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CHAPTER ONE

Saturday Night Melodies


The guitar case slammed against Raj's hip as he maneuvered through the narrow doorway, cursing under his breath when the strap caught on the handle. Rain had turned the city streets into a mess of honking horns and blinding headlights, and he was already twenty minutes late.

"Raj! Finally!" Arjun's voice boomed from somewhere inside the house, warm and familiar as an old song. "I was starting to think you'd gotten lost in that traffic nightmare."

"Don't tempt me to turn around," Raj shot back, but he was grinning as he kicked off his soaked shoes. The smell hit him immediately—sandalwood incense mixing with the faint aroma of jasmine flowers.

Arjun appeared in the hallway, hair grayer than it had been last month, laugh lines deeper around his eyes. Sixty looked good on him, Raj thought. Five years since Priya's sudden heart attack, and somehow Arjun had emerged with the kind of aging that came from laughing more than worrying—a conscious choice, Raj suspected, not an easy one.

"Your guitar made it in one piece, I hope?" Arjun grabbed the case with the reverence of a fellow musician. "Last week you were complaining about that crack near the bridge."

"Got it fixed. Cost me half a week's pay, but some things are worth it."

They settled into the living room, and Raj felt the familiar unwinding that only happened here. The walls were covered with framed photographs—Arjun with legends of Indian classical music, concert posters from the seventies when his friend had been the rising star everyone talked about, gold records that caught the lamplight.

"New piece tonight?" Raj asked, already unpacking his guitar.

"Always." Arjun's eyes lit up the way they always did when music entered the conversation. "But I want your honest opinion. And I mean brutal honesty, not that diplomatic garbage you gave me last time."


"That last song was garbage."


"See? Was that so hard?"

They laughed, and then Vikram burst through the door without knocking, because that's what Vikram did. He'd been doing it for ten years.

"The party has arrived!" Vikram announced, shaking rain from his jacket like a wet dog. At fifty-eight, he still acted like he was in his twenties—all energy and bad jokes and that infectious laugh that made strangers want to join in.

"The party is late," Arjun corrected, but he was already pulling out the tambourine Vikram claimed he could play but really just enthusiastically shook.

"Traffic was insane. Raj, back me up here."

"Traffic was insane," Raj confirmed, tuning his guitar by ear, the way his father had taught him decades ago.

The next hour dissolved into music. They worked through Arjun's new composition—a haunting melody that reminded Raj of monsoon nights and old Hindi films. Vikram kept time, more or less, and occasionally added his gravelly voice to the harmony.

This was Raj's sanctuary. At thirty-two, he'd built a reputation in the city's music scene—session work, the occasional solo gig, and now he'd joined a popular broadcasting company as creative director. But here, with these two men who'd known him since he was twenty and stupid, he could just be.

"Remember the festival in Pune?" Vikram asked during a water break. "When that amplifier blew mid-performance?"

"And you kept singing acapella like it was planned," Arjun added, pointing at Raj. "The crowd went absolutely wild."

"I was terrified," Raj admitted. "I thought my career was over before it started."

"That's the thing about you, Raj," Arjun said, suddenly serious. "You always land on your feet. Even when you're convinced you're falling."

Something in his friend's tone made Raj look up, but Arjun was already changing the subject.

"So, I should mention—Anaya's coming to stay with me for a while."

"Anaya?" Vikram perked up. "Your brother's daughter? Haven't seen her since she was, what, five years old?"

"Twelve now. Her parents are going through some financial troubles, and they thought a change of scenery might be good for her. Plus, she's crazy about music. Wants to learn everything."

"Another musician in the making," Raj said, feeling an unexpected warmth at the idea. He'd always wanted a younger sibling. "When does she arrive?"

"Next Saturday. So prepare yourself for a teenager invading our peaceful bachelor pad," Arjun joked, but there was genuine affection in his voice.

They played until midnight, breaking only when Arjun insisted they eat the dinner he'd prepared—fragrant dal and buttery rotis that they devoured between songs. By the time Raj left, his fingers ached and his voice was rough. Walking to his car, guitar case bumping against his leg, he felt that rare contentment that came from a night well spent.


CHAPTER TWO

The Girl with the Crayons


The living room looked like a rainbow had exploded.

Raj stood in the doorway, taking in the scene with mounting amusement. Sheet music covered the coffee table, but someone had drawn elaborate flowers and stars in the margins. Crayons were scattered across the carpet in no particular order—crimson bleeding into cerulean blue, sunshine yellow next to deep forest green. And in the middle of this artistic chaos sat a girl with her tongue poking out in concentration, sketching what appeared to be a guitar with wings.

