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      To those who wait, who wander, who remember—may friendship be your compass and love your shore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        What is a friend? A single soul dwelling in two bodies.

        — Aristotle
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      “When did we get so old?” she groaned, tugging at a silver strand on her head as if it had materialised overnight.

      “Old? Speak for yourself, darling. I'm still a spring chicken,” he grinned, winking in that same boyish way that had not faded with time. Perhaps the only thing that hadn't.

      She rolled her eyes, but when their gazes met—hers filled with mock exasperation, his with that ever-familiar twinkle—something electric sparked between them. Something that had always been there, dormant but never extinguished.

      The silence stretched between them, thick with the weight of decades, of inside jokes that needed no explanation, of unsaid words that hung in the air like ghosts, of shared laughter that had carved lines around their eyes, and heartbreaks too deep to name. Their history sat between them, unmovable and undeniable.

      Then, as if on cue, they burst into laughter, the sound bubbling up from somewhere primal and true, light and effortless, wrapping around them like a warm embrace against the chill of time’s passage and the sadness of what lay ahead.

      They had always been each other's lifelines, buoying one another through life’s deepest waters, steadying each other through every storm that threatened to capsize them. Their hands, now weathered and mapped with veins that told stories of their own, still found each other with the same certainty as they had decades ago.

      And no matter how strong the currents became, they would hold on.

      Always.
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      Drowning was beautiful. It was a strange thought, but it struck her unexpectedly as she sank to the bottom of the pool. White, translucent bubbles danced upward, spinning like ethereal ballerinas, their grace mocking her panic. The deep blue of the water wrapped around her like a velvet shroud, heavy and unyielding. Her chest burned as the water invaded her lungs, each desperate gasp meeting only the cold, suffocating embrace of the pool.

      Was she dying?  Her mind was strangely clear as the chaos in her body began to ebb. A peculiar calm washed over her and she stopped struggling, surrendering to the numbness in her limbs and the pull of gravity. She let herself drift downward, weightless and resigned.

      Just a moment ago, she had trusted Lexi with her life. Foolish, really, but Lexi had seemed so confident, so relaxed and at home in the water. The blonde girl had laughed as Lara splashed in the shallow end, making her feel silly, her laugh cutting deeper than any insult.

      “You’re like a baby,” Lexi had teased with a casual cruelty.

      Lara had flushed, hot shame rising through her. She had watched Lexi sprint toward the diving board, her lean body arcing through the air in a perfect dive. She had sliced through the water like a blade, emerging moments later with a triumphant grin, droplets glistening like jewels on her sun-kissed skin. Then she had turned to Lara, her eyes sparkling with challenge. Lara had looked away, her stomach knotting. She didn’t belong here, among these dolphin-like children, with their confident laughter and effortless grace. She had been content to paddle in the shallows, waiting for the day her mother would teach her to swim.

      Get comfortable with the water first, Zinia had said. Learn to understand it, to become one with it.

      Neither Lara nor Zinia had expected this gaggle of American kids, loud and boisterous, taking over the pool like it was their kingdom. This was Delhi, after all, and the pool was only frequented by the adults who worked in the adjoining offices, and that too, after office hours. These, could be their children, visiting from the U.S., Zinia surmised.

      “You could make friends with them, Lara,” Zinia had suggested earlier, her voice hopeful but tinged with a shadow of doubt as she looked at Lara, silently conveying her dismay.

      But Lara hadn’t wanted friends like them. Their lithe bodies, their wild energy, their laughter—it all intimidated her. They belonged to a world she couldn’t touch, a world that made her feel small and clumsy. And yet, when Lexi had extended her hand, her voice teasing but oddly inviting, Lara had felt a surge of boldness. Maybe she could prove herself just this once. She had grasped Lexi’s hands and let the older girl guide her into the deeper water. Slowly, hesitantly, she had kicked her legs, loosening her grip, believing that maybe, just maybe, she could do this. That’s when Lexi had let go.

      The laughter came first—sharp, bright, and merciless. And then Lexi had swum away, her golden head breaking through the surface like an exultant seal. Lara had sunk instantly. Panic seized her, her arms thrashing, her legs kicking wildly, swallowing mouthfuls of chlorinated water as she tried in vain to claw her way to the surface.

      Now, as the fight ebbed out of her, the pool swallowed her whole, its silence deafening. Above her, the world shimmered like a mirage, tantalisingly close but hopelessly out of reach. Below, the darkness beckoned, soft and final. Lexi’s laughter echoed in Lara’s mind one last time before it faded into the stillness, leaving only the quiet rhythm of the water pulling her in deeper.

      A body broke through the distant surface, strong arms wrapping around her, pulling her upwards. For a fleeting moment, she resisted. It had been so calm down there, so peaceful. The quiet depths had felt like an escape. But then her body betrayed her, instinct taking over, and she surrendered to the upward pull, her legs kicking weakly.

      When they broke the surface, the air stabbed her lungs like knives, and her breaths were ragged and desperate. She was guided to the pool’s edge, her limbs limp and trembling with exhaustion. The sharp taste of chlorine lingered as she retched water into the drain, her body heaving with the effort. Her eyes burned, her throat ached, and hot tears blurred her vision.

      “Hey,” a voice said gently, cutting through the ringing in her ears. “Hey, are you okay?”

      She squinted upward, the sun blinding her. When her vision cleared, she saw him. A boy, nut-brown skin glowing in the sunlight, his dark, wavy hair dripping water onto his face. His eyes were soft, kind, and filled with worry. She couldn’t answer. Her teeth chattered uncontrollably, and her chest still heaved as she clung to the pool’s edge. From the corner of her eye, she noticed Lexi and her friends huddled together in the shallow end, where she had been safe not long ago. They watched her, their faces pale, their confidence drained. The boy stayed close, steadying her trembling form. Was it he who had saved her? She didn’t have the strength to ask.

      The lifeguard came rushing over, his face a mixture of panic and guilt. “Lara, baby, what happened? I just stepped away for a moment…”

      She barely registered his words. Her limbs felt like lead as she dragged herself out of the pool, wrapping her towel tightly around her slight frame. She sat on a nearby chair, her body shaking with the aftershocks of fear. The boy followed and sat beside her, his voice gentle but firm. “I’m Luke,” he said. “I saw what Lexi did. She’ll be dealt with, I promise. But first, are you okay? Do I need to call someone for you?”

