# **The Weight of Silence**

## **Chapter 1: The Grammar of Departure**

Mukesh learned the art of leaving before he learned the alphabet of staying. His earliest memory wasn't of a face, but of a sound: the metallic shriek of a trunk being dragged across cement at four in the morning. That sound became the foundation of his childhood—a dissonant lullaby that meant everything familiar was about to become memory.

While other children measured time in birthdays and festivals, Mukesh measured it in postings. Every two or three years, sometimes sooner, the universe would rearrange itself with military indifference. An order would arrive—a typed letter on official stationery or, later, a phone call that made his father stand straighter. No discussion followed. No debate. Geography, in their household, outranked emotion.

The black trunks lived in the loft like sleeping judges. Most of the year they gathered dust in darkness, but when transfer season arrived, they descended with grim authority. Mukesh would watch his father wipe their lids with an old cotton cloth, checking hinges, testing locks. The white stenciled letters—SUBEDAR MAJOR R.K. SHARMA—had begun to fade at the edges, but they still carried the weight of command.

For Mukesh, those trunks weren't luggage. They were evidence that life refused to stay.

Inside them went school uniforms that still smelled faintly of chalk from a classroom he'd just learned to navigate. Notebooks half-filled with lessons that would be irrelevant in another state. A cricket bat whose sweet spot he'd finally discovered. The small plastic trophy from an interschool race he'd won just weeks before—meaningless now, but too significant to discard.

But it was the invisible things that weighed the most. The corner of the playground where he'd started to feel known. The shopkeeper who'd begun giving him extra sweets. The particular way light fell through his bedroom window at four PM. These were the things that couldn't be packed, only amputated.

His mother, Savitri, performed departure like a sacred ritual. She wrapped steel utensils in old newspapers, her movements brisk and efficient. She folded clothes with corners sharp enough to cut, her hands moving faster than her thoughts. She knew which things would survive the journey and which would break. She understood packing not as preparation for arrival, but as ceremony of erasure.

"Don't make that face, Muku," she'd say, catching the stiffness in his jaw as he stood watching their life disappear into metal. She never looked at him while speaking these words; her eyes remained on the task. "The next place will be better. Your father says the quarters are bigger. The school has a science lab."

She always offered upgrades. Better facilities. Larger rooms. Prestigious schools. She never mentioned what she was losing—the neighbor who'd finally taught her to knit, the vegetable vendor who saved her the freshest produce, the kitchen she'd just arranged to her liking after eighteen months of trial.

Mukesh noticed. He noticed how she wrapped her spice boxes like they were infants, how she hesitated before taking down curtains she'd chosen after weeks of comparison, how her voice became artificially bright when speaking to neighbors she'd never see again after Tuesday. He noticed that adults performed departure as if it were routine, but their eyes betrayed a different arithmetic.

One night, he woke to use the bathroom and saw her sitting alone in the dark kitchen, a steel tumbler of water untouched before her. She was staring at the empty shelves as if memorizing their emptiness. When she sensed his presence, she didn't startle. She simply turned, and in the moonlight, he saw her face unguarded for the first time—not sad, but surrendered. A terrain where hope had been carefully leveled.

"Go back to sleep, beta," she whispered. "Tomorrow is a long day."

By morning, the moment had been folded away. She was practical again, almost cheerful. Army wives, he would later understand, are trained in the science of disappearance. They master the calculus of starting over: how to make a home from four bare walls in forty-eight hours, how to stretch a Subedar's salary to cover English medium fees, how to absorb the stress of transfers and filter it into something their children won't taste in their food.

His father stood at the center of this discipline like a monument carved from a single piece of duty. Subedar Major R.K. Sharma. His love didn't flow; it stood at attention. It was present in the fees paid before deadline, the gas cylinder replaced before empty, the emergency numbers written neatly beside the phone. It was in the polished shoes waiting by the door each morning, the perfectly made bed, the silent inspection of schoolbags before dawn.

Conversations between father and son followed a format as structured as a military report.

"How are studies?"
"Good, Papa."
"Mathematics?"
"Ninety-four percent."
"Good. Next time, ninety-eight. English needs improvement."

That was it. Approval was a brief nod. Correction was detailed. Love, in their household, wasn't a song to be sung; it was a duty to be performed flawlessly.

Mukesh admired him. He admired the sharp crease of his olive-green trousers, the way he commanded respect without raising his voice, the way he stood during the National Anthem—statue-still, as if holding the country's borders together with his own spine. But admiration is a cold companion. It builds distance. You salute monuments; you don't confess your fears to them.

So Mukesh learned something dangerous: need quietly, need privately, or preferably, don't need at all.

By fifteen, he had attended seven schools. Introducing himself became a performance he could execute without thought.

Stand up straight. Adjust the belt. Make eye contact but don't hold it.
"My name is Mukesh Sharma. My father has been transferred here from the Assam Regiment."
Sit down. Don't smile too much. Don't seem too eager.

He watched other boys form friendships with the reckless generosity of people who believed tomorrow would look like today. They fought passionately, forgave easily, swore eternal loyalty. Mukesh envied them the way a ghost envies the living. He envied their assumption of continuity—that the boy you sat with today would still be there to share your lunch tomorrow.

He chose safety instead. He became the boy in the second row—close enough to be attentive, far enough to be invisible. He earned good marks because books were loyal companions. Physics equations didn't change when you crossed from Punjab to West Bengal. History dates remained the same whether you were in Pune or Pathankot. Books were the only friends that travelled in the black trunk without complaint.

His heart, however, hadn't read the manual on detachment.

---

## **Chapter 2: The Geometry of Anjali**

It happened in Class Eleven, in the humid corridors of a Kendriya Vidyalaya in a town whose name he would eventually forget. There was no dramatic music, no sudden breeze lifting her hair like in films. Just the ordinary chaos of students changing classes, the smell of wet shoes and chalk dust, the distant whistle of a pressure cooker from the nearby colony.

She was laughing near the water cooler, wiping a stray drop from her chin with the back of her hand. That was all. That was the moment the fortress he'd built with such care developed its first crack.

Her name was Anjali. To the world, she was ordinary—Commerce stream, average marks, messy handwriting that leaned left as if afraid of the page's edge. She borrowed notes at the last minute, argued with teachers about deadlines, and laughed too loudly in the library.

To Mukesh, she became the entire syllabus of his existence.

He began noticing details without permission. The way she tied her hair up when concentrating, a few strands always escaping to frame her face. How she chewed the end of her pen during exams, leaving tiny teeth marks on the plastic. The particular shade of her blue hair ribbon, faded from many washes. That she loved Shelley's poetry but feared mathematics, that she took the 2:15 PM bus from the main gate, that she stood on tiptoe to reach her books on the highest shelf.

He didn't approach her. He didn't invent reasons to talk. He simply observed from a respectful distance, as he'd been trained to observe everything of value. But attention is its own form of intimacy. Within weeks, he knew the map of her days better than he knew his own.

Once, during chemistry practicals, she sat beside him because all other seats were taken. Her arm brushed against his while reaching for a beaker. The contact lasted less than a second, but Mukesh felt it reverberate through his entire nervous system. He continued writing his observations with deliberate calm, but inside, something tectonic had shifted.

That night, he couldn't sleep. He replayed the accidental touch again and again, not with adolescent excitement, but with something closer to awe. That such ordinary closeness could exist—unplanned, uncomplicated—astonished him. In his world, every connection was engineered, every attachment pre-calculated for eventual severance.

He began imagining modest futures. Not marriage or drama. Just possibility. Maybe if, against all odds, there was no transfer this time. Maybe if he found courage one afternoon after exams. Maybe if she didn't laugh at him.

Hope entered his life quietly, took a seat in the corner, and began breathing. Mukesh hated it. Hope was dangerous currency in the Sharma household. Hope meant disappointment deferred, loss multiplied.

Still, it refused to leave.

For two years, he loved her with the terrifying intensity of a boy who has never been allowed to keep anything. He loved her in the silence between sentences, in the space between her footsteps and his own. He loved her in the way he timed his walk to the cycle stand at 2:14 PM daily, just to watch her walk to the bus at 2:15. He loved her in the careful notes he made for her, his handwriting unusually neat, his explanations unusually thorough.

"Thanks, Mukesh," she said once, flipping through his chemistry file. "You're a genius. I don't know how you keep everything so organized."

She flashed him a smile—ordinary, fleeting, probably forgotten by her before she turned the corner. He carried that sentence for months. Sometimes, on difficult nights, he would unwrap it in his mind, examine it from every angle, and feel its warmth. It was the first compliment that hadn't been about his performance, but about his being.

He thought about telling her. God, how many times he thought about it. He rehearsed speeches while walking home, simple and respectful ones. "I like you. I wanted you to know. No pressure. I understand if you don't feel the same."

Every version sounded correct in the privacy of his mind. But then reality would arrive—the ever-present knowledge of departure. The certainty that he was temporary, a guest in her life who had overstayed before he'd even properly arrived.

What right did he have to begin something he couldn't promise to continue? What right did he have to offer her a book with half the pages already torn out?

So he stayed silent. He became a museum curator of moments he never shared. He collected her laughter, her frustration with algebra, the way sunlight caught the gold thread in her uniform, and stored them in a private archive. Love, for Mukesh, became observation without participation—the safest and loneliest form of devotion.

---

## **Chapter 3: The Unpacking of a Soul**

When the transfer order finally came—his father's retirement posting, the last move—Mukesh felt the news like a physical blow to the chest. He was in his room, supposedly studying, when he heard his father's voice in the hall. The tone was familiar: flat, factual, announcing a change of coordinates as another man might announce dinner.

Mukesh didn't move. He sat on the edge of his bed, a physics textbook open but unread on his lap, and understood that the future he hadn't dared to speak was already over.

For the remaining weeks, he watched Anjali with the strange clarity of someone attending a funeral that hasn't yet happened. Every ordinary gesture became unbearably significant because it was finite. The way she tucked loose hair behind her ear. The particular frown she made while solving problems. The sound of her sandals on the corridor floor. These weren't just habits anymore; they were artifacts of a civilization he was about to abandon.

On the last day of school, the corridors buzzed with the sentimental chaos of farewells. Students exchanged slam books, collected signatures, promised to stay in touch with the fierce sincerity of people who don't yet understand how life scatters intention. Mukesh stood apart, as always, searching for her through the crowd.

He found her near the gate, laughing with friends, completely unaware that she stood at the edge of someone's unfinished sentence. He had written her name a hundred times in the back of his notebook, then torn out the pages, embarrassed by his own vulnerability. He wanted to cross the distance between them—just twenty steps—and say something, anything. To thank her for existing. To tell her she had mattered.

But the argument inside him was ruthless:

*You're leaving in three days. What's the point?*
*What if she says no? How will you carry that rejection to the next city?*
*What if she says yes? How will you survive leaving then?*

His feet remained planted. The distance between them might as well have been an ocean.

She boarded her bus without looking back. The engine coughed to life, exhaust fumes clouding the air. Mukesh watched until the bus disappeared around the corner, taking with it the last visible piece of his first love.

That night, as his mother folded uniforms for the journey, Mukesh quietly folded his feelings into memory. No ceremony. No witness. He placed Anjali beside all the other things he hadn't been allowed to keep—the friendships cut short, the classrooms barely learned, the neighborhoods that stopped being home just as he started calling them that.

He didn't cry. Crying was inefficient. Instead, he categorized the experience neatly:

*First love. Unspoken. Closed.*

Years later, he would still remember the exact quality of that afternoon light, the particular blue of her hair ribbon, the way her laughter had sounded like something breaking and mending simultaneously. But he would never know what might have happened if he had chosen courage instead of caution. That question would follow him into adulthood—a ghost with gentle hands.

---

## **Chapter 4: The Language of Survival**

The Army didn't ask Mukesh if he was ready. It told him he was.

At nineteen, while other boys his age were navigating the uncertain grammar of attraction in college canteens, Mukesh was learning a different vocabulary. Words like "duty," "honor," and "sacrifice" replaced "maybe," "perhaps," and "what if." The Academy had no interest in who he might slowly become; it demanded he become reliable immediately.

The training broke him physically and rebuilt him psychologically. Dawn came not with sunlight but with shouted orders. Muscles tore, lungs burned, sleep became a theoretical concept discussed in past tense. He learned to clean a rifle faster than he'd ever learned to speak about fear. He learned to march in perfect unison with hundreds of men, but not how to walk beside one person and ask what they needed. He learned that panic wasted time, and hesitation could kill.

In that rigid structure, he found an unexpected relief. Life here was clear. Wake, perform, obey, improve. No ambiguity. No emotional puzzles. If you did well, you were told. If you failed, you were corrected. The punishments were harsh but clean—they didn't leave confusion in their wake.

Mukesh excelled. He wasn't the strongest or loudest cadet, but he was the most relentless. When others stopped because they were tired, Mukesh continued because he'd been told to. His childhood had been perfect preparation for this life—all those transfers had taught him to adapt quickly, to expect change, to perform under displacement.

His seniors noticed. They praised his discipline, his lack of complaint, his ability to absorb stress without leaking it. What they called maturity was actually acceleration—Mukesh had skipped the messy apprenticeship of youth and arrived early at responsibility. While other young men were still negotiating identity, he had already accepted duty.

But training does something subtle that nobody explains to families when they wave goodbye at the station: it reorganizes tenderness. In the years at the Academy, Mukesh's capacity for affection wasn't diminished, but it was redirected. It flowed toward the unit, the regiment, the concept of brotherhood. The individual heart became a liability; the collective heart was strength.

Letters arrived for other cadets. Phone calls during permitted hours filled corridors with laughter and the particular ache of missing someone. Mukesh participated politely but from a distance. He had no one waiting. And even if he had, he wouldn't have known what language to use. What words do you choose for attachment when your entire life has been a rehearsal for departure?

So he buried Anjali deeper—not out of betrayal, but survival. To function, he needed compartments. Personal feelings went into storage. Duty stayed on top.

---

## **Chapter 5: Sachin—The Interruption**

Then came Sachin, who crashed into Mukesh's ordered world like color into a black-and-white film.

Sachin was everything the Academy tried to discipline out of a man: loud, emotionally extravagant, gloriously inefficient. He laughed from his stomach, sang terrible film songs while cleaning his rifle, and spoke of his village fiancée with a shameless, glittering affection that made Mukesh blush.

"You think too much, Sharmaji!" Sachin would say, slapping his back with a force that echoed through the barracks. "Life is a short leave between duties. Spend it! Eat the extra jalebi. Write the letter. Buy the ridiculously expensive sunglasses."

"I don't need sunglasses," Mukesh would reply, polishing his boots to a mirror shine. "I need focus."

"Focus won't keep you warm at night, my friend," Sachin would laugh. "Focus won't remember your birthday or notice when you're tired."

For three years, in high-altitude bunkers where the air was thin enough to see your own breath as a ghost, Sachin became the voice Mukesh didn't know he lacked. Sachin taught him that fear could be shared, that silence wasn't always strength—sometimes it was just loneliness wearing a uniform.

Slowly, under Sachin's stubborn friendship, Mukesh experienced something unfamiliar: being known without performance. Sachin understood when Mukesh was quiet not because he was arrogant, but because he was afraid. He dragged him into tea breaks, into small celebrations, into the beautiful, messy noise of being human.

For the first time since Anjali, Mukesh allowed himself to need someone. The terror of it kept him awake some nights. Dependency, in his experience, had always been followed by removal. Transfers had taught him that. Anjali had confirmed it. So even in the warmth of Sachin's friendship, a part of him remained vigilant, waiting for the inevitable severance.

The problem with emotional caution is that it doesn't prevent attachment. It only ensures that when loss comes, guilt will accompany grief.

---

## **Chapter 6: The Arithmetic of Loss**

The patrol that Tuesday morning wasn't extraordinary. They had walked the route before. The intelligence was routine. The morning mist hung heavy in the valley, clinging to pine trees like damp gauze.

Mukesh remembered later, with cruel clarity, the ordinary details that would become sacred: Sachin complaining about new boots biting his heels. The ridiculous song he was humming about a red handkerchief. The way he'd said, just that morning, "When I go home next month, I'm going to sleep for three days straight. And then I'm going to eat my mother's kheer until I'm sick."

There was a sound—smaller than a twig snapping. Then the world exploded.

Mukesh was thrown forward, his mouth filling with dirt and the copper taste of blood. His ears rang with a high-pitched scream he later realized was his own. Training took over where thinking failed. He scrambled up, ignoring the burning in his shoulder, stumbling back through the acrid smoke.

"Sachin! SACHIN!"

He found him. Or what the explosion had left of him.

Mukesh knelt in the mud, his hands frantic, trying to hold together pieces of a life that was slipping through his fingers like water. He pressed his palms against the wound, applying pressure as he'd been trained, but this wasn't training anymore. This was his best friend's blood soaking through his uniform, warm and insistent.

"Don't go," he begged, his voice breaking on the words. "You have to buy those sunglasses. You have to marry the girl. You have to go home and eat the kheer until you're sick. Don't go."

Sachin's eyes found his. There was no fear in them, only a sudden, profound confusion—as if he'd been interrupted mid-sentence and couldn't remember what he was saying. His lips moved, shaping words that made no sound. Then the light simply went out. Not dramatically. Just a quiet extinguishing, like a lamp running out of oil.

Mukesh was dragged away by others, kicking and screaming, his uniform stained with the blood of the only man who had taught him how to laugh without calculation.

They told him later he'd done everything right. The response had been textbook. The evacuation timely. The reports would note his bravery.

None of it mattered. None of it addressed the private conclusion forming inside him, cold and absolute:

*If you love, you will lose.*

This time, departure hadn't come through transfer orders. It had come through death, and death was permanent in a way childhood relocations had only rehearsed.

---

## **Chapter 7: The Civilian Costume**

**Three months after discharge**

The corporate office smelled of recycled air and ambition. Mukesh sat through his orientation, the presenter's voice washing over him as he stared at the PowerPoint slides. *Synergy. Leverage. Paradigm shift.* Words that meant everything and nothing. He missed the brutal clarity of military terminology. *Enemy. Objective. Secure.*

His MBA classmates had scattered across the country, chasing titles and stock options. Mukesh had chosen this Pune logistics firm because its structure felt familiar: hierarchies, protocols, measurable outcomes. Success here wasn't abstract; it was quarterly reports, growth percentages, satisfied clients.

The first year passed in a blur of spreadsheets and airport lounges. He learned to speak the language of boardrooms—to say "let's circle back" instead of "I don't know," to describe failures as "learning opportunities." He worked late because the empty apartment waited, its silence more oppressive than any deadline.

One evening, his manager called him into the glass-walled office. "The Delhi acquisition," she said without preamble. "They're resistant. I need you there Monday."

"Understood."

"You don't ask questions, Mukesh. Most people would ask why them, why now, what's in it for me."

"Is there anything else I need to know?"

She studied him—a long, appraising look. "You were Army, right?"

"Yes."

"It shows." She turned back to her monitor, dismissal in the gesture. "Book your flight. Expense it."

On the flight to Delhi, Mukesh watched the land unravel below—patchwork fields giving way to urban sprawl. He thought of Sachin, who had never been on a commercial flight. Who had dreamed of taking his mother to Tirupati on an airplane, just once, so she could look down at clouds.

The memory arrived unannounced, sharp as shrapnel. Mukesh closed his eyes, pressed his forehead to the cool window. The plane hummed around him, a metal capsule hurtling through emptiness.

**Two years in**

Promotions came. Salary increased. He bought a sedan, chose gray because it didn't show dust. The apartment remained bare except for essentials: bed, desk, refrigerator. No photographs on walls. No souvenirs on shelves. Nothing that couldn't be packed in two hours.

His mother called every Sunday at 7 PM. Their conversations followed familiar patterns:

"Are you eating?"
"Yes, Ma."
"Proper food, not just outside?"
"I cook sometimes."
"Your father wants to know about the new project."
"It's going well."
"When are you visiting?"
"Soon."

He visited Nashik every three months. Played with Soni's daughter, helped his father with paperwork, ate his mother's food until he couldn't breathe. They never spoke of Sachin. They never mentioned the way he sometimes stared at nothing, the way his hands still trembled during thunderstorms.

One Diwali, watching fireworks explode over the Nashik skyline, Mukesh felt his breath catch in his throat. The bright blooms against the night sky—for a terrifying second—looked like something else. He excused himself, stood in the dark bathroom until his heart slowed.

When he returned, Soni was waiting with a cup of tea. "You okay?"

"Fine."

She didn't press. Just handed him the cup, her fingers brushing his. That momentary contact—warm, human, undemanding—nearly undid him.

---

## **Chapter 8: The Sister Who Saw Through Walls**

Soni had always understood silence. Growing up in that disciplined household, she'd learned to read the spaces between words, the language of turned backs, the meaning in postponed conversations.

After her marriage, she discovered a different vocabulary. Her husband, Rohan, spoke his feelings as easily as he breathed. He said "I love you" when leaving for work, argued passionately about which movie to watch, cried during sentimental advertisements. At first, it felt like too much noise. Then, slowly, it began to feel like oxygen.

Watching Mukesh during his visits, Soni saw not just her brother but the architecture of his isolation. How he positioned himself in rooms—always near exits. How he held his niece—with competent gentleness but also a visible fear, as if she might break or be taken. How he listened to their father's practical advice with the same focused attention he'd once given to tactical briefings.

One afternoon, she found him in their childhood room, staring at the empty walls.

"Remember," she said softly from the doorway, "you used to have cricket posters here."

He turned, surprised. "I did?"

"Tendulkar. For two years. Then we moved, and you didn't put them up again."

"I forgot," he said, but his eyes said he hadn't.

She entered, sat on the edge of the bed. "Do you ever think about her? That girl from school?"

Mukesh's face closed. A shutter coming down. "Why?"

"Because you've never mentioned anyone since. Not once."

"There hasn't been anyone."

"Not even someone you noticed? Someone at work? A friend?"

He looked out the window. "It's complicated."

"Everything is complicated, Bhaiya. That's not a reason. It's an excuse."

The directness startled him. Soni had always been gentle, diplomatic. Motherhood, it seemed, had forged something sturdier in her.

"You don't understand," he said.

"Then make me understand."

So he told her. Not everything, but enough. The way he'd loved Anjali from a distance. The certainty of departure. The choice to leave without speaking. Sachin's death. The equation he'd internalized: attachment equals loss.

Soni listened without interruption. When he finished, she took his hand—something she hadn't done since they were children.

"Bhaiya," she said, her voice thick. "You're treating your heart like it's a battlefield. But it's just a heart. It's supposed to break sometimes. That's how you know it's working."

Mukesh looked at their joined hands. Hers small and warm, his larger and colder. "What if I don't know how to do it anymore? What if I've forgotten how to be... close?"

"Then you learn." She squeezed his fingers. "Like anything else. One step at a time."

That night, lying awake in the dark, Mukesh allowed himself to imagine it: learning intimacy like a new language. Starting with simple phrases. *How was your day? I missed you. Tell me what's wrong.* Building slowly toward more complex sentences. *I'm afraid. I need you. Stay.*

The possibility felt terrifying. And, for the first time in years, not entirely impossible.

---

The Profile—An Act of Faith**

The matrimonial website asked for facts, so Mukesh provided them:

*Height: 5'11"*
*Profession: Senior Manager, Logistics*
*Education: MBA*
*Salary: 20 LPA*
*Family: Army background, one sister married*
*Diet: Non-vegetarian*
*Habits: Non-smoker, occasional social drinker*

He filled the fields with the efficiency of completing a performance review. The data painted a portrait of a successful, stable man. It said nothing about the way he still woke some nights choking on dream-smoke, nothing about the phantom weight of a rifle on his shoulder, nothing about the museum of loss he carried inside.

Then came the open field: *Tell us about yourself.*

His fingers hovered over the keyboard. Soni sat beside him, her presence both comfort and pressure.

"Just be honest," she whispered. "But maybe not too honest all at once."

What was honesty? That he was a man who had learned to measure distance in emotional units? That he could negotiate million-dollar contracts but couldn't ask someone how they were feeling? That he protected his heart the way he'd once protected borders—with vigilance, fortifications, and a strict no-entry policy?

He typed, deleted, typed again.

*I value discipline, responsibility, and commitment. My upbringing in an Army family taught me the importance of duty and honor. I believe in building a stable, respectful partnership based on mutual understanding.*

It was true, as far as it went. It was also a carefully constructed facade.

He looked at the sentence, then at Soni's expectant face. Thought of his mother's hopeful voice on the phone. His father's silent approval. The childhood of temporary addresses and permanent goodbyes.

He deleted the line.

His fingers found the keys again, moving with a will of their own:

*I am a man who has spent a lifetime learning how to leave. Now I want to learn how to stay. I am not always good with words, but I believe in showing up. I understand that trust takes time, and that some silences are not empty—they're just waiting for the right person to break them.*

He stopped, breath caught. It was more vulnerability than he'd shown anyone since Sachin died.

Soni read it over his shoulder. For a long moment, she said nothing. Then, softly: "That's you, Bhaiya. That's actually you."

"Will it scare people away?"

