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For Maa

Who taught me that love does not need an occasion.
And whose silence, even now, says everything.

Mirza Ghalib.

"Kabhi Kabhi Alfaaz Nahin Hote, Kaifiyat Bayan Karne Ko,
Bas Dil Karta Hai Ghalib, Koi Samjha Le, Sambhal Le, Samet Le."







FOREWORD

There are conversations I never got to finish.

Not because we ran out of time in the ordinary sense — not
because of a rushed goodbye at a doorstep or a call cut short. But
because life, in its quiet and relentless way, closed a door I didn't
know was closing. And on the other side of it was my parent, and
everything I still wanted to say.

This book was born from that silence.

It began as something private — notes written in the margins of
grief, questions folded into memory, words I kept rehearsing for
someone who could no longer hear them. I wrote about the meals
we shared and the ones we didn't. About the things said in anger
that I wish I could unsay, and the tender things left unspoken
because I assumed there would always be more time. There is
never as much time as we assume.

‘What surprised me, as I wrote, was how much love lives inside
incompleteness. How a relationship doesn't end when a person
leaves — it simply changes form. It becomes something you carry,
something you keep returning to, turning over in your hands like
an old photograph trying to remember the day it was taken.

I wrote this for myself, first. And then I realised I was writing it
for anyone who has ever loved someone and still had things left
to say. Anyone who has stood in a room that used to hold someone
and felt the weight of all that remains.

These are my unfinished conversations. Perhaps, in reading them,
you will find a few of your own.

Khan Atiq Marif Khan
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INTRODUCTION
THE WORDS WE SWALLOWED

“The most painful goodbyes are the ones never said,
and the most unfinished conversations are
the ones we kept postponing for a better day.”

It was during Covid that the silence finally spoke.

Not loudly. Not with drama. It arrived the way a winter morning
does — quietly, completely, with a cold that settles into your
bones before you even realize the season has changed. My mother
was gone. And in her absence, I found something I had not
expected to find: the shape of every conversation we never had.

I thought about the calls. The umpteen number of calls we made
to each other across the distance — she in Vadodara, I somewhere
between Bongaigaon and the head office, always moving, always
arriving somewhere new, always carrying the quiet intention of
visiting her soon. Soon. That word, I have come to understand, is
one of the most expensive words in the human vocabulary. It costs
us nothing to say. And everything when time runs out.

Between the office pressures and the deputation in Assam,
between the reports and the meetings and the transfers, life had a
remarkable ability to fill every available space. There was always
areason to postpone the visit to Vadodara. A deadline. A journey.
A tomorrow that always seemed generous enough to hold
whatever today could not.

And then, suddenly, there was no more tomorrow.
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What the pandemic took from so many of us was not just the
people we loved. It took the conversations we had saved for later.
It took the hugs we assumed we still had time for. It created a void
— not just in our homes and our routines — but in the very
language of our families. A silence so complete that you begin to
hear, for the first time, all the things you never said.

This book was born from that silence.

It is not a book about grief, though grief lives in these pages. It is
not a book about regret, though you may find yourself nodding at
its edges. It is a book about something more urgent, more alive,
more full of possibility than either of those things: it is a book
about the conversations we can still have.

If you are in your middle years — standing as many of us do,
between aging parents and adult children, between the family you
came from and the family you created — then you already know
the peculiar loneliness of that position. You speak, but sometimes
you are not heard. You love, but sometimes that love does not
quite cross the distance. You feel the years moving, and with
them, the quiet fear that the most important things remain unsaid.

This book is for you.

Together, we will walk through the echoes of how we learned to
communicate — or not communicate — in our families of origin.
We will examine the invisible walls that rise between generations,
and why we so often talk past the people we love most. We will
sit, gently, with the conversations we keep postponing with our
aging parents. We will learn how to speak a new language with
our adult children — not the language of authority, but the
language of companionship.

And above all, we will build bridges. Not grand, dramatic bridges
that require enormous courage all at once — but the small, steady,
daily bridges that connection is truly made of. A phone call made
today instead of tomorrow. A question asked instead of assumed.
A silence broken, gently, with truth.
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My mother’s absence taught me that every conversation has a
season. Miss the season, and the conversation is gone forever. But
for as long as there is still someone on the other side to listen, the
season 1S not yet over.

Begin the conversation. Begin it now.

A moment to reflect:

Is there a conversation you have been postponing? A parent you have been
meaning to call? A child you have been meaning to truly listen to? Before
you turn the page, sit with that thought for a moment.

This book begins there — in that honest, tender space.
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CHAPTER 1

ECHOES — HOW WE LEARNED TO
COMMUNICATE

“The roots below the earth claim no rewards

Jor making the branches fruitfil.”

