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      To my twin sons Dean & Jordan,
born under the Mumbai skies

    


		
			​Chimbai

			Who is this chaiwallah? the newspaperman thought, parking his bicycle.

			It was still early morning, and Chimbai Square was dark and quiet. The newspaperman, always the first vendor to open up, stood next to his simple stand. Wooden planks atop two thick tree branches that spread horizontally beside the wall of a nearby house. The makeshift tarpaulin roof was originally dark green but was now rust-colored from years of accumulated street dust. It looked as weathered and worn as the newspaperman’s jeans and checkered khaki business shirt.

			After a few careless swipes of an old cloth to wipe down the platform, he walked to his bicycle and unloaded the papers, stacking them onto the wooden board. After going back and forth a few times, he removed his cracked brown leather sandals and settled down cross-legged on the platform to fold his papers one by one.

			Glancing to his right, he investigated the chaiwallah’s cart, watching the man’s tea-making process. From his metal spice box, his masala dabba, the old, white bearded man pulled fresh ginger, cinnamon sticks, black peppercorn, cloves, nutmeg, and green cardamon and tossed them into a large shiny aluminum pot full of water.

			“Good-morning, sir!” the chaiwallah called enthusiastically.

			The newspaperman hesitated, surprised by the old man’s energetic greeting. “Oh, hello. Welcome to Chimbai,” he replied in a friendly tone. He continued folding his papers, staring at a few lazy street dogs in the otherwise deserted square, and decided to try a cup of chai when he was done.

			Chimbai Square, where four roads intersected, sat beside the Arabian Sea in Bandra West, a well-known residential suburb southwest of Mumbai. Apartment buildings with shops below blocked the unassuming square from having a water view. The square and surrounding roads were paved with small bricks that time had burnished to a rust color, like the roof on the newspaperman’s stand. Except for a few, most of the weathered beige and brown apartment buildings surrounding the square and connecting streets were just a few stories high.

			Neighborhood residents often referred to two key landmarks in Chimbai Square: the century-old white crucifix statue near its center and the large ancient bodhi tree at the east corner of the square that connected it to St. Joseph’s Road. This was a short road housing the area’s government school and several residential apartment buildings. The other three streets, all named Chimbai Road, branched out from the square.

			On the southern end, between the road and the sea, were Bandra’s Koliwadahs, a four-hundred-year-old fishing community residing beside the beach. Despite rapid urbanization, the Koli people’s lifestyle was mostly unchanged. Koli men were usually around the beach repairing boats and nets to prepare for their next fishing trip, which could last days, weeks, or even months depending on the season. The Koli women took care of the household and sold their husband’s catch along the southern Chimbai road or to wholesalers.

			By the time the newspaperman finished folding half his papers, sunlight had started to filter into parts of Chimbai Square from between the apartment buildings. A man and woman wearing sneakers passed by. A moment later, the newspaperman saw the early morning delivery truck park in front of the supermarket underneath one of the apartment buildings and wait to unload.

			On the left side of the supermarket was a hairdresser, and on the right was a hardware store, a pharmacy, a liquor store, and a doctor’s office. The supermarket always opens first with the other shops opening at various times later in the morning.

			The newspaperman saw three young men get out of the truck to help supermarket staff unload the goods. As they unloaded rice, dal, water containers, and other items, two black and yellow rickshaws parked behind the newspaper stand, awaiting residents headed for work. Then another couple speed-walked across the square. When the men finished unloading, the three truck drivers walked across the square to the chaiwallah’s cart.

			“His first customers,” the newspaperman mused out loud, as he folded his last papers. He watched the fruit seller next to the bodhi tree open up, with the owner loosening the ropes around his stall. “Done,” the newspaperman said. He stretched his legs, slipped on his sandals, and strolled to the chaiwallah’s cart. “Let me be one of your first customers,” he said.

			“Thank you. I am grateful, sir,” the old man replied politely.

			“First time in Chimbai?” the newspaperman asked.

			“Yes, I like moving around.” The man smiled and picked up a cutting chai glass from his rack. “I am a bit of a nomad,” he laughed softly.

			As the newspaperman watched the chaiwallah pour the filtered chai from his patila, a smaller pot, he noted the old man’s neat white beard and dark, deeply wrinkled facial skin and radiant light brown eyes. This man looks old and young at the same time, he thought. The chaiwallah wore a bright, white, well ironed business shirt with a white lungi and shiny light brown leather sandals. Keralite or Tamil? the newspaperman guessed as he accepted the glass of chai.

			“Thank you, sir.” The newspaperman examined the rich, caramel-colored concoction then lifted the glass to his nostrils, inhaling its aroma. “Fragrant!” The chaiwallah waited for him to take his first sip. “Rich, complex, and delicious,” the newspaperman complimented.