"Maybe some." She touched his shoulder. "But the right one will understand."

He thought of Anjali, who had never known she was loved. Of Sachin, who had known but hadn't had time. Of all the words he hadn't said, all the feelings he'd packed away like fragile china, never to be used.

His finger hovered over the mouse. The cursor blinked beside the SUBMIT button—a tiny, rhythmic pulse like a heartbeat.

Once he clicked, there was no going back to the safety of solitude. Once he clicked, he was admitting to the world—and to himself—that he wanted something. That he needed someone. That the equation he'd lived by might have a variable he hadn't considered.

He thought of his father polishing boots to a mirror shine. His mother packing trunks without sighing. The childhood of perpetual farewells. The adulthood of self-imposed exile.

Then he thought of Soni's daughter climbing into his lap, trusting him completely because she didn't know any better. The warmth of that small body against his. The way she'd fallen asleep there, her breath soft against his neck.

He clicked.

The screen refreshed. *Profile submitted successfully.*

No fanfare. No dramatic music. Just those three words on a pale blue background.

Mukesh leaned back in the chair. The room was the same—the same desk, the same chair, the same fading afternoon light through the same window. Yet everything had changed.

He had just sent a message in a bottle into a vast digital ocean. A confession wrapped in a hope. A request for someone to teach him what he'd spent a lifetime unlearning: how to stay.

Soni squeezed his hand. "Okay," she said. "Now we wait."

Mukesh nodded. He was good at waiting. He'd had a lifetime of practice.

But this kind of waiting was different. This wasn't waiting to leave. This was waiting for someone to arrive.


# **CHAPTER 2: THE GIRL WHO WAITED IN THE VERANDAH**

## **I. A Childhood of Inherited Shadows**

Dipika was born into a house that had already finished raising its children.

By the time she drew her first breath in the upstairs bedroom with the green shutters, her three elder sisters had already mapped the territory of childhood. The sprawling Guwahati home—with its red oxide floors polished to a dull shine by generations of bare feet—knew the sound of their laughter, the weight of their sorrows, the particular rhythm of their departures. Dipika arrived not as a beginning, but as an epilogue.

Her earliest memories were not of discovery, but of recognition. The faded roses on her frock had bloomed first on her sister Mitali, then on Priya, then on Reena. By the time they reached Dipika, the fabric had softened into something between cotton and memory, the patterns worn to ghosts of their original selves. She wore hand-me-downs not just of clothes, but of identities. She was the fourth iteration of a daughter, a sequel to stories already told.

The house itself was a living archive. The heavy wooden almari in the corridor held not just sarees, but timelines: Mitali's wedding silk wrapped in muslin from 1998, Priya's graduation saree with the torn pallu from 2002, Reena's first salary purchase from 2005. Dipika would sometimes open those cupboards when no one was looking, running her fingers over the fabrics as if reading braille. Each texture told a story of a woman who had once stood where she stood, then moved on.

Her mother, Bina, operated within this completed universe with the serene efficiency of a curator maintaining a finished exhibition. She measured out days in rituals perfected through repetition: the morning tea exactly at six, the afternoon prayer at four, the evening walk at six-thirty. Bina had already performed the major dramas of motherhood—three weddings, three departures, three adjustments to empty rooms. With Dipika, she practiced a quieter, more exhausted version of love. It was tender, but it carried the fatigue of something done many times before.

Her father, Niren, was a professor of Bengali literature who had slowly retreated into texts as his daughters left home. By Dipika's childhood, he existed primarily in his study, emerging for meals like a scholar leaving his library. He loved her, but his love was often expressed through absence—through the space he made for her at the table, through the books he left on her bed without comment, through the way he never asked her to be quieter.

Dipika learned early that observation was her superpower. While other children demanded attention, she collected it quietly. She noticed how Mitali's voice changed when speaking to her husband—a slight pitch higher, a laughter too quick. She noticed how Priya calculated expenses in her head while shopping, her lips moving silently with the arithmetic of a new household. She noticed how Reena, the most independent, still called every Sunday at seven, her voice thick with a homesickness she would never admit.

From these observations, Dipika constructed her first philosophy of relationships: love was not a single act but a series of negotiations. It was the space between what you felt and what you expressed, between what you wanted and what you could ask for.

People called her "mature for her age." Aunts would pinch her cheek and say, "This one doesn't make trouble. She understands."

What they didn't understand was that Dipika's maturity wasn't wisdom; it was adaptation. She had studied the ecosystem of her family and learned its rules: Don't demand when others are tired. Don't cry when it inconveniences. Don't need loudly when everyone has already done their needing.

Her sanctuary was the verandah—the long, shaded space that wrapped around the eastern side of the house. Here, between the potted ferns and the hanging mosquito nets, Dipika built her private world. She would sit for hours watching the rain sheet down over Guwahati, turning the city into a watercolor of grays and greens. She read books not just for stories, but for systems—searching for frameworks that could explain why people behaved as they did.

When she discovered philosophy at sixteen, it felt less like an academic choice and more like finding a language for what she already knew. Here, in Kant and Aristotle, in the Upanishads and Simone de Beauvoir, were the patterns she had observed in her own home: the conflict between duty and desire, the architecture of ethics, the terrible weight of freedom.

Her mind, which family described as a "quiet lake," was actually a deep, still ocean where thoughts circled like patient predators. She didn't chase trends because trends were surface disturbance. She chased reasons because reasons were anchors.

## **II. The First Fracture: Learning That Patience Could Be Abandoned**

The boy's name was Raj, and he entered her life with such quiet persistence that she didn't notice him until he was already a fact.

He lived two buildings down in their quiet Guwahati neighborhood—a tall, serious boy studying engineering at the local polytechnic. Their first interaction was utilitarian: he helped her fix a slipped bicycle chain outside the neighborhood library. His hands were grease-stained, his movements efficient. He didn't make conversation. He simply fixed the problem, nodded, and walked away.

Dipika forgot about him until a week later, when she saw him waiting at the same bus stop. He nodded again. She nodded back. This became their pattern—small, consistent acknowledgments that slowly accumulated weight.

For three years, Raj existed on the periphery of her consciousness. He was there at the Puja pandal, helping with decorations. There at the neighborhood tuition class, sitting two rows behind. There at the corner shop, buying the same brand of biscuits his mother liked.

His courtship—if it could be called that—was an exercise in patience. He never declared himself. Never wrote love letters. Never made grand gestures. Instead, he performed small, reliable acts of presence. When Dipika was sick with dengue, a packet of medicines appeared at their door with his mother's handwriting. When she mentioned struggling with physics, his old notes appeared in her mailbox. When she walked home in the rain, he would materialize with an umbrella, walk her to her gate, and disappear without attempting to enter.

Dipika, the philosopher even then, analyzed his behavior. This wasn't the impatient hunger of teenage romance. This was something more considered, more adult. She found herself intrigued by the economy of his affection—how much he communicated through what he didn't say, through what he simply did.

When he finally asked her—not with flowers or poetry, but with a simple, "Would you consider me?"—she said yes because it felt like the logical conclusion to a three-year equation.

For six months, it was beautiful in its quiet way. They studied together in the library. Took walks along the Brahmaputra as the sun set, painting the river the color of burnt copper. Held hands secretly in cinema halls. Raj wasn't expressive, but he was present. His love felt like a sturdy piece of furniture—something you could lean against and trust not to collapse.

Then, during Durga Puja, Raj's family came to visit from their village. Dipika wore her best saree, practiced her smiles, helped her mother prepare the special lunch. She wanted to make an impression.

The visit was cordial. Polite. Unremarkable. Afterward, Raj grew quiet.

A week later, he asked to meet her at the tea stall near the river. His hands shook as he lifted his cup. "They want me to marry within our caste," he said, not meeting her eyes. "They've found a girl from our community in Silchar."

Dipika stared at him. The words made grammatical sense but refused to form meaning. "What are you saying?"

"My parents... they won't accept it otherwise." His voice was flat, rehearsed. "You know how these things are."

She did know. Of course she knew. She had watched enough marriages in her family to understand the mechanics of social compatibility. But she had believed—foolishly, it turned out—that their quiet, patient love would be an exception.

"Are you going to fight for us?" she asked, her voice surprisingly steady.

He looked at the river. A boat was passing, loaded with sand. "What's the point of fighting if you can't win?"

The simplicity of his surrender stunned her. This wasn't a dramatic scene of weeping and protest. It was a quiet administrative decision, like choosing one route over another because the first has less traffic.

"He left without waiting even once for me," she would tell her cousin Puja years later, the wound still fresh enough to bleed words. "He waited three years to have me. But he wouldn't wait three days to fight for me."

The aftermath was internal and invisible. She didn't stop eating. Didn't fail exams. Didn't dramatically alter her appearance. Instead, something more fundamental shifted: her belief in the relationship between effort and outcome. She had observed that patience led to reward. Raj proved that patience could simply lead to more waiting, and then to abandonment.

She began to understand that love wasn't just a feeling between two people; it was a negotiation with the world around them. And sometimes the world had veto power.

## **III. The Profession of Witness**

Teaching chose Dipika as much as she chose it. After her B.Ed., standing before her first classroom of forty restless sixteen-year-olds, she felt a strange sense of homecoming. Here was another space of observation, another ecosystem to decode.

Her classroom at Guwahati's reputable Bengali-medium school became her laboratory of human nature. She taught English and Moral Science, but what she really taught was attention—how to read between lines, how to listen to silence, how to recognize the unsaid.

She was strict but not cruel. Her spine remained straight as a bamboo stalk, her voice never rose to shouting, but her expectations were non-negotiable. She believed—had come to believe after Raj—that clarity was a form of kindness. Ambiguity was where promises went to die.

Students came to her with problems that broke her heart in quiet ways. The boy whose father drank and forgot to come home. The girl whose mother was arranging her marriage at seventeen. The brilliant student who would have to drop out because the family needed another earner.

Dipika listened. She never offered easy solutions because she knew none existed. Instead, she offered witness. She made them feel seen in their complexity. She corrected their grammar while preserving their dignity. She became the teacher students sought out not because she was easy, but because she was real.

In the staff room, colleagues admired her composure. "Dipika never gets emotional," they said. "So professional."

What they didn't see was the cost of that professionalism. How she would sometimes lock herself in the empty laboratory after school, pressing her forehead against the cool Formica tables until the pressure equalized the one inside her skull. How she had developed a system for emotional management: feelings were permitted only between 9 PM and 10 PM, in the privacy of her room. The rest of the day was for functioning.

Life settled into a rhythm as predictable as the Guwahati monsoon: school, home, books, rain. The years passed with the quiet relentlessness of water shaping stone. Dipika watched her sisters have children, her parents age, her city change around her. She became that familiar Indian figure: the educated, unmarried daughter, slightly puzzling but ultimately accepted because she caused no trouble.

Proposals came with statistical regularity. A bank manager with his own flat. An engineer in Texas. A widowed professor fifteen years her senior. Her mother, Bina, presented them like menus at a restaurant she desperately wanted her daughter to order from.

"Just meet him, Dipika. What's the harm in meeting?"

The harm, Dipika wanted to say, was in the transaction. The reduction of a life to a list of attributes: fair, educated, homely, from good family. She had read enough philosophy to know that consciousness couldn't be captured in bullet points. That a soul wasn't a resume.

She declined politely, firmly. She used the acceptable excuses: career focus, not ready, wrong time.

Privately, she was waiting. Not for a person, but for a feeling—the certainty that had been murdered in her by Raj's quiet surrender. She needed to know, in her bones, that if she said yes again, the world wouldn't veto it.

## **IV. The Thirteen-Year Hypothesis**

Aryan entered her life not with a bang but with a gradual accrual, like sediment settling at the bottom of a still lake.

He was a friend of a cousin, visiting Guwahati from Kolkata where he was studying architecture. Their first meeting was at a cousin's wedding—one of those crowded, noisy affairs where individual conversations get lost in the collective chaos. He was unremarkable: medium height, pleasant face, glasses that kept slipping down his nose. They spoke for seven minutes about the monsoon and the traffic. He made her laugh once about the absurdity of wedding rituals. Then they were pulled apart by the tide of relatives.

Dipika forgot about him until he reappeared three months later, in Guwahati for a project. He called her cousin, who called Dipika: "He's new in town. Show him around?"

She did, out of courtesy. They visited Kamakhya Temple, walked along the river, ate street food that burned their tongues. He was easy to be with—not demanding, not intense. He listened when she spoke about her students. He remembered details.

After he returned to Kolkata, he began calling every Sunday. Not long calls—fifteen, twenty minutes. He asked about her week, told her about his studies. His voice was a calm, steady frequency in her increasingly quiet life.

Months passed. The calls continued. He visited Guwahati when he could. They developed rituals: the same bench in the botanical garden, the same tea stall, the same walk along the river at dusk.

Dipika observed him with her philosopher's eye. He wasn't romantic in the cinematic sense. He didn't quote poetry or make grand declarations. But he was consistent. In a world where her father forgot conversations and her sisters got absorbed in their own lives and her mother repeated the same worries like mantras, Aryan's consistency felt like a superpower.

The day he said, "I don't want to figure out my tomorrow if you aren't in it," they were sitting on their bench watching storm clouds gather over the Brahmaputra. The air smelled of ozone and wet earth. Dipika felt the words settle in her chest, heavy and warm.

She said yes.

Not because of fireworks. Not because of passion. But because his words contained a future tense she could believe in. "Tomorrow." He was talking about building something, not just feeling something.

Thus began what she would later think of as The Experiment—a thirteen-year test of whether patience, consistency, and shared intention could overcome the messy, veto-wielding world.

The first years were sweet with the novelty of mutual choosing. They were students then, navigating exams and limited budgets and family expectations. Aryan moved to Kolhapur for his first job. Dipika visited during holidays. They wrote letters—actual paper letters—that crossed the country like migratory birds. His handwriting was small and precise, like an architect's draft.

When Aryan moved to Bangalore for a better position at a prestigious firm, the distance stretched but didn't break them. If anything, it strengthened Dipika's resolve. She became the keeper of their narrative—the one who remembered anniversaries, who soothed his professional disappointments, who planned the contours of a shared future with the meticulousness of a cartographer.

She built their life in her imagination with exquisite detail: the house they would buy (south-facing, with a balcony for her plants), the vacations they would take (Kerala backwaters first, then maybe Vietnam), even the trivialities (yellow curtains in the living room, blue tiles in the bathroom).

While Aryan climbed the corporate ladder in Bangalore's glittering tech parks—a world of glass facades and stock options and performance reviews—Dipika built their future in the quiet of her Guwahati bedroom. She saved money from her teacher's salary. Researched home loans. Read architecture magazines to understand his world better.

Her family watched, initially skeptical, then gradually accepting. "At least this one chose for herself," her mother said, a reluctant admiration in her voice.

Proposals kept coming. Relatives kept asking. "When is the wedding?" became the refrain of every family gathering.

"Soon," Dipika would say. "We're focusing on careers first."

She believed it. More importantly, she believed in the man she had chosen. Aryan wasn't like Raj. He was stronger, more determined. He wouldn't surrender to family pressure. He had told her so himself.

Years stacked upon years. Dipika turned twenty-five, then twenty-eight, then thirty. Her sisters' children grew from toddlers to teenagers. Her parents' hair turned fully white. The city changed around her—new malls, new traffic, new rhythms.

Through it all, she waited. Not passively, but actively—like a scientist conducting a long-term experiment, carefully recording data points: his promises, his plans, his consistency.

The calls remained regular. The visits, though less frequent, remained warm. He still talked about their future, though the timeline kept shifting: after his next promotion, after he paid off his education loan, after the market stabilized.

Dipika, the philosophy student, should have recognized the pattern. She had read enough about human rationalization to see the mechanisms at work. But love has a way of disabling the analytical mind. Or perhaps it was the sunk cost—the thirteen years of emotional investment that made questioning the investment feel like betraying herself.

She had built an identity around this waiting: the patient one, the loyal one, the one who believed in love's eventual triumph over circumstance. To doubt now would be to dismantle not just a relationship, but the self she had constructed around it.

## **V. The Mechanics of Collapse**

The unraveling began not with a dramatic event, but with a change in vocabulary.

It was Dipika who finally named the elephant in the room. They were on one of their rare vacations—a weekend in Goa that Aryan had booked between work commitments. Sitting at a beach shack watching the sunset bleed into the Arabian Sea, she said, "We should set a date."

The silence that followed was different from their usual comfortable quiet. It had weight, resistance.

"Let's talk about it when things are more stable," Aryan said, not looking at her.

"What needs to be stable? We have jobs. We're in our thirties. What are we waiting for?"

"My parents..." he began, then stopped.

"What about them?"

He took off his glasses, rubbed his eyes—a gesture she had always found endearing but now recognized as a stalling tactic. "They're traditional, Dipika. You know that."

She did know. Aryan came from a conservative Bengali Brahmin family that still practiced rituals Dipika's more progressive Assamese family had abandoned generations ago. But this wasn't new information. This was the backdrop against which their entire thirteen-year relationship had played out.

"You told me it wouldn't matter," she said, her voice dangerously calm. "You said love was more important than tradition."

"I was younger then. Idealism is easy when you're twenty-two."

The sentence landed like a physical blow. Dipika felt the air leave her lungs. She stared at him—at the man whose face she knew better than her own, whose habits she could predict with near-perfect accuracy—and saw a stranger.

"What are you saying, Aryan?"

He put his glasses back on, a small shield against her gaze. "I'm saying reality is complicated. My mother has health issues. My father... he won't budge on certain things."

"What things?"

"Caste. Community. You know."

She did know. Of course she knew. She had known for thirteen years but had chosen to believe his assurances over the evidence of how the world worked. She had believed in the exception they would be.

The conversation ended there, unresolved. But something had shifted—a hairline fracture in the foundation of them.

In the months that followed, the fracture widened. Conversations about the future became minefields. Aryan's explanations grew longer, more convoluted. His mother's health worsened (she had arthritis). His father became more rigid (he was aging). The market was unstable (it was always unstable).

Dipika, the teacher who taught logic to teenagers, could see the flaws in his reasoning. But love isn't logical. Love makes you accept contradictions you would dismantle in anyone else's argument.

She began to notice other things—small erosions she had previously explained away. How he never posted photos of them together on social media. How he introduced her as a "friend from Guwahati" to his Bangalore colleagues. How his visits home became shorter, more rushed.

One night, after another circular conversation that left her exhausted, Dipika did something she hadn't done in years: she logged into his email account. The password was still her birthday—a sentimental holdover from their early days.

She wasn't proud of it. The philosopher in her condemned the violation of privacy. The woman in her needed to know.

What she found wasn't dramatic infidelity. No other woman. No secret family. Instead, she found something more ordinary and somehow more devastating: emails to his parents reassuring them that he was "handling the situation," that he would "make the right choice," that he understood "family comes first."

In one particularly brutal exchange, his father had written: "Thirteen years is too long for nonsense. Either marry properly or end it. Don't shame us with this modern foolishness."

Aryan's reply: "I know, Baba. I'm working on it. Just need time."

Dipika read those words sitting in the dark of her bedroom, the blue light of the screen painting her face in ghostly hues. She felt nothing at first—just a vast, empty stillness. Then came the realization, cold and precise: He wasn't working on convincing them. He was working on convincing himself to let her go.

The actual end took six more months. A slow, agonizing death by a thousand small withdrawals. Fewer calls. Shorter visits. Conversations that circled but never landed.

The final meeting was in a coffee shop in Guwahati—a neutral, public space that felt like a negotiation table. Aryan looked older than his thirty-five years, shadows under his eyes, a nervous tic in his jaw.

He didn't look at her as he spoke. "My mother threatened suicide last week. She said if I marry outside, she'll take pills."

Dipika said nothing. She had reached a place beyond words.

"My father had a mild heart attack. The doctor said stress could kill him."

Still she waited.

"I love you. You know that. But I can't... I can't be responsible for..."

"For what?" Her voice surprised her with its calmness.

"For breaking my family."

There it was. The equation finally stated clearly: His family's wholeness versus their love. And love had lost.

He cried then. Actual tears that tracked through the stubble on his cheeks. "I'll never love anyone else. You're the best thing that ever happened to me."

Dipika watched him dispassionately, like a biologist observing a specimen. She realized, with sudden clarity, that his tears weren't for her. They were for himself—for the version of himself that believed in love, for the man he had wanted to be but couldn't become. He was mourning his own failure, not their loss.

"Go," she said, her voice steady as stone.

He looked up, confused. "What?"

"Just go."

He left money on the table for the untouched coffee, stood up, hesitated as if expecting something more—a scene, a plea, a dramatic climax. When she just sat there, looking through him, he turned and walked out.

Dipika sat for another twenty minutes, watching the rain streak the coffee shop window. She noted details with clinical precision: the crack in the Formica table, the way the waitress's sari was pinned, the sound of the espresso machine hissing like an angry cat.

When she finally stood, her legs held. Her hands didn't shake. She walked home through the rain without opening her umbrella, letting the water soak through her clothes to her skin.

At home, she washed her face. Changed into dry clothes. Sat down to dinner with her parents. Ate rice and dal. Smiled when her father made a joke about the monsoon.

It was only later, in the room she had occupied since she was a baby, that the collapse came. Not as tears, but as a physical sensation—as if someone had removed her skeletal system and replaced it with wet sand. She slid down the wall to the floor, unable to stand, unable to breathe properly.

How do you mourn a death when no one has died? How do you explain to your heart that the person who knew your ATM pin, your period cycle, your fear of cockroaches, and your secret dream of visiting Iceland—the person who was the archive of your adult self—is now a stranger?

## **VI. The Aftermath: Building a Fortress with Philosophy**

The days that followed were exercises in mechanical living. Dipika went to school. Taught her classes. Corrected papers. Attended staff meetings. She functioned with such flawless efficiency that colleagues praised her "strength."

"What strength?" she wanted to ask them. "This isn't strength. This is inertia."

At night, she lay awake dissecting the thirteen years with the tools of her philosophical training. She applied Kant's categorical imperative: Had she been treating Aryan as a means to an end (marriage) rather than an end in himself? She applied Aristotle's virtue ethics: Where was the golden mean between patience and foolishness? She even applied the Buddhist concept of attachment: Had her suffering come from her craving for a particular outcome?

The analysis was intellectually satisfying but emotionally barren. It explained the mechanisms of her pain but did nothing to alleviate it.

She began to see the world through a new, colder lens. Watching married couples, she no longer saw love but contracts—unspoken negotiations about who would compromise more. Watching romantic films, she saw not passion but propaganda—fairy tales designed to make people believe in exceptions to the rule that most love ends in some kind of betrayal.

Her own body felt foreign to her. She would catch her reflection in windows and not recognize the woman looking back. Thirteen years had shaped her—her habits, her rhythms, her future-planning mind—around Aryan's presence. Now that presence was gone, but the shape remained, a negative space that ached.

Her cousins, Puja and Payal, launched a rescue mission. They were modern, urban, married to men they had chosen themselves against family opposition. They viewed Dipika's heartbreak not as tragedy but as bad strategy.

"One coward doesn't define your destiny, Dips," Puja said, dragging her to a salon for a haircut she didn't want. "You're a catch. He was a loser who couldn't afford you."

Payal was more pragmatic. "Therapy. You need therapy. And maybe Tinder."

Dipika went through the motions—the haircut, the new clothes, the awkward dinners with "suitable boys" her cousins produced like magicians pulling rabbits from hats. She smiled at the right times. Made conversation. Even went on two dates with a divorced professor who talked about his ex-wife through the entire dinner.

But inside, something had calcified. A cold, hard resolve that felt like the only solid thing in a liquefied world.

Never again.

Never again would she invest without collateral. Never again would she mistake patience for commitment. Never again would she build a future in her head without a signed contract in reality.

She wasn't bitter. Bitterness implied an expectation that had been violated. She was done with expectations altogether. She was entering a post-romantic phase of life, where love would be evaluated with the same dispassionate analysis she applied to philosophical texts.

Then came her father's mortality.

Niren had a minor stroke—small enough to recover from, large enough to remind everyone that time wasn't infinite. In the hospital, holding his frail hand with its familiar map of veins, Dipika saw the fear in his eyes. Not fear of death, but fear of leaving her alone.

"Just register, beta," he whispered one evening when they were alone in his hospital room. His voice, usually so rich with literature, was thin as paper. "For my sake. I want to see you settled before I close my eyes."

The sentence didn't break her heart; it shattered her resistance. She could fight for love. She could fight society's expectations. She could even fight her own disappointment. But she couldn't fight her father's mortality. She couldn't let his last memories be worry about her solitude.

"Okay, Baba," she whispered back, the words tasting like surrender.

## **VII. The Algorithm of Hope**

The night Dipika created her matrimonial profile, Guwahati was drowning in one of its legendary monsoons. Rain drummed against the roof with the insistence of an uninvited guest. The house smelled of damp and dinner—the comforting, ordinary scents of a life that had become unfamiliar to her.

Her cousins had come over, armed with laptops and a determined cheerfulness that felt like aggression.

