that morning, Kuppamma shuffled through the cracked main gate of Nirmala Apartments, her slippers scraping against the worn concrete.

She entered Chef Rajesh’s flat without knocking — an old, tired courtesy long abandoned.

"Well, well... look who's late," Rajesh said, forcing a half-smile as he watched her set down a dented shopping bag by the kitchen counter.

"You’re supposed to be here by eight-thirty, amma. You're a whole hour late."

Kuppamma wiped her sweaty forehead with the end of her faded saree, her breath coming a little heavier these days.

"What can I do?" she muttered, almost to herself.

"I’m not what I used to be. My legs don’t listen the way they once did..."

She dropped onto the nearest plastic chair with a grunt, the frame creaking dangerously under her weight.

"And my son... he's after me every day now. Wants me to quit working altogether. Says there's no need. His wife just delivered their third girl child."

She chuckled dryly, a sound with no humor left in it.

"Maybe in a few months, my daughter-in-law will go back to the medicine godown job. But you... you better find another maid soon. Another six months, and I'll be gone too."

Her words floated around the little kitchen, mixing with the smell of leftover chutney and the heavier scent of incense smoke leaking from the cracked doorframes.

Rajesh barely reacted to Kuppamma’s tired confession.

Instead, he moved to the kitchen counter, adjusting the worn pressure cooker with practiced hands.

"I’ve already set some dal and rice in the cooker for her lunch," he said, meaning Poorani without needing to name her.

"Avinash will be back around four o'clock. Please stay till he comes home, amma."

He glanced at her, a quiet plea hidden under the practical words.

"Yesterday, you left the key inside the shoe rack and rushed off, remember?" he added, trying not to sound accusing.

"Before Avinash came back... Poorani had already pulled half the fridge apart."

Kuppamma laughed, a dry wheeze that rattled somewhere deep in her chest.

"What to do..." she said, waving a hand vaguely.

"These days, even my eyes don’t work properly. Everything turns dark before it should. Yesterday, the sky looked like it would burst open... that's why I hurried home early."

Rajesh let out a long breath, the kind that carried years of fatigue packed into it.

"Kuppamma," he said, his voice softer now, tired,

"If you ever need anything — anything at all — just ask. Don't even think twice, amma. There's no one else here who’d help me if you left."

Kuppamma looked away, blinking fast as if something had flown into her eye.

"Don’t say things like that, kanna," she murmured, her voice thick with old grief.

"I’ve known your struggles. I come here not for your money... I come because I see."

She didn’t need to explain further.

Rajesh stood silently for a few moments, the words sitting between them like a worn, familiar chair no one spoke about anymore.

Kuppamma had known Poorani since she was just five —

knew how to soothe her tantrums, how to dodge her flying fists, how to sneak vegetables into her meals without triggering a storm.

Knew how to outlast the small hurricanes that often erupted without warning.

But time, merciless and steady, had begun eroding Kuppamma's strength too.

Rajesh could see it now — the slight tremble in her hands, the way she leaned against the wall when she thought no one was looking.

"Take care, Kuppamma," Rajesh said, glancing at his watch with a grimace.

"She’s already done with the bathroom trip for the morning, but if she needs to go again... please help her carefully. Floors are too slippery these days."

Kuppamma nodded, her eyes already scanning the hallways for trouble.

Without another word, Rajesh grabbed his helmet, kicked his aging Activa scooter to life, and roared out of the crumbling parking bay of Nirmala Apartments.

The clock had already dragged itself past ten.

He sped through the waking streets, weaving past honking autorickshaws and sleepy vegetable carts. The city’s heartbeat was frantic today, hammering against his ribs with every passing second.

After twenty minutes of riding, the chaos of narrow lanes gave way to the open stretch of the East Coast Road.

There, near the sprawling coastline, stood the Trident Park Hotel — a gleaming palace of glass and stone, crouched like a lion beside the endless sea.

Rajesh swung into the hotel driveway, the Activa looking almost laughably out of place among the sleek black sedans and polished chrome SUVs lined up like silent sentinels.

Trident Park wasn’t just a hotel — it was a statement.

Built by master architects from Singapore, it sprawled over more than 100,000 square feet of pristine land, a structure of soaring pillars and impossibly steep staircases that made the entire place feel like a modern-day temple of excess.

Inside its glittering walls, eighty single-bed luxury rooms, forty twin suites, and twenty VIP penthouses waited like gilded cages, humming with silent air-conditioning and empty promises.

The Trident Park Hotel wasn’t just big — it was a living, breathing machine.

Over 150 permanent staff bustled through its polished arteries, tending to the building's endless appetite. Another fifty contract workers floated in and out, patching cracks, delivering linens, polishing away the slightest hint of decay. Above them all, a battalion of smartly-dressed management trainees — more than a hundred fresh-faced young men and women — stalked the corridors, clutching clipboards and chasing perfection.

The lobby — if you could still call it that — stretched out like a shrine to engineered beauty.

Carved wooden panels lined the walls, their intricate patterns gleaming under careful spotlights. Sofas imported from half a world away lay scattered in precise, calculated disorder, every thread whispering luxury to the weary and the rich alike.

Above it all, layer after layer of floors spiraled upward, each adorned with thousands of carefully positioned lights. The glow was strong enough to banish shadows, but soft enough to never insult the eyes — a kind of artificial day that never aged, never faded.

Behind all that luxury and polished stone, Trident Park hid a massive beast — a sprawling, beating heart made of steam, fire, and knives.

The hotel’s main kitchen — a gleaming fortress of stainless steel and chrome — stretched across 4,000 square feet. It was a world unto itself, equipped with modern marvels that most street kitchens could only dream about.

Here, the chefs could conjure nearly any cuisine known to man — Thai, Mexican, French, Japanese — plates crafted at the snap of a finger, tailored to every fickle whim of the guests upstairs.

Nothing was ever too much.

Nothing was ever enough.

Across the hotel grounds, another restaurant waited — a grand dining hall that could seat two hundred guests in one sitting, its walls dripping with polished mahogany and muted gold. Two colossal conference halls yawned nearby, each capable of swallowing four hundred souls under heavy crystal chandeliers. A swimming pool gleamed under the cruel sun, blue and bright, with a loungelike bar tucked neatly beside it — promising liquid forgetfulness to those rich enough to afford it.

Rajesh sprinted through the service entrance, ducking low as he slipped past crates of supplies and half-startled junior staff. Behind him, the world was marble and chandeliers.

Here, it was sweat, speed, and sharp edges.

Near the swinging door, a slender woman glared at him, arms folded tight against her chest.

Vidula — known to everyone as 'Vidu' — the kitchen supervisor.

"Raj! You have any idea what time it is?" she barked, her voice cutting through the kitchen din sharper than any knife.

Rajesh offered her a quick, apologetic glance but didn’t slow down. He half-jogged into the small locker room tucked away in the corner, yanked off his outside clothes, and slipped into the heavy, sweat-trapping chef's uniform. He tied the brown apron bearing the proud Trident Park insignia around his waist with quick, practiced knots, the fabric stiff and faintly smelling of bleach.
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Without wasting another breath, Rajesh dove into his routine — inspecting crates of vegetables, sniffing at marbled cuts of imported meats, checking expiry dates with the speed and precision of a soldier defusing bombs.

Every item, every packet, every label mattered. Mistakes here didn’t just cost reputations. They cost futures.

As he was bending over a crate of tomatoes, Vidu stalked over, her hands on her hips.

"Doesn’t matter how careful you are now, Raj," she said sharply, loud enough for a few junior chefs to glance over.

"We’ve already served over sixty plates. Whatever went wrong — if it did — it’s too late to fix."

Rajesh flinched inwardly, but kept his face neutral, nodding once without looking up.

Here at Trident Park, Rajesh wore another name, another skin: Station Chef.

It was his duty to verify the quality of every ingredient used for the day’s menus — to ensure that no wilted leaf, no spoiled meat, no contaminated spice crossed the pass into the guest’s plate.

Food safety wasn’t a department here.

It was a religion.

He was also responsible for overseeing hygiene — making sure every gleaming counter stayed spotless, every knife sterilized, every floor scrubbed till it reflected the thousand blinking lights overhead.

After service ended, when the last guest retreated into their designer rooms, Rajesh stayed behind.

Supervising the deep cleaning, checking the cold storages, double-checking the hazard sheets.

Rajesh and Vidula had joined Trident Park at almost the same time, years ago.

Both started at the same rank — fresh, eager, hungry.

But life, Rajesh knew too well, was not a fair race.

Vidula often stayed late into the glowing nights, supervising late-night banquets, last-minute wedding feasts, VIP midnight orders.

She climbed steadily, step by sharp, glittering step.

Rajesh couldn’t.

By six in the evening, he needed to be home — not to rest, not to relax — but because of Poorani.

Because Avinash was only seven.

Because a boy that young couldn't manage his sister’s storms alone.

If Rajesh didn’t leave on time, if he didn't reach home before the sky turned dark,

then small disasters bloomed inside the walls of Nirmala Apartments.

And so, despite all his skill, despite the way his sauces sang and his curries whispered secrets to the tongue,

he remained trapped — lodged somewhere between Station Chef and Deputy Chef, a position that didn't quite exist on any official flowchart.

He worked his eight hours like a man walking across a tightrope, never slipping, never stumbling —

but knowing, always knowing, that his balance didn’t earn applause here.

Only invisibility.

Now, as the kitchen roared around him — knives clashing, fryers hissing, voices calling out orders like battlefield commands —

Rajesh stood hunched over a clipboard, quietly reviewing the list of the day’s 'Special Items' to be served to the hotel's demanding, invisible gods.

"Vidu... come here for a second," Rajesh called across the buzz of the kitchen, his voice low but pleading.

"I'm right here," Vidula replied, not even glancing up as she flicked through the stacked order tickets with brisk fingers.

Rajesh wiped his sweaty palms down the front of his apron, heart thudding faster than he liked.

"Today’s Pradosham. The non-veg specials list is way too long. Ask Manoharan if he can trim it down a bit... maybe four or five items less, please."

Vidula paused, straightened slightly, and gave him a brief look —

half irritation, half sympathy.

"You tell him yourself," she said under her breath, still scribbling notes.

Rajesh's head moved in a small, desperate shake.

"You know he hates even seeing me. Please... just this once, Vidu..."

There was no anger, no ego — only quiet survival in his voice. Before she could answer, a ripple passed through the kitchen — the sound of shoes clicking against the marble, the faint tightening of air.

Manoharan — the Executive Chef — had entered.

Like a king entering court, his mere presence pulled everyone upright. The casual noise and clatter drained from the room instantly. Every chef at every station snapped to attention, hands stiff at their sides, backs rod-straight.

Manoharan took his time, strolling through the spaces between the counters, trailing a whiff of expensive cologne and silent authority. He stopped near the heart of the kitchen, his sharp eyes scanning the room.

Then he spotted Vidula.

A slow smirk twisted across his face — the kind that made the cold, bright kitchen feel ten degrees hotter.

"Still covering for your favorite boy, Vidu?" he said, voice lazy but razor-sharp. The words dripped casual insult, twisting into the spaces between them. Vidula didn’t respond, merely nodding slightly, her face a perfect, unreadable mask.

Rajesh recognized instantly that the Executive Chef’s words were meant for him.

Without hesitation, he stepped forward slightly and said,

"Boss..."

his voice low, respectful, trying not to trigger anything worse.

Manoharan turned to him, the edges of his smile sharp and humorless.

"Our soup master has called in sick today," he said, his voice carrying an almost lazy cruelty.

"No call. No warning. So you’re handling soups today, Rajesh."

The air around Rajesh seemed to tighten.

Before he could even think of a reply, Manoharan added,

"Lunch service starts in an hour. Better move fast."

And just like that, he turned and strode toward the meat section, inspecting trays without sparing another glance. Rajesh inhaled slowly, letting the frustration knot itself tight in his chest.

Then — he moved.