			Wonderful to hear that, sir,” the old man replied happily. After letting the newspaperman enjoy a few sips, the chaiwallah asked, “Tell me, what are the headlines today?”

			The newspaperman glanced back at his stand, gathering his thoughts. “Umm… this year’s flourishing agricultural sector after a great monsoon,” he began.

			“Some highlights from the Durga Puja and Navaratri festivals across the country, and updates on India’s countrywide solar panel expansion.”

			“Interesting,” the old man responded. “I’ll buy one. And I’ll make sure to share today’s headlines with each one of my customers to help you sell a few more.

			”Oh,” the newspaperman said, surprised, “that is very generous of you. Thank you, dada,” kindly referring to him as grandfather.

			The chaiwallah smiled warmly. “You’re welcome, beta,” he replied, calling him son.

		


		
			​Aditi

			In the maze of narrow, dusty dirt road alleys in the Koliwadahs, Aditi woke up just before the alarm. She lived in a simple ground-floor studio in a low-rise, brick building in the midst of the fishing community. The room was filled with the scent of damp earth and salty sea air. While basic, her studio was much better than many of the self-made shacks the majority of the Koli community lived in nearby.

			Aditi turned her head to see Vishal sleeping beside her. Such a wonderful boy, she thought fondly, but then felt some guilt that he would soon need his own room. He’s growing up so fast.

			Suddenly, a deafening bang from the adjacent wall shattered her thoughts and made her sit up straight. “Are macchi!” she uttered aloud, using the Koli expression meaning “oh fish,” to out her frustration. I can’t take this noise much longer, she thought.

			Her gaze fell once again on Vishal, who had turned but slept through the noise undisturbed. Her eyes locked onto the golden-colored photo frame on the wall between her kitchen and dining table. Inside was a picture of her parents, taken before Aditi was born just a short stroll away. They were standing proudly beside their fishing boat.

			She slipped out of bed and padded past the mandir attached to the wall. The small altar, facing northeast, was draped in saffron cloth and held three small brass statues. Lord Ganesha, the remover of obstacles, Goddess Mahalakshmi, and the great King Rama. In front of the three gods stood a gold-plated incense burner Aditi got from her grandparents, an oil lamp, and a small brass bell. Most of their poojas, their prayers, however, were held in her auntie’s home in a nearby alley.

			Aditi turned on the light of the bathroom, which was absent of natural light, and closed the flimsy plywood door. Dark green tiles lined the bathing area with a hole in the floor for drainage. On the tiles stood a white plastic bath stool next to a large plastic bucket beneath the tap, with a small plastic mug inside. Brushing her teeth, Aditi looked in the mirror that hung above the sink. Maya will probably make a decision within the next two weeks, she thought. We can move to a slightly better place. She stared into her own eyes with defiance. Yes, Diti, but you need to do better…

			She changed into a classic, modern navy-blue cotton kurti that fell just below her knees. Tiny lilies were stitched onto the collar in a darker shade of blue. All other edges along the dress were stitched in contrasting light blue. Underneath, she wore bright white leggings and light brown sandals. Her thin, feminine, golden necklace gleamed, matching the gold bangles decorated with colored glass gemstones she wore on her left arm. The glistening gold and bright colors contrasted with her rich, deep skin tone, radiating warmth and beauty. Before reaching over to Vishal, she walked up to their to-do list on the whiteboard above the dining table to check on progress.

			After a brief moment, she whispered, “Wake up, baala. Today is your lucky day.”

			Vishal sat up, yawned, stretched his arms, and leaped out of bed. “Lucky?” he asked, as Aditi walked back to the kitchen.

			“I’m making your favorite poha.”

			“I’m starving!” Vishal said, ambling toward his mother.

			“You are always starving, baala,” she laughed, looking back across her shoulder.

			“Something special today?” Vishal asked, observing her from behind.

			“Why, baala?” Aditi asked, cutting the last chilies.

			“Well, you look like that.”

			She turned around, smiled, and reminded him, “You know what I always say….”

			“That the way you look impacts the way you feel,” he swiftly answered.

			“Yep,” she nodded.

			“But I wear the exact same school uniform every day!” He laughed.

			“How is your research going?” she asked, now sautéing the chopped chilies and red onions.

			“A bit boring. Why you are always giving me these kinds of assignments?”

			“They are not assignments,” Aditi chuckled, adding asafetida to the pan.

			“I just want you to create the habit of reading and thinking critically.”

			“Extra jaggery, please!” Vishal requested, before walking into the bathroom.

			Aditi added boiled potatoes, green peas, carrots, turmeric, salt, and extra jaggery to the pan.