"Okay, first: photos," Puja said, scrolling through Dipika's phone. "This one. The blue saree. You look serene."

Serene. What a word. Dipika remembered that photo—taken at a cousin's wedding five minutes after she had locked herself in a bathroom to cry because the sight of the happy couple had felt like a physical assault. The smile in the photo was a performance, a muscle memory of pleasantness.

She watched as they filled in the fields:

*Age: 32*
*Marital Status: Never Married*
*Height: 5'4"*
*Education: B.Ed, M.A. Philosophy*
*Profession: Teacher*
*Family: Middle-class, educated*
*Diet: Vegetarian*
*Religion: Hindu*

Each entry felt like a reduction, a flattening of her complex, painful, beautiful life into data points. "Never Married" was technically true but fundamentally false. She had been married in every way except legally for thirteen years. She had shared finances, dreams, illnesses, Sunday routines. What was the checkbox for that?

Then came the text box: *Tell us about yourself.*

Dipika stared at the blinking cursor. What was there to say that wouldn't scare away every sane man?

She wanted to write: *I am a woman who has learned that love is a hypothesis that keeps failing experimental verification. I am looking for a fellow researcher who understands that the control group always dies. I value transparency, contractuality, and emotional receipts. I no longer believe in forever, but I am willing to negotiate a long-term lease with reasonable exit clauses.*

Instead, she typed what was expected: "Simple, family-oriented girl from Guwahati. Values honesty, commitment, and respect. Looking for a like-minded partner to build a life based on mutual understanding."

It was true, as far as truths went in this new, diminished reality. She did value honesty—because she had been lied to by omission for thirteen years. She did value commitment—because she had seen what happened in its absence. She did value respect—because she had felt its lack in a coffee shop while watching a man cry for himself.

She hovered over the submit button. This wasn't hope. Hope was a bird that had flown away thirteen years ago when she said yes to a boy on a bench. This was something else—duty, surrender, a logical next step in an equation that had too many variables.

She clicked.

*Profile Live.*

Puja and Payal cheered, opened a bottle of wine that tasted like vinegar to Dipika. They talked about responses, about filtering criteria, about the exciting possibilities.

Dipika nodded, smiled, drank the wine. Inside, she felt nothing but a vast, quiet emptiness. She had just launched a message in a bottle into a digital ocean of millions of other lonely, desperate messages. The statistical probability of finding something real felt approximately zero.

After her cousins left, she sat in the dark watching the rain. The philosopher in her mind, never silent, offered commentary: *You have entered the marketplace of companionship. You have commodified your loneliness. This is the logical endpoint of a society that has dismantled traditional matchmaking but failed to replace it with anything that honors the complexity of human connection.*

Then she remembered something her philosophy professor, Dr. Choudhury, had said years ago: "We do not live because we are sure of the outcome. We live because the alternative is silence."

Dipika had chosen noise—the terrible, awkward, humiliating noise of putting herself back into circulation. Not because she believed it would work, but because silence—the beautiful, dignified silence of her dignified waiting—had almost killed her.

She turned off the light. Lying in the dark, listening to the monsoon's relentless rhythm, she made a promise to herself: She would go through the motions. She would meet the matches. She would have the conversations. But she would keep her expectations at absolute zero. She would negotiate with fate one last time, but this time, she would keep every receipt.

Somewhere in Pune, a man named Mukesh Sharma had just done the same thing. Their profiles now floated in the same digital constellation, two damaged stars on collision courses with destiny or disaster or, most likely, something in between—something ordinary and human and flawed.

Dipika closed her eyes. The rain continued its ancient song. Somewhere in the house, her father coughed in his sleep. Somewhere in the world, a man who had learned to leave was wondering if he could learn to stay. And somewhere in the algorithm, their incomplete stories were waiting to be introduced.



# Chapter 3: The Weight of a Hello

The journey toward each other did not begin with a spark. It began with a hesitation passed through hands that loved them.

It was a Tuesday evening in Nashik. The living room was filled with the low hum of the television news anchor discussing inflation—a sound that usually comforted Mukesh, a steady noise to anchor his thoughts. But tonight, every statistic felt like an intrusion. He sat on the sofa, his posture rigid, the same straight-backed stance he held during commanding officer briefings, clutching his phone as if it were an unpinned grenade.

Soni was clearing the dinner plates. She moved with the efficient bustle of a woman who managed a household, a husband, a toddler, and now, her brother’s fragile future.

“Bhaiya?” she asked, pausing by the door. “You haven’t touched your tea.”

Mukesh looked up. The tea had formed a cold, wrinkled skin on top. He didn’t care. He unlocked his phone, the screen’s harsh brightness cutting through the room’s dim yellow light. He navigated to the folder he had opened fifty times that day.

*Dipika_Profile.pdf*

He didn’t speak. He simply held the phone out to Soni. It was a gesture of surrender—an admission that his own judgment was broken, clouded by the ghost of Sachin and the echo of a gunshot that still rang in his dreams. He needed his sister’s eyes.

Soni wiped her hands on her dupatta and took the phone. She sat beside him, the mattress sighing under her weight.

Mukesh watched her face. He held his breath.

Soni didn’t scroll fast. She studied the photo—a simple studio shot. Dipika wasn’t smiling widely; it was a small, polite curve of the lips. Her eyes were not looking at the camera lens but slightly above it, as if she were gazing at something far away.

She read the details aloud, softly. “M.A. Philosophy. Teacher. Guwahati. Father is a retired government officer.”

“She looks… steady,” Soni said finally. She didn’t say beautiful, though Dipika was. She chose the word Mukesh needed to hear. “She looks like someone who doesn’t like noise.”

Mukesh let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. “Do you think…?”

“I think we should talk to them,” Soni said, handing the phone back. “Her eyes, Bhaiya. They look kind. But they look tired. Just like yours.”

*

The machinery of the Indian family network is faster than any fiber-optic cable, and it runs not on data, but on trust and whispered referrals.

Once Soni gave the nod, the wheels turned. It wasn’t a direct call—that would be too forward. It was a delicate dance of intermediaries. An aunt in Kolkata, who remembered the kindness of Mukesh’s mother, called a cousin in Guwahati who lived near Dipika’s neighborhood.

“Are they good people?” the aunt asked, her voice crackling with concern.

“Very respectable,” the cousin confirmed. “The girl is quiet, very home-oriented. Teaches in a good school. A little serious, maybe.”

“And the boy?”

“Army background. Very disciplined. Works in a big company in Pune. Earns well. No bad habits.” A pause. “But… he is quiet, too. There was a tragedy. A friend.”

The reports came back clean. No scandals. No hidden debts. Just two middle-class families, navigating the quiet urgency of time, trying to settle their children before hope began to thin.

When the green signal came from Guwahati, Mukesh felt a wave of nausea roll through him.

Soni walked into his room, holding a slip of paper as if it were sacred.

“They are ready,” she whispered, as if sharing a state secret. “This is her number. Her father said you can talk.”

Mukesh took the paper. The ten digits were written in Soni’s neat, rounded handwriting.

*Dipika. 98……*

It was 7:00 PM.

*

Fifteen hundred kilometers away, in the humid, rain-soaked evening of Guwahati, Dipika was trapped in a similar paralysis.

Her mother had come into her room an hour ago, beaming.

“The boy’s sister called. They are very nice people, Dipika. Very polite. They want him to talk to you.”

Dipika had nodded, her eyes fixed on her lesson plan for the next day. She pretended to be engrossed in the intricacies of Class 9 Civics—*Fundamental Rights*—but her heart was hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird.

*Army background.*

The words echoed in her mind. That meant strict. That meant order. That meant a man accustomed to command, who might expect his tea at 6:00 AM sharp and his silence respected. A man with no patience for a woman whose trust had been eroded by thirteen years of empty waiting.

She looked at her own reflection in the mirror. She saw the fine lines of exhaustion around her mouth, the faint shadows that even Assam’s generous rains could not wash away. She saw the ghost of the girl who had once believed in promises.

*Do I have the energy to explain myself again?* she wondered. *To perform the biography of a betrayed heart for a stranger’s approval?*

She sat on her bed, her phone lying on the pillow like a sleeping serpent. Every time it beeped with a school notification, she jumped. She hoped he wouldn’t call.

*Please don’t call,* she prayed silently. *Send a message. Give me time to breathe. Don’t barge into my ears with a stranger’s voice and expect me to know what to say.*

Calling felt aggressive. Calling demanded an immediate performance. She wasn’t ready to perform. She just wanted to *be*.

*

Back in Nashik, it was 8:30 PM.

Mukesh sat in his car, parked in a quiet lane overlooking a row of half-built houses, their skeletal brick frames outlined against the night sky. He had left the house because he couldn’t bear the silent anticipation of his parents in the living room—their pretend focus on the TV, their ears tuned to his every move.

The dashboard clock glowed a toxic green.

He picked up his phone. He typed the number, each digit feeling like a step into a minefield.

He hovered his thumb over the green ‘Call’ icon.

Then, he stopped.

A memory flashed, unbidden: Sachin’s laugh, abruptly silenced. The weight of a voice, gone. The permanence of a wrong word.

He thought about Soni’s words. *“She looks like someone who doesn’t like noise.”*

If she was like him—if her world was also filled with the echoes of what was lost—she would hate the intrusion of a sudden ring. She would want a buffer. A space to prepare. She would want safety.

Mukesh switched to WhatsApp.

He found her. Her display picture was a photograph of a sunset over the Brahmaputra River—no selfie, no filter, just a quiet, vast expanse of water and sky, bleeding orange into deep violet.

He liked that.

He began to type.

His fingers, usually so fast and sure on a laptop keyboard, felt clumsy and thick. He typed a sentence. Deleted it. Typed again.

*“Hi, this is Mukesh.”* (Too casual. This wasn’t a friend.)

*“Greetings, I am Mukesh Sharma.”* (Too robotic. She’s a teacher, not a recruit.)

He took a deep breath, the air in the car stale and warm. He decided to be what he was: a man shaped by loss, trying to be honest.

*“Namaste Dipika ji. This is Mukesh Sharma from Nashik. Soni (my sister) mentioned that our families have spoken. I wanted to reach out and introduce myself. Please let me know if this is a convenient time to exchange a few words, or we can speak whenever you are comfortable. There is no rush.”*

He read it twice.

*Namaste.* Respectful.

*Dipika ji.* Distance, but honor.

*No rush.* The most important promise he could make—to her, and to himself.

He pressed send.

*Sent. Delivered. Double Blue Ticks.*

Mukesh threw the phone onto the passenger seat as if it had burned him. He exhaled hard, running a hand through his hair. The grenade was thrown. Now, he had to wait in the silence for the explosion.

*

In Guwahati, Dipika’s phone buzzed.

She snatched it up, expecting another reminder about parent-teacher meetings.

It was an unknown number. A Maharashtra area code.

Her throat tightened. She opened the message.

She read it. Then she read it again, slower.

Her shoulders, which had been hunched near her ears for three hours, finally dropped.

*He hadn’t called.*

He had asked permission.

He had used *Ji*.

He had said *There is no rush.*

In the world of aggressive suitors and demanding families, where timelines were imposed and feelings were secondary, this small act of courtesy felt like a glass of cold water in a desert. He wasn’t trying to claim her time; he was requesting it. He saw the bridge and was asking if he could step onto it.

She looked at the text. It was clean. No spelling mistakes. Proper punctuation. (The teacher in her noted this with approval.)

But more than that, she felt a strange, dizzying sense of recognition. This was a message written by a man who understood the weight of hesitation. Who knew what it was to carry a silence.

She typed back. She didn’t want to play games or delay. If he was offering respect, she would meet it with dignity.

*“Namaste Mukesh ji. Thank you for your message. It is a good time. I appreciate you messaging first.”*

She hit send.

*

In Nashik, in the dark car, the phone lit up the interior with a soft, hopeful glow.

Mukesh read the reply.

*I appreciate you messaging first.*

A small, genuine smile broke through the stoic mask of his face. It felt unfamiliar on his skin, the first one in days that reached his eyes.

*She understood.*

She didn’t ask why he hadn’t called. She understood why. She had been waiting on the other side of the same fear.

He picked up the phone. He didn’t text back.

This time, his thumb found the green call icon without hesitation. He pressed it.

The ringtone purred in his ear. One ring. Two rings.

*Click.*

“Hello?” Her voice was soft, slightly deep, carrying the gentle, melodic lilt of the East.

“Hello, Dipika ji,” Mukesh said, his own voice finding its old, steady baritone, the one he used to calm frightened soldiers. “I hope I am not disturbing your dinner.”

“No,” she said. And he could almost hear the faint, surprised smile in her voice. “Not at all.”

There were miles between them. There were mountains, rivers, and two lifetimes of heartbreak separating them. But in that quiet moment, suspended in the dark between Nashik and Guwahati, the distance didn’t feel like a barrier.

It felt like the first brick of a bridge they had both, tentatively, agreed to build.

For now, it was just two lonely people, profoundly relieved to discover that the other one was gentle.


# **Chapter 4: The Salesman and the Philosopher**

If their first message had been a polite knock on a door, the days that followed were like discovering the windows had been open all along.

They began to build a bridge, not with grand declarations, but with the quiet masonry of shared mornings and vulnerable nights. For Mukesh, the man of silence, and Dipika, the woman of careful trust, this was not a courtship of flourish. It was an archaeology of the heart—a gentle brushing away of dust to see what, if anything, lay intact beneath.

---

### **I. The Architecture of Text**

June in Maharashtra was a dry, persistent heat. Mukesh would wake in his Pune apartment to the mechanical *tick-whir-tick* of the ceiling fan, already reaching for his phone. The instinct bypassed thirst, routine, even the looming shadow of his sales targets. It went straight to her chat.

**Last seen: Today at 6:04 AM.**

A ridiculous, concrete relief. She was awake. Somewhere in the rain-veiled morning of Guwahati, she was real.

Composing a message felt more perilous than any sales pitch. He deleted three drafts.
*Good morning.* (Too barren).
*Good morning, Dipika ji.* (Too formal).
*Hope you have a great day!* (Too much like a forwarded meme).

Finally, he settled on something simple, hoping it sounded like him: *Good morning. Hope the rain is kind to you today.*

He sent it and placed the phone face down, as if hiding evidence.

---

In Guwahati, Dipika stood by her window, tea warming her palms. The sky was the color of old newspaper. She saw his message and did not rush. She had spent thirteen years rushing toward hope; she had promised herself she would never run again.

She read it twice. It held a courtesy she was beginning to recognize—a respect for the boundary of her day. She replied with equal care: *Good morning, Mukesh. The rain here is never kind; it is possessive. It refuses to leave. I hope your work is gentle.*

She sent it, and a peculiar steadiness settled in her chest. It felt like someone had acknowledged her existence before she had to earn it.

---

Their days began to gather around this new axis.

He confessed the office canteen paneer tasted like rubber.
She admitted she was hiding in the staff room, eating a jam sandwich because she’d forgotten to cook.

*You cook?* he asked.
*I try,* she wrote back. *The fire alarm usually disagrees. My mother banned me from making rotis. They look like maps of Africa.*

Mukesh laughed aloud in a Pune traffic jam. The pedestal he’d placed her on lowered just an inch. She wasn’t a flawless portrait; she was a woman who made misshapen bread. The realization made her feel closer, not farther away.

He was a salesman who knew how to persuade, but with her, his only goal was to **be allowed**. It was the most vulnerable negotiation of his life.

---

### **II. The Voice in the Dark**

Text built familiarity, but voice demanded courage. The transition happened on a Tuesday, facilitated by a telecom night pack—unlimited calls after 11 PM.

They had been texting about nothing. The lag between messages grew frustrating. Mukesh wanted to hear the pauses. He needed to know if she was really smiling when she typed “LOL.”

*My fingers are tired,* he wrote.
*Go to sleep then,* she replied.
*I’m not sleepy. Typing is slow.*
A long pause.
*Can I call? Just for five minutes.*

Regret was instant. *Idiot. You pushed.*

Her reply came a minute later. *Okay. Five minutes.*

He scrambled—cleared his throat, drank water, ran a hand through his hair (why? she couldn’t see him). He dialed.

Her voice was not what he expected. Not high and melodic, but warm, slightly low, grounded. It sounded like a library—a quiet, certain space.

“Hello?”
“H-Hello. Hi. Dipika.”
“Hi, Mukesh.”

A silence stretched, vast and terrifying.
“So,” she said.
“So,” he echoed.

“You… you have a heavy voice,” she observed.
“Is it bad?”
“No.” A soft, breathy laugh that weakened his knees. “It’s solid. You sound like someone who gets things done.”
“I do,” he said, finding his footing. “I’m in Sales. Getting things done is the job description.”
“And what about the rest?” she asked. “Do you ever just… exist?”
“Exist?”
“Without a target. Without a plan.”
“I am talking to you,” Mukesh said, the words leaving him softly. “There is no target here.”

They spoke for forty-five minutes. He paced his small room—eight steps forward, turn, eight steps back—unable to sit still. The energy was too vital.

When they finally hung up, he slid to the floor, leaning against the wall. He felt triumphant. He felt terrified.

He was no longer just building a bridge. He was walking on it.

---

### **III. The Fever**

The first real test came in late August. She vanished.

No morning message. No reply to his *How was your day?* Her "Last Seen" stuck stubbornly on yesterday.

By evening, Mukesh’s professional calm unraveled. He called.

She answered on the fourth ring, her voice a thin, cracked whisper. “Viral fever. 103. Chest congestion.”
“Is anyone there?”
“Parents are at a wedding. I’m alone above the shop.”

Mukesh stood up in his cubicle. The distance between Pune and Guwahati became a physical, agonizing wall.

“Listen to me,” he said, his voice slipping into the steady baritone of a field commander. “Do not sleep yet. I am going to find something.”

He spent the next hour in a frantic, digital scavenger hunt. This was 2015. No Swiggy, no Dunzo. He found a local pharmacy listing on a yellow-pages site and called.

“Bhaiya, please. I am calling from Pune. My friend is sick. Above the General Store near the Zoo. I need Crocin. Bread. Milk. I will pay double. Bank transfer.”

The man was suspicious. “Pune? Who are you?”
“I am… I am her fiancé,” Mukesh heard himself say. The lie was out before he could cage it. “Please. She has high fever.”

The desperation in his voice worked.

Three hours later, his phone lit up.
*A boy came. He brought bread. And milk. And medicines.*

He called her instantly. “Did you eat?”
“Yes.” Her voice was thick. She was crying.
“Why are you crying? Did he get the wrong bread?”
“No, idiot.” A wet laugh. “You are crazy. You are in Pune.”
“We are Army kids,” he said, his own throat tight. “We don’t leave our people behind.”

He listened to the small sounds of her eating—the tear of a packet, a sip of water—and felt the knot in his chest loosen. It wasn’t poetry. It wasn’t grand. It was khichdi and soup. It was **presence**.

---

### **IV. First Sight**

After the fever, the abstract voice was no longer enough. They needed to see.

Dipika brought it up on a Sunday. “I bought a webcam. Logitech.”
“Oh?”
“My cousin says Skype is better. You can see the person.”
“Yes. You can.”
“Do you… have Skype?”
Mukesh looked at his dusty laptop. “I can install it.”
“Tonight? 9 PM?”

The panic was immediate. He spent three hours cleaning his room, ironing the shirt he was already wearing, adjusting the table lamp. He was a man preparing for a reconnaissance mission into his own future.

At 8:55 PM, he sat before the laptop, the Tata Docomo dongle blinking its meager signal. *Don’t die on me now,* he prayed to the god of bandwidth.

The screen made its bubbling sound. *Incoming Call: Dipika_Ghy.*

He clicked.

The connection assembled her in fragments—a blur, blocks of color, finally a face.

Yellow cotton kurta. Damp hair pulled to one side. Thick black glasses slipping down her nose. A harsh tube light that washed her in honest, unflattering light.

She was not curated. She was there.

“Hello,” she said, smiling at his visible nervousness.
“Hi.” He cleared his throat. “You can hear me?”
“Yes. You?”
“Yes.”

A silence arrived, but this one was different. It was full. They were watching each other exist.

“You cleaned your room,” she observed, squinting.
“No. It’s always like this.”
“Liar.” Her smile was radiant, even through the pixelation. “I can see the wet hair. You showered for a video call?”
“It’s… hot in Pune,” he lied, defensively.
“It’s okay,” she said, softer. “I changed my kurta twice.”

He looked at her. Really looked. At the tired, kind eyes. At the stack of corrected notebooks towering behind her like a silent testament to her world.

“You look…” He wanted to say *beautiful*. The word felt too heavy, too soon. “You look like you.”

Dipika adjusted her glasses. “Is that a compliment?”
“Yes,” he said. “The best one.”

They talked as the night deepened. The conversation wandered—books, distant travels, the peculiar loneliness of caring for teenagers and clients. At one point, he asked where she would escape to, if she could.

“Paris. Bookshop. Coffee. Rain.”
“Ladakh. Open road. Mountains.”
A pause, filled with the hum of the fan and the fragile courage of the hour.
“We could try both,” he said.

The word hung in the digital air between them. *We.*
Inside him: *Too fast. Fool.*
Inside her: *Don’t pick it up. Don’t make it real.*

She didn’t acknowledge it aloud. But she didn’t retreat from it either. She let it settle, a secret promise laid on the table between them.
	
When the call ended well past midnight, Mukesh lay in the dark, his heart a strange, unsettled bird in his chest.

He was a salesman. He knew how to read a client, close a deal, meet a target.

But this was different. Looking at her pixelated, beautiful, tired face, he understood with perfect clarity:

He was no longer selling anything.
He was buying.
He was buying the whole dream—the distance, the fever, the lag, the misshapen rotis, and the quiet, steady woman who made his silence feel like a conversation for the first time in his life.


# **Chapter 5: When Talking Became a Habit**

*September, 2015*

After the first video call, neither Mukesh nor Dipika tried to define what had shifted between them. Morning arrived with its usual instructions. Offices unlocked. Schools filled. Buses ran late. If someone had observed their lives from the outside, nothing would have appeared altered.

Yet both of them moved differently inside their own skin.

They now carried the memory of each other in motion—not as photographs or imagination, but as presence. Mukesh remembered the way her smile hesitated before completing itself, as though it needed permission. Dipika remembered the specific stillness that fell over him before he answered a difficult question.

Presence had entered the equation, and distance, though still measured in kilometers, no longer felt absolute.

---

### **Morning: The Geometry of Expectation**

Mukesh woke at 5:45, as always. Discipline had long replaced alarm clocks. He lay still for a moment, listening to the inventory of morning: a tap running, a scooter misfiring, the building waking around him.

Before he opened his eyes, his hand had already found the phone.

The gesture was becoming familiar. Too familiar.

He told himself it was curiosity. He knew it was something else.

He opened her chat.

*Last seen: 6:02 AM.*

A slow, steady relief. She was awake. Her day had begun in another city, under a different sky, yet he could touch it with his thumb.

He typed a greeting and erased it. Everything felt either too dry or too eager. He wanted the impossible: warmth without demand. He remembered the story of the shop shutter.

*Good morning. I hope the shutter was gentle today.*

He sent it before he could retreat. Retreat would mean admitting fear.

Afterward, he went to the sink, listening for a reply like a soldier listens for movement in the dark.

---

In Guwahati, Dipika was wrestling with a stubborn pleat when her phone vibrated. She closed her eyes, steadying herself. She had once mistaken anticipation for happiness, and she refused to repeat that error without awareness.

But she could not pretend she didn’t care.

He had remembered.

Not an anniversary, not something grand—just the ordinary inconvenience of her mornings.

She smiled at the screen, a private concession.

*It argued, but I won. I hope your day behaves.*

She almost added a second line—something warmer, something that leaned. She deleted it.

*Too soon,* she warned herself. *Kindness grows best when it is not hurried.*

Yet as she left for school, she carried the quiet warmth of being remembered into her day.

---

### **The Infrastructure of a Day**

Their messages began to thread through the hours, quiet but insistent.

Mukesh sent a photograph of a defeated-looking lunch, captioning it: *This dal should come with an apology.*  
Dipika replied with a picture of chalk dust coating her fingers: *Evidence of battle.*  
He described clients who postponed decisions like they were negotiating eternity.  
She recounted students who demanded answers the world had not yet invented.

Individually, these exchanges were trivial. Collectively, they were building something. They were learning the small timings of each other’s lives—when replies were likely, when silence meant busyness, not withdrawal.

Mukesh noticed it in his body first. When her message arrived, his shoulders dropped, releasing tension he hadn’t known he was carrying. When she was late, his mind assembled reasonable explanations, stacking them neatly to keep panic at bay.

But panic watched from the edges, patient.

Dipika noticed it in her habits. She began checking her phone between classes, hiding the gesture behind an attendance register. She told herself it was curiosity. But curiosity didn’t return every day at the same hour. This was rhythm forming.

She felt it, and it frightened her.

---

### **Night: Where Guarded People Loosen**

By eleven, the world’s expectations of them dissolved. Parents slept. Lights dimmed. The authority of the day withdrew, and fatigue made honesty possible.

Their calls connected almost automatically now.