The next forty minutes blurred into a frantic storm:

mixing, chopping, simmering, tasting —

working the kitchen as if time itself was clawing at his back.

He prepared the South Indian curd soup — creamy and light.

The tomato gazpacho from Spain — cool and tangy.

The heavier salmorejo — thickened with cherry tomatoes and memory.

The vichyssoise — cold, rich, and almost whispering luxury into the bowls.

He didn’t stop there — he crafted vegetarian soups rich with roasted vegetables and nuts,

and hurried together two non-vegetarian soups — chicken and lamb — because he knew, painfully, what the hotel expected.

By the time he wiped his forehead, hands trembling slightly, only minutes remained before the lunch doors would swing open. He was inspecting the dessert trays when Manoharan returned, walking with the easy arrogance of someone who owned everything he saw.

The Executive Chef’s gaze swept the preparations coldly.

"Only two non-vegetarian soups today?" he said, voice dangerously soft.

"That’s not what the guests expect, Rajesh."

"Today’s Pradosham, Boss," Rajesh said, keeping his voice steady.

"Guests usually avoid non-veg soups on this day. Only a few staying guests would even touch it."

Manoharan’s lips twisted into a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

"Are you sure?" he asked, voice almost teasing but with a steel edge running beneath it.

"Yes, Boss," Rajesh replied firmly, standing straighter, clinging to the knowledge earned through years of watching plates come back half-eaten on festival days like this.

Manoharan leaned in slightly, lowering his voice.

"And if more guests suddenly demand non-veg soups? What then?"

"You going to answer to the hotel admin, Rajesh? You going to explain why a five-star kitchen couldn’t anticipate simple guest behavior?"

The words weren’t loud.

They didn’t need to be.

Each syllable struck like a measured whip.

Rajesh swallowed, feeling the sweat trickling down his back.

"I spoke based on experience, Boss," he said carefully.

"If needed, I can prepare more within ten minutes after any new order comes in."

For a moment, he thought that might end it.

That maybe reason would win today.

But Manoharan chuckled — a low, ugly sound that curled around the kitchen like smoke.

"You know," he said, loud enough for a few nearby chefs to hear,

"even the catfish and eels that live a hundred years in the same stagnant pool think they're clever. Doesn't make them wise, Rajesh."

The words rose sharply inside Rajesh —

sharp, fast, dangerous.

"Even monkeys that swing from tree to tree every two years think they’re smarter than the ones who build nests..."

The thought was full-formed, coiled and ready to strike, sitting right at the tip of his tongue.

One second.

That’s all it would take.

One sentence, one look, one push.

He could crush the smirk off Manoharan’s face — and maybe even wipe the fake polish off this whole soulless kitchen.

But he didn’t.

Instead, like a blade sheathed just before the killing blow, the words folded back into the darkness of his mind.

Not because he was afraid.

Not because he agreed.

But because — flickering before his eyes, as real and vivid as the kitchen heat —

he saw them.

Poorani.

Avinash.

Two children walking on the edge of a world already too cruel, too sharp for bare feet.

And he — their shield, their only bridge — couldn't afford pride.

Couldn't afford anger.

Rajesh lowered his head, nodding silently.

"If guest expectations cross today’s prep quantity..."

Manoharan said, his voice slicing neatly across the kitchen,

"...you alone will bear the responsibility, Rajesh."

Rajesh straightened his apron, met the man's gaze just long enough, and said quietly,

"Sure, Boss. I’ll take full responsibility."

The words tasted bitter in his mouth, but he swallowed them down like bad medicine.

The next half-hour moved in a blur of polished shoes, hurried footsteps, and murmured orders as the dining hall began to fill for the lunch service.

Trays clattered.

Crockery gleamed.

Polished glasses lined up like soldiers.

And — slowly but surely — reality unfolded exactly the way Rajesh had known it would.

Guest after guest moved through the buffet, politely skimming past the heavy non-vegetarian soups and rich meat entrees.

South Indian curd soups vanished first.

Gazpacho bowls needed urgent refills.

Meanwhile, the gleaming vats of chicken broth and lamb stew sat untouched under their silver cloches, steaming into emptiness.

Inside the kitchen, one of the servers — a boy barely into his twenties — scurried in, grinning wide as he leaned close to Rajesh.

"Ji... ultimate bulb for Manohar sir today!" he whispered gleefully.

"Ninety percent of the guests didn't even touch the non-veg dishes!"

Rajesh didn’t react. No tightening of the jaw, no flicker of the eyes, no bitter sigh. He simply kept working, slicing vegetables into precise, measured strips, his mind somewhere far beyond the gleaming steel counters.

Across the hall, Manoharan — clearly stung by the buffet’s failure —

was now moving from table to table, offering polite smiles and unnecessary encouragement.

"Our non-veg soups are excellent today, sir... madam... do give them a try..."

he said over and over, his words floating out into the cool, indifferent air.

But no one bit.

The guests politely declined, smiled, and passed him by, their choices already made, their plates already speaking louder than any apology.

By the time the lunch service wound down, by the time the last heavy plates clattered back into the dish pits and the first trays of evening ingredients were hauled out for inspection,

Manoharan’s forced cheer had withered into cold silence.

The kitchen shifted focus, preparing for the next storm.

It was then that Vidula drifted over to Rajesh, her voice low, meant only for him.

"Doesn’t it eat you up inside, Raj?" she asked, standing just close enough that her words blended into the kitchen hum.

"The way they sideline you... push you to the edges, like you don't even exist...?"

Rajesh said nothing.

He simply checked the temperature of the soup stock, stirring it slowly, calmly, like a man stirring memories he'd long since stopped tasting.

Vidula swallowed hard, her voice cracking slightly.

"With your skills, Raj... you could be at Taj Coromandel or Chola by now. Easily."

"I... I try to speak for you when I can. But..."

She trailed off, shame thickening the air between them.

Rajesh chuckled —

not with amusement, but with the dry, brittle laughter of a man who had long since stopped expecting fairness from the world.

"What you say fits those who still believe in climbing up," he said, slicing onions with steady, practiced hands.

"I’m not climbing, Vidu. I'm surviving. There’s a difference."

He shook his head lightly, a trace of tiredness slipping into his movements.

"And honestly... if Manoharan was truly a bad man..."

Rajesh’s smile thinned into something half-real, half-resigned.

"He would have thrown me out long ago."

Vidula looked at him, her throat tightening with unspoken words.

He made it sound simple.

But it wasn’t.

It never was.

Inside her mind, a bitter thought bloomed —

"Life doesn’t just scatter thorns across some people's paths... it rips the soles off their feet too."

And still, they were expected to keep walking.

To keep smiling.

Across the marble halls of Trident Park, beyond the polished lobbies and the laughing guests, another conversation unfolded.

Inside one of the towering glass-walled offices, a senior hotel manager — a man whose name guests never bothered to know but whose power shaped lives in silence — leaned back in his chair and scoffed.

"That Rajesh fellow..." he muttered, tapping his gold-plated pen against the armrest.

"Thinks he’s above rules. Refuses to work beyond eight hours a day. Like he’s some kind of king."

He turned to his assistant with a dismissive wave.

"I told you already, na? Start paperwork. Get rid of him. Quietly."

In the sleek, cold comfort of the manager’s lounge, Manoharan leaned back and tapped his chin thoughtfully.

"We need his experience," he said finally, his voice slower, heavier.

"Today, because of him, we saved a lot of costs. If he hadn’t stepped in when the soup master disappeared..."

He paused, letting the numbers do their own talking.

"Rajesh didn’t just manage — he excelled. Prepared multiple variations, handled it solo without a single guest complaint."

The room fell silent for a moment — the kind of heavy, reluctant silence where truth sat like an unwelcome guest.

"He’s multi-skilled. We can’t afford to throw that away."

The conversation drifted into other matters, paperwork forgotten — for now. Downstairs, inside the vast, steel heart of the hotel, life roared back into motion.

A few minutes later, Manoharan stormed into the kitchen, his polished shoes striking sharp echoes off the tiled floor. He scanned the scattered chefs — some cleaning hurriedly, others clinging to small moments of rest.

Manoharan’s voice cracked through the air like a whip.

"Move it!" he barked.

"This isn’t your mother-in-law’s house! You’re here to work, not to sit around like princesses!"

*****

[image: ]


At exactly four in the afternoon, the school van pulled up outside Nirmala Apartments with a dusty hiss of brakes. Avinash climbed down silently, his small school bag bouncing slightly against his narrow back.

Inside and outside the compound, other children — kids his own age — laughed and chased each other through patches of cracked concrete and half-dead grass.

Avinash didn’t look at them.

He didn’t even lift his head.

He moved straight into the compound, his gaze fixed on the ground, shoulders hunched inward — as if carrying a weight no one else could see.

He started climbing the stairs — slow, automatic steps.

And that’s when it happened.

The door to the auditor’s flat — halfway up the landing — creaked open suddenly.

The auditor’s wife, already anxious and brittle from too many whispered stories and too many half-seen shadows, stepped out carrying a small bag.

She froze mid-step.

Her eyes locked onto Avinash’s small, bowed figure — the slumped shoulders, the way he moved without noise, without joy.

[image: ]

For a moment, reality wavered around her. Her mind, already cracked from fear, twisted what she saw. The bag dropped from her hand. She stumbled backward, slamming the door shut with a force that rattled the aging frame.

Inside, she fumbled for the bolt, locking it twice, three times, as if wood and metal could keep nightmares out.

"Protect us, O Vel of Muruga!"

she gasped, clutching her sari over her chest, "Shield us, shield us!"

Her voice trembled through the thin walls, chanting the sacred lines of the Kanda Sashti Kavacham with the desperation of a woman trying to stitch reality back together with prayer.

Her heart thudded painfully against her ribs.

Her vision darkened at the edges.

But the image — that cursed image — wouldn’t leave her mind.
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Chapter 3
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The Weight of Invisible Battles

[image: ]




At precisely seven in the evening, Mohan stepped into the narrow confines of his A-2 portion inside Nirmala Apartments.

The air inside felt heavier than usual — thick, almost reluctant to move.

Across the corridor, the auditor who lived in A-3, along with his wife and teenage daughter, were already seated inside Mohan's living room — all three huddled close together like birds caught in the shadow of an oncoming storm.
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The auditor’s wife looked broken. Her face was swollen from hours of weeping, her eyes red and raw. A thick stripe of vibhuti stretched across her forehead, intersected by a smudge of kumkum so large it almost looked accidental.

Despite the whirr of the ceiling fan above her, sweat dripped steadily down her face, staining the edges of her blouse. Her whole body trembled subtly, a constant, shuddering flinch against a terror no one else could see.

When Mohan entered, Rani gave him a small, worried nod — the kind of look people give when the ground has already shifted beneath their feet.

Mohan stepped forward, wiping his sandals on the frayed welcome mat.

"Rani... did you serve everyone coffee?" he asked, trying to bring some small normalcy into a room already cracking at the seams.

The silence stretched only a moment longer before the auditor finally cleared his throat, his voice brittle at the edges.

"Mohan sir... my wife’s not feeling well. We’ve decided to vacate the flat by tomorrow itself," he said, eyes darting briefly toward his trembling wife,

"If you want, you can hold back two months’ rent as advance, and just refund the balance. That would be enough. But if you could settle the full balance tomorrow itself... it would be a great help to us."

Mohan leaned against the doorframe, expression unreadable, the weight of routine dulling any surprise.

"I’ll deduct only this month’s rent," he said bluntly,

"and return the rest. I don't think there's any major damage to the property anyway."

Without waiting for another word, Mohan disappeared into the bedroom. The quiet shuffle of papers and the metallic click of a cash box floated through the doorway.

Within minutes, he re-emerged, crisp currency notes folded neatly in his hand. He extended them toward the auditor without ceremony, but the auditor hesitated, stepping back slightly.

"It’s... it’s not right to take money at this hour," the auditor said awkwardly, his voice cracking faintly. 

"I’ll collect it tomorrow morning, sir."