			Vishal walked out of the bathroom in his school uniform. Aditi said, “The assignments, as you call them, give us interesting discussions in the evenings, don’t you think?”

			“Yes, very interesting,” Vishal replied, his tone somewhat sarcastic. “When are we going to the Elephant Caves?” he asked.

			“Maybe next weekend, baala. It depends on my workload. Come, sit. I’ll be right there.” Aditi dished out two bowls of poha and sat down. After the first scoop of the soft, spiced flattened rice flakes, she opened her laptop. “Sorry, Vishal, I need to check if anything is urgent.”

			Vishal ate silently.

			“Oh, come on!” Aditi suddenly exclaimed aloud in frustration.

			“What happened?” Vishal asked.

			“Nothing. It is just this email.” Aditi continued to read, trying to hide her disappointment and surprise. I really thought I would be invited for an interview. I am more than qualified, she thought. She updated her file showing a long list of jobs she got rejected from in various stages of the application process over the last few years.

			“Chal, Vishal!” Aditi said closing her laptop, telling him to hurry up and go.

			Vishal closed the warped aluminum door behind him and climbed onto Aditi’s old, white kinetic scooter, flattening the back tire.

			“Ready?” she asked.

			“Yep,” he answered.

			She maneuvered them through the narrow alleys, rocks and sand skipping from the tires, until she finally stopped short of the southern Chimbai Road. She looked for traffic and turned left, heading toward Chimbai Square. Now it bustled with shoppers, cars, and rickshaws. As she waited for a car to pass by, she spotted the chaiwallah’s chai cart across the square. He’s new, she thought. Then she continued on, passing the bodhi tree into St. Joseph’s Road before pulling up in front of the school.

			“Bye!” Vishal called as he hopped off, almost making Aditi lose balance of the scooter.

			“Bye, monkey. Study hard, God will do the rest,” Aditi replied.

			When Vishal was out of sight, Aditi placed a purple shawl over her mouth and nose and headed back to Chimbai Road, driving south as she passed the small Hanuman temple and St. Andrew’s Church until she stopped at the busy Hill Road crossing. The street was a whirl of vehicles, but she joined the heavy traffic with confidence. Past Mehboob studios, the beacon of iconic Indian films, she turned onto Mount Carmer Road, around Lilavati Hospital, and finally onto the Western Express Highway. The sprawling six-kilometer Bandra-Worli Bridge that crossed the murky sea from Bandra to Worli was on her right, but she veered left, driving twenty kilometers north to Malad.

			In the basement of an old office building, she parked her scooter and took the lift to the third floor. Walking through the labyrinth of call center desks, she suddenly heard a voice from behind.

			“Good morning, Aditi.”

			She turned to see Maya, the floor director standing outside her office. “Good morning, Maya,” Aditi said.

			“I have news to share. Let’s sit in my office?” Maya gestured towards the room behind her.

			“Yes, sure,” Aditi responded eagerly, her heart pounding with anticipation.

			This is much faster than expected, Aditi thought, following her. Apprehension crept in as she sat opposite the director. This was the moment she had been waiting for. I really need this, Aditi thought.

			“Aditi, I’ll get straight to the point. Unfortunately, it’s not good news,” Maya began.

			Aditi felt a knot tighten in her stomach.

			“You were not successfully considered for the team leader role,” Maya said.

			A rush of disappointment washed over Aditi, but she forced a nod and a smile. I knew it, she thought.

			“I know you’ve applied a few times for this type of role, and you have made tremendous progress these past years. You’re a high achiever and never troublesome.” Maya smiled.

			Never troublesome? What is that supposed to mean? Aditi wondered.

			“It’s just that someone else in the team was better suited this time. It happens,” Maya concluded.

			“Okay,” Aditi replied, waiting for further explanation, but there was none. Feeling somewhat defeated, she said, “Maya, is there something I need to improve to increase my chances of being offered a managerial role? I’ve applied a few times now. Are there skills I need to develop further?”

			“No, Aditi. You’re doing fine,” Maya answered. “Sometimes it is just that someone else is better suited. We will announce it soon, and you will understand. Chal, let’s get back to work,” the director said, standing up to end the conversation.

			“Thank you, Maya,” Aditi replied, smiling politely as she stood up and left. I can’t take these rejections any longer! Aditi shouted to herself internally, now briskly walking across the call floor. What do I need to do to get promoted after all these years? I’ve hit my targets and built relationships with the team leaders, and lately I’ve been sharing ideas on sales strategy, organizational structure, and productivity improvements to help the business.

			Back at her desk, she opened her laptop, fighting off a storm of discouragement and confusion. Maybe I am just good at sales and don’t have what it takes to lead, she thought, staring at her screen.