Mukesh would step onto his narrow balcony, the humid Pune night pressing against his face, and listen to her voice soften as her guard came down. It astonished him that someone could stay with him without requiring him to be impressive.

Dipika, lying on her side with the phone warm against her ear, discovered she could describe small frustrations without performing strength. He didn’t interrupt, correct, or compete. He simply stayed.

The staying mattered.

---

### **Naming the Architecture of Fear**

One night, well past midnight, she remarked on the precision of his life.

He considered pretending it was habit. Instead, he told her the truth.

He spoke of unpredictability—of how ordinary afternoons could end without warning. He explained that since then, he believed planning might create a small, necessary illusion of safety.

She listened without dramatizing him. She understood the mathematics of bargaining with fate.

When she spoke of her own past, she did not accuse the man who left. She described the mistake of believing patience could guarantee an outcome. She admitted how long it had taken to forgive herself for trusting.

They sat with the quiet recognition that both of them had built futures that refused to arrive.

Mukesh did not offer grand reassurances. He suggested something humbler: *If confusion ever comes, let’s try to speak it before silence turns into disappearance.*

Dipika found comfort in the modesty of that request. Participation felt safer than promise.

---

### **A Small Fracture, and Its Repair**

Their understanding did not make them invulnerable.

One night, she described a disagreement with a colleague, expecting sympathy. He laughed—a reflexive, affectionate sound, imagining her stern expression intimidating a room.

She went silent.

In that silence, he felt her retreat. He realized, with a cold clarity, that he had hurt something fragile.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice dropping. “I wasn’t laughing at you. I was imagining you glaring. I thought it was…” He searched for the word. “Admirable.”

He didn’t defend himself. He explained, and then he waited.

Dipika felt the old, efficient reflex to withdraw rise within her. But she also noticed he hadn’t retreated. He was remaining present inside the discomfort.

“It’s okay,” she said finally, her voice softer. “I’m just… sensitive.”

“I know,” he replied. “I’ll be careful.”

It was a small moment. But trust had been tested, and it had not dissolved.

---

### **The Hours That Belonged to Them**

As September deepened, time became elastic. They would glance at the clock and discover it was nearing three, then four. Fatigue stripped away their careful phrasing. They admitted truths in half-sentences, embarrassed by their own honesty.

Once, in the blue light just before dawn, she whispered, “I’ve started waiting for this part of the day.”

He inhaled sharply. He had been doing the same, but had not yet forgiven himself for it.

They stayed on the line, neither brave enough to explore the admission fully, yet unwilling to let it go.

---

### **Dipika Observes the Return of Hope**

After hanging up, she would lie awake, examining herself with the stern precision she used on exam papers. Was she moving too quickly? Was gratitude disguising itself as attachment?

Yet she also recognized a crucial difference from her past: she was not alone in the effort. He met her caution with patience. He adjusted.

This reciprocity frightened her, because it made the possibility of losing him real.

But it also made staying possible.

---

### **Mukesh Learns to Imagine**

Mukesh began to notice her appearing in his future without invitation. He would picture her in his parents’ kitchen in Nashik, asking his mother about tea leaves. He imagined her sitting cross-legged on his bed in Pune, criticizing the absence of curtains.

These were not fantasies. They were logistics. Possibilities.

He treated them gently, afraid of what might happen if hope grew faster than reality could support.

---

### **Nearing Sleep**

When the call finally ended, Mukesh would stare at the dark screen. He thought of all the things he wanted to say—that he had begun measuring his days by her availability, that her absence already registered as disturbance, that he was learning the shape of his own heart by its echo in hers.

But he knew how fragile beginnings were. Words could outrun readiness.

So he sent something smaller, something survivable.

*Rest. Tomorrow will be long.*

He placed the phone beside him and waited for sleep, surprised to find that tomorrow no longer felt like an approaching threat.

It felt like something he might be willing to meet.


# **Chapter 6: When Voices Started Mattering**

*October, 2015*

Messages had introduced them. But it was their voices that began to reshape the architecture of their days.

In the beginning, their calls were polite, almost bureaucratic—careful appointments in the dark.

“Is 9:30 okay?”
“Yes, I’ll be free.”

They spoke with pauses between sentences, testing the ice of this new intimacy. But as October settled in, bringing cooler Pune evenings and mist-thick Guwahati mornings, something shifted without announcement. Calling became easier than typing. Hearing the breath between words created a closeness no emoji could replicate.

It was a terrifying kind of magic.

---

### **The Archaeology of a Voice**

Mukesh, ever the observer, began to study Dipika’s voice with the same focus he gave quarterly reports. He mapped its frequencies, its moods, its hidden geographies.

He learned she had three distinct registers.

There was her **Teacher Voice**—clear, firm, slightly elevated. It surfaced when she described classroom rebellions or staffroom politics. This voice had a spine.

Then her **Daughter Voice**—softer, quicker, threaded with old obedience. *“Ha Ma, aahote.”* Yes, Ma, coming.

But it was her **Night Voice** that undid him.

This one emerged after midnight. Lower, slower, stripped of the day’s performance. It was a voice that whispered. It was a voice that trusted. When she used it, Mukesh felt like he was the only person in her world.

“You sound tired,” he said one night, sitting on his balcony in Pimpri, watching street dogs chase shadows.

“I am,” she admitted, and he heard the weight in her exhale. “Inventory day at the shop. We counted every packet of Parle-G. Do you know how many fit on a shelf?”

“Two hundred and forty,” he said without thinking. “If stacked vertically.”

She laughed—a warm, unguarded sound that traveled straight through the phone into his chest. “You and your numbers. But yes. My back is protesting.”

“Then sleep, Dipika.”

“No,” she murmured, her voice dropping into that dangerous, intimate register. “Talk to me a little longer. I don’t want the day to end like this.”

He understood. Some days needed to be rewritten before they could be closed.

---

### **Hearing the Man Behind the Shield**

Dipika, too, began to listen beneath Mukesh’s words.

She recognized his **Salesman Rhythm**—the smooth, confident baritone he used for client stories. But underneath it, she started to hear something else: a quiet hesitation, a boy who was still surprised a woman wanted to hear him speak.

One night, he confessed he’d been invisible in college.

“I sat in the last bench. Had two friends. Never spoke to girls.”
“Never?” she teased gently.
“Never. I didn’t know the script. In the Army, there are orders. In romance… it’s all improvisation. I was afraid I’d say something foolish.”

Her heart did something tender and unexpected. The man who could command a room was still afraid of small talk.

“You’re doing fine,” she said softly. “I would have told you by now if you weren’t.”

His chuckle was relieved, grateful. Encouragement, she realized, was something he received rarely in this part of his life.

---

### **The Territory of Night**

Soon, their days began to bend toward evening.

Mukesh finished dinner quickly, retreating to his room while his mother and Soni exchanged knowing glances. *“He’s going to ‘work’,”* Soni would whisper, suppressing a smile.

In Guwahati, Dipika gravitated to the window where the Vodafone signal was strongest. She told herself it was for the breeze.

They rarely meant to talk for long. But the **Reliance Night Pack**—unlimited calls from 11 PM to 6 AM—became their unseen accomplice. Twenty minutes became an hour. One hour became two, then three.

They talked about everything and nothing.

The treason of soggy upma.  
The fear of growing old alone.  
The specific loneliness of being surrounded but unseen.

“I have four sisters,” Dipika said one night, tracing the grill on her window. “The house was always full of noise. But sometimes I felt like I was just… watching them live. Like I was the audience in my own life.”

Mukesh was quiet for a moment. “I know that feeling,” he said finally. “In the Army, you belong to the Regiment. You belong to the Unit. But who belongs to you?”

The silence that followed wasn’t empty. It was full of recognition.

He could hear her breathing. She could hear a distant train whistle in Pimpri.

Comfort had arrived.

And comfort, they were learning, was dangerous. Because it made absence ache.

---

### **The Addiction of Presence**

Sleep schedules dissolved. Mukesh went to work with red eyes, fueled by caffeine and the memory of her laugh. Dipika yawned through first period, replaying his stories of childhood cricket matches.

Fatigue felt lighter when it was the price of connection.

Mukesh began waiting for her voice the way he’d once waited for letters from his father during postings. It became proof. Proof that he mattered. That he wasn’t just a profile on a website, but a person someone chose to end their day with.

Reliability slowly melted fear.

But with comfort came expectation—and expectation was harder to manage.

If Mukesh called at 11:10 instead of 11, Dipika felt a prickle of anxiety. *Why is he late? Did something change?*  
If Dipika sounded distracted, Mukesh’s old ghosts whispered. *Is she bored? Is she talking to someone else?*

Neither voiced these fears. They were too fragile to name.

So they covered them with humor.

“You’re late,” she said one Tuesday.
“Traffic,” he lied. He’d actually been pacing his room, working up the nerve to say he missed her.
“Traffic in your bedroom?”
“Mental traffic,” he corrected. “I was clearing the highway for you.”

She laughed. The tension dissolved.

---

### **A Small Fracture, and Its Mend**

Their growing closeness didn’t make them invulnerable.

One night, she described a colleague who’d undermined her in front of students. Mukesh laughed—an affectionate sound, picturing her stern expression restoring order.

He realized his mistake when she went quiet.

“I didn’t mean—” he began, then stopped. “I was imagining you glaring. I thought it was… admirable.”

There was a pause, heavy with old hurt.

“I thought you were laughing at me,” she said softly.

The vulnerability in her voice unsettled him. He apologized without defense, simply placing the truth between them.

She listened. She believed him. But she also noticed how quickly her old reflex to retreat had risen. Trust, she thought, required maintenance.

They resumed talking, more carefully than before.

---

### **The Hours That Belonged to Them**

Some nights, time lost its meaning. They’d glance at the clock and find it was 3 AM, then 4. Fatigue blurred their edges. Words arrived half-formed, honest in their exhaustion.

Once, in the blue light just before dawn, she whispered, “I’ve started waiting for this part of the day.”

He inhaled sharply. He’d been doing the same, but hadn’t forgiven himself for it.

They didn’t dissect the admission. They simply let it exist, and stayed on the line a little longer.

---

### **After the Call Ended**

When they finally hung up, Dipika would lie awake, aware that hope had returned to her body like circulation after numbness. She monitored it carefully. What reassured her wasn’t romance, but reciprocity. He adjusted to her hesitations. He didn’t rush her.

Still, the possibility of losing him had become real. And that knowledge required courage.

Mukesh would stare at his dark ceiling, phone warm on his chest. He imagined her in his future now—in his parents’ kitchen, rearranging his books, arguing about curtains. These images brought warmth, followed closely by fear. Hope, once permitted, could demand survival.

He didn’t push it away.

---

### **What Went Unsaid**

He often wanted to tell her how her voice had become a compass—how it steadied him, how it made the day feel completed rather than endured. But he sensed that speaking too soon might burden something still learning to stand.

So he said smaller things.

“Sleep,” he told her. “You have to wake early.”

After the call, he remained awake, listening to the building breathe around him, aware of gratitude and fear sharing the same space in his chest.

He didn’t know what awaited them.

But he found himself hoping—really hoping—to find out.


# **Chapter 7: When Future Entered the Conversation**

*November, 2015*

Until now, Mukesh and Dipika had been careful travelers. They had walked through the landscapes of their pasts—the black trunks of the Army, the biscuit shop in Guwahati. They had charted the terrain of their presents—office politics in Pune, unruly students in Class 9.

The future, however, had remained a distant country. Visible across the river, lush and possible, but neither had dared to step onto the bridge.

Both knew the subject would come eventually. Matrimonial beginnings cannot live in the “Good Morning” stage forever. But both were survivors of silence—Mukesh’s disciplined repression, Dipika’s heartbroken caution. Neither wanted to be the first to disturb the fragile beauty they were building.

The change arrived on a Tuesday night that began like any other.

---

### **The Invitation**

It was 11:45 PM. Mukesh lay on his back in his Pimpri apartment, one arm thrown over his eyes to block the streetlamp glare. Dipika was at her desk in Guwahati, grading papers, the phone propped against a stack of books.

They were arguing about food—specifically, the tragic decline of Pune’s *poha* versus the glory of Guwahati’s momos.

“You can’t compare them,” Mukesh insisted playfully. “Poha is an emotion. Momos are just… steamed snacks.”

“Mukesh, if you say that in Guwahati, you will be deported,” Dipika laughed. “Come here once. I’ll take you to Uzan Bazar. One plate of chicken momos, and you’ll forget your poha forever.”

Mukesh smiled. The laughter relaxed him. For a moment, the heavy armor of the Sales Executive and the Dutiful Son slipped off.

Without planning, he asked, his voice dropping a decibel, “If you come to Nashik… what kind of places would you like to see first?”

The sentence hung in the air, vibrating through the Reliance network towers.

*If you come.*

He hadn’t said *if we get married*.  
He hadn’t said *when the families agree*.  
He had simply assumed her presence. In his city. In his life.

Dipika stopped grading. Her pen hovered over a student’s essay.

The softness of that assumption reached her gently. She leaned back in her chair, closing her eyes. She pictured herself not in the humid green of Assam, but in the dry, vineyard-scattered air of Nashik.

“I don’t know,” she said, her voice turning mock-serious to hide the sudden flutter in her chest. “I’ve heard Nashik is all temples and vineyards. God and alcohol. Quite a combination.”

Mukesh chuckled. “It’s about balance, Dipika. But seriously. I would take you to the Godavari ghats first. My mother goes there. It’s peaceful. And then… maybe misal pav. The real, spicy kind.”

“You’ll have to be my guide, then,” she whispered. “I get lost easily.”

“I won’t let you get lost,” Mukesh said. The playfulness was gone. “I have a good sense of direction. Army training.”

---

### **The Honeymoon Hypothesis**

Encouraged by her acceptance of the *Nashik Scenario*, Mukesh felt bold. He wanted to push the map further.

“So,” he started, trying to sound casual, like he was conducting a customer survey. “Hypothetically. After marriage. Do you prefer mountains or the sea?”

Dipika laughed, covering her face with her hand even though he couldn’t see her. “Mukesh! What kind of interview is this? Is this round three of the selection process?”

“Important one,” he insisted. “Logistics planning takes time. Booking tickets requires advance notice.”

She grew quiet.

For thirteen years, she had planned a future with someone else. They had talked about Paris, about Switzerland. Those dreams were now ash.

She needed a new dream. A simpler one.

“Somewhere quiet,” she said finally. “I don’t want crowds. Maybe… Munnar? Or Goa, but the quiet part of Goa. Just the ocean and… us.”

*Us.*

Mukesh closed his eyes and imagined it. He saw the waves. He saw the sand. And he saw Dipika walking beside him. For a man who had lived by the strict code of duty, such a dream felt extravagant. It felt like stealing happiness.

“We’ll go wherever you feel happy,” he replied. “Munnar. Goa. Or the moon. Though the logistics for the moon might be tough.”

---

### **The First Disagreement**

He imagined beaches. Long walks. Possibility expanding like the sky.

She imagined vulnerability.

He said, “Goa maybe? Off-season. Less people.”

She stiffened.

“Everyone goes to Goa,” she said, sharper than she intended.

He blinked. “That’s… not a crime.”

“I didn’t say it was.”

Silence gathered, confused.

What she meant: *I don’t want cliché happiness that breaks.*  
What he heard: *Your idea is foolish.*

He felt suddenly inexperienced, like the college boy he had once been.

“Okay,” he said too quickly. “We don’t have to go anywhere popular.”

Her chest tightened. Now she had hurt him.

“No,” she corrected gently. “I just… I don’t want ready-made romance. I’m scared of things that look easy.”

He exhaled.

“Nothing about this is easy,” he said.

The honesty in it repaired something.

---

### **The Name Game**

They should have retreated to safer territory.

Instead, perhaps because relief makes people brave, Mukesh did something reckless.

“Dipika?”

“Yes?”

“If someday…” He faltered. “If we have children… what names do you like?”

Her heart lurched.

This was not tourism anymore. This was permanence trying on language.

“We haven’t even met,” she reminded him, almost pleading.

“I know,” he said immediately, embarrassed. “I’m just… thinking loudly. You can ignore.”

She heard the retreat forming in him and surprised herself by not allowing it.

“No,” she said quietly. “Tell me.”

He swallowed.

“I thought… if it’s a boy… maybe Dipesh.”

She frowned. “Dipesh?”

“*Dip* from you,” he explained, suddenly shy. “*Esh* from me.”

There was such hopeful logic in his voice that she felt something open painfully inside her.

It was innocent.  
It was absurd.  
It was unbearably tender.

“And a girl?” she asked.

He hesitated. “I hadn’t fully solved that.”

She laughed through the pressure in her throat.

“See? Poor planning. Sales department failure.”

They negotiated alternatives. Names from books she loved. Names from villages he remembered. They rejected half of them for strange reasons. They disagreed about tradition versus modernity. At one point he suggested naming a child after his mother, and she went quiet, calculating expectations, responsibilities, the inheritance of duty.

He sensed it.

“Too heavy?” he asked.

“A little,” she admitted.

“Okay,” he said. “We don’t decide tonight. We’re only… visiting the thought.”

*Visiting the thought.*

Yes, she could survive that.

---

### **The Aftermath**

For a moment, neither spoke.

The laughter faded, replaced by a warm, glowing silence.

They were both smiling at futures that had not yet requested permission to exist.

Dipika imagined holding a child. She imagined calling out *Dipesh!* across a playground and seeing Mukesh turn around, tired but proud, holding a cricket bat.

The image frightened her because it felt beautiful. She had once believed in such pictures, and memory warned her not to surrender again.

*Don’t fall,* her mind whispered.  
*Too late,* her heart replied.

“Too much?” Mukesh asked gently, sensing her retreat.

“No,” she whispered. “Just… nice.”

*Nice.*

Such a small word.

Yet inside it lived a lifetime.

---

When they finally ended the call that night—at 2:15 AM—sleep did not come easily.

Mukesh lay awake, staring at the fan, no longer hearing the tick-whir. He heard the ocean in Goa. He heard a child laughing.

Dipika lay awake in Guwahati, touching the screen of her phone.

They had crossed a line tonight.

They hadn’t just talked about the weather or the shop or the sales targets.

They had begun to build a home in their imagination. Brick by verbal brick.

They did not say *I love you*.

They did not need to.

Dipesh and Dipesha—those imaginary, terribly named children—already knew.


**CHAPTER 8: WHEN FUTURE TALK COULDN'T FIX THE PRESENT**

**8.1 The First Time Marriage Was Said Aloud**

The word entered the conversation softly, without drama.

They had been talking about a colleague’s wedding—how quickly life seemed to shift for some people after that one ceremony.

“Shaadi ke baad,” Mukesh said, his voice thoughtful, “things become simpler.”

Dipika didn’t answer right away.  
Not because she disagreed, but because the word carried weight. For her, marriage wasn’t a fantasy—it was memory. Expectation. Consequence.

“How?” she finally asked.

Mukesh leaned back in his chair, phone pressed to his ear. He had thought about this before, many times.

“Togetherness,” he said. “Stability. You don’t have to explain where you are, what you’re doing. You’re just… there.”

Dipika smiled faintly.  
It sounded comforting.  
It also sounded incomplete.

**8.2 His Vision of ‘After’**

Mukesh spoke carefully, as if placing each sentence before her for inspection.

“You’ll feel at home,” he said. “Not like a guest. Not like someone adjusting. My family is simple. Respect comes naturally.”

Dipika listened.

“You’ll always be my first priority,” he continued. “No confusion there. No competition.”

He wasn’t exaggerating. He wasn’t performing.  
He meant it.

Dipika could hear that.

She imagined it—a house where she belonged without effort, a partner who chose her clearly. It was tempting. It was reassuring.

But reassurance, she had learned, did not erase instinct.

**8.3 The Life He Rehearsed in His Head**

That night, after the call ended, Mukesh lay awake longer than usual.

His mind drifted ahead without permission.

He imagined the day Dipika would arrive.

Not with celebration or music. Just… arrival.

He pictured himself standing at the door, slightly awkward, unsure whether to smile first or step aside. He saw her with a small suitcase, hair tied back, eyes scanning the unfamiliar space.

“Welcome home,” he would say.  
Not *my house*.  
*Home.*

In his mind, she would smile—not nervously, but easily, the way people smile when they don’t feel like guests.

He imagined showing her the rooms.  
“This one gets good light in the morning.”  
“Kitchen is small, but we can manage.”  
“Balcony is quiet in the evenings.”

He saw her touching things—the window, the table, the shelf—not to inspect, but to place herself inside the space.

In his imagination, nothing needed explanation.

He saw mornings:  
Tea cups on the dining table.  
The newspaper folded once.  
Her near the stove, him pretending not to watch.

He saw evenings:  
Walking together—not to impress, just to stretch the day.  
Local roads. Small shops.  
Trips planned without pressure.

“Goa first,” he thought.  
Then corrected himself.  
“Maybe Bali. Somewhere calm. Somewhere no one knows us.”

He imagined her beside him on a flight, eyes closed, trusting the journey. Beaches early in the morning, when the world hadn’t woken up yet.

No rush.  
No proving.  
No watching the clock.

Just presence.

What Mukesh didn’t realize—lying there in the half-dark—was that he was imagining a life where **closeness arrived through structure**, not through emotional conversation.

He was building safety from *position*, not from *process*.

**8.4 The Question She Didn’t Ask**

Dipika wanted to ask something that night.  
She didn’t.

She wanted to ask whether closeness later would fix unease now. Whether marriage could soften anxieties already present. Whether promises could replace emotional ease.

But she stayed quiet.

Mukesh interpreted her silence as acceptance.  
Not wrongly.  
Just incompletely.

“Goa ya Bali,” he said lightly, trying to ease the seriousness. “Honeymoon.”

Dipika laughed.  
“Everyone goes to Goa.”

“So Bali then,” he replied.

She smiled again, more genuinely this time.  
“Somewhere peaceful.”

They both wanted peace.  
They were imagining it differently.

**8.5 Dipika’s Quiet Resistance**

After the call ended, Dipika sat on her bed for a long time.

She didn’t feel alarmed.  
She felt conflicted.

Mukesh had offered commitment sincerely. That mattered. Many people avoided that conversation altogether.

But something inside her resisted the idea that *after* would solve *now*.

She thought about the small moments—the pauses, the explanations, the carefulness that had entered their conversations.

Marriage, she knew, amplified what already existed.  
It didn’t correct it.

That thought stayed with her longer than she liked.

**8.6 Mukesh’s Relief**

Mukesh slept better that night.

Speaking about marriage had steadied him. It made things feel anchored, as if uncertainty had been placed on a timeline.

After marriage, things would settle.  
After marriage, closeness would be natural.  
After marriage, fear would have no space.

He didn’t realize he was postponing a problem rather than addressing it.  
To him, commitment *was* addressing it.

**8.7 When Promises Met Fatigue**

Over the next few days, Mukesh spoke more often about the future.

Not obsessively. Not forcefully.  
Just hopefully.

Dipika listened.  
She responded warmly, but something in her energy shifted. Not withdrawal—conservation.

She began feeling tired after conversations that turned toward reassurance and planning. Tired of imagining solutions instead of experiencing ease.

Mukesh noticed the change.

“Everything okay?” he asked once.

“Yes,” she replied.  
And it was true.  
Just not complete.

**8.8 The Difference Between Safety and Freedom**

Dipika realized something slowly.

Mukesh was offering safety.  
She needed freedom.

Not freedom from him—freedom within herself.

She didn’t want to be someone’s peace if it meant managing their anxiety. She didn’t want love to feel like a responsibility she had to perform well.

She had been there before.  
She had promised herself she would recognize it early.

**8.9 The Conversation That Didn’t Happen**

There was a conversation neither of them initiated.

The one where Mukesh would say, *“I’m afraid.”*  
The one where Dipika would say, *“I’m tired.”*

They circled it carefully.  
Too carefully.

Instead, they spoke about the future again.  
As if naming tomorrow could soften today.

**8.10 When Hope Became Pressure**

Mukesh began noticing that Dipika was quieter during future talk.  
Less enthusiastic.

He worried he had overwhelmed her.  
So he pulled back slightly.

Dipika noticed the pullback.  
She worried she was disappointing him.  
So she reassured more than she felt.

Both were trying.  
Both were drifting.

**8.11 The Truth Beneath the Plans**

Marriage plans didn’t weaken them.  
They revealed them.

Mukesh believed commitment would create emotional safety.  
Dipika believed emotional safety must exist *before* commitment.

Neither belief was wrong.  
But they could not coexist without conversation.

And conversation, at this point, felt risky to both.

This was not the end.  
But it was the moment the future stopped being a solution—and became a question.



Chapter: The Distance Between Rings
The call did not end when they said goodbye.
It continued—in two different cities, inside two different bodies, under two different kinds of ceilings.