Mohan chuckled lightly, trying to cut through the awkward weight in the room.

"If you really believe no money transactions should happen after lighting lamps..."

he said with a half-smile,

"then all the ATMs in the city should shut down after six p.m., right?"

It was meant as humor.

It fell flat.

The auditor's wife barely stirred.

The auditor himself gave a weak, mechanical smile.

Mohan let the moment pass and shifted the conversation back to solid ground.

"Leaving the flat is entirely your decision," he said, voice more serious now.

"My wife did mention you were thinking about it already... but vacating so suddenly? What’s the urgency, sir? May I ask?"

The auditor turned slightly, his eyes resting on his wife's face for a few long, troubled seconds. Finally, he spoke, voice low and cracked at the edges.

"This evening... my wife saw something that frightened her badly,"

he said, choosing his words with painful care.

"It’s happened before... twice before, in fact."

Mohan opened his mouth to ask more, but before he could, the auditor’s wife — still trembling, her words tumbling over each other — blurted out:

"Today... when Chef Rajesh’s boy... when he climbed the stairs... I saw something following him—"

The words choked in her throat.

She pressed her fist against her mouth, shivering.

Mohan, realizing that pushing further would only worsen things, raised his palm gently.

"Alright, ma’am," he said.

"Please... just rest now. No need to talk more tonight."

He turned to the auditor, voice kinder now.

"You can collect the balance tomorrow when you’re ready. Get some rest first."

After a few more strained words and polite assurances,

the auditor, his wife, and their daughter gathered their things and left —

their departure oddly silent, as if they feared even the walls might be listening.

As soon as the door clicked shut behind them, Rani muttered under her breath,

"Did we really need to get involved in all this? That poor Avinash... it's something near him that scared her, it seems..."

Mohandas stiffened, the irritation rising sharp and fast.

"Stop spinning nonsense," he snapped, louder than he intended.

"When Avinash came up the stairs this evening, the auditor’s wife slammed the door shut, right?"

"Well, at the same time, I came down the opposite stairwell. Right across from her. I didn't see anything strange, Rani. Nothing at all. If there was something, don’t you think it would have crossed my eyes too?"

Rani crossed her arms tightly, defiance sparking in her tired eyes.

"You can argue all you want," she said coldly,

"But mark my words — something big is going to happen one day."

For a moment, they stared at each other, the invisible weight between them pressing harder than the humid night air.

Finally, Mohandas sighed, his anger cooling into grim explanation.

"Look here, ma..."

he said, his voice lower now, almost pitying.

"The auditor’s daughter... she’s been getting a little too friendly with a college boy who hangs around our apartment area often. I’ve seen her throwing glances... giggling when she spots him. The auditor caught them once — right there on the roadside."

Rani’s mind flickered back to something she had witnessed once — something she hadn’t fully understood then, but which now came rushing back.

"Even last month," she said, her voice edged with memory,

"didn't we hear the auditor and his daughter screaming at each other in the middle of the night? Some terrible fight..."

Mohandas didn’t respond.

He just shook his head slightly, the way you brush dust off your hands —

finished, over.

"If they feel safer somewhere else, let them go," he said briskly.

"No point clinging to people who don't want to stay."

He turned to rearrange some bills stacked near the corner table, his voice firm but strangely hollow.

"Anyway, two families are coming tomorrow to see the vacant flats. So stop worrying, ma."

At exactly 7:30 p.m., Rajesh came charging up the apartment stairwell —

moving fast, almost running, sweat staining the collar of his chef's uniform.

Halfway up, he nearly collided into Mohandas, who had stepped out for a breath of air.

Mohan raised an eyebrow.

"Lift is working, you know," he said, half-teasing but half-genuinely puzzled.

"Yet you and your boy always insist on climbing the stairs like it’s some kind of punishment."

Rajesh gave Mohan a tired, polite smile.

"First floor only, sir," he said, slightly out of breath.

Mohan nodded, waving him off casually.

"Go on. Your kids must be waiting."

Rajesh climbed the last few steps and pulled out the spare key from his pocket —

a small, scratched thing that somehow carried the full weight of his life —

and slid it into the lock.

The door swung open with a tired creak.

Inside, the house was silent but not empty.

In the hall, Avinash sat cross-legged on the floor, bent over his homework, pencil moving in small, careful strokes.

Across from him, Poorani — Rajesh's daughter — sat on the old sofa, hugging her knees to her chest.

She wasn’t doing anything, not really.

Just sitting there, watching Avinash with a strange, empty smile —

the kind of smile that looked too wide, too practiced, too hollow.

Rajesh’s heart clenched the moment he saw it.

But he pushed it down, like he always did.

He stepped closer, forcing his voice into brightness.

"Poorani... Poorani ma!" he called out, loudly, warmly.

She didn’t even blink.

She kept staring at Avinash, her hands tightening slightly around her knees.

Rajesh moved closer, crouching in front of her, his chef’s apron still smelling faintly of onion and steam. He reached out gently and cupped her cheeks with both hands, giving her soft little pinches the way he used to when she was small.

"Poorani!" he called again, louder, almost laughing.

Almost immediately, a soft, broken chant began spilling from Poorani’s lips.

"Abu... abu... abu..."

The word — if it could even be called that — tumbled out of her, round and repetitive, building into a strange, hollow music that filled the tiny apartment.

Rajesh's smile faltered.

His eyes dropped to her soaked clothes — the blouse and pavadai clinging uncomfortably to her small, thin frame.

He turned sharply toward Avinash.

"How long has it been, da?" he asked, trying to keep his voice even.

Avinash shifted uncomfortably, clutching his schoolbook like a shield.

"I called her to the bathroom, Appa," the boy said quietly.

"I even pulled her hand... but she pushed me away..."

Rajesh's gaze dropped to Avinash’s legs —

where faint red scrape marks lined his shins, thin but angry.

A sigh built deep inside Rajesh’s chest, but he didn’t let it out.

There was no point.

Without another word, he moved to Poorani, gently but firmly guiding her toward the bathroom.

Inside, he peeled away her wet clothes, wincing at how cold her skin felt. 

He wiped her down with warm water, moving carefully, speaking soft nonsense words under his breath.

Reassuring her.

Reassuring himself.

Once she was clean and dry, he dressed her in a fresh nightdress — the cotton worn soft with years of washings — and led her back into the hall.

Avinash sat on the floor, watching silently, guilt shadowing his young face.

Rajesh knelt beside him, rubbed a little coconut oil onto the scrapes along the boy’s legs,

his hands gentle, careful — a father's apology for a world that didn’t know how to be kind.

For a moment, the house seemed to still.

But then, Poorani started moving.

"Abu... abu... abu..."

Faster this time — circling the hall, her small bare feet slapping softly against the floor tiles.

Rajesh sank onto the floor beside Avinash, the cool tiles pressing against his knees. Then he ruffled Avinash’s hair lightly, forcing a smile into his voice.

"What shall we do for dinner tonight, champ?" he asked, sounding far more cheerful than he felt.

Avinash didn't even look up from his homework.

"Noodles," he said promptly, pencil still scratching across the page.

Rajesh chuckled under his breath.

"Alright. You finish your work, I'll finish mine."

"While I'm in the kitchen, keep one eye on her, da. Okay?"

His voice was light, casual — but his eyes flicked briefly to Poorani, still pacing the hall in her endless, circling rhythm.

Avinash nodded seriously.

"Okay, Daddy."

Rajesh asked Avinash to sit quietly on the sofa, his voice kind but carrying the weight of unspoken urgency.

He moved quickly after that — filling a small bucket with water, splashing in a sharp shot of Dettol, the chemical smell blooming fast and hard through the hall. 

He scrubbed the floor with practiced efficiency, his muscles moving not with frustration, but resignation — the resignation of a man who had long accepted that no one else was coming to clean up after him.

Rajesh moved to the bathroom, freshened up in record time, and emerged wearing an old, faded t-shirt and a pair of soft night pants that hung loose at the waist.

He didn’t sit.

Didn’t rest.

Instead, he walked straight into the kitchen — the one place where the world could still be shaped, controlled, cooked into something warm and temporary.

He filled a battered saucepan with four cups of water,

added a pinch of salt and a slick of oil,

and set it to boil on the small gas stove that hissed and clicked like an old friend clearing its throat.

When the water rolled into a bubbling anger, he snapped a block of hakka noodles into rough pieces and dropped them gently into the pot, stirring just enough to keep them from clumping.

Once cooked to the perfect softness, he drained the noodles, rinsed them under cold water to stop the cooking — a trick he had learned long ago — and set them aside.

Next came the wok.

He splashed a spoonful of oil into its battered belly, waited till it shimmered under the heat,

and tossed in minced garlic, the kitchen instantly filling with the sharp, earthy smell of something real, something alive.

The oil in the wok shimmered under the kitchen lights, and the garlic sizzled into golden threads almost immediately.

Rajesh moved like a man who knew time could betray him at any moment — fast, efficient, without wasted motion. He tossed in the chopped onions, the bright orange julienned carrots, the green bell peppers, and the shredded cabbage —

each vegetable hissing as it hit the hot metal, releasing tiny bursts of scent and color into the humid air.

For two full minutes, he stir-fried them —

the wok singing under his quick movements,

the kitchen filling with the rich smell of something good, something real.

Then came the sauces —

a measured splash of red chili sauce for fire,

a darker glug of soy sauce for salt and earth,

a dash of green chili sauce for sharpness,

a quick flick of black pepper powder,

a sour kiss of vinegar.

The air grew heavier, richer, as the flavors merged mid-air like an invisible feast.

Rajesh didn’t stop.

He lifted the cooled noodles — still pale and slightly firm — and tossed them into the wok, stirring quickly, folding sauce and vegetable into strand after strand, until everything clung together, glistening and alive.

Only then did he kill the flame, the small whoosh of the burner dying away into silence.

The noodles still smoked lightly as he heaped them into a wide, deep steel bowl,

the steam curling upward like the spirit of some small, victorious offering.

Rajesh stuck a serving ladle into the side of the bowl, wiped his hands on his apron, and carried it out carefully.

He placed it in front of Avinash — who looked up, eyes widening a little, the homework momentarily forgotten.

Avinash scooped up a generous forkful of the steaming noodles and stuffed it into his mouth without ceremony.

The moment he swallowed, his face lit up.

"Super, Appa!" he said, beaming —

a real smile, bright and unburdened, the kind Rajesh hadn’t seen in days.

Rajesh chuckled softly, a tired warmth blooming somewhere inside his hollowed-out chest.

For one small moment, the kitchen, the flat, the world outside — all of it faded.

All that mattered was that Avinash smiled.

That was enough.

Still smiling, Rajesh glanced toward the hall —

where Poorani stood near the far corner, methodically tearing dates off the old wall calendar,

the fluttering scraps of paper raining down like some strange, private snowfall.

He crossed to her carefully, speaking her name as gently as if it were made of glass.

Poorani didn’t resist.

She allowed herself to be led back to the table, moving like a half-sleepwalker.

Rajesh placed a separate plate in front of her —

no sauces, no spices, just plain, warm noodles.

Something simple.

Something safe.

Poorani took a bite —

a slow, mechanical mouthful.

Swallowed.

Then almost immediately, she spat out the next, her face unreadable, her body stiff.

Rajesh coaxed a few more spoonfuls of plain noodles into Poorani, his voice low, his movements patient as water carving stone.

When she started to fidget and her gaze grew glassy,

he knew it was time.

From the high shelf above the kitchen counter,

he retrieved the tiny bottle of tonic — the bitter medicine that helped ease her into sleep.

He measured the dose carefully, and tilted it against her lips. Poorani drank obediently, her body swaying slightly even as she swallowed.

Rajesh sat beside her, silent, waiting.

Within thirty minutes, she curled up where she sat — soft breaths slipping from her parted lips, her small frame sagging into the sofa’s worn cushions.

Rajesh moved slowly, gently — scooping her up in his arms, feeling how light she had grown, how weightless and heavy all at once.