      His kindness was too much. Lara’s chest hitched, her heart constricted, and then the tears came. She could handle Lexi’s laughter, even the betrayal, but this unexpected kindness from a stranger? It unravelled her completely. Through her sobs, she barely noticed the lifeguard on the phone. Then, suddenly,  Zinia was there, her arms warm and steady, wrapping around Lara’s trembling body. She rocked her gently, whispering, “It’s okay, baby. Mummy’s here now. It’s okay.”

      Lara buried her face in her mother’s shoulder, shutting out the world. She refused to look at Lexi or Luke, their faces swimming in her mind like unwelcome ghosts. All she wanted was for this day to end, for the sun to set and take her humiliation and fear with it.

      Her tenth birthday had been an unmitigated disaster.
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        * * *

      

      “Why are you pushing her, Zin? The poor child’s had a fright.” Yash’s voice was steady, but exasperation simmered beneath.

      Zinia let out a sharp breath. “If she doesn’t get back in now, she never will. It’s like riding a horse⁠—”

      “Neither of us has ever ridden a horse,” Yash interrupted, unimpressed.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “You mean well, but she needs a break.”

      “You’re too soft on her.”

      “And you’re too hard.”

      “She’s our child,” Zinia snapped. “I love her, but she needs to toughen up!”

      “She will. In time.”

      A pause. Then, softer, Zinia asked, “Do you think she’s awake?”

      “Let her rest. It’s Sunday.”

      Lara lay curled in bed, listening. The balcony which wrapped around the living room and her bedroom was usually a space for morning tea and newspapers, but it had become a battleground right now. She squeezed her eyes shut, willing their voices away, but they pressed on.

      “How can I ask for an apology, Yash? She’s my new boss’s daughter.”

      “Well, if that boy speaks up, maybe she’ll be forced to give one.”

      “That boy is also her brother,” Zinia said, bitterness underlining her words.

      “Half-brother.”

      “Half, quarter—what does it matter? Family sticks together.”

      “Even with these Americans?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. They’re people, not aliens.”

      “Their values aren’t like ours.”

      And there it was. The old argument. The West, tradition, marriage, morals. Lara had heard it all before.

      Yash, a staunch Hindu, held fast to tradition like an anchor in a storm. To him, life meant the sanctity of marriage, daily prayers, and an unwavering respect for elders. Zinia, a Goan Christian with a love for Western music and a liberal mindset, and a stubborn refusal to give either up, was just as firm in her beliefs. Their ideologies clashed in a way that felt both familiar and exhausting, a reminder of how different they were, and yet, how deeply they loved one another. After all, they had fought the odds to marry despite every objection from their families.

      Lara felt pulled between them, stretched thin, torn between worlds. Today, more than anything, she just wanted some quiet. She burrowed deeper under her coverlet. Just a few more minutes before she had to face the day.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s not that bad,” Renu said, licking the sides of her ice cream cone with precision, her eyes twinkling. “You could have drowned to death on your birthday.”

      Lara let out a startled laugh, the sound bubbling up despite herself.

      “I nearly drowned!” she spluttered.

      “Yeah, but you didn’t,” Renu said with a shrug. “And anyway, you were rescued by a gorgeous boy.”

      “I didn’t say he was gorgeous!” Lara frowned, the heat rising in her cheeks.

      “He sounded gorgeous,” Renu countered, unflinching, as she kept licking her cone, making sure not a single drop escaped.

      Lara rolled her eyes. Renu had recently started devouring Mills & Boon novels, which meant she now saw romantic heroes everywhere. Lara had just graduated from Enid Blyton to Agatha Christie. She much preferred her heroes with twirling moustaches, egg-shaped heads, and a knack for solving murders like Monsieur Poirot.

      “Anyway,” Lara muttered, “Mummy wants to take me back to the pool on Saturday, and I don’t want to go.”

      “Why not?”

      “Haven’t you been listening?” Lara asked, exasperated.

      Renu gave her a sly look from under her lashes. “Yeah. But… what if he’s there?”

      “I still don’t want to go!” Lara snapped, turning away in a huff. “And Mummy won’t take no for an answer. She said she’ll get into the pool with me and teach me this time.”

      “So, what’s the problem? Once you learn, you can show that horrible girl you’re not afraid of her anymore.”

      “I’m NOT afraid of her,” Lara shot back, crossing her arms and pouting.

      “Okay.” Renu popped the last bite of her cone into her mouth and crunched down with a loud, satisfied chomp. “Now, can we go back to yours for some more cake?”

      

      School passed in a blur that week, each day melting into the next with little excitement. Classes went on as usual, and Anjali, her friend at school, gifted her an Agatha Christie book for her birthday. It was a Miss Marple mystery. Lara felt a pang of disappointment—it wasn’t Poirot—but she smiled and gushed over it, anyway. Anjali had meant well, and Lara didn’t want to seem ungrateful.

      She avoided talking about the pool, her near-drowning, or her rescue. The memory remained tucked away, the trauma of it still too recent to ignore entirely. Zinia’s resolve to take her to the pool on Saturday still loomed over her, but Lara ignored it, hoping Zinia would forget but knowing deep-down that she wouldn’t.

      Sports Day arrived on Friday. Lara was part of the relay race, and the thought filled her with a mild sense of dread. She wasn’t particularly sporty, and all she wanted was to avoid embarrassing herself. Unlike her athletic classmates, Lara had no dreams of glory. She simply hoped not to trip like some hopelessly uncoordinated classmates, who always seemed to stumble over their own feet.

      In the end, the race wasn’t a disaster. Her team finished a respectable third, earning her a small wooden bowl as a prize.

      “What’s this for, then?” Yash teased when she brought it home. He held it up, pretending to inspect it. “Is it a begging bowl? Will you be out on the streets, asking for alms now, hey?”

      Lara laughed, setting the bowl aside. It wasn’t much, but she was glad the day was over. She retreated to her favourite nook, the Miss Marple book in hand, and let herself sink into the comforting world of crime-solving. So when Zinia dangled the promise of lunch at The Centre after a swim, Lara, still foggy from her reading, absentmindedly said yes before realising what she’d done.

      Trapped!

      At least there was a lunch of fish and chips to look forward to.
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        * * *

      

      The morning at the pool wasn’t as bad as Lara had feared. The place was empty except for the lifeguard, who gave her a sheepish smile. Zinia’s tense shoulders relaxed as she and Lara stepped onto the damp tiles.

