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 Part One

 New Leaf

 


 Chapter 1
Center Stage
Priya

The padlock was new.

I stood in the parking lot of the Northfield Community Players theater with my rehearsal bag slung over one shoulder and a travel mug of chai going cold in my hand, staring at the shiny brass lock on the double doors like it might explain itself if I waited long enough. Behind me, a November wind pushed dead leaves across the asphalt in scratchy circles. The marquee above the entrance still read Auditions: The Importance of Being Earnest, the black plastic letters slightly crooked because nobody ever climbed the ladder properly except me.

My phone buzzed. An email from Gerald Finch, artistic director, though “artistic” was generous and “director” implied he directed things in a direction, which. Well.

Dear Northfield Community Players Family,

It is with deep regret that I inform you the board has voted to dissolve the company effective immediately. Declining enrollment, rising venue costs, and the loss of our municipal arts subsidy have made continued operations untenable. We are grateful for your years of dedication to community theater in the greater—

I stopped reading. Untenable. Gerald loved a big word. Once, during a production of Our Town, he'd used “verisimilitude” eleven times in a single notes session. Marcus had kept a tally on his script and showed me during the curtain call. The cast had taken bets on whether he'd break his personal record during Twelfth Night. He did. Fourteen times.

I looked at the padlock again.

The theater wasn't much. A converted church fellowship hall with bad acoustics and folding chairs and a stage barely deep enough for a two-person scene. The green room was a hallway. The dressing rooms were bathrooms with mirrors propped against the sinks. The lighting rig was held together with gaffer tape and the collective willpower of everyone who'd ever run a board there. It smelled like dust and old curtains and that particular brand of floor wax that exists only in places where people gather to pretend to be someone else for a few hours.

I'd done fourteen shows there in five years. Played a murderer, a maid, a mother, a mouth. Twice I was the comic relief. Once I was the dying best friend, which required a cough so theatrical that I pulled a muscle in my intercostal and had to ice my ribs between acts. Denise brought me a frozen bag of peas from the church kitchen and said, “Method acting is for people with health insurance,” which was the most practical piece of acting advice I'd ever received. Every single role was supporting. Not leads. Never leads. I could have carried a show, but there were only so many roles that looked like me in Gerald's season selections, and I'd learned early to be grateful for the ones that existed rather than angry about the ones that didn't.

I'd also learned to make every supporting role feel like the lead, at least in the moments that were mine. When I walked onstage, I filled the space I was given until it felt like the center of the world, and for those few minutes under the lights, with the audience leaning in, I was not Margot's best friend or the barista who made the good lattes or the girl who organized things for other people. I was just Priya. Priya in a spotlight. Priya taking up space that was hers.

The wind picked up. My chai was definitely cold now. I took a sip anyway and tasted cardamom and defeat, which are surprisingly similar if you're in the right mood.

A car pulled into the lot. Denise Kowalski, who played every grande dame within a forty-mile radius and had opinions about blocking that she delivered like papal edicts. She saw me, saw the padlock, rolled down her window.

“Did you get the email?”

“Just now.”

“Gerald didn't even have the decency to call. Forty years I've given that stage. Forty years, Priya. I did Blithe Spirit in that building when the roof leaked and we had to put a bucket center stage and work it into the blocking. I played Amanda in Glass Menagerie while three months pregnant and nobody knew until curtain call when I couldn't fit behind the dinner table.” She shook her head. “I'm going to Panera. Do you want to come to Panera?”

“I'm okay. Thanks, Denise.”

She looked at me for a moment longer than felt casual, her face soft with a concern that she usually reserved for costume emergencies, then nodded and reversed out of the lot. I watched her taillights disappear down Maple.

I stood there for another ten minutes. I wasn't mourning, not exactly. I was trying to figure out what I'd do on Tuesday nights now. And Thursday nights. And the Saturdays when we'd do all-day tech runs and someone would order pizza and we'd sit on the stage with our legs dangling over the edge and talk about nothing in particular for hours. Marcus would do impressions of Gerald's notes. Denise would critique everyone's diction. Kenji, who ran the sound board, would play us songs from the current show's era and we'd all pretend to know them. Once we sat on the stage until midnight, eating cold pizza and arguing about whether Chekhov was funny on purpose or by accident, and I'd laughed so hard I cried, and nobody thought that was unusual, because in that space, among those people, emotions were not performances. They were just true.