He carried her to the bedroom, laying her down with the careful reverence of a priest setting down something sacred and broken.

As he straightened the sheet over her, he noticed Avinash stifling a wide yawn,

his head bobbing forward sleepily from where he sat. Rajesh smiled faintly and guided the boy toward the bed, placing him beside Poorani.

He knelt by the bed, massaging both their feet softly — a small nightly ritual that felt older than prayer — watching as their breathing deepened, steadied, finally slipping into the heavy quiet of true sleep.

Only then — when he was sure, absolutely sure — did he rise.

He moved to the kitchen with slow, careful steps, reached deep into the rice drum where the weight of necessity usually hid the small rebellions of survival. His fingers closed around the cold, familiar glass of the rum bottle.

Back in the hall, under the faded tube light, he poured two quick measures into a small, cloudy tumbler, drinking both with a practiced, mechanical efficiency.

Afterwards, he crossed to the shelf where her photograph waited — the framed image of Sarojini, larger than life, frozen forever in a smile that memory had already begun to betray.
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He set the photo carefully on the old table, Rajesh gently picked up Sarojini’s photograph again, cradling the heavy frame against his chest for a moment longer.

He couldn’t leave it out.

Not with Poorani the way she was.

Poorani — sweet, unpredictable Poorani — could pull at anything within reach, snap anything delicate without even realizing it.

And Rajesh couldn’t bear the thought of Sarojini’s face — even just the glass image of her — shattered into pieces across the tiled floor.

Sarojini’s smile — frozen forever in that photograph — seemed impossibly beautiful. Bright, warm, untouched by the years that had battered everyone else.

The photo blurred and wavered in Rajesh’s vision as he clutched the empty glass tighter. The words tore free from his chest before he could even think to stop them.

"Why, ma..." he whispered hoarsely at first,

then louder, the heartbreak building in waves.

"Why did you marry me, love me, only to leave like that... so soon... so soon..."

His voice cracked.

He wasn’t speaking anymore —

he was pleading, bargaining with ghosts.

"It’s so hard without you, Sarojini..."

"Poorani’s growing up... I can’t even manage to change her clothes properly without you..."

"I’m failing, ma... I’m failing..."

He pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes, as if he could push the tears back into hiding.

"If it had to be someone, it should have been me, not you..."

"It should have been me..."

After a long, shuddering moment, Rajesh staggered to his feet.

He moved heavily toward the children’s room, pulled out a spare mattress and spread it neatly on the floor beside the bed where Poorani and Avinash slept peacefully.

He lay down, feeling the cracked tiles underneath the thin mattress pressing cold against his back. Somewhere in the edges of his fading consciousness, he caught it —

a faint smell, soft and sudden.

The scent of camphor.

Clean.

Sharp.

Old.

For a brief, flickering moment, Rajesh thought of Sarojini again — But even that memory slipped away quickly, swallowed by the heavy fog of exhaustion and the numbing tide of alcohol.

Within minutes, Rajesh fell into a deep, sprawling sleep — the kind of sleep that isn’t peace, but surrender.

Later that night,

Nirmala Apartments slipped into the kind of silence only very old places know —

thick, uneasy, full of breathing spaces where nothing should breathe.

Far above, on the open terrace, Mohandas paced slowly across the rough cement floor,

his hands folded behind his back, his head bowed in deep thought. The moon hung low and fat over the apartment block, casting long shadows across the water tanks and broken parapet walls.

Mohandas wasn’t thinking about money. Not about rents, not about vacancies. Not really.

It was the unease — the growing cracks in the tenants’ hearts, the way fear had started moving between families like a second wind — that troubled him most.

Whispers about shadows.

Murmured stories about strange sights.

Silent eyes darting away during polite conversations.

Maybe Rani was right.

Maybe some old, simple rituals could stitch back the torn cloth of peace.

Mohandas stopped at the edge of the terrace,

staring into the endless dark that rolled out beyond the compound walls.

"Fine," he thought, sighing inwardly.

"We’ll do it their way.

We’ll try it once."

Decision made, he turned and began the slow descent down the staircase —

each step creaking faintly under his careful weight.

He slipped back into his portion without another word.

*****
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At exactly two o'clock in the dead heart of the night, Nirmala Apartments lay wrapped in heavy, breathless sleep.

Against this silence, two shadows slipped over the compound wall — swift, silent, almost graceful, like hungry cats in the dark. They landed on the cracked concrete with soft, practiced thuds, pausing only a second before melting into the deeper shadows.

At the back of the apartment block, crouched beneath a leaking water pipe, the shorter of the two pointed upward, his finger trembling slightly.

"See that third bathroom window?" he whispered.

"That’s the auditor's place. Remember what he said to us the other day? Smart guy, huh? Let’s make sure he regrets it."

The other figure — lean, whip-thin, his clothes hanging like loose skin — nodded quickly.

"That one, right? Left-hand side window?" he whispered back.

"Yeah. Stick it there. Small and tight. They won't even know."

The thin man hesitated for a second, eyes flickering.

"You sure, bro? That’s just the old man and the old lady, right? What the hell we want with their bathroom?"

The first one grinned — a slow, ugly flash of teeth in the moonlight.

"We’re not here for their pornos, genius.

We’re here to scare them. Make ‘em sweat. Make ‘em pay."

"Anyway, for backup, put another one near the first-floor bathroom too. You never know when something good shows up."

"There’s just some crazy girl living up there, right?"

the thin one said, half-laughing under his breath.

"So what if she’s a mad hen, bro?"

his partner sneered back, the cruelty in his voice cutting sharper than the night air.

Even in the dimness, his smile was easy to see — wide, wolfish, without a shred of human decency left clinging to it.

The thin one went first — scrambling up the rusted wastewater pipe, his fingers slipping and catching, slipping and catching, until he reached the narrow ledges where the exhaust fans and bathroom windows waited like silent, blinking eyes.

One by one, he worked.

Moving with grim efficiency, he pressed small button-sized cameras — each the size of a shirt button — against the cheap glass and aging vents, securing them with a thick, waxy glue that dried nearly invisible under the faint moonlight.

Small crimes.

Big wounds.

All done in minutes.

When he finally dropped back down to the ground, landing lightly on bent knees,

he brushed the dirt from his hands and flashed a cocky thumbs-up.

"Success, machi," he whispered, grinning.

"From now on... pure enjoyment, bro."

They laughed together — not too loud, just enough — their laughter curling up into the broken night air like smoke from something burning.

*****
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Morning came to Nirmala Apartments like a tired sigh.

The heavy heat hung low over the cracked pavement, and from the compound gate, the low rumble of a hired truck’s engine drifted up to the first-floor balconies.

The auditor stood outside, bargaining with the lorry driver — words sharp, impatient, laced with the quiet desperation of a man trying to escape something he couldn’t quite name.

Inside the flat, his daughter stepped into the bathroom, a towel slung lazily over one shoulder.

The door clicked shut behind her.

She stepped into the bathroom, the door clicking softly shut behind her.

Standing by the sink, she reached up to remove her upper clothing — half-focused, her mind elsewhere — trusting the quiet morning around her.

And that was when it happened.

Without warning,

a sharp, unseen force clamped around her neck — cold, vicious, and unrelenting —

squeezing so hard she couldn't even breathe, let alone scream.

Moments later, her voice ripped through the bathroom, a raw, terrified scream that shook the entire apartment block awake.

Doors flung open.

Heads jerked up.

Children froze mid-play.

And even as that chaos exploded across the complex, in the first-floor bathrooms — not one, but two — the sewage drains began to gurgle and bubble furiously.
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Chapter 4
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Whispers Behind Closed Doors
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In the dim morning light, a new kind of trouble slithered its way through the corridors of Nirmala Apartments.

From every bathroom on the first floor, a thick, foul-smelling wastewater had begun to bubble up and spill across the tiled floors. Within minutes, toilets clogged and showers gurgled in protest. Residents had no choice but to seal off their bathrooms and postpone their most basic needs — bathing, relieving themselves — until the mess was cleared.

Mohandas, already exhausted from the strange incidents the night before, stumbled from one apartment to the next, pleading with local plumbers to come at once. It was a thankless, frantic job — calling, bargaining, waiting — and when the men finally arrived, the apartments smelled like a dying swamp.

Oddly though, as the workers unpacked their heavy tools and prepared to pry open pipes and tanks, the mess — almost magically — began to drain away on its own.

One by one, the toilets flushed themselves clean. The floors dried underfoot without a mop touching them.

Baffled but duty-bound, the plumbers proceeded to check the septic tanks, the pipelines, and even the gas vents for any blockages or pressure buildups.

Nothing.

No clogs. No leaks. No plausible reason for what had just happened.

They scratched their heads, shrugged heavily, and packed up their tools without fixing a thing — leaving behind a building that felt cleaner, yes... but not quite safe.

"Everything's fine, sir," the chief plumber reported, wiping the sweat from his neck.

"The septic tank’s only half full. We cleaned all the bathrooms, scrubbed the latrines, and sprayed to clear out the stink. Give it an hour or two — everyone should be able to use their bathrooms again without any trouble."

Mohandas nodded, half-listening, his mind already elsewhere. He paid the men in cash, watching them disappear into the brightening street. Relief washed over him for a moment — until the sound of an engine interrupted his brief peace.

A small van, dented and dusty, pulled up to the apartment gate, its back sagging under the weight of boxes. Behind it, an auto-rickshaw rattled to a stop, its engine coughing before dying altogether. From the rickshaw stepped two figures — a young woman carrying a modest suitcase and an older woman struggling to lift a cloth bag over her shoulder.

The young woman, efficient and composed, handed the driver a crumpled note, waved him off, and then made her way directly toward Mohandas, her eyes sharp and unsmiling.

"Hello. I need to see Mohandas sir," the young woman said, her voice steady but unusually flat.

Mohandas brushed his palms against his trousers and stepped forward. "That’s me. Mohandas."

The young woman offered a small nod. "Kandha sir told us to meet you. He said there’s a vacant house here."

Recognition flickered in Mohandas' tired eyes.

"Ah, yes. Kandhan — he’s a friend of mine. Spoke to me just yesterday."

He peered at her, as if confirming something. "Your name’s Latha, right?"

"Yes, sir," she said, clutching her suitcase a little tighter.

Mohandas jerked his thumb toward the building behind him. "I’ll be giving you the first portion on the second floor — the one by the landing. It’s empty.

You can move your things in right away. The door’s locked, but don’t worry — I’ll finish up here and come open it for you."

Latha gave a curt nod to the coolies standing by the van.

"Second floor, near the staircase landing. Start moving everything up," she ordered, her voice carrying a sharpness that made even the laziest of the laborers spring into action.

Without waiting, she reached out and grasped her mother’s hand — a frail, trembling hand — and began leading her across the courtyard.

The older woman stumbled slightly, her cloudy eyes blinking against the sunlight, but Latha didn’t slow down. There was a mechanical efficiency to her — as though she had learned long ago that kindness only delayed survival.

Behind them, the workers heaved boxes and old furniture onto their shoulders, grunting and cursing under their breath as they began the slow climb to the second floor.

Mohandas turned away from the scene just as the auditor — came hurrying up to him.

"Sir...," the auditor began, wiping his brow, "we won’t be able to vacate today. Need a couple more days. Raghavi isn’t feeling well. She tried to use the bathroom this morning and then... just collapsed onto the bed. Too exhausted to even sit up."

Mohandas kept his face neutral, showing neither concern nor impatience.

"That's fine, sir. Just do whatever’s comfortable for your family," he said, voice smooth but distant.

At that moment, Avinash, came trotting down the stairs, his small schoolbag bouncing against his narrow back.

Mohandas turned and called out, "Off to school already, da?"

"Yes, sir," Avinash replied, adjusting the straps on his shoulders.

Mohandas chuckled lightly. "How did you manage to bathe this morning with all that mess?"

The boy shrugged, a shy smile tugging at his lips.

"Appa wiped me down with a wet cloth," he said simply.