      Lara hesitated at the edge, curling her toes over the smooth lip. She dipped one in, stomach tightening.

      “Come on, baby,” Zinia coaxed, her voice soft but edged with impatience. “No one’s watching.” When Lara still didn’t get in, Zinia scowled. “If you don’t get in this instant, I will come out and drag you in,” she warned, her voice sharp enough to make Lara move.

      Lara slid into the water without another word, the chill shocking her skin. She paddled quickly over to where Zinia stood, eager to avoid further scolding.

      “Good,” Zinia said briskly. “Now, hold on to the side and kick.”

      At first, Lara clung to the edge like it was a lifeline, her kicks hesitant and awkward. But bit by bit, her fear ebbed away. Zinia was patient, guiding her gently, and soon Lara was blowing bubbles in the water, her kicks growing stronger. By the end of the hour, she could semi-float without clutching the side. The only thing she refused to do was venture into the deep end.

      “It’s alright,” Zinia said with a sigh, brushing a stray strand of hair from her face. “One step at a time.”

      Later, as they sat at The Centre, eating fish and chips, Zinia’s tone softened. “I wish I could teach you properly, darling,” she admitted, her fork prodding at a piece of fish. “But I just don’t have the time. One boss is already breathing down my neck, and now there’s the new one.” She paused, staring thoughtfully into the distance. “Maybe I’ll ask Nangia,” she mused. “He brings his daughters to the pool every Sunday. Perhaps he wouldn’t mind teaching you.”

      Lara didn’t answer, letting the pleasant heaviness in her limbs anchor her to the moment. She gazed around The Centre, soaking in its serene luxury. Here, the world outside—hot, dusty, and teeming with chaos—felt like a distant memory. The quiet hum of air conditioners, the plush sofas, the soft carpets, and the pad-footed waiters created a haven of calm. Conversations were murmured, not shouted, and everything seemed cocooned in layers of order and ease. Lara thought she could live here forever, especially if her favourite vanilla ice cream with hot chocolate sauce was always on the menu.

      “Zinia! Dikri! It’s been too long!”

      A booming voice shattered the moment. Mrs. Jijibhoy, round and swathed in a cream saree, descended upon them. She launched into a monologue, barely pausing for breath. Ordering a coffee, she talked incessantly about herself, with Zinia opening and closing her mouth like a fish, trying to get a word in.

      Lara tuned out, swirling her ice cream into a perfect chocolate-vanilla mix, sneaking sideways glances at her mother’s captor, until the woman’s attention turned to her.

      “What is it, young lady? Do you have something to say?”

      Lara hesitated, then blurted at Mrs Jijibhoy, “Why are you called a boy when you’re a girl?”

      The woman’s chin quivered. “Well! I never!” She left in a huff, her coffee untouched.

      Zinia exhaled sharply, her initial glare at Lara softening into laughter. “Thank you, darling,” she said between giggles. “That was a much-needed rescue.”

      Lara grinned, her chest warming at her mother’s approval. She wasn’t entirely sure what she’d done, but whatever it was, it had turned out just right.

      “Excuse me,” a voice called softly, followed by a head peeking out around the corner. “Are you Zinia Seth?”

      Zinia blinked, startled. For a moment, she just stared, then managed a nod. “Yes, that’s me. Do I know you?”

      A striking woman stepped fully into view, her short, curly hair framing a sweet, smiling face. “Not yet,” she said, her voice smooth, “but you’ve met my husband—your new boss, Jim Brown. I’m Christine. And this,” she gestured beside her, “is my son, Luke. I believe you’ve met him too?”

      Lara’s breath caught as her eyes darted to the boy standing beside the woman. It was him—the one who had pulled her from the water, the one whose face had been a blur except for his soft brown eyes, which she hadn’t forgotten. Now he stood there, solid and real, his kind eyes meeting hers in a frank stare.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s a strange setup, but who am I to judge?” Zinia said lightly, spooning more curry onto her plate. Lara caught an edge in her tone—curiosity, maybe judgment.

      Yash frowned, lowering the TV volume. “So Christine is his second wife, and Luke is hers?”

      “Yes. And Lexi and her brother are from the first marriage. They’re just visiting.”

      “Complicated,” Yash muttered.

      Zinia cast a glance at Lara, who was busy tearing her chapati into tiny pieces. “The boy has beautiful manners. Christine’s British, so no surprise there.”

      “And our little princess?” Yash tugged Lara’s plait, his teasing tone cutting through the tension.

      “She was mostly quiet. Except when she asked Mrs. Jijibhoy why she was called a boy.”

      Yash chuckled. “Did you at least thank Luke?”

      Lara shook her head, guilt creeping in.

      “I did,” Zinia said, rescuing her. “I was thinking of taking them Jude’s bebinca as a thank-you.”

      “But I like that cake!” Yash protested.

      Zinia rolled her eyes, passing him another chapati. “We’ll get more when we visit.” Then she raised her voice. “Valli, don’t make any more! There’s plenty.”

      Yash turned the TV back up. The news droned on about an attempted assassination. The room tensed. Lara tuned it out, letting her mind drift.

      Then Yash snapped off the TV. “This country is going to the dogs.”

      “Oh, come on, Yash,” Zinia scoffed. “Just because the Janata Party lost⁠—”

      “Lost? After what she did during the Emergency? And now she’s back in power? That man who attacked her… he’s not a criminal, he’s desperate.”

      “You can’t be serious! Nothing justifies attempted murder.”

      “Assassination,” Yash corrected.

      “Whatever! It just stings, doesn’t it? Watching a woman run this country better than those imbeciles ever could.”

      “You can’t call them imbeciles! Morarji Desai⁠—”

      “Yes, yes, very respected, and half his cabinet quit under him. What about that?”

      Across the room, Valli met Lara’s eyes. “Baby, do you want to go to bed?”

      Lara nodded quickly, grateful for the escape.

      Lying in bed, she picked up her book, but Luke’s warm brown eyes kept intruding on her thoughts. Sitting next to Luke at lunch had been strange, a novel and unsettling experience. Boys were a mystery, whispered about in hushed giggles at her all-girls’ school. Anjali once said having a boyfriend meant holding hands, as if that simple act cemented everything. Lara frowned. She didn’t want to hold hands with anyone. Not Luke. Not anyone.

