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Introduction

The state does not know how to mourn. It has no mechanism for
grief, no registry for shattered hearts, and no formula to calculate
the exact weight of a young widow'’s silence. When a government
servant dies in the prime of his life, the vast, grinding machinery of
the bureaucracy responds the only way it knows how: with
paperwork, rubber stamps, and the cold, pragmatic mathematics of

survival.

They call it a "compassionate appointment.”

It is a sterile, beautiful phrase for a brutal reality. It is the

government’s way of acknowledging that when a man like Arjun



Jha’s heart suddenly stops beating on a Tuesday evening, he leaves
behind not just memories, but stomachs that need feeding,
electricity bills that need paying, and a roof that requires
maintenance. The state offers a desk, a chair, and a ledger,
attempting to plug the gaping, bleeding hole left by a human being

with a monthly salary.
But grief is a deeply territorial creature.

When Rashmi Bongi accepted her deceased husband's position,
stepping into the cavernous, fluorescent-lit corridors of the district
office, she believed she was simply saving her family from
destitution. She signed the thick, blue-stamped files. She swore a
legal undertaking to maintain her grieving mother-in-law, Vibha.
She accepted the heavy burden of Arjun’s final, hastily scribbled
note that read: Take care of Ma, even as his physical relics

remained locked away in Vibha's rusted steel box.

Neither woman understood that a single government paycheck

cannot feed two vastly different kinds of starvation.

For Vibha, trapped in the suffocating amber of a mother’s ultimate
loss, the salary was a sacred continuation of her son's duty—a
financial ghost keeping his memory anchored to the physical world.
For Rashmi, twenty-nine and terrified, the job was a desperate,
gasping breath of air. It was a vehicle for reinvention, a way to
crawl out of the mausoleum of her past and forge a new life,
eventually leading her to a new home and a new marriage across

the city.

The collision was inevitable. The promise, forged in the blinding
heat of fresh tragedy, began to fracture under the weight of passing

years and changing lives. What began as a vow of mutual survival



curdled into a bitter, silent war over loyalty, abandonment, and

money.

When the whispers turned into shouts, and the shouts turned into
legal notices, the two women who had loved Arjun the most found
themselves sitting on opposite sides of a courtroom. They asked a
stranger in a black robe to solve an impossible equation: how much

of a woman's future legally belongs to the ghosts of her past?

Chapter 1 — The Letter

The letter arrived on a Tuesday afternoon, folded inside a heavy

government envelope the color of weak, over-boiled tea.

Rashmi Bongi was standing at the kitchen window, her hands
submerged in a plastic basin of soapy water that smelled faintly of
cheap lime and lingering turmeric. Outside, the lane was suffocating
under a thick, pre-monsoon heat that turned the air into a heavy,
unbreathable blanket. The sky above the densely packed concrete
rooftops had bruised into an angry, swollen purple, promising rain
that refused to fall. Somewhere behind the neighboring houses, a
pressure cooker shrieked—a sharp, piercing whistle that cut through
the lethargy of the afternoon. Down the narrow street, a two-stroke
scooter engine coughed a cloud of blue exhaust into the air,
sputtered uselessly, and coughed again, its mechanical struggles

echoing against the peeling plaster of the alleyway.

When the postman called her name from the rusted iron gate, his

voice sounded muffled, swallowed by the oppressive humidity.

“Registered letter!”

Rashmi pulled her hands from the water, hurriedly wiping them dry

on the frayed end of her faded cotton sari. The fabric, once a



vibrant marigold, had been washed into a dull, defeated mustard.
She unlatched the front door, the metal hinges groaning a familiar,
high-pitched protest, and stepped out into the blinding glare of the
courtyard. The heat instantly pressed against her skin, carrying the
scent of dry dust, exhaust fumes, and the sweet, decaying odor of

fallen guava leaves fermenting in the corner of the compound.

She signed for the envelope in the postman’s battered ledger. The

pen scratched loudly against the rough paper.

She knew exactly where it came from. The official seal was stamped
in a harsh, indigo blue ink, smudged slightly at the edges by the

moisture of the postman’'s thumb.

She did not open it immediately. Instead, she stood alone by the
gate, her fingers tracing the sharp, unforgiving edges of the thick
paper. For six months, every official envelope delivered to this
house had carried the metallic scent of bureaucracy, bringing either

desperate hope or crushing disappointment. Sometimes both.