Mukesh remained in the parked car long after the line had disconnected, the faint electronic silence of the ended call still pressed against his ear like an echo that refused to accept dismissal. The dashboard clock had advanced by six minutes since he had last looked at it, but time, in the interior geography of his mind, had rearranged itself completely. Something had shifted position. Something long immobilized had inhaled.
He placed the phone carefully on the passenger seat, screen down, as if even its sleeping presence required gentleness now.
Her voice.
It had not trembled.
It had not performed.
It had arrived with a calmness that unsettled him because it suggested strength, and strength, he had learned, often carried history beneath it like fault lines under a quiet field.
He replayed the conversation, not the words—they had been simple, almost formal—but the spaces between them. The way she paused before answering personal questions, not evasive, but measuring accuracy. The way she had laughed once, softly, when he confessed he did not know how matrimonial conversations were supposed to begin. The sound had not been flirtation; it had been recognition.
We are both new to this, that laugh had said.
He had asked about her school.
She had described her students not as burdens but as complicated little worlds she was temporarily responsible for. She had spoken of a girl who wrote poetry in the margins of physics notes. Of a boy who pretended indifference but waited after class to ask if he had disappointed her. She had spoken as someone who noticed invisible battles.
Mukesh had found himself listening not politely, not strategically, but hungrily.
When she asked about his work, he had given her the official version first—designation, department, responsibilities—then had surprised himself by adding, almost apologetically, that sometimes he missed the clarity of uniforms.
She had understood immediately.
“I suppose,” she had said, choosing words slowly, “civilian life often asks people to fight wars without acknowledging they are wars.”
He had gone quiet after that.
Not because he disagreed.
Because agreement would have required confession.
They had spoken for thirty-seven minutes.
He had noticed the duration only afterward, startled that so much time had passed without exhaustion. Usually conversations with strangers demanded stamina. This one had felt like walking beside someone who matched pace without negotiation.
Yet even within that comfort, vigilance had remained. He had not mentioned Sachin. He had not mentioned how sometimes he woke in the night convinced something had been taken again. He had not mentioned Anjali, whose absence still occasionally appeared like a name written on fog.
And she, he sensed, had also edited.
There were doors in her voice she had not opened.
When they had finally arrived at the mutual politeness of ending the call, neither had known how to do it.
“Well,” he had said, suddenly formal again, afraid of overstaying.
“Yes,” she had replied, the single syllable holding reluctance.
A pause.
“We can speak again,” he had offered, trying not to sound as if he were asking permission to exist.
“I would like that,” she had answered.
Not we will.
I would like.
Desire, stated carefully.
Then the goodnights.
Then disconnection.
And now this—his car, his breathing, a future that had advanced by a millimeter and yet felt vast.

Inside the house, Soni was waiting.
She knew he would sit somewhere alone afterward; she had predicted it with the accuracy of someone who had grown up mapping his evasions. When he entered, removing his shoes quietly, she did not pretend surprise.
“Well?” she asked, not pushing, just opening the space.
Mukesh sat opposite her. For a moment he studied his hands, as if they might report something official.
“She is…” he began, then stopped. Language felt insufficient, suspiciously dramatic.
Soni waited.
“She is careful,” he finished.
Soni smiled, understanding more than he had said. “Careful is good.”
“Yes.”
“Did you feel uncomfortable?”
He considered this seriously, honoring the question. “No,” he said slowly. “I felt… aware.”
“Of what?”
“That she is also carrying something.”
Soni nodded. “We all are.”
He almost laughed at that, the gentleness of it.
Their father looked up briefly from the television, pretending indifference, but the relief in his shoulders was visible. Their mother asked from the kitchen if tea should be reheated. Life resumed, but with a new undercurrent, like a river that had quietly changed course during the night.

In Guwahati, Dipika sat on the edge of her bed with the phone still in her lap.
The ceiling fan rotated above her with bureaucratic dedication, circulating humid air that smelled faintly of rain and old wood. From the living room came the muffled sound of her parents discussing grocery lists, the comfortingly mundane inventory of a household that had survived many disappointments.
Her pulse had not yet returned to its usual rhythm.
She had expected interrogation.
She had expected eagerness disguised as courtesy.
She had expected to feel evaluated.
Instead, she had felt… met.
The realization disturbed her.
It threatened the fortress she had built so carefully after Aryan—the system of reduced expectation, of emotional austerity. She had promised herself she would not respond to tone, not read meaning into pauses, not mistake decency for destiny.
Yet here she was, doing precisely that.
He had asked if she was tired.
Not as politeness. As observation.
She had almost said yes, had almost confessed the strange fatigue that had lived in her bones for years, the exhaustion of resilience, but she had stopped herself. Too soon. Too revealing. She had said she was fine.
She had lied.
And she had sensed he knew.
When he had spoken about missing uniforms, something in his voice had altered—a brief unguardedness, like a window left open by accident. She had wanted to ask what he meant, whom he had lost, what part of himself had remained at attention long after duty had ended.
But she had not.
They were still strangers negotiating dignity.
Still, the absence of performance had unsettled her the most. He had not tried to impress her. Had not exaggerated salary, influence, ambition. He had spoken plainly, occasionally searching for words, once apologizing for rambling.
Men who ramble, she had learned, are sometimes telling the truth.
She lay back slowly, staring at the ceiling.
Thirty-seven minutes.
Not once had she looked at the clock.
That frightened her.
Attachment begins in unnoticed durations.
She turned on her side, pressing the phone against her chest as if it might leak information through skin.
Her mind, traitor that it was, had already begun projecting forward. Tomorrow, perhaps a message. Perhaps a question about her class. Perhaps nothing, and she would have to measure absence again, test whether silence meant retreat.
She hated this.
She had promised herself never again to wait.
Yet anticipation had already entered the room and taken a chair.

In the kitchen, her mother called her for tea.
Dipika composed her face, practiced neutrality, and went.
“How was he?” Bina asked casually, placing the cup.
Dipika stirred sugar she did not need. “Polite,” she said.
“Only polite?”
She hesitated. Words mattered. They built expectations.
“He listens,” she added.
Her mother’s eyes softened in a way that made Dipika suddenly want to cry. Instead, she sipped.

That night, in two cities, sleep arrived differently.
Mukesh slept with the unfamiliar sensation of possibility resting beside him like folded clothes prepared for morning.
Dipika slept lightly, alert, as if hope were both guest and intruder.
Neither knew that something irreversible had already occurred.
They had both agreed to speak again.
For people like them, that was not small.
It was history attempting revision.


Chapter: What Begins to Repeat
Morning entered Nashik without drama, as it usually did, spreading a pale, practical light across the Sharma household. The milk packets arrived with their soft thud at the gate, the newspaper followed with its careless slap against the tiles, and somewhere in the neighborhood a pressure cooker began announcing the mathematics of breakfast.
Mukesh was awake before all of it.
He had not slept badly; in fact, he had slept with an unusual depth, as if his mind, exhausted from vigilance, had granted him temporary leave. But he woke early anyway, the habit of years refusing to loosen its grip simply because tenderness had appeared on the horizon.
For several minutes he lay still, staring at the ceiling fan, watching its rotation cut the air into equal, dependable portions. There was something he was supposed to do.
The sensation hovered just beyond memory.
Then it arrived.
Should I message?
The question settled on his chest with surprising weight.
He turned his head toward the bedside table where the phone rested, inert, morally neutral, yet suddenly capable of rearranging the emotional temperature of two cities.
What was the protocol?
Too early would be intrusion.
Too late might be indifference.
He tried to remember what other men did, men who possessed ease in these matters, men who wrote good morning without sounding like a forwarded greeting card. He had never studied that curriculum.
He sat up.
The room still carried the gray softness of unfinished dawn. From the corridor he could hear his father clearing his throat, the prelude to another day of disciplined living. Life was ready to continue in its old shape.
Except it wasn’t.
He unlocked the phone.
Her name was there now in the recent calls list, factual, undeniable.
Dipika.
He looked at the time: 6:12 AM.
Teachers wake early, he reasoned. Schools begin with assembly. She might already be preparing.
Might.
He placed the phone down again.
What if she valued slow mornings? What if she guarded the hour before work as sacred territory? What if she woke to his message and felt responsibility instead of warmth?
Responsibility he understood; he had built a life out of it.
But he did not want to become another duty in someone else’s day.
He stood, walked to the window, returned, picked up the phone again.
He typed.
Good morning, Dipika ji. I hope you slept well. Wishing you a calm day at school.
He read it.
Too formal?
Too distant?
Too safe?
He added nothing else.
He pressed send before courage could reverse.

In Guwahati, the rain had washed the night clean.
Dipika woke to the smell of wet earth rising from the courtyard, the familiar perfume of a city that had learned to live under clouds. For a few seconds she remained suspended between dream and obligation, unsure which life she was returning to.
Then memory came, precise and immediate.
We spoke.
Her heart responded before her philosophy could intervene.
She reached for the phone with a reflex she did not yet want to examine.
There it was.
A message.
Sent at 6:18.
She stared at it for a long time, longer than required to read fourteen words. Something in her chest loosened, a knot she had been carrying so habitually she had stopped recognizing its presence.
He had not waited.
He had not disappeared into masculine pride or strategic delay.
He had simply said good morning.
And he had remembered she had school.
The ordinariness of the attention made it extraordinary.
She sat up, pulling the pillow into her lap, and allowed herself a small, private smile—the kind that existed not for display but for survival.
Then caution arrived, late but determined.
This is how it starts, she warned herself.
Tiny consistencies.
Predictable warmth.
The body begins to rely.
She inhaled deeply.
Reply with dignity, she instructed her fingers.
Good morning, Mukesh ji. I did sleep well, thank you. I hope your day at work goes smoothly. Assembly duty for me today. Let us both survive our responsibilities.
She hesitated, then added a small half-smile emoji, immediately wondering if that was reckless, juvenile, too intimate.
Too late.
Sent.

Mukesh was brushing his shoes when the reply arrived.
The vibration traveled from the table into his spine.
He turned too quickly, almost knocking over the polish tin.
Assembly duty.
She had told him about a specific inconvenience of her day.
He did not know why this moved him so much, but it did. It felt like being trusted with something unglamorous. Not celebration, not curated happiness, but logistics.
He smiled at the phrase Let us both survive.
There was humor there, quiet but alive.
He typed back before leaving for office.
You will manage them well. Students recognize sincerity faster than we think.
He stopped, then added:
If the day becomes tiring, you may blame me for sending early morning wishes.
He sent it and immediately felt exposed.
Was that flirting?
He did not know.

At school, Dipika read the message while standing near the staff room cupboard, balancing attendance registers in her arms.
Students recognize sincerity faster than we think.
The sentence stayed.
Recognition.
He believed she possessed it.
No one had used that word for her in years.
Professional, yes. Mature. Reliable. Strict.
But sincere?
That belonged to an earlier version of her, the girl who had believed thirteen years could protect love.
Her throat tightened unexpectedly.
She put the phone away before the feeling could expand.

Throughout the day, they did not message.
Both were busy.
Both were, secretly, aware of the absence.
It pulsed beneath meetings, beneath lessons, beneath spreadsheets and chalk dust. A new coordinate in the map of attention.
By late afternoon, Dipika found herself checking the time between classes, calculating when office hours might relax enough for him to breathe.
In Nashik, Mukesh postponed a vendor call by ten minutes without knowing why, then realized he was waiting for evening to become acceptable for contact.
Dependence does not announce itself.
It grows in rescheduling.

At 7:42 PM, her phone lit.
How many survived the assembly?
She laughed aloud in the kitchen.
Her mother looked up, startled by the sound.
“No one fainted,” she replied, retreating toward her room. But two nearly declared revolution.
Mukesh read the message sitting in his car outside the office, unwilling to begin driving yet.
He imagined her face animated by irritation and amusement, the strict teacher with secret softness.
He wrote:
Revolutionaries are future leaders. Handle with care.
The conversation moved from there, lightly, easily, circling small territories—traffic, humidity, the absurdity of staff meetings, the tragedy of corporate PowerPoints.
Nothing monumental.
Everything essential.

That night, before sleeping, both reviewed the day.
Mukesh noticed he had smiled more.
Dipika noticed she had not felt alone in her exhaustion.
Neither named it.
But something had begun to repeat.
And repetition, unlike fireworks, is what builds a life.


Chapter 9: The Thing He Did Not Plan to Say
By the fourth day, their messages had begun to arrive without negotiation.
Not scheduled, not promised, yet expected with the quiet certainty of sunrise. Mukesh would wake, sit up before the alarm, and reach for the phone with a mixture of restraint and urgency that embarrassed him if examined too closely. Dipika would tell herself she would not check until after brushing her teeth, and would fail daily at that discipline.
Something had established itself between them—not intimacy, not yet—but a corridor of permitted presence.
They walked through it carefully, carrying politeness like identification cards.

That evening, the call happened without preamble.
No Is this a good time?
No rehearsed entry.
He had sent a message asking if she had eaten. She had replied that she was just finishing dinner and correcting notebooks. He had written, If you are not too tired, we could talk.
Her answer had come within seconds.
Yes.
The simplicity of it accelerated his pulse.
Mukesh stepped out onto the balcony, closing the sliding door behind him so the sounds of the television would not intrude. The night air was cooler than he expected, carrying faint traffic noise and the distant barking of a dog who believed vigilance was a permanent job.
He pressed call.
She picked up on the second ring.
“Hello,” she said, and there was something different in her voice tonight—less formal arrangement, more lived-in ease.
“How many notebooks stand between you and freedom?” he asked.
She exhaled, and he could hear pages turning. “Twenty-three. But they are learning. Their essays are less tragic than last week.”
“That is progress.”
“Yes,” she agreed. “Tiny, stubborn progress.”
They both smiled at that.

Conversation unfolded.
Not dramatically.
Not romantically.
But with increasing length.
They spoke of ridiculous handwriting, of corporate emails written as if by exhausted robots, of the strange hierarchy of who brings sweets in offices and who eats them. Dipika told him about a boy who had written, My aim in life is to become my own boss so that I can grant myself leave. Mukesh laughed longer than necessary, grateful for the release.
Somewhere between topics, time loosened.
Silence appeared once—not awkward, not heavy, just present. He could hear her breathing faintly, the rustle of paper.
He did not rush to fill it.
She noticed.
That, more than anything, registered.
Most men hurried to conquer silence, to prove wit or dominance or charm. Mukesh seemed willing to let it exist, as if quiet had citizenship.
It made her braver.

“What made you choose this job?” she asked suddenly.
He leaned back against the balcony wall, looking up at a sky diluted by city lights.
“After the Army?” he clarified.
“Yes.”
He inhaled slowly.
Here it was—the door.
He had known it would come one day. He had prepared small, manageable versions of the truth, like medicine measured into acceptable doses.
“Structure,” he said. “I needed structure.”
She waited.
“And predictability,” he added.
“From life?” she asked gently.
“Yes.”
There were other words pressing at the gate.
He could feel them assembling.
Without permission, a memory surfaced—mist, boots, laughter, a song cut in half. He had not intended to bring Sachin into this space, had promised himself he would wait, build foundation, introduce ghosts only after the living had established rights.
But emotion does not follow policy.
“It is difficult,” he heard himself say, voice slower now, “when you become used to losing people suddenly.”
The moment the sentence left him, he wanted it back.
Too much.
Too naked.
Irresponsible.
He pressed his lips together, angry at himself.
On the other end, Dipika had stopped turning pages.
She did not interrupt.
She recognized the terrain.
It was the same slope down which her own history had once dragged her.
“I’m sorry,” she said, and the apology was not decorative. It carried weight.
He shook his head though she could not see.
“No,” he replied quickly, retreating. “It was part of the job.”
There it was—the correction, the uniform returning to cover the wound.
She noticed that too.

She could have allowed the retreat.
She could have nodded, returned them to safe topics, preserved comfort.
But something in her—something tired of partial truths—refused.
“Part of the job,” she repeated quietly, “doesn’t make it easy.”
He closed his eyes.
How did she know where to press?
He laughed softly, not from amusement but recognition of defeat.
“No,” he admitted.
The word hung between them, enormous.

Inside her chest, compassion rose fast and frightening.
She did not want it.
Compassion leads to attachment. Attachment leads to vulnerability. Vulnerability leads to collapse.
She knew this sequence intimately.
Still, she found herself asking, “Did you have someone close?”
He swallowed.
Say less.
Control.
Dignity.
“Yes,” he answered.
He did not say the name.
But the absence of it made the presence larger.

Neither spoke for several seconds.
In those seconds, something radical happened.
They were no longer strangers exchanging qualifications.
They were two survivors acknowledging ruins.

He recovered first.
“I didn’t mean to make the evening heavy,” he said, almost apologetic again. “You had twenty-three notebooks.”
She surprised him.
“They can wait,” she said.

The sentence moved through him like warmth.
They can wait.
For years, nothing had.
Orders, time, transfers, explosions, deadlines, expectations—everything urgent, everything immediate.
She had just made space.
For him.
He did not know how to stand inside such generosity.

They continued talking after that, but more carefully, aware they had crossed into sensitive country. Laughter returned, but softer. Questions became slower, more precise.
When they finally said goodnight, it was past eleven.
Neither had noticed.

After disconnecting, Mukesh remained on the balcony, heart unsettled.
Why had he said it?
Why tonight?
He had exposed fracture without knowing if she possessed patience for damaged architecture.
What if she decided he was too complicated? Too haunted? Too heavy for an arranged beginning?
He cursed himself.
Fool.
Too fast.
Too reckless.
He slept badly.

In Guwahati, Dipika did not return immediately to the notebooks.
She sat still, phone in her hand, replaying his voice when he had said losing people suddenly.
There had been no drama in it.
Just fact.
Fact frightened her more than tears.
She walked to the window, listening to night insects conducting their relentless orchestra.
For thirteen years, she had loved a man who promised future.
Tonight she had spoken to a man who admitted past.
It felt… real.
And real terrified her.
She touched her chest, as if checking whether the old machinery of hope had restarted without permission.
“Careful,” she whispered to herself.
But it was already too late.

Tomorrow, she knew, they would both pretend normalcy.
Good morning.
Have you eaten.
How was work.
But underneath, a new awareness would hum.
He had shown wound.
She had not run.
History had shifted by another millimeter.


Chapter 10: The Half Sentence She Carried Back
The morning after Mukesh spoke of sudden loss, both of them woke with the same private embarrassment—the kind that arrives when a person realizes they have shown more interior landscape than intended.
Mukesh opened his eyes already negotiating damage control.
Perhaps she had felt burdened.
Perhaps she had heard instability where he had meant honesty.
Perhaps she would retreat into politeness today, create that professional distance people build when they realize compassion might become responsibility.
He had seen it happen.
He would not blame her.
Still, the thought tightened something in him.
He lay still for several minutes, rehearsing a version of himself that was lighter, easier, someone who could return them to ordinary conversation without making last night look like a warning sign.
Then he reached for the phone.
Nothing yet.
Of course nothing yet.
It was early.
Don’t dramatize absence, he told himself.
He got up, showered, dressed, went through the small rituals of preparation with soldierly focus, as if precision could control emotional variables.
But beneath everything ran the same current:
Did I scare her?

In Guwahati, Dipika had woken before the alarm.
Not with panic.
With memory.
His voice.
When you become used to losing people suddenly.
The sentence had settled somewhere behind her ribs and refused to dissolve.
She brushed her teeth staring into the mirror, foam gathering at the corners of her mouth, and tried to interrogate herself with fairness.
Why did it matter so much?
People had pasts. Of course they did.
Why should his grief enter her bloodstream so quickly?
Because, a smaller voice answered, it had been offered without drama.
Because he had tried to retract it.
Because she had recognized that reflex—the reflex of people who think their pain is inconvenience.
She rinsed her mouth, angry at her own softening.
You are not here to rescue anyone, she reminded herself.
You are here to evaluate.
But evaluation requires data.
And last night had given her some.
She dried her face slowly, sat on the edge of the bed, and picked up the phone.
If she delayed, she would create hierarchy.
He had opened something.
To remain silent would be cowardice.
She began typing.
Good morning, Mukesh ji. I hope you slept.
She erased it.
Too neutral.
She tried again.
Good morning. I was thinking about what you said yesterday.
Her heart began to pound.
This was movement.
She could still stop.
She continued.
About sudden loss.
There.
The door.
Her fingers hovered.
Say something honest, she ordered herself.
Say something proportionate.
Say something that does not hand him the map of your ruins.
She inhaled.
I understand a little of that feeling.
Little.
Safety word.
She sent it before courage reversed.

Mukesh saw the message in the elevator.
For a moment the world narrowed to the rectangle of light in his hand.
She had not retreated.
She had come toward.
He leaned back against the mirrored wall, reading the line again.
I understand a little of that feeling.
Little.
A careful word.
A door opened exactly one inch.
He respected it instantly.
He did not try to push.
Good morning, he wrote back.
Thank you for trusting me with even a little.
He hesitated.
He wanted to ask.
What happened?
Who?
How long?
But questions can be violence when asked too early.
So he added instead:
We can speak about it only if you ever want to. There is no obligation.
He sent it.
He felt proud of himself.
Restraint was also care.

At school, Dipika read his reply between two classes.
There is no obligation.
The phrase struck her like unexpected kindness.
Not curiosity.
Not demand.
Permission to refuse.
How long had it been since someone offered her that?
With Aryan, she had always been negotiating necessity—time, explanation, compromise, justification. Love had been homework submitted for evaluation.
This felt different.
This felt like standing beside someone who was not pulling.
She walked into her classroom unsettled.
Today she was teaching narrative voice.
First person, third person, the dangers of unreliable narrators.
She wrote on the blackboard:
Who tells the story controls the pain.
As she said it aloud, she felt the truth of it enter her like a diagnosis.
For thirteen years, Aryan had narrated.
She had believed.
What would it mean to narrate herself now?
The thought terrified her.

All day, the sentence remained with her.
Thank you for trusting me with even a little.
He had named the action.
Trust.
She had not intended it, but there it was.
If she withdrew now, she would be dishonest with herself.
By late afternoon, exhaustion softened her defenses. Emotional discipline requires energy; teaching forty adolescents drains it.
By the time she reached home, she was tired of holding walls.
At 7:05 PM, she sent him a message.
Are you free to talk later?

Mukesh stared at the words.
She was asking.
She was initiating.
He sat very still, aware of history bending.
Yes, he replied immediately.
Anytime you are comfortable.

She called at nine.
Not because she had rehearsed.
Because she was afraid if she waited longer, courage would evaporate.
Her father was asleep. Her mother watching television in low volume. The house wrapped in ordinary safety.
Yet her hands shook.
Mukesh answered softly.
“Hello.”
“Hello,” she replied.
For several seconds, neither advanced.
Then she did something she had not done with a man since she was nineteen.
She spoke without strategy.
“I was engaged,” she said.
The word echoed in the room like something released from prison.
Mukesh felt the air leave his lungs.
He did not interrupt.
She continued, voice measured, as if walking barefoot on glass.
“It lasted many years.”
Years.
Plural.
He closed his eyes.
Of course.
No one carries caution like hers without history.
“We planned,” she said, and her voice changed on the verb. It broke slightly, the past tense heavy. “We waited for the right time. For families to agree.”
Mukesh did not move.
“I believed patience would protect us,” she added.
He heard what she was not saying.
It did not.

She stopped.
There was more.
There was always more.
But already she felt the old terror rising—the terror of telling someone the entire architecture of your humiliation, the specific ways hope had made you foolish.
She could not.
Not tonight.
“I’m sorry,” she said suddenly, almost sharply. “This is not a very cheerful introduction.”
There it was.
Retreat.
Mukesh recognized it instantly because he had done the same thing last night.
He spoke carefully.
“You are not required to entertain me,” he said.
The gentleness of it nearly undid her.

She laughed, but the sound trembled.
“I just wanted you to know,” she said, “that if I seem slow sometimes… it is not disinterest.”
He swallowed.
It was the most honest gift she could have offered.
“I am also slow,” he replied.
And they both understood the miracle of that sentence.

They spoke for another twenty minutes after, about smaller things, easier things. But underneath, the ground had altered.
She had told him she had once believed forever.
He had understood what its failure meant.

After the call, Dipika sat on the bed, dizzy.
She had said it.
Not everything.
But enough to make return impossible.
If he left now, he would leave knowing.
And strangely, that felt cleaner than being abandoned without context.

Mukesh, in Nashik, felt something else.
Responsibility.
Not obligation.
Not burden.
But a quiet awareness that her trust was fragile currency.
If he mishandled it, he would become another chapter in her education of loss.
He did not want that role.
He looked at the ceiling and whispered to the dark,
“Careful.”