— Rabindranath Tagore

Before we ever spoke our first deliberate word, we were already

learning.

We were learning from the pitch of a voice that called us to dinner.
From the quality of silence that fell after an argument. From the
way a hand reached out — or didn’t. From whether tears were
welcomed in that house, or quietly discouraged. From whether
love was a word that was spoken aloud, or something understood
only in gestures — in a hot meal, a pressed school uniform, a light
left on.

Every family has its own language. And we, as children, become
fluent in it long before we realize we are being taught.

In my childhood home, the language was warm and alive.

Emotions were not hidden behind closed doors or buried beneath
polite smiles. They moved through the house like weather —
sometimes sunny, sometimes stormy, always honest. Joy was
celebrated with full-throated laughter. Worry was spoken out
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loud rather than carried in silence. And love — love was not a
word rationed for special occasions. It was woven into ordinary

days.
At the centre of all of this was my mother.

She was the one who set the emotional temperature of our home.
Not through control or drama, but through a quiet, steady
presence that made everyone around her feel that it was safe to be
exactly who they were. She had a gift that I have come to
appreciate more deeply with every passing year: she knew how to
be with people in their difficult moments. Not to fix. Not to advise.
Simply to be there, fully, without flinching.

Even the neighbours in the township (Blessed to have lived in a
multi cultural township) were mesmerized by her presence and
grace. The willingness to support women who had just been
transferred and also making them comfortable was appreciated by
one and all. The best part was that she herself studied from
Marathi medium however she learnt Gujarati during our
education and she imparted tuitions to kids in Gujarati coming to
the township from various postings pan india. The making of
Mathiya, gujiya collaboratively during festivals is something we
cherished many years.

It was in conflict that her truest nature revealed itself.

Where others hardened in the heat of disagreement, she softened.
She had an extraordinary ability to hold her ground without
raising her walls. To disagree without withdrawing. To stay in
the conversation even when it was uncomfortable — not because
she was fearless, but because she understood, instinctively, that
the conversation was the relationship. To leave it unfinished was
to leave something essential broken.

She never let the sun set on an unresolved argument. Not as a rule
she followed, but as a truth she lived by.

I remember one evening — I must have been eleven or twelve
when I had said something sharp to her “you do not take us on
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vacations look mitul has been to Singapore this time”, the way
children sometimes do, thoughtlessly, testing the borders of love.
Honestly, I had expected silence. Or perhaps the particular kind
of hurt that mothers carry quietly, which is somehow worse than
anger. Instead, she came and sat beside me — not across from me,
but beside me — and simply waited. She did not demand an
apology. She did not explain what I had done wrong. She just
stayed there, close enough that I could feel the warmth of her
presence, until the stubbornness in my chest slowly gave way, and
I found myself leaning into her without quite knowing why. No
words were exchanged that I can still recall. But something was
healed. That, I understood only much later, was the most
sophisticated form of communication I have ever witnessed — the
kind that does not speak, and yet leaves nothing unsaid.

I carried her warmth with me when I left home. I carried it
through years of work, through deputation and transfers, through
the long distances between Bongaigaon and Vadodara, through
all the cities and corridors and conference rooms that life led me
nto.

But somewhere along the way, I began to struggle to express it.

This, I have learned, is one of the most common and least spoken-
about experiences of midlife. We do not become cold. We do not
stop caring. We simply get buried. Under the weight of
responsibility, of professional identity, of the daily demands that
press in from every direction. The warmth is still there — like an
ember under ash. But it requires intention to let it breathe, to let
it be seen.

And intention, in a busy life, is always the first casualty.

6 | The Unfinished Conversations



Ask yourself this, honestly: How did the people who raised you
communicate?

Did they speak their feelings or swallow them? Did they repair
after conflict, or simply move on in silence, pretending the rupture
had healed itself? Did they say “I love you” with words, or did they
say it with sacrifice — with the early mornings and the late nights
and the things they quietly gave up so you could have more?

The answers to these questions are not just memories. They are
instructions — instructions your nervous system received before
your mind was old enough to question them. They shaped how
safe you feel expressing vulnerability. How quickly you reach out
after a disagreement. Whether you wait to be approached or
whether you are the one who approaches.

Understanding this is not about blame. It is about illumination.
When we can see the pattern, we can choose whether to continue
it or to consciously write a new one.

Because the echoes of our childhood homes do not simply fade
with time. They reverberate forward — into our marriages, our
friendships, our workplaces, and most powerfully of all, into the
way we communicate with our own children.

The first step toward better conversations with the people we love
is not a new technique or a carefully rehearsed script. It is
something far simpler and far more demanding:

It is the courage to listen to our own echoes.

