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The rain in Bangalore never asked permission. It simply arrived, the way old friends do, without warning and without apology, and on that particular Thursday it arrived exactly as Meera Iyengar stepped out of Blossom Book House with a paper bag of second-hand novels pressed against her chest like a shield.

She had not brought an umbrella. She never did, not in this city, because Bangalore's afternoon showers usually announced themselves with a polite breeze and a darkening sky, giving a person time to find shelter. This one had skipped the formalities entirely. One moment Church Street was its usual chaos of scooters and roadside chaat carts, and the next the whole street had turned silver, and everyone was running for the nearest awning.

Meera ran too, clutching her books, and arrived under the narrow ledge outside a shut printing shop at the same moment as a man who was, by every visual indication, just as unprepared as she was. He had no umbrella either, only a laptop bag he was trying to fold into his jacket the way a mother shields a child.

"This is the part where I'm supposed to have an umbrella," he said, glancing sideways at her, "and yet here we are."

"City of pleasant weather," Meera said, watching the rain hammer above them. "Nobody mentioned the small print."

He laughed, and it was an easy laugh, unguarded, the kind that made the narrow shopfront feel briefly less crowded with strangers. He was perhaps in his early thirties, in a slightly damp checked shirt, with the specific exhaustion of someone who had spent the day inside a glass office building arguing about deadlines that did not deserve the argument.

"Arjun," he said, and extended a hand that he then looked at, registered as wet, and withdrew with an apologetic shrug. "I would shake your hand, but I appear to be participating in a wet T-shirt contest I did not sign up for."

"Meera," she said, smiling. "And I think we are both disqualified. Equally unprepared."

The rain showed no interest in their conversation and continued without pause. Across the street, the owner of a filter coffee stall was hurriedly pulling a tarpaulin over his counter, and the smell of wet tar and frying bondas drifted toward them, that particular Bangalore smell that Meera had never managed to find anywhere else, not in Mumbai, not in the two years she had spent in London for her textile design diploma, not anywhere.

"You're carrying actual books," Arjun observed, nodding at the paper bag. "Physical, paper books. In this economy."

"Don't start," Meera said, though she was still smiling. "I have a weakness for Blossom. I went in for one book and walked out with five, which is the entire business model of that shop, by the way. They should put it on a plaque."

"What did you get?"

She found herself listing them, an old Ruskin Bond, a battered Prem Chand in translation, a Bangalore food memoir with a cracked spine, and Arjun listened with the particular attentiveness of someone who was, she suspected, mostly grateful for an excuse to not think about work for ten minutes.

"I haven't read an actual book in maybe a year," he admitted. "I read things on my phone in five-minute increments between meetings, which I'm told doesn't count."

"It doesn't," Meera said solemnly. "There are rules."

"Where are these rules published?"

"Nowhere. I just decided them. That's also a rule. I make the rules and I enforce them."

Arjun laughed again, and this time he turned to look at her properly, the way people do when a conversation has quietly stopped being small talk and has become something they are both, without quite admitting it, enjoying.

The rain did not let up. If anything it grew more committed, drizzling steadily with the confidence of something that had nowhere else to be. A delivery boy on a scooter went past at speed, drenched, undeterred, his raincoat doing absolutely nothing useful, and both of them watched him go with the particular sympathy that only fellow sufferers of Bangalore traffic can offer each other.

"I used to live two streets from here," Arjun said. "Years ago. Before Whitefield happened to me."

"Whitefield happened to you?"

"It's a whole journey. I moved there for work, told myself it was temporary, and now I have opinions about the ORR traffic timings the way other people have opinions about cricket. I came into the city today just for this." He gestured vaguely at the bookshop. "I had a meeting near MG Road that finished early, and I thought, when was the last time I actually walked through Church Street instead of just hearing about it from people who still live centrally."

"And now you're trapped under a rain with a stranger."

"Honestly," he said, "worse things have happened to me on Church Street. I once lost an entire afternoon trying to find parking."

"That does sound traumatic."

"I'm still in recovery."

The rain showed no sign of relenting, and somewhere behind them the bookshop's shutters rattled as a gust pushed through. Meera shifted her paper bag to keep the spines dry, and Arjun, without being asked, angled his own body slightly to block more of the spray that was coming sideways off the road.

"You don't have to do that," she said.

"I do, actually. I have decided this is now my contribution to the friendship. I provide marginal windbreak. You provide book recommendations."

"That's a generous division of labour on my end."

"I'm aware. I'm hoping you won't notice until it's too late to renegotiate."

She laughed properly then, the sound nearly lost under the rain, and something in the moment settled into a kind of ease that strangers rarely got to so quickly. Maybe it was the city doing what it did best, throwing two people together under one inadequate awning and leaving them no choice but to talk, the way Bangalore had always quietly insisted that its weather and its traffic and its bad civic planning were, in their own chaotic way, matchmakers.

"Can I ask you something," Arjun said, "and you're allowed to say it's a terrible question."

"Now I'm worried."

"What's a city memoir doing in a stack of fiction? You said Bangalore food memoir."

"I'm from Mysore originally," Meera said. "Moved here for college and never left. I think I'm collecting the city in pieces. Every book about it, every old photograph I find, every aunty's story about how MG Road used to be lined with actual gardens before it became this." She gestured at the traffic, the shopfronts, the general urban hum that the rain had only briefly quietened. "It's silly. I design textiles for a living, not maps, but I like to think there's a pattern in a city too, if you look closely enough."

"That's not silly," Arjun said, and something in his voice had lost its joking edge, just for a second. "That's actually the nicest description of this place I've heard in a long time. Everyone I work with talks about Bangalore like it's a server room with better weather."

"It has personality," Meera said. "You just have to get out of Whitefield to find it."

"Low blow."

"Accurate, though."

The rain, as Bangalore rain always eventually does, began to thin, softening into something more like static, and then into nothing at all, leaving the street glistening and steaming gently under a sky that was already clearing as though embarrassed by its own outburst. The filter coffee stall owner across the road pulled the tarpaulin back with the air of a man who had seen this exact sequence of events several thousand times in his life and had stopped being surprised by any of it.

"Well," Arjun said, looking at the clearing sky with something that might have been disappointment. "I suppose that's our excuse expiring."

"Looks that way."

Neither of them moved immediately. There was a pause that contained more than either of them seemed willing to say first, the kind that exists right before someone has to decide whether a pleasant half hour under a leaking awning is going to end as a story they tell once and forget, or as something else entirely.

"There's a filter coffee place right there," Meera said eventually, nodding across the street. "I was going to get one before I went home. The rain just delayed the plan."

"Are you inviting me," Arjun asked carefully, "or just informing me of your plan?"

"Depends on whether you're going to make jokes about Whitefield the entire time."

"I make absolutely no promises."

"Then I suppose you'll have to come and find out."

They crossed the street together, stepping carefully around the small rivers still running along the gutters, and the coffee, when it came, was scalding and sweet and served in steel tumblers that burned their fingers in the specific way that filter coffee always did, a minor act of
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