Chapter 11: The Map Changed While He Was Walking
Mukesh had always believed that danger announced itself.
Not loudly, not theatrically, but with signals—a misplaced stone, a silence where birds should be, the slight wrongness of air before something detonates. Training had carved that belief into him. Survival depended on noticing when reality did not align with expectation.
What he had never been trained for was discovering that a shift had happened earlier, quietly, and that he had walked across it smiling.
The call had begun beautifully.
That was the cruel part.
They were tired in the way people become honest when exhaustion removes the desire to impress. His shirt sleeves were rolled, laptop closed, shoes abandoned near the door like surrender flags. Outside his serviced apartment, Pune was dissolving into late-night minimalism—an occasional bike, the distant hum of traffic, someone arguing softly on a balcony about nothing that would matter tomorrow.
Dipika sounded warm tonight. Not dramatic, not romantic, but unarmored. He could hear it in the way her voice rested instead of performed. She was not arranging sentences; she was allowing them.
He felt trusted.
That feeling is intoxicating to a man who has spent years believing his proximity brings loss.
They had spoken about small domestic futures, the architecture of ordinary life. Who wakes first. Who forgets to switch off lights. Whether television should exist in bedrooms. It was the kind of conversation people have when they are cautiously allowing imagination to practice permanence.
Mukesh found himself participating more than he usually did. He spoke of tea at dawn, of someone occupying the other chair on the balcony, of the relief of returning from travel and knowing the light in the house was not accidental.
He did not notice when the hour crossed into vulnerability.
No soldier ever does.

They arrived, without planning, at intimacy.
Not explicit.
Human.
He said, thoughtfully, “I think closeness must feel strange in the beginning. Sharing space. Learning someone’s nearness.”
It was curiosity, not interrogation.
He wanted to understand how people did it. How they crossed that invisible distance between solitude and shared breath.
On the other end, Dipika shifted against her pillow. The sound traveled down the line, intimate in a way neither of them yet knew how to categorize.
“When you wait with someone for years,” she said slowly, fatigue loosening the guardrails of memory, “you get used to them. Their presence becomes normal. Your body stops asking permission.”
The second she finished, the air changed.

Mukesh did not react outwardly.
If she had been in the room, she might have missed it entirely.
But inside him, alarms went off—not loud, not accusing, simply alert. The way they used to in terrain where something did not fit the pattern.
He remembered.
He had asked her, early on, awkwardly, respectfully, because clarity mattered to him.
Had there been that kind of relationship?
She had said no.
He had believed her not because he demanded innocence, but because he valued clean beginnings. Because if they were to build something, he needed to know what foundation he was stepping onto.
Now the ground had tilted.
Not morally.
Emotionally.
She had been somewhere else when she answered him then.
She had been protecting herself.
From him.

He tried, immediately, to defend her in his own mind.
Of course she was afraid.
Women are always evaluated, he knew that. Society keeps receipts for them in ways it never does for men. Perhaps she had thought he was traditional, rigid, another judge disguised as suitor.
But the defense did not erase the bruise.
Because what it meant was simple and devastating:
She had looked at him and calculated risk.
And he had failed the test before even knowing it existed.

“Was it like that for you?” he asked.
His voice was steady.
Years of command had taught him how to keep tone separate from earthquake.
Dipika understood immediately.
She did not try to escape.
She could have.
She could have wrapped it in theory, called it general, academic, hypothetical.
But she was tired of managing perceptions.
“Yes,” she said.
A surrender.
Not pride.
Not confession.
Just truth, too exhausted to hide.

Mukesh leaned back in his chair.
In the Army, he had lost men who trusted him.
In corporate life, he closed deals because clients believed he would not surprise them with hidden clauses.
Trust was the only currency he knew how to handle.
And now he realized that at the very beginning, she had not placed that currency in his hand.
She had kept it back.
He did not blame her.
But he mourned it.

He imagined her, months ago, answering him.
He imagined the hesitation.
The fear.
The calculation.
If I tell him, he may disappear.
The thought broke something open in him.
He had spent his whole life being the one people lost.
He had never wanted to be the one who leaves.
Yet somehow, he had been pre-registered as danger.

“I wish you had trusted me,” he said.
He hated how vulnerable it sounded.
She heard it.
Of course she did.
“I wanted to,” she replied, and now her composure cracked, words rushing. “But I didn’t know how you would see me. I didn’t know if you would think I was used, or careless, or… damaged.”
Damaged.
He inhaled sharply.
Did she really believe he would reduce her like that?
What had the world done to teach her such expectations?
What kind of men had measured her worth in untouched spaces?

“I am not hurt because you loved,” he said.
His throat tightened.
“I am hurt because you thought I would punish you for it.”
There.
The truth.
Large.
Unavoidable.

Dipika covered her face.
“I was trying to survive the beginning,” she whispered.
He closed his eyes.
Yes.
He understood survival.
He respected it.
But survival leaves misunderstandings like landmines behind.
You step on them later, when you are already invested.

For a long time they remained connected by breath.
No argument.
No drama.
Just the terrible knowledge that fear had edited their first chapter.

After the call ended, Mukesh did not move.
He sat in the dark apartment, city lights blinking through the curtains, and felt the weight of responsibility settle on his shoulders.
Because now he knew:
to love her meant he would have to be patient with reflexes that were not about him.
He would have to endure suspicion he did not earn.
He would have to prove safety repeatedly.
And he wanted to.
God help him, he wanted to.
But he was also tired.
Tired of losing people to forces beyond control.
What if one day circumstance took him away, and she believed it was choice?
Could he survive being misunderstood like that?

He went to bed knowing something irreversible had happened.
Not betrayal.
Exposure.
They had seen how frightened the other truly was.
And love, he realized, is terrifying not because of what happened before you.
But because of what someone expects you might do.


Mukesh was a man who believed in doing things properly. In the army, they taught him that your word is your bond. Your report must be accurate, because other people’s lives depend on it. In his sales job, travelling from city to city, he learned that trust is what makes a deal happen. If a client cannot trust what you say, there is no business.
With Dipika, he thought he could finally put those rules aside. This was not the army, and this was not a sales pitch. This was his heart. He thought they were starting fresh, with clean pages.
He was wrong.

That night, he was in a Surat hotel room. It was his third hotel that week. The room was like all the others—clean, quiet, and completely empty of life. He was tired from flights, meetings, and the lonely silence that follows you when you live out of a suitcase.
Dipika called. Her voice was soft, coming from her home in Guwahati. He could hear the rain in the background. They talked about small things—his bad hotel coffee, the book she was trying to finish, her niece’s funny stories. It was a comfortable, sleepy conversation. The kind you have when you don’t need to impress, only connect.
He felt so close to her in that moment. The loneliness of the hotel room faded. He even said, “I look forward to having a home that doesn’t feel like a waiting room.”
She was quiet for a second. Then she said, softly, “I understand. When you’ve waited with someone for years, and you finally share a space… your body just learns to feel peaceful with them there. It stops feeling like a question.”
Her words were beautiful. They warmed him.
But then, a cold feeling started in his stomach.
It was like a tiny alarm bell, the kind that rings in a soldier’s mind when something in the terrain doesn’t match the map.
He remembered a conversation from months ago, when they were just starting to talk. He had asked her, in his awkward, honest way, if there had been someone important in her life before. He wasn’t prying. He just wanted to know the landscape of her heart.
She had said no.
A simple, clear no.
He had believed her. He built his understanding of her on that no. He thought her past was a quiet place, a blank page they could write on together.
Now, her words—“when you’ve waited with someone for years”—painted a different picture. A picture of shared time, intimacy, and a history he knew nothing about.
The hotel room felt suddenly colder. The comfort was gone.
His voice was calm when he spoke. He had learned to keep his voice calm during difficult client meetings. “That sounds like you’re speaking from experience,” he said.
He heard her breath catch on the other end of the line. The silence that followed was heavy and wrong.
When she finally spoke, her voice was small. “It is.”
Two words. And with them, the world he thought he knew cracked open.

Mukesh didn’t care about the other man. That wasn’t the point.
The point was the no.
The point was that months ago, when he was trying to be open and honest with her, she had looked at him and decided to tell him something that wasn’t true. She had given him a map to follow, and the map was wrong.
“You told me there was no one,” he said, his voice flat.
“I know,” she whispered. He could hear she was crying now. “I was scared, Mukesh. It was too soon. I didn’t know how you would see me. I thought… maybe you would think less of me.”
That hurt more than anything.
She had looked at him—a man who had only ever tried to be respectful, who valued truth above all—and she had seen a judgmental stranger. She had been afraid of him.
“I am not upset about him,” Mukesh said slowly, each word feeling like stone in his throat. “I am upset that you were afraid of me. That you felt you had to hide. You didn’t trust me enough with the truth.”
The line was quiet except for her soft crying. He felt a huge, heavy sadness press down on his chest. This wasn’t about a past relationship. This was about their relationship. It had been built, from its very first steps, on a lie. A lie she told because she was scared.
He ended the call saying, “I need to think.” He couldn’t say anything else. Any promise would feel empty now.

After he put the phone down, the shaking started.
It began in his hands—a fine, helpless tremor. He clenched them into fists, but it spread to his legs. He stood up, pacing the short path from the bed to the window and back, like a caged animal.
He couldn’t cry. He hadn’t cried in years, not since he was a boy. The army had taught him to lock those feelings away. So the pain had nowhere to go. It turned into this shaking, into a cold sweat, into a feeling that the floor was unsteady beneath his feet.
He thought of all the hotel rooms. The countless identical spaces where he had been alone. He endured that loneliness because he believed he was walking towards something real, towards her. Towards a home.
Now, he felt like that home was an illusion. If she could hide something so big at the beginning, what else was he missing? Was her love for him also a careful calculation? Was she managing him, the way she managed his perception of her past?
He slid down the wall and sat on the floor, his back against the cold plaster. He put his head in his hands. The tremors finally slowed, leaving behind a deep, hollow ache.
He wasn’t angry with her. He was heartbroken for her. Heartbroken that the world, or some man in it, had made her feel that her own story was something to be ashamed of, something to hide from a good man. And in trying to protect herself, she had broken the one thing he valued most: trust.
He loved her. He knew that, even now. He loved the Dipika who laughed with him, who listened to his tired stories, who made the future feel warm and close.
But how do you build a future on a foundation that started with a lie? How do you know that the next difficult truth won’t also be hidden? If she feared his judgment over this, what else would she fear?
The grey light of morning began to filter through the hotel curtains. Mukesh looked at the time. He had a meeting in a few hours. Life demanded that he move.
He got up slowly. His body felt heavy, like he had been in a fight. He went to the bathroom, turned on the light, and looked at himself in the mirror. The same face looked back. But the man inside felt lost.
He would shower. He would put on his formal shirt and trousers. He would go to his meeting and talk about sales targets and client strategies. He would be professional. He would be fine.
But inside, something had broken. The simple, solid belief that he and Dipika were walking the same road, reading the same map, was gone. He was now on a path he didn’t recognize, and he didn’t know if he could find his way back to her, or if he even should. All he knew was that the truth he had believed in was gone, and the silence in the hotel room felt deeper and more permanent than ever before.

The silence after his question was so thick, Mukesh could hear the hum of the hotel AC and the distant, lonely sound of a horn from the Surat street below. His own heart felt like a heavy stone in his chest.
Then, Dipika’s voice came, rushed and uneven. “No, no… I mean, that’s not… that’s something my friend told me. She just got married. She was telling me how it feels.”
It was like a poorly rehearsed line in a school play. The words tumbled out too fast, tripping over each other. Her tone was high, a note of false brightness he’d never heard from her before. It was the sound of someone building a wall in a hurry, with shaky hands.
Mukesh closed his eyes. In his sales job, he sat across from clients who gave weak excuses for delayed payments. "The cheque is in the mail, sir." "Our accounts person is on leave." He had learned to hear the hollow space in those sentences, the place where truth should be but wasn’t.
This was worse. This was infinitely worse.
He didn’t say anything. He just let the silence stretch, a technique he used in negotiations to let the weight of an unconvincing statement settle on the person who made it.
He could almost hear her panic through the phone. She stumbled forward, filling the quiet with more crumbling bricks for her wall. “Yes, my friend Pooja. She got married last month. She was saying that after a long courtship, living together finally feels… like that. Peaceful.”
Pooja. A generic name, pulled from nowhere. Last month. A vague timeline. A long courtship. Echoing his own longing but attaching it to a ghost, a fictional friend.
Mukesh felt a cold, clear wave of understanding wash over him, freezing the earlier confusion and hurt. This wasn’t just a hidden truth. This was a bad lie. A careless, impulsive, disrespectful lie.
She wasn’t just someone who had been scared months ago. She was someone who, caught in a moment now, looked at him and thought, “He will believe this. I can tell him this silly story and he will accept it.”
That thought was a knife.
It wasn’t the past relationship that broke him. It was the utter contempt of this weak, transparent lie. She wasn’t treating him like a partner she’d hurt. She was treating him like a fool she could pacify with a flimsy excuse.
“Dipika,” he said, and his voice was quiet, deathly calm. It was the voice he used right before walking away from a dishonest deal. “Stop.”
The word was simple. Final.
On the other end, her breathing hitched. The fake story died mid-air.
“I asked you a simple question, months ago,” he continued, each word measured and cold. “I asked you with respect. You said no. Today, you speak from a feeling you clearly know. And now you are telling me about a friend named Pooja I have never heard of.”
He let the facts hang there. “You are lying to me. And you are not even lying well.”
The gasp she let out was raw, stripped of all pretence. The wall had collapsed. There was no sound of crying yet, just the shock of being seen completely. “Mukesh, I…”
“Why?” he asked, and for the first time, a crack of raw pain showed in his voice. “Why would you tell me such a weak lie? Do you think I am that stupid? Or do you just not care enough to think of a better story?”
This was the real devastation. Not the hidden boyfriend. But the insulting, lazy cover-up. It showed a profound disrespect. It meant that in this crucial moment, she didn’t see him as an equal worthy of the truth, or even of a good lie. She saw him as someone to be managed with the minimum possible effort.
The shaking started then. Not from sadness, but from a deep, humiliated anger. His hands trembled against the phone. He was a man who valued intelligence, clarity, and respect above all. And the woman he loved had just shown him a shocking lack of all three.
“I am not a client you can fob off with a fake excuse, Dipika,” he said, the tremor entering his voice. “I am not a junior soldier you can give a vague order to. I am the man who was planning a life with you. And you just looked at me and fed me a… a childish story.”
He didn’t wait for her to reply. The conversation was over. The truth was not in her past, but in this moment. In the poor quality of her lie.
“I have to go,” he said, and ended the call.

The breakdown was quiet and total. He didn’t cry out. He sat on the edge of the hotel bed, the phone falling from his hand onto the cheap synthetic bedsheet.
The emotion wasn’t grief for a lost love, not yet. It was a brutal, crushing sense of insult. His mind replayed the weak lie over and over. “My friend… Pooja… just married.” Each word felt like a slap. It was so lazy. So unconvincing. It proved that she didn’t just fear his judgment, she had a low opinion of his perception.
He, who traveled cities reading complex clients, who had been trained to notice the smallest detail in a landscape—she thought he would swallow that?
A huge, soundless sob racked his frame. He doubled over, his forehead pressing against his knees. The pain was in his gut, a physical ache of humiliation. He had offered his honest, straightforward heart. And in return, she had offered him a lie a teenager would be ashamed of.
This is what broke Mukesh: the sheer, embarrassing cheapness of it. If she had confessed with fear, he could have understood. If she had told a strong, solid lie, he would have been angry, but a part of him might have respected the effort. But this? This was disrespect. It told him that in her moment of panic, she rated his intelligence and his worth very, very low.
He sat in the dark hotel room as the night faded, not crying tears, but shaking with the vibrations of a profound personal insult. The foundation of their future wasn’t just cracked by a hidden truth. It was pulverized by a lie that wasn’t even good enough for the trust it was betraying. He felt foolish, not for loving her, but for ever believing he was seen clearly by her. The map she gave him wasn’t just wrong; it was a careless doodle, and she’d expected him to follow it anyway.
he night had softened them.
That was the danger.
After weeks of careful speech, of measured replies and respectful distances, something in the hour had relaxed its hold. Fatigue had dissolved ceremony. They were no longer presenting themselves; they were simply existing in each other’s hearing.
Mukesh sat in his hotel room in Surat, tie loosened, laptop shut, the faint industrial chill of the air conditioner humming its indifferent lullaby. Outside the twelfth-floor window, the city blinked in sodium vapor, restless but far away. For the first time in months of travel, he did not feel alone inside a temporary room.
Dipika’s voice filled it.
She was telling him about her day, about a student who had written an essay comparing freedom to a train platform where nobody knew which departure would be theirs. Mukesh had smiled at the metaphor, had said she must be proud of raising philosophers.
She had laughed.
And the laugh had carried something unguarded, almost young.
It made him brave.

They drifted, as late conversations do, toward futures they pretended not to build. What kind of home allowed silence. Whether separate reading lamps prevented quarrels. If two people could remain individuals after marriage or if identity always merged like careless ink.
Mukesh listened to himself speaking and wondered who this man was, this one imagining continuity.
It frightened him.
It thrilled him.

He said, gently, “I suppose physical closeness must change once two people are used to each other.”
He did not ask.
He wondered aloud.
But memory heard question.

Dipika answered without calculation.
“When you have already waited with someone for years,” she said, voice lower now, slower, “your body learns them. Their nearness stops feeling new.”
And then—
She heard it.
Too late.

Mukesh did not interrupt.
But something inside him tightened, precise and immediate, like the moment during patrol when the rhythm of the forest altered by half a degree.
Weeks ago, he had asked her directly, awkwardly, respectfully, because honesty mattered to him more than comfort.
She had said no.
He had accepted it, not because he demanded untouched history, but because he believed in standing on declared ground.
Now the ground shifted.

His mind did what it had been trained to do his entire life.
Observe.
Compare.
Detect discrepancy.
He remembered the earlier conversation with painful clarity—the pause she had taken, the steadiness of her voice, the relief he had felt at the transparency of it.
He remembered trusting.
And now, here was knowledge that could not have come from theory.
This was memory speaking.
Experience.

She began to repair immediately.
Too quickly.
“Oh,” she said, almost tripping over the word, “I mean my friend. She told me. She just got married. That’s what she said.”
The explanation arrived with unnatural speed, like a file inserted after deletion.
Mukesh had heard such tones before.
Across negotiation tables.
Across bunkers.
Across faces trying to survive exposure.
The hurried architecture of improvisation.

He closed his eyes.
He did not feel anger.
He felt something much more intimate.
He felt reduced.
Because in that instant, she had looked at him and decided:
He will accept this.
He will not look deeper.
He is safer believing the surface.
The thought moved through him like humiliation.
Not because she lied.
Because she believed he could be managed.

He remained silent.
In sales, silence was technique. You allowed the other person to hear their own fabrication echo back at them.
But tonight it was not strategy.
It was shock.
She kept talking, adding details, reinforcing the invention, her voice bright with panic, each addition making it thinner.
He listened.
And with each word, clarity hardened.
She was afraid.
Terrified.
Not of truth.
Of him.

That realization tore him open.
He had spent his entire life trying to be dependable, trying not to become another vanishing figure in someone’s story.
Yet she had already placed him in the category of men who might walk away.
So she had edited herself.
Simplified.
Hidden.
Because survival demanded it.

He could have confronted her.
He could have said, Dipika, please stop. I know.
He could have demanded proper confession, proper order.
But he imagined what would happen next.
Tears.
Apologies.
Self-blame.
The conversation turning into courtroom.
He did not want victory.
He wanted trust.
And trust cannot be extracted.
It must be offered.

So he let the lie live.
And something inside him died quietly.

“Hmm,” he said, finally.
Just that.
Neutral.
Accepting.
Merciful.
He even asked a follow-up question about the imaginary friend, helping the story breathe.
He hated himself for it.
But he could not bear to watch her collapse under exposure.

On the other end, Dipika felt relief flood her body.
He had believed her.
Of course he had.
Why wouldn’t he?
Mukesh was gentle, serious, not suspicious by nature. She told herself she had protected the fragile beginning. She had avoided complication. She had done what experience had taught her was necessary.
Yet beneath relief lay shame.
Because she knew she had not told the truth.
She promised herself she would one day.
When it was safer.
When love had matured.
When leaving was no longer easy.

They continued speaking after that.
About trivial things.
About train timings.
About the absurd price of vegetables.
But the tone had changed in ways only one of them could hear.
Mukesh had begun withdrawing—not physically, not obviously, but internally, the way soldiers pull vital equipment slightly closer when terrain grows uncertain.
He was still warm.
Still attentive.
But a small part of him had stepped back to reassess risk.

After they hung up, Dipika slept.
Uneasy, but hopeful.
She believed the moment had passed.

Mukesh did not.
He sat in the cold hotel room, phone in his hand, replaying the lie not with anger but with unbearable sadness.
She had been so frightened.
Of him.
Of losing him.
Of being judged.
That she had chosen fiction over faith.
He should have felt compassion.
He did.
But it lived beside something else:
the knowledge that she did not yet see him clearly.

He went to the window.
Below, the city moved with careless continuity.
He pressed his forehead against the glass.
“How long,” he whispered, “will it take before she believes I will stay?”
No one answered.

By the time the clock on Mukesh’s bedside table crawled past two in the morning, the world had reduced itself to essentials.
No traffic.
No television from neighboring rooms.
No office emails pretending urgency.
Only the steady mechanical breathing of the air conditioner and the voice of a woman fifteen hundred kilometers away, lying in the dark, speaking as if distance were a negotiable thing.
This hour did something to people. It peeled layers without asking permission.
They had both said goodnight twice already.
Neither had disconnected.

“Are you sleepy?” he asked.
“A little,” she said, though she made no move to leave. “But if I hang up, my mind will start thinking again.”
He smiled into the darkness. “Then we should protect you from your mind.”
She laughed softly, the sound unarranged, intimate in a way daylight never allowed.
For a long time they spoke about nothing that would survive morning. The comfort of someone else’s breathing. The strange vulnerability of knowing another person was lying down somewhere, hair loose, defenses folded like clothes beside the bed.
Mukesh had never had these conversations. His life had been made of departures, of unsaid things, of emotional evacuations before dawn. To remain connected at such an hour felt almost illegal.
He lowered his voice instinctively.
“So this,” he said, “this must be how closeness begins. When silence is not frightening.”
Dipika did not answer immediately.
Her mind had drifted elsewhere, to another set of late nights, another voice, another long corridor of waiting that had ended without ceremony.
Fatigue dissolved supervision.
“When you wait with someone for years,” she said, the words moving slower now, pulled from deep water, “your body stops reacting like everything is new. Even sitting near them… feels like returning somewhere you already belong.”
Mukesh felt the sentence land.
It was not flirtation.
It was memory wearing comfort.
He imagined proximity — the simple fact of two shoulders recognizing each other in the dark.
Something in his chest tightened, not with desire, but with the fragile wonder of it.
He asked, very quietly, “Was it like that for you?”

The question was gentle.
But it arrived like a light switched on.
Dipika’s eyes opened.
Her breath caught.
She had crossed the border without passport.
Weeks ago, when he had asked her clearly, respectfully, she had said no. Not because she had wanted to deceive, but because beginnings are fragile and she had been afraid that truth might become a reason to retreat.
Now truth had walked out of her mouth on its own.
Panic surged.
“Oh,” she said quickly, sitting up in bed, heart racing, “I mean — my friend. She told me. She just got married. She was saying how, after waiting, everything feels natural.”
The explanation assembled itself in real time, breathless, urgent, desperate to re-cover exposed skin.

Mukesh heard it.
Of course he did.
Years of command, years of negotiations, years of reading what men tried to hide had trained his ear for the exact vibration of fear.
The speed.
The brightness.
The sudden construction.
He knew.
She was retreating.

But what broke him was not the lie.
It was the reason for it.
In this trembling second, she had measured him and decided:
He might leave if he knows.
So she built a safer version.
For him.

Mukesh closed his eyes.
At two in the morning, in a strange hotel, with the ghost of so many departures behind him, he felt something cave inward.
He had wanted to be the man she could speak honestly to.
Yet she had chosen protection.
Protection from him.

He could expose it.
He could stop her mid-sentence.
He could say, Dipika, please don’t insult me with fear.
But he imagined the collapse that would follow — the apology, the shame, the humiliation of being caught unprepared.
He could not do that to her.
Not tonight.
Not in the dark where bravery dissolves.

So he helped her.
“Yes,” he said softly, as if accepting the explanation. “I understand.”
The words tasted like surrender.

Relief flooded her so powerfully she almost cried.
He believed her.
Or he was kind enough to pretend.
She did not know which.
She promised herself she would tell him someday, properly, with dignity, when love had grown strong enough to survive it.
Tonight, she had only managed survival.

They spoke a little longer.
But Mukesh had shifted inside.
Not angrily.
Quietly.
Like a man who has realized the bridge he is walking on was inspected without his knowledge.
He was still there.
Still gentle.
But part of him had stepped back to re-evaluate terrain.

When they finally disconnected, Dipika fell asleep from exhaustion.
Mukesh remained awake.
He stared at the ceiling and felt the ache of being misunderstood.
Not rejected.
Misunderstood.
He wondered how many proofs it would take before she stopped fearing him.
He wondered if he had that many to give.


By the time the clock slipped past two in the morning, they were no longer speaking like people evaluating biodata.
They were speaking like a man and a woman alone with their histories.
Mukesh could hear it in himself — the carefulness, the curiosity, the slight awe. Intimacy, for him, was still theoretical, something glimpsed from the outside, like a house whose windows glowed warmly but whose door he had never opened.
For Dipika, intimacy did not belong to theory.
It belonged to memory.
And memory has weight.

