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Chapter One 

Paanwala’s Betel Dreams
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In the hazy half-light of dawn, Paanwala closed his eyes and drifted back to a memory. Under a sprawling banyan tree stood his father, whose strong hands guided his small fingers as they folded betel leaves around slaked lime, coconut shavings, and tender areca nut. The air smelled of burning oud and jasmine. His father laughed—a deep, warm sound that seemed to echo off every leaf. Paanwala could still feel that steady confidence in his palm.

Now, more than ever, he needed that certainty. His shop, painted the same emerald green his father chose, stood on a cramped lane off Lakshmi Chowk. Rickshaw horns blared in bursts, and chai vendors shouted offers of adrak chai. Narrow alleys pulsed with life—families shared rooms no bigger than closets, walls mottled by monsoon dampness. From the stall’s faded glass counter, Paanwala arranged his ingredients: bright tulsi leaves, fiery supari, cardamom pods that snapped with each crush.

At seven sharp, he tiptoed into their one-room home. His mother, frail after last year’s hepatitis, slept on a thin mattress. He braided his younger sisters’ hair, the braids as neat as his father once made. “Bhaiya,” giggled the elder, “today I told Sultana Aunty I miss Papa.” He smiled but pressed a finger to his lips. He balanced half-boiled eggs, roti wrapped in cloth, and her sweet, damp smile. The girls shouldered their worn backpacks, and Paanwala walked them to the neighborhood school.
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