Those hours had been mine. Not Margot's, not the coffee shop's, not anyone else's. Just mine.

I drove to Bitter & Bright with the windows down even though it was forty-three degrees, because the cold felt honest and the car heater felt like it would make me comfortable, and I didn't want to be comfortable. I wanted to feel something specific and the cold was specific, sharp against my cheeks and my knuckles on the steering wheel, and I let it bite.

The shop was warm when I walked in. Warm and amber-lit and smelling like Margot's latest single-origin experiment, which was a washed Ethiopian Yirgacheffe that tasted like blueberries if you believed hard enough. Margot was behind the counter recalibrating her grinder, her dark hair pulled back with a clip that had a tiny coffee bean on it. Declan had given it to her. She wore it every day and pretended she didn't notice it was there, the way you pretend not to notice a thing that makes you happy, because noticing would require acknowledging the happiness, and Margot preferred to acknowledge happiness through controlled glances and private smiles when she thought nobody was looking.

“You're early,” she said without looking up.

“Rehearsal got cancelled.”

“Oh. That's annoying. When's the rescheduled one?”

I tied my apron. The strings were fraying at the edges; I'd been meaning to replace them for three months. “There isn't one. The company folded. Gerald sent a form email.”

Margot looked up then. Really looked. Her eyes did that thing where they narrowed and softened at the same time, scanning me for damage the way a doctor reads an X-ray, searching for the break beneath the skin. I knew that look. I'd been on the receiving end of it for six years, ever since we'd met in a cramped Brooklyn apartment that we shared with two other people and a cat that belonged to no one and everyone. The cat's name was Schrodinger. We all thought we were very clever for that.

“Priya.”

“It's fine.” I was already moving, pulling espresso cups from the shelf, checking the milk pitchers, adjusting the steam wand angle, all the small physical tasks that keep your hands busy when your mind is trying to go somewhere you don't want it to go. “It was community theater. It's not like anyone was paying me.”

“It mattered to you.”

“Lots of things matter to me. Doesn't mean they all get to stick around.” I smiled at her. Full wattage. The smile that could fill a fellowship hall and make the back row feel like they were in on the joke. I'd practiced this smile so many times in so many mirrors that it was practically autonomous now, a reflex triggered by any situation that required me to be fine. Breakups: smile. Bad news: smile. The slow, grinding realization that the life you built is held together with tape and optimism: smile, smile, smile. “The Yirgacheffe smells incredible, by the way. Are you going lighter on the roast?”

Margot held my gaze for two more seconds, then let it go. She knew me well enough to know when I'd built the wall, and she loved me well enough to stop banging on it. Usually. “Yeah. Twenty seconds shorter. Tell me if you taste stone fruit or if I'm deluding myself.”

“You're always deluding yourself. That's what makes you a visionary.”

She threw a towel at me. I caught it and started wiping down the counter, and for three hours I made lattes and poured drip and chatted with regulars and did the thing I've always been best at, which is making a room feel like it belongs to everyone in it. A man ordered an oat milk cortado and told me about his daughter's soccer game and I listened like it was the most important story in the world, because for the three minutes it took him to tell it, it was. A woman asked for a recommendation and I gave her the Yirgacheffe and watched her face when she tasted it, the surprise and pleasure of discovering something new, and I felt the reflected glow of that pleasure the way the moon feels the sun's light: secondhand, borrowed, but real enough to see by.

Suki came in at four, as she did every day. Small, immaculate, eighty-two years old with the posture of a ballet dancer and the opinions of a Supreme Court justice. She ordered her usual black coffee, took her usual seat by the window, and read her usual book, which this week was a fat paperback with a shirtless man on the cover. The man appeared to be standing in a field. There was no context for why he was shirtless in a field. Suki caught me glancing at it.

“Don't judge me, Priya. The plot is surprisingly rigorous.”

“I would never, Suki. I respect all literature.”

“You respect all nonsense, which is why I like you.” She sipped her coffee with the small, precise movements of a person who has been drinking coffee the same way for sixty years and sees no reason to change. “Where's your energy today? You're performing at about seventy percent.”

“I'm at a solid eighty-five and you know it.”

“Seventy. I'm a retired teacher. I can grade effort in my sleep, and I frequently do.” She turned back to her book. “Whatever it is, don't sit in it too long. Sitting in things makes them permanent.”