“Kuch na kaha aur sab kuch keh diya,
Aankhon ne baat karli, hont khamosh rahe.”

(Nothing was said and yet everything was said —
the eyes spoke, while the lips remained silent.)

— Nida Fazli
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A moment to reflect:

Think of one person from your childhood who shaped how you
communicate today. What did they teach you — through their words,
thetr silences, or the way they handled difficult moments? And how much

of that teaching are you still carrying, unexamined, into your
relationships right now?

Write it down if you can. The act of naming our echoes is already the
beginning of choosing something new.
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CHAPTER 2

THE GAP — WHY GENERATIONS
STRUGGLE TO HEAR EACH OTHER

“Hazaaron khwahishen aisi ke har khwahish pe dam nikle,
bahut nikle mere armaan lekin phir bhi kam nikle.”

(Thousands of desires, each worth dying for — many of
them I have realized, yet I yearn for more.)

— Mirza Ghalib

There is a particular kind of loneliness that no one warns you
about.

It is the loneliness of sitting in the same room as someone you
love deeply — your aging parent, your adult child — and realising
that you are, in some essential way, speaking entirely different
languages. The words are the same. The grammar is familiar. But
the meaning, the intention, the emotional frequency beneath the
words — that is where the gap opens, wide and quiet, like a river
neither of you quite knows how to cross.

This gap is not a failure of love. It is a consequence of time — of
the different worlds each generation inhabits, the different lessons
life has pressed into them, the different emotional vocabularies
they have been given or denied.
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Of all the forces that drive generations apart, none is more quietly
powerful than the collision of values.

Values are not opinions. They are not preferences we chose on a
Tuesday afternoon. They are the deep, almost invisible
architecture of how we believe life should be lived — what
deserves our time, our tears, our sacrifice. And they are forged,
slowly, in the particular furnace of our generation’s experience.

Those of us who grew up in an earlier era were shaped by scarcity,
by duty, by the quiet dignity of endurance. We learned that
strength meant carrying your weight without complaint. That
emotions, particularly the difficult ones, were best kept inward —
not because they were shameful, but because the world did not
have much patience for them. Stoicism was not a philosophy. It
was a survival skill.

And yet, within that stoic exterior, feelings ran deep. Love ran
deep. The problem was never the feeling. It was the expression.
Or rather, the lack of'it.

The younger generation has inherited a different world entirely.

They have grown up in a time that celebrates emotional fluency
— that names feelings, examines them, shares them openly,
sometimes even publicly. They have been told, repeatedly, that
vulnerability is strength. That speaking your truth is not
weakness but courage. That asking for what you need is not
demanding, but healthy.

And so, when they bring this openness home — when they want
to talk about feelings at the dinner table, when they ask questions
that feel uncomfortably direct, when they name things that we
were taught to leave unnamed — we can find ourselves retreating.
Not from them. But from the unfamiliar terrain of that kind of
honesty.

This is where the misreading begins.
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The child reads the parent’s stoicism as coldness. As indifference.
As not caring enough to engage. The parent reads the child’s
emotional expressiveness as fragility. As self-absorption. As
making too much of things that simply need to be borne.

Neither reading is accurate. But both feel absolutely true to the
person holding them. And that is the tragedy of the gap — it is
built not from malice or indifference, but from the simple, painful
fact that we each interpret the other through the lens of our own
formation.

I have felt this gap from both sides, and I will not pretend that
either was comfortable.

As achild of my parents’ generation, I sometimes wished they had
said more — that the love I knew they felt had found more words,
more open expression. And as a parent myself, I have sometimes
stood on the other side of that same wish, watching my children
navigate a world of emotional fluency that did not come as
naturally to me, wondering whether my restraint looked, to them,
like distance.

The middle place — between the generation that raised you and
the generation you raised — is one of the most instructive
positions a human being can occupy. You become, almost without
realising it, a translator. Someone who has lived long enough to
understand both languages, even if speaking them fluently
remains a lifelong practice.

So how do we begin to close the gap?

Not by abandoning who we are. Not by pretending that stoicism
was wrong or that emotional expression is always right. But by
doing something far more nuanced and far more demanding: by
becoming genuinely curious about the other person’s world.
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Curiosity is the great gap-closer. Not agreement. Not compromise.
Simply the sincere desire to understand how the world looks from
where the other person is standing. To ask, with genuine
openness, what does this feel like for you? And then to listen — truly
listen — without immediately rushing to explain, defend, or
redirect.

The gap between generations is real. It is not imagined, not
dramatic, not something that simply dissolves with goodwill. But
it is crossable. Every single day, in families around the world,
people choose to step toward each other across that distance.
They do it imperfectly. They stumble. They sometimes retreat.
But they keep stepping.

The gap is not the end of the story.
It is where the real story begins.