      Marriage? Even worse. Marriages meant arguments, long silences, and closed doors. What she wanted was freedom—luxurious hotels, plush carpets, nights spent reading without a care. Just like Uncle Jude. Just like Aunty Roxanna used to.

      Would her dream ever come true?
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      Uncle Jude chuckled and reached out to ruffle Lara’s hair.

      “You’ll be swimming like a fish in no time,” he said, tapping ash from his cigarette into the ashtray with a practiced flick.

      Lara gazed up at him, her eyes full of pure adoration. To her, Uncle Jude wasn’t just an uncle, he was a hero. Tall and effortlessly charming, every detail about him felt larger than life. His trousers had a crease sharp enough to cut paper, his shoes gleamed like polished obsidian, and he always smelled incredible—spicy, musky, and distinctly Uncle Jude. Much as she loved her father, he didn’t have the same flair, the same effortless magnetism that made Uncle Jude seem like he’d stepped out of the pages of a novel.

      “How long are you in town this time, Jude?” Zinia asked, expertly peeling the long white radish into a steel bowl. She was making mooli parathas, his favourite. It was a fussy task, grating the radish and squeezing out the water to avoid ruining the dough, but Zinia always did it without complaint when Uncle Jude visited. Lara knew this, because she’d overheard Zinia grumble about it when he wasn’t around.

      “Just the usual 24 hours. My flight to Bombay’s tomorrow evening,” Jude replied.

      “How’s Roxy doing?”

      “She’s fine. Busy with the church, as always.”

      Yash brought over a glass of whisky and handed it to Jude. “How was the flight from London?”

      Jude leaned back, taking a sip of his drink before answering. “Fine, except for this arrogant fool in First Class.”

      At this, everyone leaned in closer. Uncle Jude was a flight purser and his inflight stories were always the best.

      “Spoiled film industry brat got drunk and caused a scene. I had to threaten him with handcuffs before he finally behaved.”

      “Would you really have handcuffed him?” Yash asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Of course,” Jude said with a grin. “With the captain’s permission. Not that I’d get it. Most of those guys are too busy being star-struck. But the passenger didn’t know that. All he could picture were his name and face splashed across the front pages of every newspaper. Works like a charm.”

      “Who was it? Someone famous?” Zinia asked, pausing mid-grate.

      “Roshan Kapoor, no less.”

      “What?!” Zinia gasped. “He always seems like such a gentleman!”

      “They all do when the cameras are rolling,” Jude said with a wink. “In real life, they’re just a bunch of⁠—”

      Yash nudged him with an elbow before he could finish.

      Jude smirked and turned his attention to Lara, his eyes twinkling. “So,” he said, leaning forward conspiratorially. “What’s new in Lara-land?”

      Lara grinned, her cheeks warm with delight. When Uncle Jude was around, it felt like the entire world leaned in just to listen.

      Long after the mooli parathas had been devoured and the whisky drunk, the room settled into an easy warmth. The adults, loose-limbed and relaxed, began talking in low voices about everything and everyone. Lara nestled into Zinia’s side, her head resting against her shoulder as Zinia stretched her legs out on the sofa.

      “I’ve tried with Pedru,” Jude said, his voice tight with frustration. “But he won’t return my calls. He’s bleeding our parents dry and banking on the idea that once they’re gone, he’ll inherit the ancestral home.”

      “He knows that’s not happening!” Zinia snapped, her tone sharper than usual. “We all have an equal share in that house, and Ma and Da are only in their sixties. They’re hale and hearty—touchwood—and have plenty of years ahead of them. He’s delusional if he thinks otherwise!”

      “When was the last time you visited Goa, Zin?” Jude’s jaw was set, his voice cutting. “You haven’t seen what he’s done to them. Ma and Da are shadows of themselves because Pedru’s a parasite. He even sold Grandma’s antique silver box to fund his drinking!”

      Zinia’s frown deepened. “I speak to them every week, Jude. They haven’t mentioned any of this.”

      “They wouldn’t,” Jude said bitterly. “They don’t want to burden you. But believe me, things are spiralling out of control over there.”

      Yash, who had been listening quietly, leaned forward. “Maybe you should both go together. See if you can talk some sense into him.”

      “It’s too late for sense,” Jude said with a bitter laugh. “But we can try to convince Ma and Da to evict him. He’s a grown man—thirty-five years old! It’s time he stood on his own two feet.”

      Lara’s eyelids grew heavy as she listened. She had vague memories of meeting Uncle Pedru once, long ago. A tall man with a wide grin and hands that felt too large when he’d shaken hers. But her grandparents’ house in Goa was etched in her mind with vivid clarity: a sprawling maze of rooms filled with hidden treasures and quiet corners perfect for hiding. The garden was her favourite, with its swaying palms and sturdy trees she loved climbing.

      “I miss that house,” Lara murmured sleepily, more to herself than anyone else.

      Zinia looked thoughtful. “What if we all went down for Christmas?” she suggested, turning to Jude. “You, Roxy, Alex, and us—me, Yash, and Lara. If we go as a family, it won’t feel like an intervention. It’ll just seem like a holiday.”

      “I’m not sure your parents would want me there,” Yash said gloomily. “They’ve never really warmed to me.”

      “Nonsense, Yash,” Zinia said, dismissing the idea with a wave of her hand. “After all these years? You and Jude get along just fine. Ma and Da are just… formal with you because they don’t want to say the wrong thing. But they know I’m happy, and that’s all that matters.”

      Lara opened her eyes briefly, her curiosity piqued. “Are we going to Goa?”

      “Not just yet, darling,” Zinia said, patting her head. “Valli, take baby to her room.”

      Lara rose reluctantly, her limbs heavy with sleep. She hugged Uncle Jude tightly, holding on a little longer than usual, unsure when she would see him next. The thought of Goa filled her mind as Valli led her to bed—climbing trees, playing hide and seek with Alex, and rediscovering the house’s every nook and cranny. With those happy visions, she drifted off into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The next evening, Yash came home early—something so unusual it stopped Lara mid-sentence as she worked on her homework at the dining table.

      “Why are you home so soon, Papa?” she asked, looking up from her books.

      “I wasn’t feeling too well, Lara. Had to shut the shop early.”