			“Aditi, did you hear?” her best friend voiced from behind, interrupting her thoughts.

			“Hey, Maryam. Hear what?”

			“You won’t believe it,” Maryam started, pity showing across her face.

			“What? Tell me,” Aditi urged her.

			“It is Veda. Veda will be our new team leader,” Maryam revealed.

			Aditi’s face flushed. “What?”

			“I know, I know. I am so sorry, Aditi. Everyone knows it should have been you,” Maryam said. “You should have been promoted years ago. Veda graduated only recently and lacks experience.”

			After shaking off her disappointment, Aditi said convincingly, “It’s okay, Maryam.”

			“Honestly, Aditi, you should move elsewhere, to a place where they appreciate you,” Maryam suggested.

			Aditi felt grateful for the comments from her friend and nodded slightly, not wanting to reveal that she had been applying externally for a long time but without any luck.

			“You know,” Maryan continued, “this time you had one clear disadvantage. Maya and Veda’s families know each other; they grew up in the same neighborhood. And you… well, you know how it is. They just don’t want someone like you to rise in the ranks. And I can already predict that…”

			Aditi stared ahead, no longer listening as she thought about her next steps.

		


		
			​Arjun

			Back in Chimbai Square, a pani puri vendor passed the supermarket with his entire stall balancing on his shoulders. It was a large metal plate attached to wooden sticks that could swiftly transform into a high table. On the plate was a pyramid of hollow, crispy shells called puri, surrounded by many containers with potato mash, chickpeas, onions, and masala, a blend of ground spices, for filling the puri. Others contained dressings: tamarind, mint, coriander, chili, and masala-infused water, and another with dahi—yogurt enhanced with cumin powder and chaat masala. The man offered two types of chutneys: one sweet and tangy, primarily with tamarind, and the other spicy and aromatic, made from herbs, garlic, lemon juice, and roasted cumin seeds.

			Two women in sarees passed him by, but their attention was captivated by the local produce laid out by the vegetable sellers: lady fingers, cucumbers, beetroot, cabbage, cauliflower, and more. He moved on, passing the chaiwallah’s cart and the newspaper stand.

			Several drivers in brown uniforms lounged in their parked rickshaws, chewing tambaku paan—betel leaves filled with areca nut, slaked lime, tobacco, rose syrup, and cardamom. In front of the white crucifix, a group of women in black veils, only showing their eyes, were laden with groceries. They chatted and laughed among themselves, paying no heed to the vendor who continued to the other side of the square.

			As the pani puri vendor strolled to the opposite side of the square, Arjun yelled at him from underneath the bodhi tree. “Hey, give us some!” The man ignored him and quickened his pace. “Pass me the tharra, bhai,” Arjun muttered to Rohit, calling him brother.

			Rohit handed him the transparent bottle of locally brewed coconut alcohol. Arjun took a big gulp, his bloodshot, weary eyes scanning the square. His thinning black hair, peppered with grey, mirrored the untended beard on his face. He wiped his mouth with the short-sleeve of his green business shirt. His jeans were cut in several places and his sandals were dull and cracked.

			After another swig at the tharra, he tried to stand up but struggled, using the bodhi tree for support. Pushing himself off, he nearly collided with two passing women wearing colorful sarees, who hurriedly moved out of his way, their eyes filled with disdain. Arjun regained his balance and staggered to the fruit seller next to the other side of the bodhi tree, near the newspaperman.

			“Bastard! You are always in our way,” he bellowed drunkenly.

			The short, fragile fruit seller looked up, startled and frightened.

			“How about you give me and my friend an apple for our trouble?” Arjun demanded in a menacing tone.

			The fruit seller glanced around, desperation etched on his face.

			“Are you not hearing me?” Arjun snarled.

			The vendor didn’t budge, his eyes locked with Arjun’s fiery red ones. “Come on, dost, I am just trying to make a living here,” the fruit seller pleaded.

			“Dost!?” Arjun mocked. “I am not your friend, you bastard! I was going to leave with two apples, but now it’s three.”

			The fruit seller sighed in resignation. “Take them. Just leave me,” he murmured.

			Arjun grunted, took the apples, and trudged back to the tree.

			“You are such a mean drunk. The alcohol turns you into me!” Rohit laughed.

			Arjun sat back down sedated. He grabbed the bottle from Rohit and took another gulp. After a while, Arjun tried to rise again. Shit! The square is spinning. I’m too drunk, he thought. “I’m going home. We need to… must… discuss our next move,” Arjun slurred.

			“Tomorrow,” Rohit replied.

			“Really. We have to. You know I need the money,” insisted Arjun.