I wanted to ask her what she meant by that, but a customer needed a remake because she'd asked for almond milk and I'd given her oat, and then the espresso machine did a thing where it hissed in a way that sounded personal, like it was commenting on my life choices, and the moment passed. Moments pass. That's what moments do. They arrive and they offer you something and then they leave, and whether you take what they offered is up to you, and most of the time I don't, because taking things requires acknowledging that you need them.

At seven, I clocked out. Margot was in the back doing inventory with Declan, who'd wandered over from The Daily Grind the way he did every evening now, like the two shops were connected by an invisible hallway. They were laughing about something. I heard Margot's real laugh, the one that came out unguarded, unexpected, a sound that only existed in the presence of someone who had earned it, and Declan's low response, and I thought, good. Good for them. I was glad. I was so glad it sat in my chest like a stone, smooth and heavy, and I didn't want to look at it too closely because I suspected that what I'd find was not gladness but envy, and envy directed at your best friend's happiness is an ugly thing that I refused to have, so I called it gladness and moved on.

I walked home in the dark. My apartment was seven blocks from the shop, a third-floor one-bedroom in a building that was older than ambition. The stairwell smelled like someone's cooking and someone else's laundry and the stale recycled air of a place where people lived close together and tried not to mind. The mailbox in the lobby held a flyer for a pizza place and a credit card offer addressed to a previous tenant and nothing else. No letter from the immigration attorney. No news. I checked the mailbox every day and every day it contained nothing that mattered and I was both relieved and disappointed, which are feelings that shouldn't coexist but do, frequently, in the bodies of people who are waiting for something they don't want to face.

I unlocked my door. Kicked off my shoes. Put my bag down.

The apartment was quiet.

It was always quiet when I came home. That wasn't new. But tonight it felt like the quiet had been waiting for me, had arranged itself specifically to make a point. The kitchen counter was clean. The living room was tidy. The bookshelf held my plays, my novels, my collection of vintage Bollywood posters in their IKEA frames. Everything in its place. Everything exactly where I'd left it. No one had moved anything. No one had been here. The apartment was my space and it was a good space and it held me the way a frame holds a picture, but tonight the frame felt too large and the picture felt too small.

I sat on my couch and pulled out my phone and opened the text thread that had, for three weeks, been the bright spot in my evenings. Dev. We'd met at the Coffee Corridor pop-up in October. He was funny and handsome and had texted me first, which felt like a declaration. For three weeks we'd traded messages that built toward something. Jokes, links, a photo of a sunset that he said reminded him of me, which was either romantic or generic but I chose romantic because choosing romantic felt better. Then the something became nothing. The messages spaced out. The energy flattened. The last text was mine, unanswered, five days ago: That Thai place you mentioned, want to try it Saturday?

I deleted the thread. I wasn't heartbroken. I was embarrassed by how little it hurt. I'd wanted it to hurt more. I'd wanted to feel like something was at stake. Instead I felt the familiar flatness of a thing that was never quite real pretending to end, and the flatness was worse than pain, because pain means something mattered, and flatness means nothing did.

I put the phone down. Looked at the ceiling. The ceiling looked back, unmoved. It had a crack running from the light fixture to the corner that I'd been tracking for two years, a slow, determined crack that grew a little each winter when the building settled, and I sometimes thought of it as a metaphor but mostly I thought of it as a crack.

Somewhere in a drawer in my bedroom, there was a letter from an immigration attorney that I hadn't opened yet. I'd been carrying it around for three days, moving it from my bag to the counter to the drawer, like a cat relocating a dead mouse. Moving it felt like doing something about it without actually doing anything about it, which is my specialty. Eventually I'd have to open it. Eventually I'd have to deal with what it said.

Not tonight.

Tonight I sat in my quiet apartment and let the silence fill the spaces that used to belong to Tuesday night rehearsals and Thursday night blocking sessions and Saturday pizza on the edge of a stage, and I thought about how many things a person can lose without anyone noticing, as long as she keeps smiling.

I was very good at smiling.

I turned off the light. The ceiling crack disappeared into the dark. The apartment settled around me like a coat that used to fit and didn't anymore, the seams straining in places I hadn't noticed until now, the fabric thinning in spots I'd been ignoring.

I sat there until the cold from the window draft made me get up. The draft was a December problem that became a January emergency and a February constant, air pushing through the gaps in the window frame with a persistence that suggested the outside world was trying to reach me and the building was only partially cooperating. I'd stuffed the gaps with paper towels in November. The paper towels had hardened into brittle sheets that crinkled when the wind pushed through. A person with a different temperament would have called the landlord. I called it character.