"Good da. Now hurry up — your school van must be here any minute," Mohandas urged, waving him toward the gate. The auditor stood quietly beside him, watching Avinash disappear through the entrance.

"Poor kid," Mohandas said, his voice rough with unshed emotion. "Growing up without a mother... and still so quiet. You should see his handwriting, sir — like tiny pearls on a string. Such neatness, such care..."

"That girl’s not right in the head, is she?" the auditor whispered, glancing sideways at the building where Rajesh lived. "Maybe her father should think about sending her to... some home or institution."

Mohandas stiffened, the casual cruelty of the words grating against his already thin patience.

"That girl isn't insane," he said firmly, voice low but edged with something harder.

"She has autism. It’s a kind of developmental disorder. With proper care and therapy, there’s a good chance she can live a better life. Rajesh... he’s been fighting for her future every single day. He’s forty-two now, but you wouldn’t guess it looking at him — still standing strong, carrying everything on his own shoulders. Never remarried. Didn’t even think about it. All he wants... is to raise his kids right."
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Just then, Rajesh appeared at the stairwell, leading his daughter, Poornima, carefully down the steps. He held her small, trembling hand tightly in his own, like a lifeline neither of them could afford to lose.

"What's this, Rajesh?" Mohandas called out, his voice carrying a teasing warmth.

"Heading out so early, without even a proper bath?"

Rajesh managed a tired smile.

"Yeah, sir... Today’s her occupational therapy session.

Had to take her early."

His voice softened when he spoke about Poornima, the way a man might speak of a rare, fragile thing he was terrified of breaking. Mohandas crouched slightly to Poornima’s level, his own face breaking into a broad, exaggerated grin.

"Bye da, kutti... bye!"

For a moment, the little girl seemed locked inside her own distant world.

But then, as though some small door had creaked open within her, she turned her head — and offered him a slow, uncertain smile. Her tiny hand fluttered up, wavering in the air, a clumsy attempt at waving back.

Mohandas straightened up, his joints protesting with every movement.

Shaking off the morning's heaviness, he made his way to the elevator and pressed the worn button. The ancient machine groaned to life, and moments later, he stepped inside, letting the doors sigh shut behind him.

By the time the elevator rattled its way up to the second floor, he could already hear the dull thud of boxes being dropped carelessly, the muted voices of coolies arguing over where things should go.

In the far corner of the newly rented portion, Latha’s mother sat quietly on a plastic chair, her hands folded neatly in her lap. She seemed almost like part of the furniture herself — still, silent, and somehow out of place in the noisy bustle around her.

Meanwhile, Latha moved with quiet efficiency, directing the coolies, shifting lighter items herself, determined to set up her new home without fuss.

When she spotted Mohandas approaching, she straightened up and gave a polite nod.

"Please come in, sir."

She rummaged through her worn handbag, pulled out a neatly folded bundle of cash, and held it out toward him.

Mohandas shook his head lightly, a half-smile on his face.

"In a little while, my wife will be coming here to meet you.

Better hand it over to her instead, hmm?"

Latha nodded, slipping the cash back into her bag without argument.

Mohandas lingered for a moment, studying her with quiet curiosity.

"By the way... Kandhan mentioned you’re working with the police department?"

"Yes, sir," Latha said, a note of pride threading through her otherwise flat voice.

"I’m a Sub-Inspector at the S2 Police Station — on OMR Road."

"Kandhan mentioned there’d be four of you moving in," Mohandas said, casually glancing around the half-empty flat.

Latha came closer, lowering her voice so that only he could hear.

"Sorry, sir. Last year... my father and elder brother died.

Bike accident.

After that, my mother’s mind... it’s not been right."

She paused, her lips tightening for a brief second before she forced herself to continue.

"As far as she’s concerned... she still believes they're alive.

Every day. Every conversation."

Before Mohandas could respond, Latha turned sharply toward her mother and said loudly,

"Amma! The house owner is here.

Talk to Appa, okay?"

Sulochana lifted her head at once, her clouded eyes brightening with an unnatural eagerness. She nodded quickly, her smile childlike and heartbreaking.

Sulochana, guided only by the sound of her daughter's voice, turned her face toward Mohandas and folded her hands together in an awkward prayer.

"I’m sorry, sir," she said, her voice trembling.

"My eyes aren't good anymore...

My husband’s gone to the station with my elder son.

They’ll be back soon.

If you come by in the evening, you’ll meet both of them."

Her smile was so open, so heartbreakingly hopeful, that for a moment Mohandas didn’t know what to say.

He forced a polite nod.

"That’s fine, ma.

If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.

You have my number, right?"

Latha nodded silently, and Mohandas turned away without another word.

Inside his own portion, the routine of the day reclaimed him.

He bathed quickly, changed into fresh clothes, and sat down at the dining table, picking idly at his breakfast.

The food tasted bland, mechanical — like something half-remembered from a dream.

Just then, Rani entered the house, dusting her hands against her saree, the faint scent of jasmine clinging to her hair. She had gone to check on the new tenants, and now she stood by the doorway, hands on hips, a small frown creasing her forehead.

"Just for renting out a house, do you have to go through all this fuss?" she teased lightly, her tone half-playful, half-reproachful.

Rani pulled out a chair and sat opposite Mohandas, peering at him curiously.

"What happened, then? Didn’t they pay the advance properly?"

"No, no. They paid the advance properly.

But the mother... she can barely see.

And she keeps talking about her husband and son — like they’re still alive.

Boasting about them, even."

Rani leaned back, her fingers tapping lightly against the table.

"I’m not judging them. But you know how it is... Good people — the real good ones — somehow they never stand out clearly, even to your own eyes. And that Latha girl... she talks fine, but there’s something about her too. Something... a little off." Rani tilted her head, considering this, then gave a soft grunt.

Mohandas gave a small grunt, nodding slowly. "Look, they just moved in. Give it a couple of months. Let’s see if they settle in... or if the air around them stays crooked."
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Rani stood near Mohandas, her arms folded tightly across her chest, doubt flickering in her eyes.

"If something goes wrong later... Could you even evict them? That girl’s a police officer, after all," she said, her voice low but firm.

Mohandas let out a dry chuckle, shaking his head slowly. "Oh, it’s easy enough to make people leave — if it comes to that. You people have already spun enough ghost stories around this place to scare anyone away."

He leaned back slightly, his voice dipping into a casual, almost teasing tone.

"The ones who cheat, the ones who hide bad things — they’re the ones who fear shadows.

If these people are hiding anything... trust me, they’ll be the first to get scared and run."

Rani narrowed her eyes at him, giving him a mock scolding look. Mohandas simply grinned up at her, unfazed.

"Stop glaring and put two more idlis on my plate," he said with a playful nudge.

Rani leaned against the edge of the dining table, a sigh escaping her lips.

"I was asking about the prayers I told you to arrange.

What happened?"

Mohandas took another bite, chewed thoughtfully, and then replied,

"All set.

Next Thursday morning, four people are coming.

I’ve written down a list for them — eight thousand rupees for everything."

He gave a short laugh.

"Looks like we’ll have to run around from corner to corner, picking up things from a dozen different shops."

Rani’s face brightened slightly, a rare softness entering her voice.

"Good... If everything goes well, that’s enough."

Mohandas caught the wistfulness in her tone and, grinning wickedly, added,

"If there’s any ritual that can bring your son and daughter back from abroad and have them live right here next to us,

let’s throw that in too.

Package deal."

Rani shot him a sharp glare, half-scolding, half-laughing, and smacked him lightly on the shoulder.

*****
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The words "Heaven Child Development Center" gleamed in fading gold letters above the entrance of the large, aging building. Rajesh and Poornima stepped inside, the heavy metal doors thudding shut behind them.

Poornima, recognizing the place almost immediately, wriggled her hand free from Rajesh’s grip and darted toward the brightly colored room at the far end — the play therapy area.

Rajesh let her go, a small smile tugging at his tired face.

She moved differently here — lighter, quicker, as if the weight she carried outside these walls loosened just a little in the presence of worn toys and patient hands.

He turned toward the watchman standing by the door.

"Just keep an eye on her for a few minutes," Rajesh said, nodding politely.

"I’ll go see Doctor Madam."

The watchman gave a small salute, his expression blank, as though this was just another regular day, just another regular child.

Rajesh made his way down the corridor, past bulletin boards cluttered with leaflets about therapies, success stories, hopeful futures.

Outside a slightly ajar door, a small plaque read:

Dr. R. Mallika — Neurologist & Clinical Occupational Therapist (NIEPMD)

Inside, through the narrow gap, Rajesh could see Dr. Mallika speaking with a young pregnant woman, her voice low and measured, her hands folded gently over her notes.

"I keep hearing it, Doctor..." the pregnant woman said, her voice cracking under the weight of her shame.

"They say it’s because of our sins... that’s why I gave birth to a child like this."

She didn't weep.

Her pain was deeper than tears — thick, raw, and exhausted.

Inside the room, Dr. Mallika leaned forward, her expression soft but unyielding.

"Children like this," she said gently,

"are God’s own children.

He doesn’t give them to just anyone.

He chooses the purest hearts — husbands and wives who can love without conditions."

Her voice was steady, a kind of soft armor against the cruelty of the world outside.

But the pregnant woman twisted her hands together, her face pale with fear.

"But Doctor..." she whispered, "what about the one inside me now?

Will this baby also be... like that?"

"Listen carefully, ma," she said, leaning slightly forward, making sure every word was anchored deep in the woman’s heart.

"Your son — the one you have now — he has classic autism.

But it's a very mild form."

She paused, letting the words settle, watching the woman’s frightened eyes widen and then blink.

"He can — and he will — learn basic education like any other child," Dr. Mallika continued.

"With the right support, with patience, he’ll catch up with other kids in many ways."

The pregnant woman opened her mouth to speak, but Dr. Mallika gently raised a hand.

"And as for the baby you’re carrying now — stop torturing yourself with unnecessary fears.

Nothing is decided yet. Nothing is broken."

The room seemed to warm slightly with the weight of her certainty.

"What you need to focus on right now," Dr. Mallika said, "is taking care of your own body and mind. Eat properly — meals rich in nutrition — and stay away from WhatsApp stories, hearsay, and random medicines unless prescribed."

A few minutes later, the pregnant woman slipped quietly out of the room, her hands resting protectively over her stomach, her mind still heavy with half-born fears and fragile hopes.

Rajesh waited until the door closed behind her. Then he knocked lightly and stepped inside, offering a small, polite smile.

"Good morning, ma'am," he said.

Dr. Mallika looked up from her notes and, for a moment, simply stared at him — not unkindly, but with a sharpness born of many hard-earned years in her field.

"Come in, sir," she said finally, her voice brisk.

"But just for your convenience, you can’t keep bringing Poornima in late or after missing sessions.

We’re giving her occupational therapy — it’s not casual babysitting."

Her words were clipped, but not cruel.

Rajesh bowed his head slightly, guilt flashing across his face.

"Sorry, ma'am," he murmured.

Dr. Mallika leaned back in her chair, exhaling slowly.

"Look here, Rajesh.

I understand your situation very well.

I really do."

Her tone softened a little, threading compassion through her sternness.

"But consistency is everything with Poornima.

Without regular sessions, we lose progress — and she loses trust.

Occupational therapy is like building a house with tiny, delicate bricks.

Miss one day, and a whole wall weakens."

Rajesh said nothing.

He simply stood there, his gaze locked on Dr. Mallika’s face, as if searching for a lifeline he could not quite ask for.

Dr. Mallika sighed, a long breath that seemed to come from somewhere deep inside her — a place where too many such conversations lived already.

Every parent who walked through this door carried their own story stitched into their skin.

Some came burdened with debts they could barely speak of. Some came with hope for a future they dared not name aloud. And most times — it was the mothers who burned with the fierce fire of urgency, while the fathers simply... watched from the edges.

Before she could say anything more, the door creaked open again.

The watchman entered, one hand gripping Poornima gently by the wrist. He looked flustered, his forehead shining with sweat.