Her husband, Arjun Jha, had died suddenly while working for the
state electricity department. It had been a Tuesday, much like this
one. She remembered the sickly, fluorescent yellow light of the
hospital corridor, the overwhelming stench of rubbing alcohol, floor
bleach, and panic. He had complained of mild chest discomfort over
a dinner of lentils and rice, promising to see a doctor in the pale,

blue light of the morning.

There had been no morning for him. Time had simply stopped,
trapping him forever in that evening, while the rest of the world

ruthlessly moved forward.

At twenty-nine, Rashmi had become a widow, a daughter-in-law,

and the unwilling head of a household in a matter of terrifying,



chaotic hours. Arjun had left behind his mother, Vibha Jha, and a
government salary that had abruptly ceased the very day his heart

stopped beating.

The department had officially termed it a “compassionate

appointment.”

Rashmi hated the phrase. It sounded warm. It sounded kind.
Nothing about the suffocating darkness of the past six months had
felt kind. The process had felt like begging, a slow, agonizing
surrender of her dignity in rooms that smelled of stale sweat, damp

files, and bureaucratic indifference.

She walked slowly back inside, leaving the blinding white light of

the courtyard for the cool, shadowed dimness of the front room.

Vibha was sitting exactly where she always sat, positioned directly
beneath the slow, rhythmic clack-clack-clack of the old ceiling fan.
She was sixty-two, a woman carved from grief. Thin, sharp-
featured, and dressed in a stark, borderless white sari, she
possessed the peculiar, statue-like stillness of someone who had
spent decades learning how to absorb devastating news without
breaking. The room around her smelled faintly of the sandalwood
incense she burned every morning, mixed with the musty odor of

old upholstery and closed windows.

Her husband had died long before Arjun. After that, Arjun had been
the sun around which her entire universe orbited. Now, in the
twilight of her life, Rashmi was the only person left in the shadowed
house who could bring money in, the only anchor keeping them

from drifting into absolute ruin.

“What is it?” Vibha asked. Her voice was dry, like old paper rubbing

together.



Rashmi stepped into the sliver of dusty golden light filtering through
the window grills. She held out the envelope, the indigo seal facing

forward.
“From the department.”

Vibha's eyes, dark and sunken, settled on the thick paper. She did

not reach for it. "Open it.”

Rashmi slid her index finger under the flap. The thick paper tore
with a loud, aggressive rip that seemed to echo in the quiet room.
She pulled out the typed sheet. The paper was crisp, blindingly

white, and smelled of fresh toner and government archives.

She read the first line. Then the second. Her lips parted, drawing in

a sharp, trembling breath.

“What happened?” Vibha asked, the wooden chair creaking as she

leaned forward, the sound stark in the quiet room.

Rashmi sank onto the edge of the woven charpoy. The coarse jute

scratched against her legs.
“They've approved it.”

Vibha did not understand immediately. The words hung in the air,

suspended in the spinning dust motes caught in the sunlight.
“The appointment?”

Rashmi nodded slowly, the paper trembling in her hands. “Lower

Division Clerk. Joining next month.”

For several seconds, neither woman spoke. The only sounds were
the persistent clack-clack of the ceiling fan and the distant,

mournful caw of a crow on the rooftop.



Then, Vibha stood. Her bare feet made soft, whispering sounds
against the cold mosaic floor. She crossed the room and placed both
her hands on Rashmi’s shoulders. Her palms were calloused, dry,

and startlingly cold.

“You will go,” Vibha said, her voice dropping to a fierce, protective

whisper.

Rashmi looked up at her, seeing the deep, shadowed lines etched

into the older woman's face. “What about you?”
“I will manage.”

“You cannot manage on nothing, Ma.”

“I have managed before.”

“That was before Arjun.”

Vibha's face tightened, the skin pulling taut over her cheekbones. A
flash of raw, unfiltered agony darkened her eyes. “Yes,” she said,
her voice suddenly hollow, echoing like a stone dropped down a

deep well. "That was before Arjun.”

The sentence seemed to vacuum the remaining oxygen from the

room.

Rashmi looked back down at the crisp white letter. The black ink
spelled out their salvation. The appointment would save them. That
was what the endless parade of mourning relatives had told her,
their voices dripping with pity and relief. The neighbors, standing by
the rust-red gate in their brightly colored clothes, had whispered
that she was fortunate. A distant uncle had loudly proclaimed it to

be God's mercy, waving his hands in the air. Someone else had