I went to bed. My bedroom was small, holding a queen mattress, a nightstand, and a dresser with a mirror that reflected the room back at itself in a way that made the space feel doubled but not larger. The drawer of the nightstand held the letter from the immigration attorney, tucked beneath a book I was pretending to read and a phone charger that was permanently tangled with a pair of earbuds. The drawer held my secrets and my practicalities in equal measure, side by side, undifferentiated, because life does not organize itself into categories the way we wish it would. It just accumulates.

I did not dream, or if I did, I forgot, which amounts to the same thing. The forgotten dream and the undreamed night are indistinguishable in the morning. Both leave you with the same blankness, the same sense of having traveled somewhere in the dark and returned with nothing to show for it. Maybe that's what sleep is: a rehearsal for all the things we do in the daylight and don't remember. The performances we give when no one's watching. The roles we play for an audience of no one.

I woke up at six-fifteen, which was thirty minutes before my alarm, because my body had started running on a nervous-system clock that didn't trust the alarm anymore. For the first few seconds after waking, I lay in the blue half-dark of my bedroom and tried to remember what day it was, and when I remembered it was Wednesday, I tried to remember what I was supposed to be doing on Wednesday, and when I remembered that Tuesday's rehearsal had been cancelled forever and that the Wednesday rehearsal didn't exist either, I felt a small, specific loss, the size of a coin in your pocket that you thought was a quarter and turns out to be a nickel.

I got up. Made coffee, because I worked in a coffee shop and still made coffee at home, which is the sign of a person whose relationship with her profession has passed from hobby into identity. Stood at the kitchen counter with my hands around the cup. Watched the radiator knock twice and fall silent, the way it always did, an apologetic noise that the building made before remembering it was supposed to be a radiator and not a conversationalist.

My phone had three texts waiting. Denise: Thinking of you. Let me know if you want company. Marcus: Did Gerald even use a full sentence in that email. He was drafting a thesaurus for that man. Kenji, whose text was just a sad-face emoji followed by a coffee-cup emoji followed by a second sad face, because Kenji communicated almost entirely in symbols and considered punctuation a cry for help.

I answered all of them the same way: a heart emoji and the words love you, talk soon. The words were honest and the soon was a lie. I knew how this worked. The theater friends scattered after the theater closed, the way cast members scattered after closing night. You promised to stay in touch. You meant it. You made plans to get drinks that nobody followed through on because drinks without the context of the show was just drinks, and the show was what you'd actually loved, the show and the late nights and the shared exhaustion and the gossip about blocking and the way Marcus could imitate Gerald's voice so perfectly you'd forget who was speaking. Without the show, the drinks became a memorial, and nobody wants to drink at a memorial every Thursday.

I put the phone face-down on the counter and watched the window. The courtyard of my building was small and concrete and held a single struggling maple tree that the landlord had planted seven years ago with the optimism of a person who had never gardened. The maple was still alive, which was more than I'd predicted. Its leaves had all fallen. The branches looked like the bones of a hand reaching toward a grey sky, the kind of image that sounds like poetry until you realize it's just a tree in November and you are the one who keeps making it mean things.

I thought about the padlock again. About Gerald's email with its “untenable” and its “deeply regret” and its total absence of the word “sorry.” I thought about the way the marquee letters had been crooked, how I'd climbed the ladder three weeks ago to fix them for the audition notice, how I'd known even then that I was the only person who would bother. I thought about all the unpaid hours I'd poured into that building, the fundraising I'd organized, the newsletter I'd written, the grant applications I'd drafted for Gerald's signature, and I thought: none of it saved the theater. It was always going to close. Maybe I'd known and pretended not to, the way you know a relationship is ending and still buy a Valentine's card, because the card is the hope and the hope is the lie and the lie is the only thing keeping you from admitting the thing you already know.

I refilled my coffee. Got in the shower. The hot water in the building ran out after exactly seven minutes, which was a fact I'd memorized in my first week and which still caught me by surprise sometimes, when I was thinking about something else and the water turned cold and I yelped in a way that I hoped my downstairs neighbor couldn't hear through the pipes.