"Sir," he said, his voice uncertain, "she started shouting... out of nowhere. Screaming 'Abu, abu' over and over."

He guided Poornima toward Rajesh and then, with an embarrassed nod, retreated from the room.

Dr. Mallika leaned forward, her voice suddenly bright and clear.

"Poornima!" she called out, once, twice — louder the second time.

But the little girl didn’t respond.

She stood motionless, staring at the wall where colorful paintings — messy explosions of red, blue, and yellow — were pinned up like fading fragments of forgotten dreams.

Rajesh shifted awkwardly beside her.

"Ma'am... call her Poorani," he said softly.

"Only then she turns around."

Dr. Mallika gave a small, apologetic smile.

"Oh, sorry," she said quickly.

Then, raising her voice again, she called out,

"Poorani... Poorani!"

Slowly, almost reluctantly, Poornima turned her head toward the sound.

Her lips twitched in a faint, uncertain attempt at a smile.

Dr. Mallika’s face brightened immediately.

She walked over and crouched down near the child, studying her carefully.

"Not bad," she said, almost to herself.

"There’s improvement.

She’s trying to make eye contact.

That’s important."

She turned back toward Rajesh, her pen tapping lightly against her clipboard.

"Does she try to say anything yet?

Try to speak?"

Rajesh looked down, guilt threading through his tired face.

"Didn’t really notice properly, ma'am..." he admitted, his voice barely a whisper.

"Alright," she said, turning toward Rajesh.

"Take her to the therapy room."

She scribbled a quick note onto her clipboard, her pen moving in swift, practiced strokes.

"The other three therapists are busy right now.

Today, Therapist Sundar will attend to her."

*****
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At the very same moment, near the crumbling walls of Nirmala Apartments, two men slinked through the shadows, their movements quick, their breaths shallow. 

Their eyes flickered toward the small, grimy windows of the first-floor bathrooms —

places where, just the night before, they had carefully installed button cameras, no bigger than a coin, almost invisible to anyone who wasn’t looking for them.

One of them crouched near the wall, tapping at a handheld receiver in frustration.

"Dammit, man..." he hissed, shaking the device.

"Just five more seconds, that's all we needed. We could’ve caught everything properly — right above her waist!"

He clenched his jaw, glaring at the grainy images flashing on the tiny screen.

The second man cursed under his breath.

"They sprayed everything today — disinfectants, perfumes.

Must've fogged up the lenses.

Everything’s blurred now.

Nothing good is going to come out."

"Hmm... So we’ll have to fix everything again, huh?"

The first man grumbled, wiping sweat from his upper lip with the back of his hand.

"There's no other way," muttered the second, his voice thick with irritation.

He glanced up toward the floors above, squinting into the patchy darkness.

"Hey da, listen," he said suddenly, lowering his voice into an eager whisper.

"Did you see that new girl who moved in on the second floor?

Fair... shiny, like polished glass."

The first man snickered, a vile sound swallowed quickly by the night air.

"Then let's fix cameras there too," he said,

his words soaked in casual filth.
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Chapter 5
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Promises, Doubts, and Strange Smell
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At the Heaven Child Development Center, Poornima sat cross-legged on a padded mat, her small hands fumbling awkwardly with colorful toys. A therapist knelt beside her, pointing at oversized flashcards—bright pictures of trees, dogs, a red bicycle—speaking softly, as if coaxing a bird from its nest.

Outside, Rajesh perched on a cracked cement bench, his hands resting limply between his knees, his eyes following the children tumbling across the playground. He wasn’t really watching them—he was chasing ghosts.
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Once, when Sarojini was alive, she would have been right there, laughing, playing with those children like she was one of them.  

Sarojini had never looked at Poornima’s differences the way the world did. She had seen their daughter’s struggles, her stumbles and silences, and loved her all the same—maybe even more for it.

"Doesn’t it wear you down, dragging her around every day like this, Saro?"

"Think about it," Sarojini had said once, her voice full of an iron softness that could never be broken.

"If Poornima had been born into one of those homes that saw a child like her as some punishment for sins... can you imagine what her life would have been? This—" she had waved her hand around the therapy center, the bright toys and bright voices—"this is what God gave me to do. Help her. Lift her."

Rajesh remembered how he had tried to protest, to call out her stubbornness, but she'd only laughed and pressed his hand to her heart.

"I swear, Pa... I'll make you proud. Watch her someday. She’ll shine."

The memory gripped him now, as sharp as the winter wind slicing through a cracked window.

Rajesh closed his eyes, feeling the words crawl across the inside of his skull. Sarojini... if beauty had a darker twin, it would have worn your face.

A smile bent his lips. So did the tears.

"God... what a miracle Sarojini was in my life... and what a cruel curse it was to lose her," Rajesh thought, the words heavy and bitter at the back of his throat.

A voice pulled him out of the spiral.

"Rajesh..."

He turned sharply.

Dr. Mallika stood there, a clipboard tucked under her arm, her expression caught somewhere between kindness and quiet authority.

"Sorry, ma'am... I didn't notice," Rajesh mumbled, rising quickly from the bench, brushing the dust from his palms.

"It’s all right," she said, offering a small, weary smile. "You’re the chef at Trident Park, aren’t you?"

"Yes, ma'am,".

"What kind of food do you serve at your hotel?".

"Almost everything you’d find in India’s top star hotels, ma'am," Rajesh said, finding some strength in familiar territory. "International buffets, European brasserie, Japanese, Chinese... Western grills... you name it. Our menu’s as thick as a wedding invitation."

Dr. Mallika chuckled lightly, her clipboard tapping against her thigh.

"My husband’s in business. He arranges private parties for his clients now and then... Would you be able to cook for one of them?"

Rajesh hesitated, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. "Ma'am, usually, a few of our restaurant chefs take up private orders like that... If you want, I can recommend a good team..."

Mallika shook her head firmly, the smile fading from her lips.

"No, Rajesh. We need someone reliable. That’s why I’m asking you. Don't hold back — name your price."

Sensing his hesitation, Mallika softened her tone, folding her arms loosely.

"My husband’s planning the event for a Sunday," she said. "We’ll make sure Poornima and your boy are looked after here at the center. We’ll even arrange their pickup and drop-off. You won’t have to worry about a thing."

Rajesh’s tight shoulders eased a little. He offered a small, grateful smile.

"Okay, ma'am," he said, voice lighter than it had been all morning.

"Wonderful," Mallika said, nodding briskly. "I’ll lock in the date and get back to you."

"Sure, ma'am," Rajesh replied, the corners of his mouth tugging into something close to genuine happiness.

Just then, Sundar — one of the therapists — emerged through the double glass doors, guiding Poornima by the hand.

"Doctor," Sundar said, addressing Mallika with a respectful tilt of his head, "she's responding really well to 'Thank You for Being a Friend' and 'Hallelujah.' She's picking up the melodies, even trying to hum along."

"Good... make sure you note all of this in her file," Mallika said, her voice shifting into a businesslike rhythm. "When Rajesh brings her in for the next CSBS evaluation (Communication and Symbolic Behavior Scales)—we'll check if the musical stimuli are triggering responses across both hemispheres of her brain. If we see positive results, we’ll increase activities using that method."

Rajesh gave a soft, worn-out chuckle, rubbing the back of his neck.

"Every child needs a different treatment... Isn't that right, ma'am?" he said, a line of sadness hidden just behind his casual words.

Mallika’s smile was thin but kind.

"Each individual with autism is unique, Rajesh," she said. "What works for one may never work for another. That’s the truth. There's no one-size-fits-all in this path."

A little while later, Rajesh and Poornima rumbled down the broken city roads in a battered auto-rickshaw, heading home.

Poornima had curled up against him, her head resting heavy on his lap, her breathing soft and shallow. Rajesh dabbed gently at the trail of drool escaping her mouth with a crumpled kerchief, his hand moving with the practiced tenderness of a man who had done this a thousand times before.

Rajesh’s phone buzzed against his hip. He fished it out one-handed and answered, murmuring, "Tell me, Ma..."

The voice on the other end was sharper than he expected, a scolding wrapped in concern.

"Won’t you even ask if I’m doing well first?" his mother snapped.

Rajesh sighed, pressing the kerchief tighter in his fist.

"Just get to the point, Ma,".

"Your sister and her husband are back from America," his mother said, her voice carrying the weight of old expectations. "They bought a new house near Pallikaranai. Big place. They want you to come next Friday. Don’t forget — they asked to see you."

Rajesh swallowed the dry taste in his mouth.

"Okay, Ma... we’ll come," he said, glancing down at Poornima.

His mother hesitated, then her words dropped like stones.

"Bring Avinash with you... just the two of you. Leave Poornima home. Last time... after seeing her, one of the relatives started asking if... if there were any more like her in our family. I didn’t know what to say, Rajesh. I just stood there."

The words hit Rajesh like a slap across the face — not new, not surprising, but sharp all the same.

Frustration and helplessness surged inside him, boiling just under the surface. But he couldn’t bring himself to lash out. Not at her. Not today.

His mother had finally, after what felt like years, spoken to him without walls. He couldn't smash that fragile bridge in anger.

"Fine, Ma... Avinash and I will come, if we can," he said quietly, and without waiting for her reply, disconnected the call.

He tucked the phone back into his pocket with trembling fingers. His eyes blurred, stinging, and in the battered rearview mirror of the auto, the driver caught sight of them.

"Mother, sir?" the driver asked, his voice cautious, almost fatherly. "Said something bad?"

Rajesh gave a hollow laugh, low and bitter.

"Whoever calls me... for any family function or gathering," he said, his voice cracking a little, "they never forget to say just one thing... 'Don't bring Poornima.'"

The driver sighed, tapping the steering bar lightly.

"Let it go, sir," he said. "It's always the way with people."

"You don’t get it," Rajesh said, shaking his head slowly, his voice thick with everything he couldn't say at home.

"Old people... most of them... they hide under a cloak of spirituality. Makes it easier. They stick to whichever child makes their life comfortable — son or daughter, doesn't matter. If someone points out, 'Your son’s struggling... maybe you should go help him,'..."

He laughed again, a small dry sound.

"They just lie. Make up something that sounds noble."

Rajesh’s grip tightened unconsciously on the edge of the auto seat.

"When Sarojini was alive, they said she wasn’t a good daughter-in-law. Now that she’s gone, they say... maybe all this is karma for something I did."

He paused, staring out at the rust-stained buildings slipping past them.

"One year of therapy for Poornima... costs me at least three lakh rupees. I never asked anyone for a single rupee. Didn’t want their money. Would’ve been enough if they just stayed around... just stayed."

He let the silence sit for a beat, the hum of the motor filling in the cracks.

"After a certain age," Rajesh said quietly, "people don't care about blood or family. They just move wherever their pride and comfort are."

The auto driver fumbled for words, his hands tightening on the handlebars.

"Don’t feel bad, sir," he said finally, the words falling between them like dry leaves.

A few minutes later, the auto sputtered to a stop in front of Nirmala Apartments.

Rajesh slid out carefully, cradling Poornima in his arms like a bundle of glass. She stirred a little but didn’t wake.

He pulled out his wallet and handed the driver a few bills without counting.

The driver blinked at the money, his fingers working through it awkwardly.

"Sir... there’s fifty rupees extra here," he said, holding it out.

Rajesh shook his head, exhausted.

"Keep it. You've been charging the same rate for two years now. Times have changed. You should too."

The driver scratched his head, embarrassed.

"They raised your house rent yet, sir?"

Rajesh smiled thinly.

"Not yet."

The driver’s face broke into a crooked grin.

"Then when they do, I’ll raise my fare too," he said, stuffing the fifty rupees back into Rajesh’s hand, pressing it firmly as if it were something sacred.

Rajesh stood there for a few seconds, watching the auto shrink into the blur of afternoon heat, the engine’s rattle fading into silence.

"Maybe compassion only survives," he thought bitterly, "in the hearts of those who have the least to give."