			“Don’t worry. We will, bhai,” Rohit assured him.

			Arjun pushed himself off the tree, zigzagging towards the supermarket, and turned south onto Chimbai Road.

			After stumbling for ten minutes down the road, with the Koliwadahs on his right, he turned into one of its alleys. He stopped to rest against a brick wall to relish the incoming sea breeze on his face. Continuing down the same alley for a few minutes, he reached the beach and sat on a large black rock partially submerged in the brown, murky sea.

			Watching the sea, he lit a cigarette. After inhaling deeply, his mind started to race. Even after almost thirty years, he could vividly remember his time with his father. The first time I saw the sea, he reminisced, was on Juhu Beach. He thought about the four-hundred-kilometer bus ride they had taken together from their farm in Jalna for his father to secure better contracts for cotton, legumes, soybeans, and maize. The roads were so bad back then. His father suggested they should see Juhu Beach after spending most of their days in Navi Mumbai and Vashi wholesale markets. Arjun let out a wistful smile, remembering the samosas they ate together on the beach.

			Taking a deep drag from his cigarette, he thought, it has been more than twenty years since I ran away from Jalna. Damn this life! He softly cursed his fate, flicking his cigarette into the surf. Winding back through several alleys, Arjun entered one of the ramshackle rooms, pulling a cord to light a bulb dangling in the middle of the cramped room. He poured a glass of water from an aluminum container, drank it quickly, and collapsed onto the old, moldy mattress.

		


		
			​Sumeet

			A luxurious black sedan entered Chimbai Square from St. Joseph’s Street, turning right and passing the fruit seller and the rickshaw behind the newspaperman. It turned right again into a gated community located behind the bodhi tree. This was one of Bandra West’s most posh, high-rise apartment buildings.

			“Good night. Same time tomorrow, please,” Sumeet told his driver, then stepped out and hastily grabbed his brown leather briefcase. He took the lift to his home on the top floor. When he entered, his wife Manisha immediately called him to join her in the living room. One thing after another, he thought, stressing. He dropped his briefcase in front of his home office opposite the front door.

			“Namaskar,” he said, greeting his parents at the dining table. “Sorry, I was a little delayed,” he added.

			“No problem, baala. How are you?” his mother asked warmly.

			He smiled at Manisha, thankful she had taken care of his parents in his absence.

			He kissed his mother’s forehead and patted his father on the shoulder, telling them he would freshen up and quickly come back. Entering his home office, he walked behind the desk and laid his dark navy blue suit jacket on the back of the leather office chair and left his blue and purple checkered silk tie and white business shirt on the seat of the chair. Catching sight of himself in the mirror, he stroked his black moustache and inspected the dark black circles underneath his eyes then touched his potbelly, declaring the daily walks weren’t helping much. He opened one of the drawers of his polished teakwood desk and took out two paracetamol pills and swallowed them with water from his briefcase.

			“What a feast,” Sumeet said as he returned to the dining table and admired all the different dishes laid out. There were eggplants stuffed with peanuts, coconut, spices and jaggery in a gravy. Dal that was cooked overnight, creamy white mutton curry, and a variety of breads like puran poli and bhakri.

			“How are you, baba?” he asked, sitting down opposite his father.

			“Good, how is the new job?” his father asked with a hint of seriousness.

			“We’re making good improvements,” Sumeet answered, trying to sound confident. “Aai, do you still have that ginger rama tulsi tea from your trip?” he quickly asked his mother, hoping to steer the conversation away from work.

			“Yes, baala, lots of it,” his mother answered. “Why? Are you feeling sick?” she immediately asked, concerned.

			“Migraines… they keep coming back,” he admitted somewhat sheepishly, avoiding eye contact.

			“Are you sleeping well? Drinking enough water?” his mother inquired, worry etched on her face.

			“It’s just work stress,” Sumeet said, glancing at his father.

			“I didn’t want to tell you, but the wrinkles around your eyes are deepening and darkening baala,” his mother pointed out, concern growing in her voice. “I am worried about you.”

			Sumeet could see the feeling of responsibility show across Manisha’s face and quickly responded. “It’s just a tough period at work. Lots of changes,” he said, trying to calm her down.

			“I will send a whole bunch to your secretary tomorrow morning,” his mother said. “Do you still walk every morning?”

			“Yes, every day before work,” Sumeet responded, trying to reassure her.

			“What kind of improvements at work are you seeing, Sumeet?” his father suddenly asked solemnly.

			Sumeet wasn’t surprised his father steered the conversation back to work. “Well,” he answered, “I am a lot clearer now about the responsibilities of my new role and the priorities for the business. Recently, we filled up our most critical roles.” His father nodded and he concluded with, “But our team still needs time to understand their roles and the new ways of working proposed by the new management. Overall, lots of changes, but we’re making good progress.”