I dressed in my work clothes, which were black jeans and a dark grey sweater and an apron that lived in my bag. Tied my hair back. Looked in the bathroom mirror. The mirror was old and the silvering had started to go at the edges, giving my reflection a soft vintage halo that I usually pretended to like. This morning, the halo looked like it was closing in.

I stood there and tried out a smile. Full wattage. The one that could fill a fellowship hall. It arrived on command, the way it always did, obedient and precise, the muscles of my face remembering a thousand repetitions without my having to think about it. The smile looked fine in the mirror. It looked exactly like the smile I'd smiled yesterday and the day before and every day since I'd taught myself how.

Then I let it drop.

I watched my face in the mirror without the smile. The face that was underneath. Tired and uncertain and thirty-one years old and not sure how long it had been since anyone had asked what was under the smile. Not how are you. Anyone could ask how are you. The real question, the harder question, was the one that went what are you hiding from yourself today, and nobody asked it because it would be rude, and Priya Basak had spent her entire life being polite, which is to say, spent her entire life making sure nobody had to ask the rude questions.

The face in the mirror was not hostile. It was not angry. It was just honest, and honesty was a look I wasn't used to seeing on myself, and the unfamiliarity made it feel like I was looking at a stranger.

I put the smile back on. I put it on because it was time to go to work and work required it and I required work and the whole system required me to arrive at Bitter & Bright with my wattage set to high, because that was what the room needed and what the room needed was what I delivered. That was the contract. That had always been the contract.

But as I walked down the three flights of stairs and out into the grey November morning, I carried the memory of the unsmiling face with me, and it sat in my chest like a stone, small and cool and oddly grounding, the weight of a secret I was keeping from no one but myself.



 Chapter 2
Steeped
Caleb

The jasmine pearls were wrong.

I held the tin up to the overhead light and turned it slowly, studying the tightly rolled leaves through the clear window on the lid. They should have been uniform, each pearl a smooth, pale green sphere about the size of a small pea. These were irregular. Some were too loose, starting to unfurl at the edges. The color was off by a shade, trending brown instead of green, which meant either the oxidation was poorly controlled or they'd been stored improperly during shipping, packed too close together in a container that allowed moisture transfer, compromising the structural integrity of the roll.

I set the tin on the counter and made a note in the inventory spreadsheet on my laptop. Jasmine pearls (Fuzhou supplier): reject. Request replacement batch. Consider alternate sourcing through the Guangxi contact Baba mentioned in September.

This was the fourth rejection in two weeks. The supply chain from my father's network should have been seamless. Warwick & Sons had spent thirty years building relationships with estates and brokers across Asia, and the infrastructure was supposed to transfer to my independent orders without friction. Supposed to. In practice, being a Warwick in London opened doors. Being a Warwick in New Jersey, running a shop no one had heard of, opened nothing. The suppliers treated my orders as an afterthought, a small account tacked onto the Warwick & Sons ledger, and the quality reflected that assessment.

I closed the laptop and looked around the shop.

Steeped existed mostly in boxes at this point. Sixty-seven boxes, to be exact. I'd counted them twice, because counting them twice imposed order when the uncertainty of the larger project became difficult to sit with. The counting provided structure. The structure provided calm. And the calm, however artificial, allowed me to continue.

The space was good. Twelve hundred square feet, high ceilings, exposed brick on the back wall that had been painted over at some point and then stripped, leaving ghost traces of white in the mortar joints. Large front windows that let in enough natural light to make the wood countertops glow in the afternoons. I'd chosen the location for those windows. And for the neighborhood, which had a lived-in quality that felt more like certain parts of South London than most American streets I'd walked. Not polished. Not curated. Just real, in the way that places are real when people have been living in them long enough to stop trying to impress anyone.

What I hadn't fully accounted for was the noise.

On my left: Bitter & Bright, a coffee shop that seemed to attract people who took their beverages with the seriousness of a religious rite. I could hear the steam wand through the wall sometimes, a high-pitched shriek that made me wince. The espresso machine had a particular rhythm, a mechanical heartbeat that pulsed through the shared wall at irregular intervals, and I found myself tracking it unconsciously, the way you track a neighbor's footsteps above your ceiling, aware of them even when you're not listening.

On my right: The Daily Grind, which was less a coffee shop than a sustained social event. Music leaked through the wall. Laughter. The murmur of a dozen conversations happening simultaneously, the words indistinct but the warmth unmistakable. Once, what sounded like a dog barking, though I chose to believe I'd imagined that.