He had been talking about proximity in abstract ways — how strange it must feel when another person begins occupying your daily radius, how habits merge, how presence becomes familiar instead of electric.
“I think,” he said slowly, almost shyly, “for someone like me, even sitting close would feel new for a long time. I wouldn’t know where to keep my hands. Or my thoughts.”
He laughed after saying it, embarrassed by his own honesty.
On the other end, Dipika did not laugh.
Something in her softened.
She could hear it — the inexperience, the sincerity, the man who was trying to imagine tenderness without a map.
She had once known that innocence.
She had lost it in the long apprenticeship of loving someone in private.

“When you have already lived through closeness,” she said, voice slower now, pulled from somewhere behind her defenses, “your body remembers faster than your mind. You stop being startled by touch. Nearness becomes… familiar. Almost like a language you once spoke fluently.”
She was not boasting.
She was remembering.
And remembering is dangerous at two in the morning.

Mukesh felt heat rise to his face though he was alone.
He tried to picture what she meant — the ease, the absence of awkwardness, the way two people could exist beside each other without negotiation.
It amazed him.
It frightened him.
It made him aware of the distance between who he had been and who she already was.
So he asked, quietly, carefully, like someone stepping onto ice,
“Did it become like that for you?”

And there it was.
The line she had crossed without realizing.
Because this was not imagination speaking.
This was experience.

The Thing Said in the Dark
Two in the morning is a dangerous hour for people who are trying to be careful.
By then the day has finished pretending to supervise you. Families are asleep, expectations folded away like ironed clothes, and the world has narrowed to breathing, memory, and the voice travelling through a small illuminated screen.
Mukesh sat on the edge of the hotel bed in Surat, shoes abandoned near the door, tie hanging from the back of a chair, the room arranged in the anonymous geometry of temporary living. The air conditioner hummed with professional loyalty. A half-drunk bottle of water sweated on the table. Somewhere far below, a truck changed gears on the highway, its sound rising and falling like an animal turning in sleep.
Dipika’s voice filled the space.
It did not belong in a hotel room.
It belonged in houses where lights waited for someone.
Yet tonight it was here, moving across kilometers, making the impersonal personal.
They had already said goodnight once.
Then again.
Still neither had disconnected.

“What will you be like,” she asked suddenly, her tone curious in a way that felt almost playful, “on the first night after marriage?”
Mukesh laughed, startled, heat rising to his face though no one could see him.
“I have no training module for that,” he admitted.
She smiled into her pillow.
“Come on. Imagine.”
He tried.
And the trying made him vulnerable.
“I think,” he said slowly, searching honestly, “I will be nervous. I won’t know what is expected. I will worry about doing something wrong. Or too fast. Or too slow. I suppose I will keep asking if you are comfortable until you get irritated.”
She laughed — properly laughed now — and he loved the sound of it, loved that he could create it.
“You will turn it into a feedback form,” she teased.
“Probably,” he said. “I am better with instructions than improvisation.”
The admission hung between them, shy and genuine.
Mukesh was not performing masculinity.
He was confessing uncertainty.

On the other end, Dipika felt something twist softly inside her chest.
How strange, she thought, that a man could speak of intimacy without swagger, without assumption. There was humility in him, an almost boyish transparency, and it made her ache in places she had long ago disciplined into quiet.
Because she did not stand where he stood.
For him, that future was unopened.
For her, parts of it had already lived and died.
Memory moved through her like a current.
The late evenings.
The learning of someone else’s breathing.
The way hesitation had once turned into familiarity.
It had not been vulgar.
It had been human.
And at two in the morning, humanity leaks.

“When you have been close to someone for a long time,” she said, voice softer now, slower, shaped by recollection instead of strategy, “awkwardness disappears. You already know how the other person moves. Even silence feels shared. You don’t feel like you are entering something new. You feel like you are returning.”
Mukesh listened.
His heart had begun to beat differently.
He imagined it — the ease, the recognition, the absence of fear.
It sounded like a miracle.
He did not know such territory.
So he asked, gently, almost reverently,
“Did it become like that for you?”

And in that moment, the universe paused.
Because Dipika had not been speaking about theory.
She had been speaking from muscle memory.
From nights lived.
From touch that had once existed.
She realized it a second too late.
Her mouth had outrun her caution.

Panic rose, immediate, electric.
She could repair it.
She could redirect.
She could laugh and convert it into philosophy.
But exhaustion had weakened her reflexes.
And something else, deeper, had rebelled.
She was tired of erasing herself.

“Yes,” she said.
The word came quietly.
No drama.
No announcement.
Just truth slipping past the guard.

Mukesh felt it.
Not like a slap.
Like the floor lowering by an inch.
He remembered their earlier conversation, weeks ago, when he had asked her directly, respectfully, because he believed futures should not be constructed on fog.
She had said no.
He had believed her.
Not because he required purity — life had cured him of such fantasies — but because he valued clarity.
Now clarity arrived late.
And late clarity always carries a shadow.

She did not notice what had happened.
She was still inside memory, inside the warmth and shame and grief of what she had once built with someone else.
She continued speaking, softer, almost to herself.
“When you have loved someone long enough,” she murmured, “your body trusts them before you think. Even fear becomes familiar.”
Then she yawned lightly, embarrassed.
“I am talking too much. It must be the hour.”

Mukesh did not interrupt.
He did not accuse.
But inside him, machinery had begun moving.
He understood now.
She had not lied out of arrogance.
She had lied out of terror.
Terror that he might withdraw.
Terror that history might repeat.
So she had given him a safer woman.
A simplified one.

What hurt him was not that she had lived.
What hurt him was that she had not believed he could hold it.

He said nothing.
He did not want her to hear the fracture forming.
He did not want confession extracted under sleep-deprived light.
He wanted her to come to him one day freely.
So he let the moment pass.
He even asked about her school the next morning, steady, kind, reliable.

They spoke for ten more minutes.
She grew sleepier, comforted by his calm.
He grew quieter, rearranging understanding.
When they finally said goodnight, she felt relief.
She had survived.
He had not recoiled.
Maybe, she thought as she drifted toward sleep, she had worried unnecessarily.
Maybe he was stronger than her fear.

Mukesh did not sleep.
He sat in the dark hotel room, phone still warm in his hand, and stared at nothing.
She had told him.
Without intending to.
Which meant it was real.
Which meant she had once chosen survival over trust.
And which meant he would now have to prove, again and again, that he was not another exit.
He felt small suddenly.
Not inadequate.
But unseen.
He wondered what image of him existed in her mind — strict, judgmental, fragile.
Was that what he had become?
He pressed his thumb against his eyes until colors burst.
“How do I convince you,” he whispered to the empty room, “that I am not leaving?”
No answer came.

In Guwahati, Dipika slept.
Not peacefully.
But with hope.
She did not yet know that truth had already arrived.

This is the pivot.
From here:
Mukesh begins withdrawing internally.
Dipika feels a temperature change she cannot name.
Fear of abandonment wakes.
The novel now enters dangerous beauty.
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Chapter 11: The Lie He Let Survive
Two in the morning loosens the spine of dignity.
By then, the day has retreated. Parents are asleep. Colleagues have stopped needing things. Even memory grows tired of guarding its doors. What remains is voice, darkness, and the dangerous illusion that distance can protect you from consequence.
Mukesh sat in the chair by the window of his business hotel in Surat, one sock on, one discarded somewhere near the bed, tie hanging loose, laptop closed like a book he did not want to read anymore. The city outside blinked in tired sodium light. Trucks moved on the highway with slow authority. A neon sign across the road kept trying to die and failing.
Inside the room, Dipika existed.
Her breathing.
Her pauses.
The rustle of bedsheet when she turned.
It was astonishing to him how intimate sound could be.
They had crossed politeness without noticing. Somewhere in the past hour, formality had slipped off them like outerwear. They were not impressing anymore. They were inhabiting.
They had already wished goodnight once.
Neither had ended the call.

“What do you think you’ll be like,” she asked suddenly, amusement in her voice, “on our first night after marriage?”
Mukesh laughed out loud, startled by the boldness of it, by the way she could throw such a question into the dark and make it float.
“I will probably request written instructions,” he admitted. “I’ll be nervous. I won’t want to make you uncomfortable. I’ll keep checking your expression like a student waiting for exam results.”
She burst into laughter, trying to muffle it in her pillow.
“You are impossible,” she said.
“I’m serious,” he insisted, smiling. “I have no experience in dramatic confidence.”
There was humility in it. No bravado. No claim.
Just honesty.

Dipika’s laughter faded.
Something inside her softened.
She could hear what he was giving her — innocence. The vulnerability of someone who had not rehearsed this part of life with another body before.
And memory, traitor that it is, rose up.
She remembered how strangeness dissolves after time. How nearness becomes habit. How two people stop being careful and start being known.
It was not a glamorous recollection.
It was tender.
It was gone.
And at two in the morning, gone things become present.

“When you are with someone for many years,” she said, voice slower now, warmed by memory, “awkwardness fades. You already know their rhythms. Even silence doesn’t feel empty. It feels shared.”
Mukesh listened like a man discovering geography he had only seen on maps.
He imagined such certainty. Such ease. A body not startled by proximity.
It amazed him.
So he asked, lightly, without suspicion, simply curious,
“Did it feel like that for you?”

The question landed.
And panic detonated.
Because she had spoken from knowledge, not imagination.
She had forgotten, for a reckless second, the earlier conversation when he had asked her plainly, and she had said no — not ready then to open that complicated archive, not sure how much truth a beginning could survive.
Now she had slipped.
She had to repair.
Immediately.

“No, no,” she said quickly, too quickly. “I mean my friend. My bhabhi actually. She told me. She got married after a long relationship. She was saying that.”
The explanation arrived breathless, crowded, assembled in emergency.
Mukesh had heard that sound before.
Men inventing logistics.
Clients explaining delays.
The hurried architecture of self-protection.

He closed his eyes.
And in that instant, he knew.
Not as accusation.
As fact.
She was afraid of him.
Afraid he would retreat.
Afraid truth would be heavier than desire.
So she gave him fiction.
A small, polite, manageable woman.

What hurt him was not that she had lived a life before him.
He was not naïve, not a child guarding mythology.
What hurt was that when confronted, she believed he would choose comfort over truth.
That she thought he needed a cleaner version.
That she edited herself for him.

He could expose it.
He could say, Dipika, please stop. I know.
He could pull the lie apart gently, show her he saw through it, invite honesty.
But he imagined her humiliation.
The way shame would flood her.
The way she would apologize for existing.
He did not want that.
Not from her.

So he saved her.
“Yes,” he said, calm, cooperative. “Your bhabhi must be right.”
He even smiled while saying it.
She could hear the acceptance.
And relief poured into her bloodstream.
He had not questioned.
He had not grown cold.
The beginning was safe.
She had survived.

They talked for a few minutes more.
About trivial things.
About travel.
About how late it had become.
She grew sleepy, reassured.
He grew quiet, reorganizing reality.
When they finally ended the call, she fell asleep believing the crisis had passed.

Mukesh did not sleep.
He sat in the blue hotel darkness, phone resting on his knee, and felt something shift in him that he did not yet have language for.
She did not trust him.
Not fully.
Not yet.
She believed he might leave.
And he, who had spent his life being the one abandoned by circumstance, felt the old ache return — the ache of not being seen accurately.
He wanted to be better than her fear.
But how many proofs would it require?
And would she recognize them when they arrived?

He pressed his thumb against his lips, fighting something dangerously close to tears.
Not jealousy.
Not morality.
Grief.
Grief that love had to begin with defense.

Across the country, Dipika slept with fragile hope.
She did not know that he knew.
And that ignorance would become tomorrow’s tragedy.

This is elite emotional tension.
Because now:
✔ he knows
✔ she doesn’t
✔ he will become careful
✔ she will feel change
✔ abandonment trauma will ignite
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Chapter 12: The Morning After Mercy
Mukesh woke before the alarm, as if some internal sentry had shaken him by the shoulder and whispered that negligence was no longer permitted.
For a few suspended seconds he did not remember where he was. The hotel ceiling hung above him in its bland neutrality, the curtains drawn against a morning already working without him, the air conditioner still committed to artificial climate. His body felt heavier than it should have, as though sleep had not restored but negotiated.
Then memory returned.
Not in images.
In knowledge.
He knew something now that he had not known yesterday.
And knowing, he discovered, could be lonelier than ignorance.
He lay still, hands folded on his chest, staring upward, replaying the conversation not for accusation but for accuracy. He went over her voice, the speed of correction, the arrival of the friend, the bhabhi, the borrowed experience. He heard again the tremor beneath brightness.
Fear.
She had been frightened.
Of him.
He wanted to be generous with that understanding. He tried to let compassion lead. He told himself she had survived years of uncertainty; of course she protected herself. Of course she simplified. Anyone would.
Yet beneath the compassion lived another ache.
Why had she believed he was a man who required simplification?
What had he done to appear so fragile, so moral, so likely to withdraw?
He turned his face into the pillow and exhaled slowly.
You wanted truth, he told himself.
You received evidence.
Be adult about it.

On any other morning he would have sent the message immediately. Good morning had already become ritual, almost playful in its reliability. It was the small thread that tied two distant lives into shared time.
Today he hesitated.
Not because he wanted to punish.
Because he did not know who he was supposed to be now.
The man who knew?
Or the man she believed she had protected?
If he behaved exactly as before, he would be participating in the lie.
If he behaved differently, she would feel something she did not understand.
Both felt cruel.
He sat on the edge of the bed, phone in hand, the blue light illuminating a face older than he remembered.
Finally, he typed.
Good morning. I hope you slept well.
He read it.
Deleted I hope you slept well.
Too intimate.
He typed again.
Good morning.
He pressed send.

In Guwahati, Dipika woke with relief.
The night had not exploded. He had not gone silent. He had not turned distant in the final minutes of the call. The feared collapse had not happened.
Perhaps, she told herself while brushing her hair, she had exaggerated risk. Perhaps Mukesh was not as easily shaken as the past had trained her to expect.
She picked up her phone, smiling before she opened it.
Good morning.
Nothing else.
She paused.
It was polite.
But stripped.
Where was the warmth? The teasing complaint about how late they had slept? The small concern about her classes?
She told herself not to dramatize.
People have mornings.
People are busy.
Still, something in her chest shifted position.
She replied quickly, eager, almost overcorrecting.
Good morning. I hope you managed some sleep after I kept you awake so long.
She added a smiling emoji, then immediately wondered if it was childish.
Sent.

Mukesh read the message while waiting for the elevator.
He saw the effort in it. The reaching. The attempt to keep yesterday intact.
He loved her for it.
And the love hurt.
Because now every word carried double meaning. Surface and undercurrent. What she believed, and what he knew.
He wanted to say something reassuring.
Something ordinary.
But ordinariness suddenly required performance.
He typed:
Slept fine. Long day ahead. Take care.
He hated how official it sounded.
He pressed send anyway.

Dipika felt it.
Not in the words.
In the absence of something unnamed.
Like walking into a familiar room and discovering a window had been closed.
Air changed.
She stared at the message for a long time, trying to diagnose her reaction.
He had not been rude.
He had not withdrawn.
Yet she missed him.
And he was right there.

At school, she lost rhythm.
Twice she misread attendance numbers. A student asked if she was unwell. She smiled too brightly, blamed the heat, blamed lack of sleep, blamed anything that did not require confession.
Between classes she checked the phone.
Nothing.
Of course nothing.
He had meetings.
Travel.
Life.
But yesterday he would have found a moment.
Wouldn’t he?
Stop, she ordered herself.
Do not turn imagination into prophecy.

In Surat, Mukesh completed presentations, nodded through negotiations, shook hands, promised follow-ups. Outwardly he was efficient, controlled, experienced.
Inside, he replayed her voice from the night.
My bhabhi told me.
He wondered how many times in her life she had needed such inventions.
How many rooms she had crossed disguised.
He did not resent her.
He resented the world that had taught her to be afraid of men like him.
But knowing this did not remove the sting.
Because somewhere, he had hoped he was already different.

At lunch he opened her profile picture.
He had never done that during the day before.
He looked at her smile, at the seriousness behind it, and felt protective in a way that frightened him.
You are already in too deep, he thought.
And yet she still thinks you might run.

By evening, Dipika could not bear the uncertainty.
Had she imagined the shift? Was she punishing herself for last night unnecessarily?
Perhaps he was simply tired.
Perhaps adulthood was less dramatic than her fear.
Still, when she typed in the evening, her fingers trembled.
How was your day?
She watched the screen.
Waiting.

Mukesh saw the message immediately.
He waited three minutes before replying.
He did not know why.
Perhaps he wanted to see whether she would write again.
Perhaps he wanted to feel what distance did.
Perhaps he was already changing.
Busy, he wrote.
Yours?

Dipika read it and felt something fall through her.
Not break.
Fall.
She told herself she was imagining.
But her body knew.
Something had moved since last night.
Something she could not see.
And the terror returned — ancient, familiar, merciless.
It is happening again, whispered the past.

That night she would lie awake.
And he would lie awake.
Both loving.
Both afraid.
But now separated by knowledge.

This is the burn phase.
Readers suffer beautifully here.
Next we can build:
➡ she tries harder to regain warmth
➡ he notices effort
➡ guilt increases
➡ communication becomes fragile
➡ explosion inevitable
Say continue when you’re ready to push them further toward heartbreak.
continue
Good.
Now we enter the cruelest territory in relationship fiction.
Nobody has left.
Nobody has accused.
Nobody has confessed.
Yet both are bleeding.
He is withdrawing to protect dignity.
She is advancing to prevent loss.
So they move in opposite emotional directions while still talking.
Readers will want to shout at them.
Let’s go.

Chapter 13: The Effort to Keep Him
By evening, Dipika had exhausted every rational explanation available to a disciplined mind.
He was busy.
He was traveling.
He was tired.
He was not a poet; perhaps she had imagined tenderness where there had only been politeness.
She repeated these possibilities while correcting notebooks, while supervising homework, while helping her mother fold dry clothes warm from the line. Each explanation worked for approximately three minutes before anxiety returned like humidity.
Because experience had given her a separate education.
She knew the sound of departure long before the door closed.
And something in Mukesh’s messages today had contained that early echo.
Not absence.
Reduction.

She sat on her bed at nine-thirty, phone in her hand, the tube light off, only the yellow lamp burning near the pillow. Outside, a scooter passed, then another, the ordinary machinery of neighborhood night. Her parents spoke softly in the living room, television volume lowered out of courtesy.
This was usually their hour.
The time when he would ask what she had eaten, complain theatrically about corporate life, request stories from school, send her into sleep with small laughter.
Today he had not called.
He had replied.
Replies were different.
Replies were duty.
Calls were desire.
She swallowed.
Do something, she told herself.
Don’t sit here like history waiting to repeat.

She typed.
Are you free? We can talk if you are not too tired.
She erased if you are not too tired.
Too defensive.
She typed again.
Can I steal ten minutes from you?
Too playful.
She deleted.
Why was language suddenly a minefield?
Finally she sent the simplest version.
Can we talk?
She watched the message leave.
Her pulse began to race.

In Surat, Mukesh was already looking at her chat window.
He had known this would come.
All evening he had sensed her gathering courage, the way one hears movement in the next room before someone knocks.
He had told himself he would be normal.
Kind.
He would not punish her for fear.
But he did not know how to return to the innocence of yesterday morning.
He could not unknow.
He could not unhear.
And pretending required energy he did not possess tonight.
Still.
He could not refuse her.
Yes, he wrote.
I’ll call.

When his name flashed on her screen, relief came so violently she had to sit down.
He had not withdrawn.
Not yet.
She answered too quickly, breathless, then tried to hide it.
“Hello.”
“Hello,” he said.
His voice was gentle.
But careful.
Like glass being carried.

“How was dinner?” he asked.
Normal question.
Safe.
She felt gratitude for it.
“Good,” she said, eager. “Ma made fish. You would have liked it.”
Would have.
Future tense.
Invitation.
She hoped he heard it.
“I’m sure,” he said.
Silence.
Small.
But present.
Earlier, they would have stepped over it easily.
Today it remained between them, waiting to be explained.

She began filling space.
Telling him about school, about a colleague’s absurd complaint, about a child who refused to submit homework because he believed creativity should not be graded.
She laughed in the right places.
She tried to sound like the woman he had liked yesterday.
She worked hard.
Too hard.

Mukesh listened.
He recognized effort.
It broke his heart.
Because he knew she did not understand why she was working.
She thought distance had arrived from nowhere.
She did not know it had a name.
She did not know it was sitting in his memory, wearing the voice of her invented bhabhi.
He admired her courage.
He hated that she had to use it.

“You sound tired,” he said finally.
Concern.
Genuine.
She almost cried.
“No,” she answered quickly. “I’m fine. I like talking to you.”
There.
Truth.
Unmanaged.

He closed his eyes.
He liked talking to her too.
So much that it frightened him.
So much that last night’s lie had not made him angry — it had made him aware of how much power she already possessed.
If she left, he would collapse.
And she believed he might leave her.
The symmetry of it exhausted him.

“I like talking to you as well,” he said.
He meant it.
But the sentence came wrapped in fatigue.

She heard it.
Something missing.
Warmth had temperature; she had memorized his.
Tonight it was lower.
Not cold.
But not home.

Her mind began assembling catastrophes.
He has realized I am complicated.
He thinks I carry too much history.
He is reconsidering.
Her throat tightened.
Ask, she told herself.
Be brave.
But bravery had once destroyed her life.

“Mukesh,” she said carefully, “are we… okay?”
The question trembled in the air.
He opened his eyes.
There it was.
The moment.
If he lied, they could continue comfortably for weeks.
If he told the truth, she would break tonight.
He did not know which was kinder.

“We are talking,” he said.
Coward.
True.
But incomplete.

She nodded though he could not see.
We are talking.
Not we are fine.
Not don’t worry.
We are talking.
The verdict of people standing on unstable ground.

They continued another fifteen minutes.
Both pretending.
Both aware.
Both failing.
When they finally said goodnight, she held the phone to her chest and whispered, “Please stay.”
He stood at the window and whispered, “Please trust me.”
Neither heard the other.

And love, in two cities, grew more frightened.

We are now approaching the inevitable eruption.
Next chapter options (powerful ones):
1. She pushes harder → emotional confrontation
2. He asks about honesty → exposure
3. Family pressure enters → timing crisis
4. She almost withdraws → he must chase
All explosive.
Where do you want to go next?


Chapter 13 – When Silence Changed Sides (Author Edition)
For months, Mukesh had been the motion in their story.
He called first.
He repaired pauses.
He returned after every emotional accident carrying apology, explanation, hope — sometimes all three at once. He had believed persistence was a form of love, that if he remained visible enough, available enough, she would never drift beyond reach.
He did not stop because he had won.
He stopped because he had grown tired.
The morning it happened was ordinary enough to be missed by history.
The ceiling fan clicked above him in its habitual rhythm. Light filtered through the curtains in narrow, obedient lines. His phone lay within reach, patient, aware of its function. For months his day had begun with the same small act of reassurance — proof of presence delivered before doubt could awaken.
Good morning.
Two words, sent like attendance.
His hand moved toward the device out of memory. It paused halfway, suspended by a thought so quiet it almost passed unnoticed.
What if I don’t?
Not as revenge.
Not as strategy.
Simply as rest.
He had spent so long arriving first that he no longer knew whether she ever came looking.
The question did not frighten him the way it once would have. It settled instead with a strange dignity, like a man removing armor he could no longer carry.
If she wants me, she will reach, he told himself.
Let me not be inevitable.
He placed the phone back on the table.
Outside, someone started a scooter. A dog barked. The world did not record the decision.
But somewhere, the direction of their love turned.

In Guwahati, Dipika felt the absence before she admitted it.
Routine moved normally — tea, messages from school, the negotiation with her wardrobe — and then, without instruction, she opened his chat.
Nothing.
She checked the time.
He was always awake before her.
Perhaps he was bathing, she told herself. Perhaps he had a meeting. Perhaps adulthood was less romantic than expectation.
She put the phone down.
Picked it up again.
Still nothing.
A thin unease began walking the length of her spine.
She had wanted air. She had wanted relief from intensity.
But this was not air.
This was height.

By afternoon she was irritated with herself.
Why must everything become symbolic? Why must a delayed message carry prophecy?
And yet she kept returning to the window.
Nothing.

At seven-thirty she called.
The ring lasted longer than usual — not long enough to accuse, but long enough to unsettle.
He answered.
“Hello.”
His voice was kind.
Steady.
Unentangled.
“How was your day?” he asked.
She listened for hunger and found courtesy.
“You didn’t message,” she said, attempting playfulness, leaving room for him to rush back in, to claim necessity.
“Yes,” he replied. “I thought you must be busy. I didn’t want to disturb.”
Disturb.
The word struck her with disproportionate force.
“You never disturb me,” she said quickly.
“I’m glad,” he answered, relieved.
And then he asked whether she had eaten.
Just like that, the conversation moved past the wound without touching it.