			“Are you happy in your new role?” his father asked, eyebrows raised.

			“Yes, it’s another step forward and very challenging. We’ll get there.” He sounded hopeful.

			Manisha stepped in. “I always tell him he’s too kind to his people.”

			Sumeet glanced at her, feeling the comment was somewhat condescending. How would you know? he thought.

			“My job gives me energy,” his father pointed out, studying his son’s face closely. “But it doesn’t seem like yours is providing that.”

			Sumeet paused to give himself a chance to answer calmly, but inwardly, he felt the familiar sting of his father’s doubt about his career. “We are all just getting used to the changes in the office.”

			“Do we have dessert?” his mother asked, breaking the tension.

			“Yes, aai,” Manisha replied. “Would you like some shrikhand? Or rasgulla?”

			“How can I resist?” she smiled. “A bit of both, please,” she laughed.

			Sumeet declined.

			“The only man I know who doesn’t like Bengali sweets,” Manisha remarked.

			As Manisha instructed the maid to prepare tea and dessert, Sumeet’s mother asked about their daughter, Nandini. Sumeet felt pity seeing the question trigger sadness in Manisha’s eyes, but she explained proudly that their daughter was happy in Canada, achieving good grades and enjoying a large social circle.

			“It’s perfectly normal to feel the empty nest syndrome, soonbai,” Sumeet’s mother stated.

			Sumeet realized he too greatly missed Nandini’s presence in their house.

			After enjoying dessert, his mother stood up and said to Manisha, “Well, that was lovely.”

			Sumeet quickly moved to help her up and walked alongside her to the front door, his father following behind.

			“You can expect that tea in the morning, baala,” she said.

			“I hope you have a good week, Sumeet,” his father said, encouragement in his voice.

			“Thanks, baba. I will do my best,” Sumeet replied sincerely.

			After closing the door, Manisha immediately turned to Sumeet. “You better go to bed early. I’m sure you have another big day tomorrow.”

			“Yes, back-to-back meetings all day.” He sighed and turned to his office to change into his pajamas. Looking out the large window, he watched Chimbai Square for a while. It was quiet and dark, except for lights coming from the supermarket and a few stalls around the square, including the chaiwallah’s.

			*

			The next morning, Sumeet stepped out of the elevator, happy to enjoy his daily moment of refuge. No one can take my daily meditation away from me, he mused, walking across the parking area. Outside the compound, he turned left onto Chimbai Square. A rickshaw was stationed beside the newspaperman, who sat next to his stack of papers observing the square’s movements from his wooden board. Ahead of him, Sumeet observed the supermarket. The racks in front, where staff often sat atop, were now empty. Walking ahead, he looked for traffic that always came in unexpectedly, but there was none. On his left, he saw the bodhi tree standing tranquil and alone.

			When he passed the newspaper man, a cheerful greeting stopped him in his tracks.

			“Good morning, sir! How are you today?” said an old man, smiling warmly at him from behind his cart.

			“Good morning,” Sumeet responded politely, impressed by the neat look of the old man.

			“Would you care for a cup of chai, my good sir?” the chaiwallah asked.

			“Well,” he started, unwilling to delay his walking, “how about when I come back,” he promised.

			“Wonderful,” the chaiwallah replied, smiling broadly. “That gives me time to brew a fresh batch.”

			Sumeet walked on, turning right into the northwestern Chimbai Road, passing Jogger’s Park, and finally reaching the Carter Road promenade beside the sea. The sea was restless, its waves crashing through the mangroves onto the large black rocks that lined the space ahead of the promenade. He walked along the footpath, passing the many empty beige colored stone benches that separated the road with plants and palm trees. The benches, usually deserted during the day, attracted local residents and city-wide youth at night who wanted to unwind from the vibrant chaos of Mumbai life.

			After covering a little over one kilometer on the promenade, Sumeet reached his cue, the play-rack that was part of small park. He turned around, and when he was back at Chimbai Square, he went to the chaiwallah, who was without customers.

			“How was your walk, sir? There’s a wonderful cool breeze this morning,” the chaiwallah said as Sumeet approached.

			“Yes, there is,” he replied, enjoying the old man’s efforts to make conversation. Sumeet saw the chaiwallah pour his masala chai into one of the glasses, its fragrance making him wonder about the different spices involved.

			“Are you new at Chimbai Square?” Sumeet asked.

			“Yes, I am,” the chaiwallah replied, drying the bottom of the glass. He handed Sumeet the cup and said, “You will not regret it, sir.”