      Lara froze. Most of Yash’s customers came in the evening. His stationery shop was busiest after office hours. For him to close it early… She studied his face. He looked pale, his movements slower than usual, as if exhaustion had settled into his very bones.

      “Shall I call Mummy?” Lara asked as Valli appeared with a glass of water.

      “No, no,” Yash said, waving the idea away. “She’s busy in a meeting. I’ll just lie down for a bit.”

      That made Lara sit up straight. Yash never lay down. Even on Sundays, he was always doing something—fixing a broken fan, reorganising the shop accounts, or catching up on the news.

      As soon as Yash disappeared into the bedroom, Lara’s fingers trembled as she dialled Zinia’s office.

      “Nangia uncle?” she stammered when the voice on the other end answered. “Can you… can you put me through to Mummy?”

      “Is that Lara? Of course! But first, tell me, young lady, are we still on for swimming lessons this Sunday?” Nangia uncle’s jovial voice boomed through the receiver.

      Lara swallowed the lump in her throat. “Yes, but please, Uncle, can you call Mummy?”

      There was a long wait before Zinia came on the line, and her tone was clipped. “What is it, Lara? Couldn’t it have waited?”

      “Mummy,” Lara’s voice quivered. “Papa isn’t feeling well. He shut the shop and came home. He’s lying down now.”

      The line went quiet, and when Zinia finally spoke, her voice had changed—brisk and efficient, but threaded with something unspoken. Was it fear?

      “Yash came home early?” she said, sounding more startled than concerned at first. “He never comes home early. He even works Sundays.”

      “That’s why I called,” Lara said softly, hoping her tone conveyed the urgency she couldn’t quite put into words.

      “I’m coming home right now,” Zinia said.

      After the call, Lara sat at the table, her pencil abandoned. She stared out of the window, watching a sparrow hop from branch to branch. Yash had never been ill before. Her thoughts turned dark. What if he was like the woman down the road, who had wasted away until she was gone? What would they do without him? Would they have to leave Delhi? Live in Goa? Or worse, with Yash’s parents in Indore?

      “Sahib is sleeping, baby,” Valli interrupted, her voice kind. “Do you want a sandwich?”

      Lara nodded, her stomach growling. She took small bites of the sandwich, but thoughts—gloomy and heavy—kept swirling in her mind.

      A car door slammed outside. The sound jolted her, and she set the sandwich down as the doorbell rang. Zinia walked in, and behind her was a stocky man with startling blue eyes.

      “Hello, Lara,” Zinia said quickly. “This is Jim, my boss. Is Papa in the bedroom?”

      Before she could answer, Zinia hurried toward the room, leaving Lara alone with the foreign man. Jim smiled down at her. “I brought your mother home as soon as I heard. She was worried sick, and I didn’t want her flagging down an auto rickshaw to get here.”

      Valli appeared with a tray and offered Jim a glass of water. “Chai, sahib?”

      Jim looked puzzled.

      “She means tea,” Lara translated. “Would you like some?”

      “Ah,” Jim said with a grin. “No, I’m more of a coffee person. Still learning the lingo here.”

      Lara carefully wiped her hands on a napkin, avoiding his gaze. She didn’t know what to say to this strange, overly cheerful man.

      “You can tell your mother the car is ready to take them to the hospital,” Jim said, his voice soft. “But there’s no need to rush.”

      Before Lara could reply, Zinia emerged, supporting Yash. He looked pale but managed a weak smile at Jim. Without another word, they helped Yash into the white foreign car waiting outside.

      Lara ran to the balcony, her heart pounding as she watched the car pull away. It gleamed in the evening light, a stark contrast to the dusty street. The neighbours were watching too, their expressions a mix of curiosity and disbelief. A white man and a foreign car in their neighbourhood—it was the kind of story that would be whispered about for weeks. But Lara didn’t care about the neighbours. She cared only about the pale, tired figure being whisked away inside that car.
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        * * *

      

      “Diabetes!” Zinia exclaimed, throwing up her hands in exasperation. “I should have guessed. No more aloo parathas for you, Yash!”

      Yash lowered the newspaper he was reading and met her gaze calmly. “The doctor said if I watch my diet and start exercising, I could reverse it.”

      “Reverse it?” Zinia retorted, her voice dripping with scepticism. “Like your mother has? Face it, Yash—you come from a family of food lovers. Your ‘good intentions’ will last a week, maybe two. And then it’ll be right back to the parathas and jalebis.” She turned toward the kitchen. “From now on, I’m instructing Valli to avoid making starchy foods altogether.”

      Lara, sitting quietly nearby, let out a small, inaudible sigh of relief. It was only diabetes. Yash’s mother had lived with it for twenty years, and she was fine. This wasn’t some terrible illness, and for now, that was all that mattered.

      “Anyway,” Zinia continued, brushing invisible crumbs off her hands as if to punctuate her decision, “I was thinking that we should visit the Browns this evening. They’ve been so kind to us. I’ll take them some flowers and the bebinca cake.”

      “Not me,” Yash groaned, shifting uncomfortably in his chair. “It’s stock-taking day. I’ve called Raju in to help with it.”

      “Fine,” Zinia muttered, the irritation in her tone barely concealed. “I’ll take Lara with me. But don’t forget your medication, Yash. I’ve already reminded Valli.”

      “I won’t, Zin,” Yash said, with a twinkle in his eyes. “You’re always looking out for me. What would I do without you, my heart?”

      “Oh, stop your nonsense!” Zinia snapped, though the faintest blush crept up her cheeks. Her eyes flicked briefly to Lara, and her voice softened. “It’s my job, as your wife.”

      Lara stood up, pretending to fetch something from another room. She knew better than to linger. This was her parents’ moment—a fleeting, unspoken tenderness that rarely surfaced in their busy lives. She didn’t want to intrude, but as she stepped away, a small smile danced on her lips. Then it was wiped off with the horror of having to visit the Browns’ residence. Oh no! She would have to meet that boy again, and his family. Would the horrid Lexi be there? Would she have to be all nice-nice to her? Lara wanted desperately to wriggle out of the visit, but she knew there was no escape. Zinia would tolerate no protest, especially since she was convinced they owed the Browns a debt of gratitude. And, if Lara was being honest, albeit begrudgingly, she couldn’t deny the truth of it. Zinia’s boss had gone out of his way to help Yash, taking him to the doctor, waiting with him, making sure he got home safely, and even dealing with the insurance. As for the boy… yes, he made her squirm, but he had saved her from drowning. She still hadn’t thanked him properly, and that nagging sense of unfinished business gnawed at her. It was only fair they went.