Between them, I was attempting to build a temple of quiet. The ambition felt appropriate and the location felt hostile, which was, I recognized, a reasonable summary of most of the significant decisions I'd made in my life.

I opened another box. The Darjeeling first flush from Makaibari Estate, which I'd sourced independently, outside the Warwick network, through a contact I'd met on my own buying trip three years ago. This was the one I'd staked the shop's identity on. I'd visited the estate myself, before my father's stroke, when the trip was still a holiday and not a last gasp of freedom. I'd walked the gardens at dawn, the mist coming through the rows of tea plants in slow white waves, the air so clean it felt like drinking. The estate manager, a man named Rajan who had worked the gardens for forty years, had brewed the first flush for me under a tin roof while it rained, and the tea was extraordinary. Muscatel notes, a golden liquor that caught the light, a finish that lingered like the last note of something beautiful. I'd known then that I wanted to build something around this tea. It just took me two years and a family crisis to get here.

My phone rang. I looked at the screen and considered not answering, but filial duty is a deeply embedded reflex, and mine had been reinforced by decades of practice and a particular kind of guilt that I suspect is common to eldest sons of Caribbean and South Asian families, the guilt of being given everything and being expected to give it all back.

“Hello, Mum.”

“Caleb. How are you? How is the shop?” Her voice was brisk, warm, and interrogative all at once. Lena Warwick did not make phone calls. She conducted them.

“It's coming along.”

“When does it open?”

“Three weeks, if the last shipments arrive on time.”

A pause. The particular pause that meant she was choosing her words with care, which was always more dangerous than when she spoke without thinking. My mother's spontaneous comments were sharp. Her considered ones were surgical.

“Your father had a good appointment yesterday. The neurologist is very pleased with his progress.”

“That's wonderful.”

“He's doing so well, in fact, that he's been talking about reducing his hours. Stepping back a bit. Spending more time in the garden, he says, as if he's ever voluntarily spent time in the garden in his life.” A thin edge of humor, quickly retracted. “Which means someone will need to take on more of the business operations.”

“Mum.”

“I'm not asking, Caleb. I'm informing you of the situation. Your father needs you here. The Yamanaka contract alone requires someone who understands the Japanese market, and you're the only one who's built those relationships. You spent three years cultivating that account. Mr. Yamanaka asks about you specifically. He sent a card when your father was ill.”

“I remember. I wrote the thank-you note.”

“So you understand the relationship. And you understand that relationships in the Japanese tea trade are not transferable. They are personal. They belong to the person who built them.”

I closed my eyes. The thing about my mother was that she wasn't wrong, exactly. She was never entirely wrong. The business did need managing. My father's health, despite the good reports, was precarious in the way that all post-stroke health is precarious: stable until it isn't, fine until the next event, which the doctors described as “unlikely” in a tone that acknowledged likelihood is not certainty. The Yamanaka contract was significant. All of these things were true.

What was also true, and what she would never say out loud, was that she'd nearly lost her husband and the terror of that near-loss had calcified into a need to gather everyone close, to have all the pieces where she could see them, to make the world small enough to control. My father in his chair. The business in its building. Caleb in London, reachable, manageable, known. Not Caleb in America, building something she hadn't authorized, pursuing a vision she hadn't approved, becoming a person she couldn't predict.

I understood that impulse. I just couldn't live inside it anymore.

“The shop is going well,” I said, which was the closest I could come to a lie without actually crossing the line. It wasn't going well. It wasn't going at all yet. But saying I'm standing in a room full of boxes and rejected tea samples, questioning every decision that led me here, holding together a dream with stubbornness and savings would give her ammunition she didn't need.

“Well. Just think about it. That's all I'm asking.”

“I will.”

We both knew I wouldn't. We both knew she knew I wouldn't. We both let the pretense stand, because the pretense was load-bearing, and removing it would require a conversation neither of us was prepared to have.

After we hung up, I set my phone on the counter and rested my hands on the wood and stood there for a moment. The counter was reclaimed oak, sanded and sealed to a satin finish. I'd done it myself over three weekends, working in the empty shop with the windows open and the radio on. Radio 3, because I'm the kind of person who listens to Radio 3 and I've accepted this about myself. The grain was uneven in places, knotted and scarred, and I liked it for exactly that reason. It looked like something that had been through something. It didn't pretend to be smooth.

