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For every love that was told to wait,

and every waiting that became a kind of forever.




Chapter 1

The House That Remembered

The train from Delhi arrived three hours late into the small station at the edge of the desert. Aanya stepped down with one suitcase and the tiredness of someone who had spent the journey staring at the same window without seeing the landscape. Her aunt’s driver was waiting with a white car that still smelled of new leather and old expectations.

She had not been back to the ancestral house in four years. The last time was for her father’s funeral. This time it was for her cousin’s wedding — a large, carefully arranged affair that would last five days and involve half the extended family. Her mother had insisted. “People will talk if you stay away again. You are still one of us.”

The house sat at the end of a long, tree-lined road that turned to gravel near the gate. It was the kind of place that kept its own temperature. Thick walls, high ceilings, courtyards that held the cool of the night long after the sun rose. Aanya’s room on the first floor had not changed. The same wooden bed, the same cupboard that stuck in the monsoon, the same view of the back garden where the old neem tree still dropped its leaves in silent protest.

On the second evening, while the women of the house prepared mehndi trays in the courtyard, she saw him.

He was standing near the outer wall with a notebook and a camera, speaking quietly to one of the older servants. Tall, lean, dark hair tied loosely at the nape, clothes that did not belong to the wedding guest list — simple cotton, dust on the shoes. When he turned, their eyes met for a second that lasted longer than it should have.

Later her aunt said, “That’s Reyan. The historian. Your uncle invited him to document the old family papers and the architecture before the renovation. He will stay in the guest wing until the wedding is over. Don’t mind him. He keeps to himself.”

Aanya did not say that she had already minded him. Something in the way he stood — still, observant, slightly apart — reminded her of the feeling she carried on the train. A person who was present and already half-leaving.

That night she could not sleep. The desert air came through the open window with the smell of dry earth and distant woodsmoke. Somewhere in the house a radio played an old ghazal at low volume. She lay on her back and thought about the engagement that had ended eight months earlier — not with anger, but with the quiet admission that both of them had been performing a future neither wanted. The family still spoke of it as a temporary pause. Aanya knew it was finished. She had not yet found the courage to make the finished version public.

In the morning she found Reyan in the old library, a long room that smelled of paper and closed windows. He was photographing the carved wooden ceiling with careful attention.

“You’re the cousin from Delhi,” he said without looking away from the camera.

“And you’re the one who is not family.”

He lowered the camera and smiled once, small. “I’m the one who is paid to notice what the family has stopped noticing. The cracks in the plaster. The names on the old ledgers. The way the light falls differently in rooms that are no longer used.”

Aanya stayed longer than necessary. They spoke about the house, about the desert, about the strange silence that settled over places after too many generations had lived and argued and married inside them. When she left, she carried the sound of his voice with her into the busy courtyard where the wedding preparations continued without pause.




Chapter 2

The Space Between Duties

The wedding house ran on a strict rhythm of meals, rituals, and conversations that circled the same subjects. Aanya moved through it with the practiced ease of someone who had grown up inside these expectations and then learned to hold them at a distance. She helped with the mehndi, smiled for the right photographs, listened to aunts discuss suitable matches for the unmarried girls. Her own name came up twice. She changed the subject both times.

Reyan appeared at the edges of the gatherings. He took photographs of the older architecture, spoke little, ate when invited, and disappeared into the guest wing or the library. On the third day Aanya found him in the back garden near the neem tree, sitting on the low wall with the notebook open.

“You avoid the main courtyard,” she said.

“The main courtyard avoids me. I’m useful for the records, not for the conversations.”

She sat on the wall a careful distance away. The afternoon light turned the dust gold. Somewhere a child laughed and was quickly hushed.

“Why this house?” she asked. “There are older ones.”

“Your uncle’s collection of papers is unusually complete. Land records, marriage contracts, letters from the 1920s. Most families throw those away or lock them until they become decorative. Here they were simply forgotten. Forgotten things are easier to study.”

Aanya looked at the notebook. His handwriting was small and precise. “And after the wedding?”

“I go back to the university. This is a short project. Six weeks at most.”

Six weeks. The number settled between them like a soft deadline. She did not know why it mattered. She only knew that it did.

That evening the family gathered for a smaller dinner. Reyan was invited. He sat near the end of the long table, quiet, answering when spoken to. Aanya watched the way he listened — fully, without the half-attention most people brought to family tables. Once their eyes met across the length of the table. Neither looked away immediately. The moment was noticed by no one else and remembered by both.

Later, walking back toward the guest wing, he stopped near the old well. Aanya had followed without fully deciding to.

“You’re engaged,” he said. It was not a question.

“I was. It ended. The family prefers the version where it is only paused.”

“And you?”

“I prefer the version where things are allowed to finish when they are finished.”

He nodded once. The desert night had cooled the stones of the well. Somewhere an owl called and received no answer.

“I should not be standing here with you,” she said.

“I know.”

Neither of them moved. The silence stretched until it became a kind of agreement. When she finally turned back toward the main house, she felt the weight of the unfinished conversation as clearly as if he had spoken another sentence.




Chapter 3

What the Night Allowed

The first real conversation happened after midnight. Most of the household had gone to sleep. Aanya could not. She walked the long corridor that connected the older part of the house to the newer rooms and found the library door slightly open. Light from a single lamp fell across the floor.

Reyan was still there, sorting papers into careful stacks. He looked up when she entered and did not seem surprised.

“You don’t sleep either,” she said.

“Old paper is better company than most people at this hour.”

She sat in the chair opposite the desk. The room smelled of ink and dust and the faint sweetness of the wooden shelves. For a while they spoke of ordinary things — the wedding chaos, the quality of the tea, the way the desert changed colour at different times of day. Then the ordinary things ran out and the other things began.

He told her about the university, about the slow work of archival research, about the loneliness of long projects that no one outside the field understood. She told him about Delhi, about the job she had left temporarily, about the engagement that had felt like a well-furnished room with the windows sealed. The more they spoke, the more the space between the words filled with something neither named.

At some point the lamp flickered. He reached to adjust it and their hands touched on the base. The contact lasted a second longer than the adjustment required. Neither pulled away at once.

“This is a bad idea,” Aanya said quietly.

“Most of the interesting ones are.”

She stood. He stood with her. The desk remained between them for another breath. Then the distance closed. The first kiss was careful, almost questioning. The second was not. His hands found her waist. Hers found the front of his shirt. The library, with its centuries of recorded marriages and land transfers, became for a few minutes a place that held only the living.

When they separated, both were breathing differently. Aanya rested her forehead against his for a moment and then stepped back.

“We stop here.”

“For tonight.”

“For as long as this house is full of people who would turn this into a scandal before breakfast.”

He nodded. She left the library and walked back to her room with the taste of him still on her mouth and the knowledge that the careful version of herself had just been permanently altered. In bed she stared at the ceiling and listened to the desert wind move through the neem leaves. Sleep, when it came, was thin and full of the library’s single lamp.