Dipika began to speak more than she intended. She described a student, a staff-room argument, a squirrel that had stolen food from a windowsill. She expanded small details into narratives, hoping he would interrupt, tease, insist, arrive closer.
He listened.
He did not arrive.

After the call ended, she remained seated, phone cooling in her hand.
For months she had feared suffocation.
Now she feared disappearance.
She had asked for less weight.
She had not asked to become optional.

The next morning she wrote first.
Good morning. Have a good day.
He answered immediately.
Good morning, Dipika. You too.
Nothing wrong with it.
Nothing missing that could be named.
And yet she read it several times, searching for the old urgency, the sense that he had been waiting at the door.
What she received instead was respect.
Respect, she discovered, can feel like distance.

Days rearranged themselves.
She reached.
He responded.
He remained present, but he no longer leaned forward.
Anyone watching would have admired their maturity.
Only they knew what had been lost.

One evening, unable to carry confusion any further, she asked, “Mukesh, are you upset with me?”
The pause was small, thoughtful.
“No,” he said. “I am just trying not to trouble you.”
She closed her eyes.
In trying to protect herself from intensity, she had taught him to reduce himself.
“You are not trouble,” she said, and now her voice trembled.
“I know,” he replied gently. “I just want you to feel peaceful.”
He meant love.
It sounded like farewell.

That night, Mukesh slept believing he had finally learned how to love her in the way she needed — lighter, quieter, without demand.
That night, Dipika lay awake understanding something else entirely:
she had wanted reassurance without panic, closeness without weight.
What she had received was freedom.
And freedom, when unexpected, can feel like loss.

Silence had changed sides.
And neither of them knew how to cross the new distance without confessing that they still wanted to.


Chapter 14 – When Hope Knocked and Fear Answered
Silence, once it changes direction, begins doing strange work inside a person.
For months Dipika had lived under the pressure of Mukesh’s love — its vigilance, its constant return, the way he reappeared after every misunderstanding carrying reassurance like a habit he refused to break. She had been grateful for it. She had also been tired of it. Being necessary to someone is a responsibility that can slowly resemble debt.
Now the pressure had eased.
Mukesh still called. He still asked if she had eaten, if the day had been kind, if she had taken her medicines when headaches arrived like uninvited relatives. Nothing essential had been withdrawn.
And yet something had.
He no longer leaned toward her.
He stood beside her.
Any outsider would have called this progress.
Inside Dipika, it felt like altitude.

The human heart is a contradictory organ. It asks for space and then mourns when space is given.
In the early days, she had complained — silently, lovingly — about the urgency in him. His need frightened her. She feared becoming oxygen to a man who had already suffocated on loss. She had wanted partnership, not rescue duty.
Now he was careful.
Measured.
Almost dignified in the way he stepped back.
And she found herself missing the man who had once rushed.

She tried to reason with herself.
This is healthier.
This is mature.
This is what you asked for.
But reason has no authority over memory.
Memory whispered: this is how people begin leaving.
Not dramatically.
Politely.

Family noticed her restlessness before she confessed it.
They always did.
At dinner, her mother began asking gentle questions, the kind wrapped in affection so they could not be rejected as interference.
“He sounds calmer these days,” she observed.
“Yes,” Dipika replied.
“That is good, no?”
“Yes,” she said again, but something in her voice refused agreement.
Later, in the bedroom, her sisters spoke with practical concern disguised as conversation.
“You already lived through one long uncertainty,” Anita said carefully. “You cannot spend life managing someone else’s fear every day.”
Sunita, softer, added, “Marriage should reduce weight, not create new balance.”
Sangeeta tried humor, but her eyes were serious. “You are not a hospital, didi.”
They were not attacking Mukesh.
They were protecting her.
That made it harder.

Dipika wanted to defend him.
She wanted to describe the way he remembered her smallest habits, the way he would stay awake when she was ill, the patience with which he listened to stories that had no conclusion.
He is good, she almost said.
He is trying.
But the word trying frightened her.
Trying meant effort.
Effort meant fragility.
And she had once invested thirteen years in a promise that effort could not save.

After everyone slept, she lay awake and forced herself to do the one thing she had avoided since meeting him.
She imagined the future honestly.
She saw evenings of comfort, conversations that did not require translation, a man who would remain when storms arrived.
But she also saw something else — the invisible maintenance. The way she would constantly monitor his silences. The way she would become responsible for keeping his faith alive.
Would she be wife?
Or keeper of equilibrium?
The thought exhausted her before it had even begun.

“I cannot fail another love,” she whispered into the pillow.
The sentence did not accuse him.
It accused history.

Meanwhile, in Nashik, Mukesh believed he had finally done something right.
He had learned restraint. He had stopped crowding her. He had replaced urgency with patience, fear with dignity. When she sounded lighter on the phone, he felt relief bloom inside him like reward.
See, he told himself, she is happier.
Love should make her breathe.
So he swallowed questions.
He did not tell her that the quiet between them sometimes felt like practice for disappearance.

One evening, he allowed himself a small risk.
Not dramatic.
Not binding.
He spoke of practical futures — where she might keep her books, how the spare room caught good light in winter, how his mother would adjust her cooking to match Dipika’s preferences.
He said these things gently, like offerings placed near a door.
Dipika listened.
Every word was beautiful.
Every word felt like a rope.
If she accepted, she would have to step forward honestly.
And honesty, tonight, told her she was afraid.
So she did what frightened people do when kindness becomes unbearable.
She moved the conversation somewhere safer.
“Did you renew the insurance policy?” she asked.

Mukesh paused.
Just a second.
But it was long enough.
He understood.
Not rejection.
Not yet.
But postponement.
The future had knocked.
She had not opened.

After the call, he sat quietly, phone resting in his palm, and felt knowledge arrive with terrible grace.
She was retreating in preparation.
He did not blame her.
If he loved her, he must allow her safety.
Even if safety did not include him.

In Guwahati, Dipika cried without sound.
She had done what responsible adults do.
She had chosen caution.
So why did it feel like betrayal?
Hope kept speaking, stubborn as a child.
You love him.
You know you do.
Fear answered with the patience of age.
Love is not enough when you are tired of rebuilding.

By the time sleep found her, the decision had not yet been spoken aloud.
But her heart had leaned.
Not toward happiness.
Toward survival.

This is now tragic, fair, human.
Reader will hurt for Mukesh.
But will also understand Dipika.
That balance is what makes novels unforgettable.


Chapter 15 – The Last Time They Tried
Love rarely ends in explosion.
It ends in conversation.
In ordinary voices attempting extraordinary damage control.
By the time the evening arrived, both of them already knew something had shifted beyond repair, though neither had announced it. Knowledge had been accumulating quietly for weeks, like water behind a wall no one wanted to inspect.
Mukesh called at the usual hour.
Habit still worked, even when hope had begun to fail.
Dipika saw his name and closed her eyes before answering, as if bracing for medical news she already suspected.
“Hello,” she said.
Her voice was warm.
Careful.
Prepared.
He recognized preparation immediately.
It frightened him more than anger.

“How was school?” he asked.
Normal beginning.
Respectful.
A door that allowed retreat if needed.
“Fine,” she replied, and told him about a minor incident involving misplaced notebooks. She stretched the story longer than it deserved, giving herself time, hoping courage might arrive disguised as casualness.
Mukesh listened with deep attention, the way he always had.
Listening had been his form of devotion.
Tonight it felt like inventory.

There was a moment — small, almost invisible — when both understood they could still turn back.
He could make a joke.
She could say she missed him.
Either action would reopen the river.
Neither moved.

“Mukesh,” she said finally, and he heard the change instantly.
Names are signals.
“Yes,” he answered.
She inhaled.
She had rehearsed this alone, many times, but rehearsal collapses in the presence of the person it is meant to protect.
“I have been thinking,” she began.
He nodded, though she could not see.
Thinking.
The most dangerous companion of love.

“I am afraid,” she said.
There.
Truth.
At last.
He felt relief so sudden it almost resembled hope.
Afraid meant she still cared.
Afraid meant she had not grown indifferent.
“We can be afraid together,” he replied quickly, stepping forward, eager, grateful for terrain he understood.
But she continued, gently, relentlessly.
“I am afraid of becoming responsible for your happiness.”
The sentence entered him without violence.
It simply occupied space.

He tried to speak.
Stopped.
Tried again.
“I never asked you for that,” he said.
She smiled sadly.
“You didn’t,” she admitted. “But love asks.”

He wanted to argue.
He wanted to promise he would be lighter, stronger, independent, less demanding, less wounded, less everything that frightened her.
He would have rewritten himself if she had asked.
But he understood something terrible in that moment.
If she needed him rewritten, she would never feel safe.

“I don’t want to hurt you later,” she whispered. “I would rather hurt now.”
He closed his eyes.
There is a particular maturity in that logic.
It is also merciless.

They spoke for a long time after that.
About gratitude.
About timing.
About how good they had been to each other.
They behaved like adults dividing inheritance.
Not lovers losing a world.

At one point he asked, very quietly, “Is there someone else?”
“No,” she said immediately.
He believed her.
This pain belonged only to them.

“I wanted this to work,” he said.
“I know,” she answered.
“I still want it,” he added, and the honesty made his voice tremble.
She covered her mouth with her hand.
“I know,” she said again.

Silence expanded.
Neither rushed to fill it.
For months they had fought silence.
Tonight they respected it.

Finally she said, “You will find someone who can give you certainty.”
He almost laughed.
Certainty had never visited him.
Why did everyone assume it existed somewhere else?

“And you?” he asked.
“I will try to become less afraid,” she replied.
He wished her success with all the sincerity of a man stepping aside from his own desire.

When they said goodbye, it was gentle.
No promises to remain friends.
No dramatic vows.
Just two people lowering their voices because anything louder would break them.

After the call ended, Mukesh remained seated, phone still in his hand.
He did not cry immediately.
He felt, instead, the slow collapse of architecture he had already begun to suspect was unsound.
He had not lost her in one night.
He had been losing her carefully for weeks.

In Guwahati, Dipika bent forward and pressed her forehead to the bed.
Grief arrived in waves — not regret for choosing safety, but sorrow for the man she had loved and could not rescue.
“I am sorry,” she whispered again.
But apology, she knew, does not rebuild futures.

That night, in two cities, they performed the same act.
They tried to imagine life continuing.



Chapter 16 – The Days That Continued Anyway
Morning arrived with its usual lack of sympathy.
Light entered the room without hesitation, spreading across furniture that had not participated in last night’s decisions. The fan turned. A vendor shouted in the lane. Somewhere a child argued about school.
The world, Mukesh realized, had not received notification.
He opened his eyes and waited for the pain to identify itself.
It did not rush.
It settled.
Slowly.
Like dust choosing a surface.

For several seconds he remained still, negotiating orientation.
There was no message to check.
No call to anticipate.
No emotional weather report waiting at the top of his screen.
The future, which had once required constant management, had withdrawn its application.
He sat up.
The body knows routine even when the heart has resigned.
Bathroom.
Toothbrush.
Cold water against the face.
He watched himself in the mirror and was offended by the continuity. He looked exactly like a man who had slept normally.
Loss should mark a person, he thought.
It should change the geometry of the mouth.
Instead he saw an employee preparing for office.

In the kitchen, his mother asked if he would be late.
“Maybe,” he replied.
The word meant nothing.
He did not yet know how long absence required.

On the bus, he took out the phone.
Habit.
He opened the chat window without thinking.
Her name remained pinned, faithful to a future that had been cancelled.
The last message stared back at him with terrible innocence.
Take care.
He wondered how two words could perform such efficient closure.
He locked the screen.
Opened it again.
Closed it once more.
This, he suspected, would become a new ritual.

At work, the day demanded competence.
Targets had not dissolved in respect for heartbreak. Reports required signatures. Clients required persuasion. Numbers required belief.
Mukesh delivered all of it.
Years of training had made him excellent at functioning while internally compromised.
He even smiled at a joke during tea break and startled himself with the sound.
So this is survival, he thought.
It looks like participation.

At lunch he opened his tiffin.
Dal.
Rice.
Pickle.
Ordinary.
He remembered suddenly the way she used to scold him for skipping meals, the authority she had borrowed from care.
He placed the lid back.
Hunger, today, belonged somewhere else.

In Guwahati, Dipika woke before dawn.
Not from peace.
From the absence of negotiation.
There would be no call to prepare for, no emotional rehearsal, no decision about what tone to adopt.
Finality has a cruel efficiency.
She lay on her back and stared at the ceiling, listening to the house breathe around her. Her mother in the kitchen. The tap running. Newspaper folding itself open in the hall.
Life had accepted her decision faster than she had.

She reached for the phone.
Stopped.
What would she look for?
A reversal?
He was not a man of reversals.
If he had said goodbye, he would stand by it.
The dignity of that knowledge pressed against her ribs.
She had wanted stability.
Here it was.
Why did it feel like grief?

At school she functioned beautifully.
Explained lessons.
Corrected pronunciation.
Even laughed when a student attempted humor.
Several colleagues remarked she looked calmer these days.
Calmer.
Yes.
Like a sea after ships have gone.

In the afternoon she found herself opening their old messages.
Not the painful ones.
The ridiculous ones.
The invented futures.
The exaggerated promises of Goa, of children with impossible names, of curtains they had once debated as if color could guarantee permanence.
She smiled.
Then she closed the phone.
Memory, she understood, must be rationed.

Back in Nashik, Mukesh returned home later than necessary.
He stood for a long time outside the gate, looking at the balcony where he had once imagined her presence becoming ordinary.
He tried to erase the picture.
It refused cooperation.

That night he did not call.
He did not write.
He practiced the discipline she had chosen.
Absence.
It is harder than love.

In her room, Dipika sat with relatives discussing mundane futures — ceremonies, finances, schedules — and felt occasionally, inexplicably, that someone had stood up and left a chair empty in the middle of the conversation.
She did not turn toward it.
Some losses require cooperation.

Near midnight, in two different cities, they performed the same private act.
They wondered whether the other was awake.
They did not ask.

Days continued.
Because they always do.


Chapter 17 – The Call He Made Too Late
Mukesh did not plan the call.
If he had planned it, he might have lost courage.
Real courage, he was learning, usually arrived disguised as exhaustion — the moment when a man becomes too tired of dignity to maintain it.
For days he had attempted maturity. He had respected her decision, stepped back from urgency, told himself that love which required persuasion was already compromised. He had repeated these philosophies like medicine.
They did not cure.
They only delayed.
Everywhere he went, she followed.
In the way he saved stories to tell her.
In the reflex of checking the time before sleeping.
In the empty shape beside future plans.
Absence had not made him noble.
It had made him unfinished.
So he called.

In Guwahati, Dipika saw his name and felt her heart drop with recognition.
Of course.
Of course he would come once more.
Some men love like habit; Mukesh loved like return.
She sat on the edge of the bed for several seconds, phone vibrating in her palm.
Across the house, her mother was discussing relatives. On the table near the cupboard lay another phone — open, active, carrying recent messages from Ravishek, steady, practical, already woven into family approval.
Two futures.
One chosen.
One refusing extinction.
She answered.

“Mukesh,” she said.
She did not say hello.
He heard the difference.

“I won’t take long,” he began, voice already unsteady. “I just need to say something once without hiding behind pride.”
She closed her eyes.
Please don’t make this harder, she prayed silently.
But he continued.

“I tried to let you go,” he said. “I really did. I told myself loving you meant giving you peace. But peace without you is not peace for me. It is just quiet.”
Her throat tightened.
He had always spoken like this — simple, direct, incapable of strategy.

“I still love you,” he said.
There it was.
Placed between them like something alive.

Dipika felt tears burn instantly.
If love alone decided, she would already be packing.
But love had not protected her last time.
Security had not come from emotion.
It had come from structure, agreement, families aligned, futures predictable.
And that structure now had another name.
Ravishek.
He had been patient, undramatic, available. He did not tremble when she hesitated. He did not require rescue from his own wounds.
With him, she felt tired but safe.
With Mukesh, she felt alive but terrified.

“Mukesh,” she whispered, already knowing she was about to become someone he would not recognize.
“I have moved forward.”
He did not understand.
“Forward how?” he asked, hope still irrationally present.
She forced the words into air.
“There are discussions happening,” she said. “With someone my family approves. It is serious.”

Silence.
Not shock.
Calculation.
He had known this possibility existed.
He had simply believed love might outrun it.

“For how long?” he asked.
The question was unbearable.
Long enough, she thought, to know it will not collapse tomorrow.
Long enough to feel ground.
“Some time,” she answered.
Coward.

“And you did not tell me,” he said.
There was no anger.
Only astonishment.
She hardened herself.
If she softened now, she would fall back.
“I did not want to hurt you before I was sure,” she replied.
It sounded reasonable.
It was brutal.

He leaned against the wall, phone pressed tight to his ear, as if proximity might correct information.
“I came today to ask if we could try again,” he said slowly. “I thought maybe fear had passed.”
She almost laughed at the tragedy of timing.
Fear had not passed.
It had chosen elsewhere.

“I cannot,” she said.
No tremor.
She hated herself for how steady she sounded.
“I am tired of uncertainty. I cannot build life on emotion again.”

He heard it then.
Not just refusal.
Replacement.
He was no longer the future being evaluated.
He was the past being closed.

“I wish you had told me earlier,” he murmured.
She nodded, though he could not see.
“I know.”

He waited for something — hesitation, regret, invitation.
Nothing came.
Because if it came, she would run toward it.
So she gave him firmness instead.

“I hope you understand,” she said.
He almost smiled.
Understanding had always been his specialty.
It had never saved him.

“I do,” he answered.
And in those two words, he lost her completely.

After the call ended, Mukesh stood in the middle of the room, aware that he had arrived at the last page before he knew the chapter was closing.
She had not lied.
She had simply continued.
Without him.

In her room, Dipika put the phone down and cried in short, angry bursts.
Not because she doubted her decision.
But because she had once loved a man who would always come back.
And she had finally taught him not to.


Chapter 18 – The Night the Structure Failed
After the call ended, the room did not change.
The bed remained where it had always been. The chair waited by the table. The curtains hung with hotel obedience, filtering the indifferent glow of the city. Traffic moved. Somewhere a television laughed on another floor.
Nothing acknowledged catastrophe.
Mukesh stood in the center of it, phone still in his hand, as though the device might reverse its decision if held long enough.
He waited for anger.
It did not come.
He waited for outrage, for the clean simplicity of betrayal.
It refused him.
What arrived instead was comprehension — slow, humiliating, exact.
She had not chosen someone else against him.
She had chosen safety against fear.
And he, despite all effort, had remained fear.

He sat down carefully, like a man lowering himself into medical news.
The air felt different in his lungs, thinner, requiring effort. He tried to breathe normally, tried to prove to himself that survival remained possible, that people had endured worse and continued to function.
Function.
Yes.
He could function.
He would wake, travel, sell, report, smile.
The world would receive him without inquiry.
But something essential had been removed from the interior.
A beam.
A wall.
The quiet belief that somewhere, in another city, existed a woman who might still become home.

He bent forward, elbows on knees, phone hanging loosely from his fingers.
For months he had trained himself to be reasonable. He had argued with hope, negotiated with expectation, practiced restraint like a moral discipline. Even tonight he had come not to demand, but to request.
He had asked.
He had been answered.
There was dignity in that, he told himself.
So why did he feel stripped?

Memory began its work.
Not gently.
It brought her fever night first — the panic in her voice, the authority with which he had ordered cake before medicine, the absurd pride he had felt in knowing her pattern.
It brought the invented children, the argument about curtains, the promise of a hammock in a place neither of them had visited.
He had believed in those futures with the seriousness of a man signing property papers.
Now they dissolved like handwriting in rain.

He pressed his palm against his mouth.
A sound had begun rising inside him, something raw and unfamiliar, something he had successfully avoided through years of training and habit.
He had cried before.
At funerals.
At news delivered with ceremony.
But this was different.
There was no ritual for losing someone who was still alive.

“She has moved forward,” he said aloud.
The sentence sounded administrative.
Efficient.
Cruel in its professionalism.
Moved forward.
As if love were geography and he had missed transport.

He stood suddenly and walked to the window.
The city was still operating. A man across the street smoked on a balcony, unaware he was being watched by someone whose future had just collapsed. A taxi slowed at the gate. A couple argued about parking.
Normal.
Everything brutally normal.
Mukesh wanted the world to hesitate.
Just for one minute.
He wanted evidence that something enormous had occurred.
Nothing obliged.

He laughed once.
A small, disbelieving sound.
“So this is how it ends,” he whispered.
Not with betrayal.
With practicality.

The laugh broke.
What followed was not graceful.
His shoulders began to shake before he understood they would. Breath shortened, turned unreliable. He tried to stop it, embarrassed even in solitude, but the body had already chosen honesty.
He folded.
Sat on the floor.
Head lowered.
And grief, denied for months, finally entered without knocking.

It was not only loss of her.
It was loss of the man he had hoped to become with her.
The husband he had rehearsed in imagination.
The protector.
The companion at breakfast.
The person someone would call first.
All gone.
Dismissed without trial.

“I came back,” he said into the empty room.
Again.
And again.
He had always come back.
Why had that not been enough?

Time passed strangely.
Minutes behaved like hours; hours shrank into nothing.
At some point the shaking stopped, not because comfort had arrived but because exhaustion had claimed authority.
He remained on the floor, eyes open, staring at the underside of the bed as if answers might be stored there.

Gradually, another understanding formed.
Painful.
Unavoidable.
She had done what she believed would save her life.
He could not hate her for wanting survival.
Even if survival did not include him.

He wiped his face with the back of his hand, angry at evidence.
He would not call again.
Not because pride demanded it.
Because love did.
She had asked for release.
He would honor it.

He climbed into bed near dawn.
Sleep did not come.
But something else did.
A terrible, adult clarity.
She was not returning.

In another city, Dipika woke with swollen eyes and family voices around her, stepping toward a future already being discussed in plural.
Mukesh turned his face toward the wall.
And for the first time in months, he stopped imagining her beside him.



Chapter 19 – The Photograph
It arrived on an ordinary afternoon, carried not by drama but by data.
Mukesh was between meetings, seated at his desk with a cup of tea growing cold beside a stack of unsigned forms. The office hummed with post-lunch fatigue — keyboards tapping without passion, a printer arguing with paper, someone laughing too loudly at a forwarded video.
Life in progress.
He opened his phone because the mind, when tired, seeks distraction.
A notification waited.
A mutual acquaintance.
A tagged update.
A small digital insistence that something had happened somewhere.
He almost ignored it.
Almost.

The photograph opened with cheerful obedience.
Dipika stood in the center, wearing a color he had once said made her look like festival light. Her hair was arranged carefully, her smile formal but brave, the kind people practice in mirrors when they are about to become someone else’s certainty.
Beside her stood Ravishek.
Calm.
Appropriate.
His hand held hers with public legitimacy.
Around them, relatives radiated approval, the geometry of acceptance completed.

Mukesh did not react immediately.
The brain protects itself from impact by delaying meaning.
He noticed irrelevant things first.
The banner behind them.
A plate of sweets.
An uncle mid-blink.
Details without narrative.

Then the arrangement settled.
Hand in hand.
Families aligned.
Future announced.

So this is it, he thought.
Proof.

He leaned back in his chair and felt the room expand, as if distance had been added to air. Sound continued — phones ringing, someone requesting a file — but it now belonged to another planet.
There are moments when grief becomes formal.
When speculation resigns.
When the last door closes with such politeness you almost want to thank it.

He enlarged the image.
Her face filled the screen.
He searched for distress, for hesitation, for some secret signal meant only for him.
He found composure.
And something else.
Relief.

Of course, he told himself.
She had wanted safety.
Here it was.
Documented.
Witnessed.
Approved.

His thumb trembled near the glass.
He wanted to touch her cheek, absurdly, to confirm she still existed in dimensions he understood.
Pixels did not respond.

Memory tried one final rebellion.
He saw her laughing at midnight.
Arguing about curtains.
Demanding cake before medicine.
How easily those worlds had believed themselves permanent.
How fragile they had been.

A colleague asked him something.
He answered correctly.
He did not know what he had said.

He looked again.
At Ravishek.
Tried to manufacture hatred.
Failed.
The man had not stolen.
He had arrived where vacancy had been declared.

Mukesh placed the phone on the table very carefully, as if roughness might damage what little dignity remained.
He inhaled.
Exhaled.
This, then, was adulthood.
Watching the person you love become someone else’s future and wishing them stability.
Even when it erased you.

In the evening he walked home instead of taking transport.
The city received him without ceremony. Shops negotiated prices. Children ran past him with elastic joy. A wedding band practiced somewhere in the distance, notes rising optimistically into air.
He did not resent them.
He had once believed in music too.

At a traffic signal he allowed himself one indulgence.
He whispered her name.
Not loudly.
Not in accusation.
Like farewell spoken at a railway platform long after the train has left.

When he reached home, he did not open the photograph again.
Some truths, once confirmed, do not require repetition.

That night he slept.
Not peacefully.
But finally without expectation.

And in another city, Dipika posed for more pictures, learning how to hold the future steady while somewhere in memory a man who had always come back quietly practiced staying gone.