      When the evening brought a slight coolness to the air, Zinia handed Lara a hairbrush with a firm, “Tidy yourself up,” before they set off to the taxi stand. Taking a taxi was an event in itself, a rare splurge reserved for special occasions like trips to the railway station or the airport. Most families in their neighbourhood didn’t own cars. The Sahais down the street had one—a boxy Ambassador—but for everyone else, it was scooters and motorcycles. Yash’s pride and joy was his Bajaj scooter, and Lara secretly loved being wedged between her parents on rides to the cinema or family visits. But Zinia didn’t know how to ride a scooter, so on their own, they were at the mercy of auto-rickshaws, or, like today, the slightly more reliable taxis.

      At the stand, Zinia haggled over the rate with one of the Singh brothers, who both dressed in khaki uniforms and wore identical blue turbans. The only difference between them was the small mole on one’s face, but to make things even more confusing, they were both called Sardarji by everyone in the locality. Lara could never tell them apart. As Zinia’s sharp tone cut through the evening air, Lara shifted on her feet, staring at the battered taxi that would carry them to this dreaded visit. How long would they have to stay? How long before she could escape the awkwardness of polite smiles, forced conversations, and that boy with his kind but unreadable eyes? The knot in her stomach tightened as Zinia signalled the deal was struck, and one of the Singh brothers started the car. There was no turning back now.
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        * * *

      

      The drive wasn’t long, and before Lara knew it, the taxi pulled up in front of an imposing grey house in Vasant Vihar. A cascade of vibrant pink bougainvillea spilled over the high fence, framing the gate where a chowkidar leaned idly on his post. His casual demeanour vanished as soon as Zinia stepped out of the taxi; he snapped to attention and offered her a crisp salute.

      “Jim sahib andar hain?” Zinia inquired, her voice brisk and polite.

      As the chowkidar responded, Lara’s gaze wandered over to the house. It was the sort of home she’d only seen in glossy magazines—spacious, meticulously maintained, and exuding quiet opulence. On the way over, Zinia had explained how expats like her boss were granted such prestigious accommodations, complete with staff, cars, and chauffeurs. This, she’d said, was part of the allure that brought them to India. Lara felt a pang of awe mixed with curiosity. The manicured surroundings, the hushed wealth of the neighbourhood—it was a world far removed from her own.

      After a brief exchange, the chowkidar swung the gate open, and they stepped into a garden fragrant with flowers. Before Zinia could even ring the bell, a maid appeared at the door, her hands folded in a polite namaste. She ushered them in with practiced ease.

      The interior of the house was cool and quiet, the air conditioner humming softly in the background. Somewhere deeper inside, a faint thump of Western music echoed. Lara’s heart sank slightly—was it Lexi blaring that awful racket? She bit the inside of her cheek, willing herself to stay calm.

      Christine rushed into the room. She stopped short when she saw Zinia, her face flushing with surprise.

      “Oh,” she exclaimed, a little breathless. “I thought Jim had come back!”

      Zinia’s brows furrowed slightly in confusion. “I…I’m sorry to intrude. We just wanted to drop off some flowers and a cake to say thank you. I hope it’s not a bad time. We have a taxi waiting outside, so…”

      Christine let out a small laugh, placing a hand on her chest. “Oh, no, no! I must seem like such a scatterbrain—it’s been one of those days.” She sighed, then motioned towards the sofa. “Please, Zinia, do sit down. I’ve been so frazzled I forgot my manners entirely. It’s just been a madhouse here today!”

      “What happened?” Zinia asked, her tone soft and curious.

      Christine sank into an armchair, shaking her head. “Steve and Lexi were leaving for the US today, and Jim—bless him—decided to put their passports somewhere ‘safe’. Three weeks later, of course, he couldn’t remember where that was! The entire house turned upside down looking for them.”

      “Did you find them?”

      Christine threw her hands up. “Just in the nick of time! And you’ll never guess where…”

      Zinia tilted her head, eyebrows raised in silent inquiry.

      “With his golf clubs, no less! Honestly, who does that?” Christine exclaimed, her voice tinged with exasperation and amusement. “Husbands, I tell you!”

      Both women exchanged knowing smiles, shaking their heads in unison as they laughed, the tension of the moment easing into camaraderie.

      “And I haven’t even said hello to this young lady yet!” Christine turned her warm gaze to Lara, her smile kind. “Lara, isn’t it? How are you, dear?”

      Lara managed a small, shy smile, her relief almost tangible. She was secretly glad that Lexi had left before they arrived. If luck was on her side, she would never have to see that girl again.

      “Shilpa,” Christine called out to the maid, “bring some chai, please.”

      Zinia stood up, shaking her head. “Really, Christine, that’s not necessary. We just came by to drop off the flowers⁠—”

      “I know, and thank you.” Christine’s smile was genuine. “They’re beautiful. It’s such a thoughtful gesture, Zinia. But I insist you stay. It’s been a chaotic day, and I could use a moment of peace, and good company. Please?”

      Zinia hesitated for a moment, then nodded graciously. Her eyes flicked to Lara. “Actually, if your son is around, Lara would like to say something to him, too.”

      “Luke?” Christine’s gaze shifted to Lara, and in that moment, Lara couldn’t help but notice how much her eyes resembled the boy’s. “Let me call him.”

      Lara’s heart sank. She stared at her feet, willing him not to answer. But moments later, she heard the soft pad of footsteps entering the room.

      “Hello,” came his quiet voice.

      “Luke, you remember Mrs. Seth, your dad’s secretary? And Lara?”

      “Yes, of course,” he said, his tone polite but warm. “How are you?”

      Lara dared a fleeting glance at him from beneath her lashes.

      “Lara?” Zinia’s voice nudged her gently.

      She drew in a breath and blurted, “Th-thank you for saving me from drowning.” Her words wavered, and she kept her gaze firmly on the floor.

      “That’s okay,” he replied simply. Then, after a beat, his voice brightened. “Hey, do you want to meet my pet tortoise? His name’s Arthur Conan Doyle.”

      Lara’s head shot up, startled. “Like the author?”

      “Yes!” Luke’s face lit up, his enthusiasm contagious. “Have you read any Sherlock Holmes? I’ve got the complete collection. Want to see?”