			Sumeet felt amused by the chaiwallah’s enthusiasm as he took a tentative whiff. “Very aromatic,” he stated. Then he closed his eyes and took a sip.

			After his first gulp, the old man asked, “To your liking, sir?”

			“Oh, yes, it’s the perfect blend of spice and sweetness.” Sumeet took another sip. “Better than my usual at the office,” he chuckled.

			Sumeet turned his back toward the chaiwallah to take in the sights of the square and enjoy his tea. When the chaiwallah asked him about the day ahead, Sumeet replied he would be very busy attending meetings.

			“I wish you a successful day, beta,” the old man said, seeing Sumeet finish his glass of chai.

			“Thank you, sir. This was a good way to start my day,” Sumeet replied, appreciating the affectionate term given to him.

			When Sumeet reached into his pocket, the chaiwallah said, “Your first one is on me, beta.”

			Sumeet insisted, surprised by the generosity. He presumed the old man needed the money, but the chaiwallah refused.

			“What is your name, sir?” Sumeet asked.

			“Daasa, but call me dada,” the old man smiled, proposing to call him grandfather.

			“Thank you, dada. My name is Sumeet,” he responded, wondering about the old man’s given name, meaning “servant” in Hindi. Sumeet waved goodbye, passed the newspaperman’s stall, and picked up his pace. The name does reflect his customer service, but it can’t be his real name, he thought, having enjoyed the interaction. Rare nowadays to receive such unbridled friendliness and enthusiasm from a street vendor, he thought happily.

		


		
			​Aditi

			Yes! Aditi thought, watching her office computer screen. Then she quickly scanned the area around her to ensure no one could read the email. Finally, an external interview this week! That call center is well regarded, she thought with a smile. She quickly replied to the email by stating her preferred date and time to meet and got up from her chair.

			She navigated through the immensely crowded, noisy hall, passing the many desks with u-shaped walls that didn’t help confine the countless conversations happening all at once. Despite all the air conditioners running, the air was warm and humid. Aditi eventually reached the director’s office on the other side of the call room floor and saw Maya was on the phone, so she waited patiently at the door.

			“Excuse me?” Aditi called after she saw Maya hang up her phone.

			“Yes, Aditi?”

			“This Thursday I will need to leave at three,” she said, then quickly added, “I will make sure to hit my daily target in the evening hours. Is that okay?” She was sure it wouldn’t be a problem.

			“Sorry, Aditi, I really need everyone here as much as possible this week. Especially you as senior member of the team. Normally, I would be okay with you leaving early, but not this week, Aditi.”

			“Okay,” Aditi said in surprise.

			“I am making the announcement now. That will clarify everything.” Maya stood up.

			“Okay, madam,” Aditi replied, now realizing it was because of Veda’s new role. Maya nodded and walked from behind her desk toward her office door. “Come,” Maya said.

			Aditi followed.

			“Can I have your attention, everyone!” Maya shouted across the floor as she stepped out.

			Aditi saw surprised faces pop up from the many cubicles.

			“Please come closer, I would like to make an announcement,” Maya said. Aditi could see people whisper as they walked up, wondering what this was about. “As you all know, we are making structural changes to improve results. And I’m thrilled to announce that Veda will be our new corporate team leader.”

			Everyone clapped as Veda smiled proudly.

			“Veda has been a successful sales executive for some time. She will start in her new role immediately and will report directly to me. Please support her during this transition,” Maya said.

			Maryam shot Aditi a disapproving look from afar, but Aditi chose to ignore it.

			“Veda, anything you want to add?” Maya asked.

			“Thank you, Maya. I’m super excited and will give it my all. Everyone, I hope I can count on your support,” Veda said.

			What does she have that I don’t? Aditi wondered with sadness as she looked at Veda.

			“Thanks, Veda. That’s it,” Maya concluded, returning to her office.

			Aditi quickly forced herself to overcome her self-pity and walked up to Veda. “Congratulations, Veda,” Aditi said. “I look forward to working together.”

			“Thank you, Aditi. I’m very excited to get started as our new team leader,” Veda replied.

			Seeing the pride on Veda’s face as she announced her new title made Aditi swallow the disappointment again of missing out on the role.

			“We’ll get together with the entire team this afternoon,” Veda added.

			“Great,” Aditi said. “Now that you are my new manager, Veda,” Aditi continued, “I spoke to Maya about leaving a little early this Thursday as there is something urgent I need to do. Is that okay with you?”

			Veda’s face soured. “Right. Well, I asked Maya to have everyone in the team completely tuned in this week due to our poor performance. I hope this won’t be a problem,” she said, sounding like a teacher.