*****
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At three in the afternoon, a sharp knock rattled the door.

Mohandas stirred awake, dragging himself off the bed, the remnants of his midday nap clinging stubbornly to his bones. He shuffled across the tiled floor and pulled the door open, blinking into the harsh sunlight.

Two young men stood outside, shifting their weight awkwardly.

"Good afternoon, sir," one of them said quickly, a little too brightly.

"Afternoon," Mohandas muttered, his voice rough with sleep, his irritation leaking through every syllable. "Who are you looking for?"

"My name's Rahim, sir. This is Bilal," the first boy said, motioning to his companion. "We’ve both finished engineering and now we’re doing a part-time course in Journalism and Mass Communication... over at Sri Sakthi Arts and Science College nearby."

Mohandas grunted, arms crossed, half-listening.

"Hmm. What do you want?"

"We heard there was a house for rent here, sir," Bilal said hopefully, his backpack slung over one shoulder like a promise.

Mohandas shook his head, the decision already carved into stone.

"No rentals for bachelors," he said flatly, and started to close the door without waiting for a reply.

But the young man didn’t back down.

"Sir... I understand your hesitation," Rahim said, his voice earnest, almost pleading. "We’ll agree to any condition you set. We don’t cook non-veg, we don’t drink, nothing like that. You can check the house anytime you want. We'll even leave the keys with you when we step out."

Mohandas gave a soft chuckle, more out of amusement than agreement. Seeing that small crack, a flicker of hope crossed the boys' faces.

"If you want, sir," Bilal jumped in, "we can show you our ID proof, address proof, college documents... We’ll even get it all attested at the police station if you ask. Rent — whatever you say — we’re fine with it."

Mohandas leaned his weight against the doorframe, considering.

"Plenty of houses near your college, aren’t there?" he said, not unkindly.

Rahim shifted his bag, trying to hold onto the thin thread of opportunity.
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"We’re working part-time too, sir... at Black Mask Media Company, over in Kumaran Street," he explained.

"Living close by would really help. Otherwise, managing work and classes both... it's tough, sir."

Within a few minutes, Mohandas had collected their ID proofs and address documents, flipping through them with a squint of mild suspicion. Satisfied enough — or maybe just too tired to argue — he led them up to the third floor, to a small, boxy portion with a cracked window and peeling paint that caught the afternoon sun like a faded scar.

Mohandas propping the door open with his hand. "My wife’s out right now. She’ll be back by evening. Give her the advance when she gets here."

He held up three fingers, ticking off the rules one by one.

"Only three conditions. First — don’t bother the other tenants unnecessarily. Second — no damaging the house. Third — rent’s due by the fifth of every month; transfer it straight into my bank account."

Mohandas gave a dry, almost bored smile.

"If you need a rent receipt for anything, just let me know. I'll give it to you signed, along with my PAN card details."

The young men nodded eagerly, eyes flicking around the dusty corners of their new world, already imagining it theirs.

They finished exchanging the necessary details — names, phone numbers, bank account slips — with the efficiency of people who had done this before.

Finally, Mohandas pressed the cool weight of the house key into Rahim’s hand.

"No restrictions on food," he said with a small, worn smile. "Eat whatever you want, as long as you take care of the place."

Rahim nodded quickly, pocketing the key like it was something precious.

Later that evening, after his usual walk around the neighborhood, Mohandas stepped back into the house, brushing dust off his slippers.

Rani, who was setting down two cups of coffee on the table, caught sight of him and frowned.

"You really agreed to rent it out to those boys?" she asked, her voice a little sharper than usual.

Mohandas shrugged, sinking into a chair with a tired sigh.

"Why, didn’t they pay the advance as they said they would?"

"It’s not that..." Rani said, lowering her voice. "There's that SI girl and her blind mother on the second floor, remember? I was just thinking..."

"They didn’t seem like bad boys," Mohandas said, shrugging off the dust of suspicion.

Rani wasn’t so easily convinced. She lowered her voice, glancing toward the windows.

"Everyone else living here is from the same faith... only these boys seem... different," she said carefully.

Mohandas turned and fixed her with a hard look, his voice clipped.

"Listen," he said, "if you catch them doing anything indecent — anything at all — tell me immediately. I’ll throw them out without a second thought. But don't start talking about other things."

Rani opened her mouth to argue, but Mohandas cut her off, his tone firm.

"Even the ones who go on pilgrimage to Sabarimala stop at Erumeli first to pray at Vavar's shrine. Keep that in mind."

As evening deepened, a small rented goods carrier — barely bigger than a glorified handcart — rattled up in front of Nirmala Apartments.

Rahim and Bilal clambered down, unloading battered trunks, plastic-wrapped kitchen sets, and two rolled-up mattresses.

Over the next hour, they ferried everything up to the third-floor portion, working quickly, speaking little, moving with the efficiency of people used to starting over.

After dinner, the two of them sat cross-legged on the open terrace, their voices low and casual as they talked about something only they understood.

Mohandas, spotted them against the darkening sky and wandered over.

"All settled in, boys?" he asked, his voice friendly, masking the habitual caution that never fully left him.

"Yes, sir," Rahim said, standing up and brushing his palms together. "We've even started cooking, sir."

Mohandas chuckled, leaning against the terrace wall.

"Must be tired, no? Should’ve just grabbed hotel food for tonight."

Rahim grinned, his voice a little softer.

"Bilal can’t handle hotel food, sir. He’s got ulcers."

"Strange choice, though," Mohandas said, squinting slightly. "Engineering graduates working part-time in media?"

Rahim smiled, wiping his palms on the seat of his jeans.

"I tried a software job after finishing engineering, sir. Couldn't handle the work pressure. That’s when I thought I'd try the media field. Photography comes a little naturally to me."

Mohandas nodded, not fully convinced but saying nothing.

He turned his gaze to Bilal, who had been unusually quiet.

Bilal gave a half-shrug, a little too casual.

"I was just... drifting after engineering, sir. This fellow pulled me into media too."

There was a boyish charm to it, the way Bilal said it — almost too clean, too easy.

They chatted a little longer, Mohandas asking them about their course timings, their work hours. The answers came smoothly, practiced, as if they had said it all before.

Eventually, Rahim and Bilal excused themselves and headed back inside their portion. Inside the portion, the scent of camphor hung thick in the air, curling through the cracks and corners like invisible vines.

Rahim sniffed the air once, frowning.

"Hey, Bilal... did we stash a camphor box somewhere by mistake?"

Bilal looked up from where he was unpacking a battered duffel bag.

"No idea, da," he said, shrugging. "I didn’t bring anything like that."

Rahim scratched his head, glancing around the room, half-expecting to spot a forgotten packet lying open.

"Forget it," he muttered finally. "Maybe it’s just this old house... and the smell’s mixed up with the wood or something. Anyway, it’s not bad — kind of sweet, actually."
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Chapter 6
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The Scent That Shouldn't Be
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The next morning cracked open with a pale, sleepy light slanting through the windows of their small flat.

Rajesh was already on his feet, moving through his routine with the quiet efficiency of a man who didn’t have time to think about how tired he really was.

He packed away yesterday’s worries the same way he packed Avinash’s lunch — neatly, tightly, with no corners sticking out. By the time Avinash stumbled out of his room, hair messy, eyes half-closed, Rajesh had already helped Poornima through her morning rituals, gently steering her from bathroom to bed like a man guiding a boat through narrow canals.

In the kitchen, steam coiled from a battered pot where a small stack of idlis cooled on a plate. Rajesh mashed them by hand, mixing them into a fragrant, humble idli upma. For lunch, he stuffed hot paneer makhani into small stainless steel boxes, set aside with a few puffed-up puris, wrapping them carefully like gifts that no one would see.

While Avinash ate his breakfast, stabbing at the upma with the impatient hunger of a schoolboy, Rajesh swept the floor, the rhythmic scrape of the broom filling the silence.

Halfway through his meal, Avinash paused, watching his father with the open-eyed wonder only children carry.

"How do you do everything, Appa?" he asked softly. "Isn’t it hard?"
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Rajesh looked at him, a soft smile spreading across his worn face.

"If you want the truth, da..." he said, brushing imaginary dust from his hands, "it was hard. Right up until the moment you asked me that question. Knowing you understand... it's like all that pain just got lifted off my shoulders."

Avinash chewed thoughtfully, his small forehead furrowed.

"Appa... if I want to cure her... what should I study?" he asked suddenly, his voice serious beyond his years.

Rajesh felt his heart thump once, heavy and full.

"You have to become a doctor, da," he said gently. "A neurologist. Someone who can fix the mind, not just the body."

Avinash nodded, like he was filing the answer away deep inside, next to all the other promises he had already made to himself.

Later, as Rajesh watched him sling his oversized school bag onto his back and trudge toward the street, he felt a tightness creep into his chest.

"Poor boy," he thought, swallowing against the lump in his throat.

"Other kids his age race home after school, dropping their bags at the door, shouting for cricket bats and running shoes. But my boy... he carries a different kind of weight. He never asks for anything. Never even dreams out loud."

As Rajesh patiently fed soft spoonfuls of idli upma into Poornima’s mouth, the front door creaked open and Kuppamma bustled in, her arms swinging with the confident familiarity of someone who belonged more to the house than to the street outside.

"What's on the menu today? Idli upma, eh?" she sniffed the air like a bloodhound, grinning.

Rajesh laughed under his breath.

"How’d you guess?"

"The smell hit me before I even stepped over the threshold," Kuppamma said, clucking her tongue. "Only you could make simple food smell like heaven."

At that moment, Poornima, who had been chewing mechanically, suddenly clamped her mouth shut and spat the last two mouthfuls onto the floor with a soft wet sound.

Rajesh set the bowl down without flinching, fetching a tumbler of water to help her rinse her mouth, wiping her chin with a handkerchief that had seen better days.

"What can we do..." Rajesh said, half to Kuppamma, half to himself. "She eats only what she likes. If she doesn’t want it, even a single mouthful won’t go down."

He stood up, brushing invisible wrinkles from his shirt.

"Anyway, Kuppamma, time’s running. I’ve made dal and rasam separately for lunch — you sit and eat with her, okay?"

At precisely 9:15 a.m., Rajesh pushed open the heavy steel door of Trident Park Hotel’s kitchen and stepped inside, the familiar blast of heat and spices washing over him like an old, rough blanket.

He slipped into his work clothes quickly, folding his street shirt into a neat square before stuffing it into his locker.

Without missing a beat, he moved toward the storage racks, checking the day's inventory — bags of rice, sacks of flour, drums of oil, trays of neatly sealed meat portions lined up like soldiers waiting for orders.

He scribbled quick notes on a pad tucked into his apron pocket, calculating quantities without needing to think much. Years of routine made it muscle memory.

The Soup Master was still out on leave — a fact the kitchen wore like a limp. Rajesh set aside the broth ingredients himself, carefully weighing them out, instructing two nervous junior chefs exactly how each soup needed to be built:

"Light hand on the salt, heavy on the basil for the Minestrone. Keep the chicken stock clean for the clear soup — no floating bits. Understand?"

The juniors nodded quickly, scribbling his words down like commandments.

Rajesh was midway through demonstrating a technique when his phone buzzed hard against his thigh.

Dr. Mallika.

"Good morning, ma'am," Rajesh said, shifting the phone to his left ear, still watching the kitchen clock ticking steadily above the spice racks.

"Good morning, Rajesh," Mallika's voice came warm but brisk, straight to the point.

"Remember I told you about the event my husband’s organizing? It’s happening at Tada Falls... lots of VIPs coming. So I’ll need you there, Sunday morning — sharp at eight. Bring two helpers with you. I’m arranging a car for your pickup and drop, don’t worry about that."

Rajesh nodded to himself, already mentally shifting gears.

"And make sure you drop Poornima and Avinash off at the center before you leave. I’ll have everything ready for them here."

"Okay, ma'am," he said, grabbing a pen off the nearest counter, ready to jot down whatever else she might say.