      For the first time since arriving, Lara felt a flicker of curiosity overpower her discomfort. “Okay,” she murmured, her shyness momentarily forgotten.
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        * * *

      

      “He’s twelve, and he loves reading. He even let me borrow a few of his Agatha Christie books.”

      Renu hopped into the final square of the hopscotch, balanced for a moment, and spun around to hop back. “So you’re not scared of him anymore?” she asked, her voice teasing.

      “Scared? I was never scared of him!” Lara’s face flushed as she pouted. “I was just… well… unsure. I didn’t know how to talk to him or what to say.”

      “Are you in love with him now?” Renu asked, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

      “No, Renu! I’m not in love with a boy!” Lara exclaimed, hands on her hips. “He’s just a friend.”

      “A boyfriend?”

      “Not like that!” Lara huffed. “Yes, he’s a boy, and yes, he’s my friend. I like him, okay? But only because he’s kind and nothing like his horrible sister.”

      Renu plopped down on the edge of the hopscotch grid, letting Lara take her turn. “Why do his brother and sister live in America?”

      “They’re his half-brother and half-sister,” Lara explained, tossing her pebble into the first square.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “They have a different mother. She’s American.”

      “Isn’t he American too?”

      “No, he’s part British. He was born in London and lived there until he was ten. Then they moved to America.”

      “He told you all that?”

      “No, his mum told my mum.”

      Renu shook her head, frowning. “It’s all so confusing.”

      Lara shrugged. “I guess. But I’m just glad we can talk now. He said I could come back and borrow as many books as I wanted, as long as I took care of them and didn’t dog-ear the pages.”

      “What does that even mean?” Renu asked, puzzled.

      “It’s when you fold the corner of a page to mark your place.”

      “Oh, I do that all the time,” Renu declared. “How else am I supposed to remember where I stopped?”

      “You use a bookmark, silly!” Lara said, leaping off the last square with a flourish. She grimaced, thinking about the sorry state of Renu’s books—dog-eared, food-stained, and barely holding together. She was relieved that Renu didn’t care for crime novels.

      “Are you still going to Goa for Christmas?” Renu asked as they wrapped up their game of hopscotch and strolled toward the park, badminton rackets swinging at their sides.

      “Yes, that’s what Mummy said when Uncle Jude visited last week. It’ll be fun to celebrate Christmas with Granny and Grandpa there.”

      “Do you, like, go to church and everything?” Renu asked, tilting her head curiously.

      “Yes, that’s what they do, so I suppose we will, too,” Lara replied casually.

      “Do you go to church here?”

      “Not really, unless it’s for something at school,” Lara shrugged. “Mummy’s not very religious.”

      “But your Papa is, no?”

      “Religious?” Lara considered this for a moment. “Yes, I guess so. He prays every day in the mandir. Sometimes I join him.”

      Renu stopped abruptly, turning to face Lara with an expression of genuine puzzlement. “Are you Hindu or Christian?” she asked, the question landing as though it had just dawned on her.

      “Uhh, I don’t know,” Lara said after a beat, her voice uncertain. “I suppose I’m a bit of both. Why do you ask?”

      “Dunno,” Renu replied, her brow furrowing for a moment before she suddenly skipped ahead, the question discarded like an afterthought. Lara followed, her thoughts lingering on an answer she couldn’t quite pin down.

      
      At home, Zinia’s favourite record played softly, filling the air with nostalgia. She was in an unusually cheerful mood.

      “You know,” she said for what felt like the hundredth time, her eyes sparkling, “you were named after this song.”

      Lara’s Theme from Dr. Zhivago. Lara nodded; she knew the story by heart. It was Zinia’s favourite movie—the one she and Yash had gone to see when they first held hands in a darkened theatre. It was the moment she had realised she loved this skinny, awkward Hindu boy who had been courting her so cautiously. Lara had heard it all before, yet it still warmed her to see the joy on her mother’s face as she hummed along, pruning her beloved plants.

      “Did you have a good day at the office, Mummy?” Lara asked, watching her closely.

      “Yes, I did,” Zinia said, turning to her with a radiant smile. “Christine took me out to lunch at The Centre. I think we could really be friends.”

      Lara raised an eyebrow. This was unusual. Zinia always kept her work life and personal life meticulously separate. To her, colleagues were colleagues, not friends. But Christine, it seemed, had crossed that line.

      “Christine barely knows anyone in Delhi,” Zinia went on, almost talking to herself now. “She says she feels isolated. It would be nice to get to know her better. Did you know her mother is Anglo-Indian?”

      “What does that mean?” Lara asked, tilting her head.

      “It means she has Indian blood,” Zinia explained.

      “Oh,” Lara murmured, trying to grasp the significance.

      Zinia paused, glancing at her plants as though lost in thought. “It means we might have more in common than I realised. But I’m sure your Papa will have something to say about it.”

      “Why?” Lara pressed, sensing there was more to this than Zinia was letting on.

      Zinia sighed softly. “He’ll probably say that since she’s my boss’s wife, I should keep my distance.”

      “Why?” Lara asked again, genuinely curious.

      But just as suddenly as the mellow moment had begun, Zinia snapped out of it, as though realising she’d shared too much. Her voice grew brisk. “Come on now, wash up and start on your homework. You don’t want to fall behind, do you?”

      The conversation ended, but Lara couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d glimpsed a deeper part of her mother, one that rarely surfaced.
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        * * *

      

      “Now, remember everything I taught you—let your body relax in the water, take a deep breath in, and blow the bubbles out gently,” Zinia instructed, her voice steady but distant, as though her thoughts were already elsewhere.

      “Mummy, why can’t you come into the pool with me?” Lara’s gaze flickered up to her mother’s face, her stomach churning with nervous anticipation.

      “Darling, I told you, I have to catch up on some work.”

      “On a Sunday?”

      “Your papa works on Sundays too,” Zinia replied with a casual shrug, smoothing her saree.

      Lara’s eyes dropped to her feet, toes curling against the rough tiles. She wished Nangia Uncle wasn’t the one teaching her. He was kind enough, but his presence felt strangely detached. And his daughters, with their sleek ponytails and brightly coloured swimsuits, had been splashing and racing earlier, ignoring her entirely. They seemed to belong in the water in a way Lara didn’t, their laughter and confidence a world apart from her hesitance.