			Aditi pursed her lips. “No. No problem,” she conceded, sensing Veda’s insecurity. “I look forward to the afternoon meeting.” She then swiftly walked off to the other side of the floor, opened the emergency exit door leading to the building’s humid stairwell, and took out her phone.

			Aditi listened to the ongoing ringtone, nervously tapping her foot, until finally someone picked up.

			“Swift Link Call Center, how can I help you?”

			“Yes. Hello, this is ​Aditi Sawant. Could you please connect me to human resources,” she said softly.

			“Just a moment,” the voice instructed.

			Aditi waited anxiously, on the alert for colleagues walking up and down the stairs.

			“This is Neha. How can I help?” a different voice asked.

			“Hello. You are speaking with Aditi Sawant. I am calling regarding the interview for sales executive. About fifteen minutes ago, I replied to your email with my preferred day and time, but I just found out the only availability I have this week is late evenings or weekends.”

			“Give me a second, madam,” the voice requested.

			After some time, the voice said, “Aditi?”

			“Yes?”

			“I’m sorry to inform you that the hiring manager will only be able to take interviews with the options provided. They already have very strong candidates in hand and want to finish this week.”

			Aditi considered her options and potential repercussions. If I go, I may not get the new job, and I might lose this one. I can’t take that risk, she thought. “I really can’t make it. How about next Monday?” Aditi asked.

			“Sorry, Aditi, there’s nothing I can do.”

			Are macchi! she thought. “Right. Okay, I understand. In that case I will need to cancel.”

			“We will keep your resume on file as we may have another opportunity soon.”

			“Thank you. Yes, please do let me know. Goodbye.” Frustrated, Aditi leaned against the warm concrete wall. Who knows when something else will come up. I cannot believe this opportunity has slipped through my hands.

			*

			That evening, Aditi turned her scooter from Hill Road’s heavy traffic onto the tranquil Saint Paul’s Road. The evening air was beginning to turn slightly chilly. Her thoughts drifted to the long and stressful day she just had. If today was an example of what’s to come, dealing with Veda will be challenging.

			Forced to stop beside the bodhi tree, she saw Chimbai Square bustling with activity. Vishal will see the stress on my face, she thought, waiting for cars to clear the road. Then her eyes landed on the chaiwallah’s cart next to the newspaper stand. Perhaps a cup of tea from that new chaiwallah will refresh, she thought.

			She maneuvered her scooter through the cars, rickshaws, and evening shoppers to park in front of the supermarket. Stepping off, she almost bumped into a dwarf-like, fragile-looking man. It was the neighborhood garbage collector who was stacking flattened cartons into his rudimentary trolley made of dissimilar-sized wooden planks held together by a metal frame. When traffic cleared, she walked across.

			“Hello, dear!” The chaiwallah immediately greeted her warmly. “You look like you could use a good cup of chai.”

			“Is it that obvious?” she laughed, surprised by the old man’s enthusiasm.

			“Well, my dear, I meet a lot of people every day,” he said, immediately pouring chai from his patila into a glass.

			“Here you go, beti,” he said, addressing her as daughter. “You live around here?” he asked smiling.

			“Ah, yes, the Koliwadahs,” Aditi answered.

			“An important part of Mumbai’s beginnings,” he noted.

			She took a sip, appreciating the recognition of her heritage.

			“Could I ask you what work you do?” he followed up.

			“Sales, in a call center.”

			“Oh, wonderful!” he exclaimed. “It’s not easy for a young woman from the Koliwadahs to build such a career,” he added. “Office politics, prejudice, traditions, and men,” he explained.

			“Ha! That’s very true,” she laughed, surprised by his insight. “It can be hard to get ahead, dada,” Aditi admitted. “It hasn’t really happened for me yet.”

			“Yet! That is the magic word, beti. It is darkest before the dawn, my dear. You just keep on going. Make sure you show up every day and put in the work. Your luck will come. And, if you ever need a word of advice from an old chaiwallah, you come see me.”

			“Thank you. I will do that,” she said, feeling safe and uplifted by his words.

			While enjoying the chai, she glanced at her watch. Oh! Vishal will be waiting, she thought.

			“How much is it, dada? I need to go.”

			“This one is on me, beti. I’m happy we had a good talk,” he said warmly.

			“That’s very generous. Thank you. I will be back again. Goodnight.” She finished her glass and placed it back on his cart. What a friendly old man, Aditi thought as she walked back to her scooter.

			When Aditi reached her aunt’s home in the Koliwadahs, she called out, “Vishal?” before opening the aluminum door. The room was filled with the aroma of their local Koli spices, their masala.

			“Aai!” Vishal shouted at Aditi from behind the table.

			“Hello, bhachi,” her auntie greeted her niece warmly, stepping out from the kitchen. “Your boy is full and
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