He asked the important questions quickly —

"How many guests, ma'am? Vegetarian and non-vegetarian menu details?"

Mallika rattled off numbers and rough menu categories, her voice a steady background hum as Rajesh scribbled short, efficient notes.

"I’ll send you the full list of ingredients over WhatsApp," he promised, already seeing in his mind the rows of vessels, the roaring flames, the heavy trays of plated food.

The day moved like thick syrup for Rajesh, each hour dragging itself reluctantly into the next.

With Executive Chef Manohar called away on urgent business, the responsibility of managing the buffet arrangements for the lunch service fell squarely onto Rajesh and Vidula.

They worked side by side, shoulders brushing, directing waitstaff, checking dish placements, adjusting garnishes — the familiar dance of organized chaos.

Around noon, a foreign couple entered the dining hall, their young boy bouncing between them like a bright little pinball. He couldn’t have been more than seven or eight — all flashing grins and restless energy.

Rajesh caught himself staring for a moment longer than he meant to.

A memory — sharp and uninvited — pierced through the present:

Poornima, in another life, in another world, laughing and running with the same wild abandon.

He blinked it away, clearing his throat, forcing himself back into the now.

The couple was struggling — the boy was too lively, climbing onto chairs, knocking over a water glass, squirming away every time his mother tried to spoon food into him.

Rajesh, wiping his palms on his apron, approached them with the quiet authority that came not from training but from long, tired experience.

"Good afternoon," he said, smiling politely. "Would you mind if I took your son on a small tour of the restaurant? He doesn’t look quite ready for lunch yet."

The couple smiled, visibly relieved, and nodded their permission.

Rajesh reached out, offering his hand without a word. The boy hesitated for half a second — then slid his small fingers into Rajesh’s, warm and trusting.

He led the child through the winding corridors of the hotel, past silver service carts and polished marble floors, until they reached the small rooftop garden — a rare pocket of green in the steel-and-glass landscape.

The boy’s face lit up instantly.

Without waiting for permission, he darted forward, scooping up brittle leaves, tossing tiny stones into the air, chasing the spinning debris like a creature born of laughter and sunlight.

Rajesh watched, his heart tightening, and slowly knelt beside him.

When the boy started gathering small pebbles, lining them up carefully, obsessively, Rajesh didn’t ask questions. He simply joined him — picking up stones, setting them down in careful little rows, matching the boy’s rhythm without a word.

Rajesh found a plastic knife tucked behind one of the catering trays, and with a smile, he placed a bright red apple on the small table in front of the boy.

He handed over the knife, careful to guide the boy’s fingers, and sat back on his heels, watching.

The boy, his face a mask of fierce concentration, pressed the blade into the apple with both hands. The skin split with a tiny pop.

Grinning, the boy picked up a slice, chewed happily, then looked up at Rajesh with a mischievous sparkle in his eye.

Rajesh stretched out his hand, playful. The boy chopped another uneven wedge and tossed it toward him.

Laughing, Rajesh reached again — and this time, the boy carefully cut a piece, walked over, and dropped it into Rajesh’s waiting palm like a prize.

The simple game spun out into something more — a wordless trust being built, slice by slice.

Rajesh matched the boy's energy, chasing after apple pieces, grinning whenever the boy's laughter broke loose, high and clean against the steady hum of the city far below.

They spoke a few broken words in English — little bridges built of simple sounds: "Good?" "More?" "Cut again?"

Later, Rajesh brought out a small bowl of plain pasta, free of spice, free of complication, and offered it to the boy.

The boy dipped his fingers into the bowl, pulled out a warm, sticky strand, and without hesitation, stretched it out toward Rajesh like a peace offering.

Rajesh accepted it with exaggerated gratitude, popping it into his mouth.

The boy howled with laughter, head thrown back, and finally sat down cross-legged, digging into the pasta one careful bite at a time.

Nearly forty minutes later, the foreign couple returned, hands still linked, their faces softening the instant they saw their son — sitting cross-legged on the grass, his mouth full of pasta, his pockets crammed with stones, laughing like the world had never tried to hurt him.

The boy’s father approached Rajesh, smiling with a mix of gratitude and disbelief.

"How did you manage him so well?" he asked quietly, his accent rolling over the words like a worn stone.

"He’s autistic. It’s... not easy."

Rajesh smiled back — not wide, not bright, but the kind of smile that carries years behind it.

"My daughter’s in therapy too," he said simply, the words landing soft and heavy between them.

The man and his wife didn’t say much after that. They just reached out — a small, wordless hug, a quiet thank you that didn’t need any translation.

A few minutes later, after they had gathered their son and wandered back into the restaurant, Rajesh turned to find Vidula standing a few feet away, arms crossed, a crooked smile tugging at her lips.

"What, boss?" she teased. "Did the foreigners leave you a big fat tip?"

Rajesh chuckled, shaking his head.

Vidula stepped closer, lowering her voice so no one else could hear.

"Seriously though... how do you get inside a kid’s head like that?"

Rajesh leaned against the cool steel countertop, speaking slowly, as if peeling the truth back layer by layer.

"That boy's mind... it's almost the same as my daughter's," he said, voice steady, stripped of drama.

"They can see things... but they don't always understand what they’re looking at. They can hear us... but not always know what they're supposed to hear. Their bodies sweat in the heat... but they don’t know how to sit still and relax. They understand our language perfectly... but they don’t know which word fits where."

He paused, watching Vidula’s face soften, her teasing washed away by something deeper.

"Imagine sitting alone in a pitch-dark room," Rajesh continued, his voice low, almost a whisper now. "No lights. No fan. People talking all around you — but you can't make out a single word. And you can't get up and leave either. That’s what it’s like, every single day, for them."

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The clatter and steam of the kitchen faded to the background.

Vidula stepped closer, reaching out to pat his shoulder — a small, rough gesture of understanding.

"Come on, Raj," she said, her voice back to its practical, no-nonsense tone. "We’ve still got a mountain of work waiting."

By evening, after wiping down the last counters and locking the kitchen doors behind them, Rajesh and Vidula headed out together into the heavy, cooling dusk.

Halfway to the parking lot, Vidula hesitated, fiddling with the strap of her handbag.

"Raj... listen, don’t take this the wrong way, okay?" she began.

"My husband’s out of work... the company he was at shut down. I need about twenty thousand rupees... my daughter’s school fees are due end of this month."

Rajesh smiled, a tired but genuine curve of his lips.

"I don’t have that much money on me," he said. "But... there’s an opportunity."

Vidula tilted her head, frowning in confusion.

Rajesh explained — about Dr. Mallika, about her husband’s high-profile event, about the need for trustworthy hands.

Vidula listened, biting her lower lip, doubt flickering across her face.

"Raj... will this really work out? We’ve never taken on something this big before."

Rajesh shrugged, the gesture loose, easy.

"I’m not exactly thrilled about it either," he said. "But I’ve known Dr. Mallika for years. She's the kind who values loyalty. She insisted she wanted dependable people. They’re even arranging the transport. All we have to do is show up and work clean."

He paused, tapping two fingers against his jeans pocket.

"Bring your husband too if you want. Extra hands never hurt."

Vidula shook her head, a small crooked smile slipping through.

"No need. If you’re coming with me, what’s there to worry about? And there’s that junior boy and girl — the ones who keep nagging for work. I’ll rope them in too."

By the time Rajesh stepped into the house at seven that evening, the low hum of voices pulled him toward the living room.

He found Avinash sitting cross-legged on the floor, textbooks and loose sheets scattered around him like islands, reading his lessons aloud with exaggerated clarity.

Poornima sat directly in front of him, her small hands clutched into fists on her lap, her wide, unblinking eyes fixed on her brother’s mouth — hanging onto every syllable, every breath.

Rajesh leaned against the doorway for a moment, just watching, a soft grin teasing at his mouth.

Then he walked over, dropped to the floor beside his daughter, and called out loudly but gently:

"Poornima... Poornima!"

For a second, nothing.

And then — quick, almost eager — she turned her head toward him, her face lighting up with something raw and new.

"Abu... Abu... Abu..." she said, her voice halting, uncertain — but there. Alive.

"Hey, Poornima... why are you staring at your little brother so hard?" Rajesh teased, gently ruffling her hair.

She looked up at him, her smile open and guileless, the pure, uncomplicated joy of a child who, for once, didn’t have to fight for her words.

Rajesh bent down and pressed a firm, lingering kiss to her forehead, breathing in the faint clean smell of soap and sunlight that still clung to her.

Then he turned to Avinash, who had been sitting cross-legged, chewing on his lower lip.

"Hey, da... shall we head upstairs for a bit?" Rajesh asked, stretching his back with a small groan.

Avinash hesitated, glancing at the kitchen with a guilty expression.

"Appa... Akka pushed her lunch bowl off the table earlier. Kuppamma was talking about it when I came home."

"I haven’t eaten anything since I came back from school, Pa... I'm really hungry," Avinash said, his voice small but insistent, rubbing his stomach slightly.

Rajesh ruffled his own hair, thinking for a moment. Then he smiled, the kind of small, tired smile that carried both love and helplessness.

"Give me fifteen minutes, da," Rajesh said gently. "Poor girl... stuck inside these four walls all day. Let’s take her out for a bit — let her feel the fresh air."

He crossed to the old wooden cabinet where he kept emergency snacks, reaching up to the top shelf with practiced hands.

"Wait — I’ll grab that biscuit packet I left up here," Rajesh said, tossing a quick smile over his shoulder. "You can eat that while we head upstairs, da."

Avinash nodded, already brightening at the thought of food.

Rajesh reached up to the top shelf and pulled down the biscuit packet, tossing it into Avinash’s waiting hands. The boy tore it open with a practiced flick, cramming two biscuits into his mouth almost immediately.

Then — in a small, instinctive gesture that squeezed something deep inside Rajesh’s heart — Avinash broke another biscuit carefully in half and pressed it against Poornima’s lips.

At first, she clamped her mouth shut, frowning.

But after a few coaxing murmurs, she opened up, letting the sweet crumble melt on her tongue.

Rajesh smiled, pressing a soft kiss to her hair, and took her hand firmly in his own.

"Come on, kanna," he whispered. "Let’s get you some fresh air."

They stepped out into the open stairwell, the evening air cooler but thick with the smell of wet concrete and distant smoke. Rajesh climbed steadily, Poornima’s small hand clutching his, Avinash trailing behind after locking the door.

They reached the second floor without incident.

The third floor came and went.

It was only as they started up the narrow staircase toward the rooftop that Poornima suddenly yanked her hand free — quick, jerky, desperate — and before Rajesh could react, she darted forward.

Not toward the open terrace.

But straight toward the small rental portion where Rahim and Bilal had recently moved in.

Inside the cramped, sparsely furnished portion, Rahim and Bilal sat cross-legged on a thin mattress, deep in conversation.

When Poornima burst through the half-open door, they jolted upright, startled beyond words. For a few seconds, they just stared — confused, blinking — as the girl stumbled around the room, her hands flailing, her bare feet skimming the cold floor tiles.

Then, out of nowhere, Poornima threw her head back and screamed:

"Ammu! Ammu! Ammu!"

The sound tore through the small house, wild and sharp, bouncing off the cracked walls.

Rajesh charged in right after her, breathless, his chest heaving — but when he saw his daughter, saw the frantic way she moved, something inside him crumpled.

His legs locked. His hands trembled. Tears filled his eyes, blurring the room into swimming shapes of beige walls and battered furniture.

A sharp, sweet smell began to seep through the portion — camphor.

Not from a corner, not from a cupboard.

It spread everywhere, curling through the room like invisible smoke, clinging to their skin, filling their mouths, sticking behind their teeth.
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Chapter 7
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Whispers from the Balcony
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Poornima remained motionless, her eyes fixed on the balcony tucked into the corner of the hall. Slowly, she slid down the wall and sat there, leaning against it.

At the same moment, the camphor fragrance in the air grew stronger, enveloping the room in an even deeper sense of mystery.
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