      “Listen, Lara,” Zinia said gently, crouching slightly to meet her daughter’s eyes. “I’ll only be gone an hour. Nangia Uncle is just going to help you practice the basics—nothing scary, I promise. No deep end today. Just stay in the shallow water and do your best. Okay? Now go rinse off before you start.”

      Lara nodded reluctantly, clutching her towel tighter. She stepped into the shower, the sharp smell of chlorine mingling with the rush of cold water as it spilled over her. It was a scent that pulled her in two directions: the excitement of learning to swim and the quiet dread of failure.

      Wrapped in her towel, she followed Zinia out to the poolside. The sun climbed higher, scorching the pavement, and a shiver rippled down her back despite the heat. Yash had said the mercury would reach 40 degrees today. She hoped they’d be home by then, safely out of the sweltering sun, far away from the uneasy feeling knotting her stomach.

      “Okay, baby, I’ll see you later,” Zinia said, brushing a kiss on Lara’s forehead before walking away.

      “Come in, Lara,” Nangia Uncle called from the pool, his voice warm and encouraging.

      Lara dipped a toe into the water, then stepped in fully, forcing herself to breathe evenly. It’s going to be alright, she told herself. Nangia Uncle was kind, patient even. He would teach her gently. But he wasn’t Zinia. Her muscles refused to relax, her limbs stiff as she clung to the pool’s edge and kicked half-heartedly. Despite her efforts, the anxiety buzzing in her chest wouldn’t let up.

      “Look, child,” Nangia Uncle said, his tone tinged with a gentle admonishment. “If you stand up, the water barely reaches your waist. There’s no need to be scared. Take a deep breath and try floating on your stomach if the back is too tricky.”

      Lara nodded and gave it another shot, but panic took over each time, her feet instinctively finding the bottom before she could even begin. After a while, Nangia Uncle’s daughters distracted him, and he left Lara to practice alone in the shallows. She didn’t want to disappoint him, so she tried again, first on her stomach, then on her back.

      Zinia’s voice echoed in her mind. Just let go, Lara. Look up at the sky, breathe, and relax. Imagine you’re lying in bed, safe and weightless. She closed her eyes and willed herself to let go. For a moment, Uncle Jude’s face surfaced in her thoughts, his booming laugh and warm pride. She imagined how happy he’d be when she could finally swim. But the image shifted, replaced by Lexi’s mocking laugh, sharp and cruel. It pierced through her confidence, unravelling her calm. Her body tensed, sinking further into the water. Panic flared—she was going under. Suddenly, firm hands pressed against her back, steady and reassuring. They lifted her gently, holding her afloat. Her eyes snapped open, an apology already forming on her lips, but instead of Nangia Uncle, she saw Luke. He was grinning down at her, his hair wet and glinting in the sun. His skin was only two shades lighter than hers, and suddenly the bit about Christine being part Indian made sense. Luke could pass for Indian except for when he spoke. That’s when he sounded like a foreigner.

      “I saw you struggling,” he said, his tone light and teasing. “Figured you could use a bit of help.”

      This time, instead of embarrassment, Lara felt a quiet reassurance. Luke was her friend. He was a steady and safe presence. Besides, he had helped her before, and she allowed herself to trust him now.

      “How long have you known how to swim, Luke?” she asked as he handed her a float and urged her to kick.

      “Since I was a baby,” he said with a smirk, an unruly curl falling on to his forehead. His brown eyes glinted with mischief. “Mum claims she tossed me into a pool and just waited for me to figure it out.”

      “Really?” Lara’s eyes widened, equal parts horror and awe.

      He laughed, his grin lighting up his face. “Not really. I started lessons when I was three.”

      Before she could respond, Nangia Uncle swam over, his brow furrowed with concern.

      “It’s alright, Uncle,” Lara said quickly. “This is Luke Brown, Mummy’s boss’s son.”

      “Ah, Luke!” Nangia Uncle’s face relaxed into a warm smile as recognition set in. “Yes, of course. Are you here for a swim?”

      Luke nodded, his gaze drifting momentarily to the deep end, where Nangia Uncle’s daughters were splashing and laughing. For a fleeting second, Lara’s heart tightened, a sharp pang of unease cutting through her. Would he leave her to join them?

      But then Luke turned back, his focus entirely on her, his tone steady and kind. “Alright,” he said, “shall we work on your breathing now?”

      Time seemed to dissolve as Lara relaxed into the rhythm of learning. The once-daunting task of floating on her back now felt effortless, a minor triumph that filled her with pride. Floating on her front still made her heart race, but Luke reassured her with his calm confidence. “You’ll get there,” he promised, and for the first time, she believed him. Between Luke’s patient guidance and Nangia Uncle’s firm encouragement, swimming no longer seemed like an insurmountable skill that kept escaping her grasp. Someday, Lara thought, she too would glide through the water like the girls slicing across the deep end.

      When Zinia arrived with Christine in tow, Lara felt a pang of disappointment. Could an hour really have flown by so quickly?

      Zinia leaned down by the poolside. “Would you like another twenty minutes? Christine and I were thinking of grabbing a cold coffee.”

      “Yes, please, Mummy!” Lara beamed, her face aglow with excitement.

      Zinia turned to Luke with a warm smile. “Thank you for looking after Lara.”

      “It’s no problem, Mrs. Seth,” Luke replied, waving casually at his own mother, who was busy on the phone placing an order for coffee for Zinia and herself, and french fries for Luke and Lara.

      As the two mothers settled at a poolside table, their laughter fading into the hum of a lazy afternoon, Lara and Luke played on—splashing, trading stories about books and about Arthur, Luke’s beloved tortoise. The day shimmered, golden and unhurried, as if it might stretch on forever. In Luke’s company, Lara felt something rare: an unfiltered joy. She felt safe as he took her hand, gently leading her into the deep end, then back to the shallow waters with the same quiet care. Somewhere deep inside, she knew Luke wouldn’t let go. Not like Lexi had.

      When Yash appeared unexpectedly, the spell was broken. At first, Lara thought his arrival was just another surprise on an already perfect day. But one look at his face told her otherwise. His expression was tight, his jaw set, and he went straight to Zinia, leaning in to whisper something in her ear. Lara watched as the colour drained from her mother’s face. She stood up quickly, nearly knocking the table over. Something was wrong. Something was
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