"Raj!" Arjun emerged from the kitchen, looking slightly frazzled. "Come in, come in. Anaya, we have a guest."

The girl looked up, and Raj found himself staring into eyes that seemed too old for her face—dark and observant, missing nothing. She had her hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, paint smudges on her cheek. An off-white t-shirt and three-quarter pants completed the picture of someone lost in creative work.

"Hi," she said simply, then went back to her drawing.

"Anaya, this is Raj. Remember I told you about him? He's the musician friend I've been talking about."

Now he had her full attention. She scrambled to her feet with the gangly awkwardness of someone not quite comfortable in their changing body, and Raj felt a pang of recognition. He'd been twelve once, all elbows and uncertainty.

"Hi Raj, I heard your songs and I enjoy your singing," Anaya said, not shy at all. "Uncle Arjun plays your recordings sometimes. You sing that song about the rain—'Baarish Ke Baad.' That's my favorite."

Raj blinked, surprised and oddly pleased. "That's great! Most of my fans say the same."

"I remember every word of that song." She said it matter-of-factly, not bragging. "Do you want to hear me play the piano? I've been practicing."

Before he could answer, she was dragging him toward the old upright piano in the corner—the one Arjun kept threatening to get tuned but never did. Anaya's small fingers found the keys with more confidence than skill, and she launched into a simplified version of "Baarish Ke Baad" that was technically correct but missing something.

"Good," Raj said when she finished, and meant it. "But you're playing the notes, not the music. You know the difference?"

Her brow furrowed. "No."

"Play it again, but this time, close your eyes. Don't think about what your fingers are doing. Think about..." He paused, searching for the right words. "Think about the saddest day you've ever had. Or the happiest. Pour that into the keys."

Anaya looked skeptical, but she tried again. This time, something shifted. The same notes, but warmer somehow, more alive. When she finished, her eyes were bright.

"I felt it!" she exclaimed. "Did you hear the difference?"

"I heard it," Raj confirmed, and her whole face lit up.

That became their pattern over the following weeks. Raj would arrive every Saturday, and Anaya would be waiting—sometimes with new sheet music to show him, sometimes with questions about chord progressions or vocal techniques, sometimes just wanting him to play while she listened.

She was a sponge, soaking up everything he could teach her. But more than that, she made him laugh. There was something disarmingly honest about Anaya, a lack of pretense that Raj found refreshing after dealing with the egos and politics of the music industry all week.

"Why do you make your voice go all growly in that one song?" she asked one afternoon, mimicking his technique with hilarious results.

"It's called vocal fry, and don't do that—you'll hurt yourself," Raj said, trying not to laugh. "It takes years of practice to do it safely."

"Will you teach me?"

"When you're older."

"How much older?"

"At least sixteen."

She groaned dramatically. "That's forever!"


Four years was forever when you were twelve, Raj remembered. At twelve, he'd been convinced he'd be a rock star by eighteen. Life had other plans.


"Raj?" Anaya's voice interrupted his thoughts. "Can I ask you something?"

"Shoot."

"Why do you look sad sometimes? Even when you're smiling?"

The question hit him like a punch to the gut. This kid was too perceptive for her own good.

"Everyone has sad days," he said carefully.

"Yeah, but yours seem... bigger. Like they're always there, under everything else." She tilted her head, studying him with that unnerving intensity. "It's okay if you don't want to talk about it. Uncle Arjun says I ask too many personal questions."

"Your uncle is right," Raj said, but gently. "And you're a very smart kid, Anaya."

"I know," she replied without a trace of arrogance, and somehow that made it charming instead of obnoxious.

As months passed, their bond deepened. Raj started bringing her sheet music from his collection, teaching her songs that were slightly too advanced, watching with satisfaction as she attacked each challenge with fierce determination. Anaya had talent—real, undeniable talent—but more importantly, she had passion.

"You remind me of me at your age," he told her one evening, after she'd mastered a particularly tricky arrangement.

"Really?" She glowed at the comparison. "Uncle Arjun says you're the best musician he knows, and he knows a lot of musicians."

"Your uncle exaggerates."

"No, he doesn't. He says you have something that can't be taught—soul. That's why people cry when you sing."

Raj didn't know what to say to that. At twelve, Anaya shouldn't understand about soul and craft, about the difference between technical proficiency and actual artistry. But she did.
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