I went back to the boxes.

By evening, I'd unpacked and catalogued half the inventory, set up two of the four display shelves, and sketched a preliminary layout for the tasting bar. The tasting bar was the centerpiece of the concept. Not a counter where people queued for takeaway cups, clutching phones, already halfway out the door before the cup was in their hand. A proper bar with stools, where I could guide customers through flights of tea the way a sommelier would guide them through wine. I wanted people to sit, to taste, to learn the difference between a first and second flush, between a rolled oolong and a strip-style, between a tea that was picked in spring rain and one that was picked in summer sun.

Whether anyone in this neighborhood wanted that experience was a question I'd chosen not to examine too carefully. Examining it would require confronting the possibility that I'd invested my savings, my time, and the last of my family's patience in a venture that nobody asked for, in a country where tea was something people drank from bags in mugs that said things like World's Best Dad. The examining could wait.

At eight, I locked up and stood on the sidewalk. The Coffee Corridor stretched in both directions, warm light spilling from the shops that were still open. Bitter & Bright had a few customers visible through its windows, hunched over laptops in that particular posture of people who are simultaneously working and avoiding work, a posture so common in coffee shops that it should have its own medical designation. The Daily Grind had closed but its lights were still on, and through the glass I could see someone mopping the floor while bobbing their head to music I couldn't hear.

The courtyard between the shops had string lights that someone had woven through a trellis. They glowed amber against the November dark, each bulb casting a small warm circle on the brick below. A chalkboard sign by the entrance read: Coffee Corridor. Brewed with love, served with attitude. Someone had drawn a coffee cup with a speech bubble that said “fight me.” I suspected the drawing was Priya's, though I didn't yet know who Priya was, and I wouldn't have been able to explain why the drawing caught my eye. The confidence of the lines caught me. The humor of it. The small, defiant joy of drawing a fighting coffee cup on a chalkboard sign.

I turned up my collar and walked to my flat, which was a ten-minute walk north, a small one-bedroom above a dry cleaner that smelled faintly of solvents and press steam. It was temporary housing. Everything about this was temporary until I proved it wasn't. The flat, the shop, the country. I was here on an E-2 treaty investor visa, which required me to demonstrate that the business was real and viable and not just an expensive way to avoid my mother's phone calls.

I made myself tea. Not from the shop's inventory, which was still largely in boxes and would remain so until I'd sorted the acceptable from the rejected, a process that required attention I didn't have left at the end of a twelve-hour unpacking day. From my own stash, the one I kept in a wooden box on the kitchen counter, a box my father had given me for my twenty-first birthday, walnut, hand-carved by a woodworker in Brixton, lined with foil to preserve freshness. A second flush Darjeeling from 2024, the last batch my father had sourced before the stroke. I brewed it in a ceramic pot I'd brought from London, poured it into a cup that had no handle because I preferred to feel the warmth through the clay, and sat by the window with the lights off and the streetglow painting the ceiling in pale orange strips.

The tea was perfect. It was always perfect. That was the cruelest thing about it. Every time I drank this batch, I tasted my father's palate, his thirty years of expertise distilled into this specific selection, this specific estate, this specific season. I tasted his hand on the leaves, his eye on the liquor, his instinct, refined over decades, for the exact moment when a tea was ready. And I tasted the absence of him, the distance between London and New Jersey, between the father who had taught me everything and the son who had left.

I thought about him in his study in Clapham, surrounded by tea tins and trade journals, probably reading at this hour with the lamp angled just so because the stroke had affected his peripheral vision on the left side and he compensated by tilting everything slightly right. I thought about my mother in the kitchen, making lists, planning, managing the world into submission because the alternative was admitting that the world had nearly taken her husband and she'd been helpless to stop it.

I thought about the shop. My shop. The boxes and the rejected jasmine pearls and the beautiful counter and the vision that seemed so clear in my head and so uncertain in practice.

Through the wall of my flat, I heard my neighbor's television. A game show, by the sound of it. Applause and buzzers and someone shouting a wrong answer with great confidence. The muffled sounds of other people's entertainment, filtered through plaster and distance, a reminder that the world continued to move and make noise regardless of whether I participated.

I finished my tea, washed the cup, and went to bed.

In the morning I would go back to the boxes. I would solve the supply chain problem. I would build the tasting bar and arrange the shelves and choose the right music, something quiet, something that made the space feel like a held breath, and in three weeks I would open the doors and invite strangers to care about leaves and water and time the way I cared about them, and either they would or they wouldn't.

That was the whole of it. Either they would or they wouldn't.

And the noise from the shops on either side would be there regardless, leaking through the walls, reminding me that I'd planted myself in the middle of someone else's story and would need to find a way to write my own.

I slept badly. I always slept badly in new places, and the flat above the dry cleaner was still new enough that my body hadn't agreed to be at rest in it. The radiator ticked. The pipes behind the wall gurgled at random intervals. A bus idled at the corner every forty minutes between the hours of ten and two, which I knew because I had counted them on my first night, and the counting had become a ritual I couldn't quite break.

Around three in the morning, I got up and made a second cup of tea. I don't typically drink tea after midnight, but the rules I had for myself in London had started to loosen in New Jersey, as if I'd left the rulebook on the plane and only remembered the important pages. I heated the water in the small electric kettle I'd brought with me, the one my father had picked out at a Currys in Peckham on a rainy Saturday when I was twenty-four, the two of us standing in the appliance aisle while he explained the difference between a controller element and a concealed element with the seriousness of a man delivering a eulogy. I had not understood why the distinction mattered. I understood now. The concealed element heats more evenly. My father had been right, as he had been right about most things, and I had carried the kettle through three flats and two countries because to replace it would have been a small betrayal.

I brewed a cup of second flush Darjeeling and took it to the window and sat on the floor beside the radiator because the only chair in the flat was a folding one I'd bought for five dollars from a student moving out of a nearby building, and it was not a chair for drinking tea in the middle of the night. The floor was more appropriate to the occasion. The radiator was warm against my back. The tea was hot in my hands. The streetlamp outside cast its pale orange cone onto the sidewalk, and a single figure walked through it, a man in a long coat with a cigarette cupped in his palm, his shoulders hunched against a wind that the window wouldn't let me feel.

I watched him until he passed out of the light and thought about my father.

Specifically, I thought about the summer we had gone to Darjeeling together. I was twenty-seven. He had just turned sixty. The trip had been a gift from my mother, who had handed him the tickets on his birthday with the practiced casualness of a woman who had been saving the surprise for months and was pretending it had just occurred to her. “Go,” she had said. “Take Caleb. Walk the gardens you love. Stop managing everyone from your chair and manage some leaves for a change.” My father had looked at the tickets, looked at my mother, and done the thing he rarely did: he had cried. Just once. A single tear that he'd wiped away with the back of his hand before it reached his jaw, and he had said, “Lena, you don't understand what this means,” and she had said, “I understand exactly what it means, Nathaniel, which is why I did it.”

We had flown from Heathrow together, my father in the aisle seat because his knees required the aisle, and I had watched him for most of the flight. He had read the whole way, a biography of Rabindranath Tagore that he'd been carrying around London for weeks, and he had occasionally lowered the book and looked out the window at the dark ocean below and then at me, as if he wanted to verify that I was there, that this was real, that he was not going alone.

The gardens at Makaibari had been more beautiful than I had been prepared for. Three thousand feet of elevation. Mist moving through the rows in slow white waves. The workers singing softly as they plucked, the songs in a language I didn't know, the rhythm of the work and the rhythm of the singing perfectly matched, generations of plucking having taught them how to breathe together. My father had walked the rows with Rajan, the estate manager, for two hours that first morning, and I had trailed behind them and listened to them speak about the plants the way doctors speak about patients, with affection and concern and the specific intimacy of long acquaintance. “This one isn't happy,” my father said, touching a leaf. “Look at the color. Something under the soil.” Rajan had nodded and said he would send someone to check, and my father had moved on to the next plant and the next, reading the garden with his eyes and his fingers and the thirty years of knowledge stored in his body, and I had thought: this is what expertise looks like when it has been earned, not claimed.

On the second morning, he had taken me to a small tin-roofed shed at the edge of the garden and brewed a fresh first flush for me while the rain came down. The rain had been sudden and full, a monsoon-adjacent downpour that turned the tin roof into a drum. My father had heated the water on a small propane burner and measured the leaves with a pair of bamboo tongs and poured the infusion into two small cups without handles, and he had handed me one and said, “Taste this. Don't tell me what you think. Just taste it.”

I had tasted it. The tea had been golden, delicate, with a muscatel note that lingered at the back of the tongue like a promise that something more was