“If you cry because the sun has gone out of your life,
your tears will prevent you from seeing the stars.”

— Rabindranath Tagore

A moment to reflect:

Think of a moment when you felt genuinely misunderstood by a_family
member from a different generation. Now, with fresh eyes, ask yourself:
is 1t possible they were not misunderstanding you — but simply reading
you through a completely different lens of experience?

What would change in that memory if you read their silence not as
coldness, but as a love that had not yet found its words?
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CHAPTER 3

THE AGING PARENT —
CONVERSATIONS WE KEEP
POSTPONING

“The one who plants trees, knowing that he will never sit in their
shade, has at least started to understand the meaning of life.”

— Rabindranath Tagore

There is a particular kind of time that belongs only to aging
parents.

It is not the urgent, forward-leaning time of careers and
ambitions. It is not the breathless time of raising young children.
It is a slower, more reflective time — a time that quietly begins
to look backward more than forward, that measures itself not in
deadlines but in seasons, in grandchildren’s visits, in the
particular comfort of familiar routines.

And we — their children, their middle-aged sons and daughters
— are often so deep inside our own urgent time that we do not
notice this shift happening. We call. We visit when we can. We
send money, medicines, love in the ways we know how. But the
deeper conversations — the ones that require us to truly stop and
be present — those we quietly set aside for later.

Later. That gentle, dangerous word.
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We tell ourselves we will visit when the project is done, when the
children’s exams are over, when the transfer settles, when things
are less demanding. We tell ourselves our parents understand.
That they know we love them. That the unspoken things between
us are understood without being said.

Sometimes this is true. But sometimes — more often than we
admit — what we call understanding is simply the comfortable
silence of things left unsaid. A silence that both sides have agreed,
without ever speaking about it, to call peace.

Here is a truth that took me years to fully understand:

A parent’s longing for their child is directly proportional to
the child’s longing for their parent.

They are not two separate feelings. They are the same feeling, felt
from opposite ends of the same thread.

Think of the young student who has left home for the first time
— for a college in another city, a hostel room that smells of
strangers, a life that is exciting and terrifying in equal measure.
In the middle of that new world, in a moment of exhaustion or
homesickness or simple human need, something rises in the chest
that has only one name. Not a friend’s name. Not a lover’s name.

Maa. Papa.

That urge — raw, unguarded, rising from somewhere beneath
reason — is not childishness. It is the most honest thing a human
being can feel. It is the soul recognising that there are people in
this world in whose presence alone it feels completely,
unconditionally safe.

And at that very same moment, somewhere back home, a mother
is sitting by the window at an odd hour, not quite able to explain
why. A father is pretending to read the newspaper but has not
turned a page in twenty minutes. They do not say they are
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thinking of their child. They simply are. Wholly, silently,
completely.

The longing travels in both directions simultaneously. It always
has. We simply do not speak of it.

There is another moment that cannot be fully understood until
you have lived it from the inside.

It is the moment a parent watches their child begin to bloom.

The mother who cannot contain herself — who calls everyone she
knows, who weeps with a pride so large it has no proper name,
who hovers and fusses and celebrates in a dozen small ways
because the joy is simply too big for her body to hold quietly. Her
impatience is not anxiety. It is love that has nowhere adequate to

go.

And the father — that ever-thoughtful, measured presence. He
says less. He observes more. He stands at a slight distance,
watching with eyes that hold decades of quiet investment, of
prayers offered without ceremony, of sacrifices made without
announcement. His stillness is not indifference. It is the particular
pride of someone who has always known this moment would come
— and is simply, deeply grateful to be alive to see it.

They say Home is dark without Mom, while life is dark without
father. Father definitely stands as a guardian of our dreams while
mother calmly and patiently engraves the values in the child.

You cannot understand this — not truly, not in the marrow of
you — until you are a parent yourself. Until you have watched
your own child take their first uncertain steps into the world and
felt your heart follow them out the door, never quite coming all
the way back.

And then, in that moment of recognition, something
extraordinary happens. You understand your own parents for the
first time. Not as they were to you as a child — large, certain,
sometimes overwhelming. But as they truly were: human beings,
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doing their trembling best, loving you more than language was ever
designed to hold.

When I think of my mother, the conversation I wish I had
completed is not a dramatic one.

There were no unresolved arguments between us, no old wounds
waiting to be acknowledged. What I wanted was something far
simpler, and in its simplicity, far more profound: I wanted more
time. More ordinary, unremarkable, unhurried time. The kind of
time where nothing important is being said, but everything
important is being felt.

I wanted to sit with her and with nowhere else to be. To keep
talking and talking without watching the clock. To hear her voice
not through a phone receiver across hundreds of kilometres, but
across a small table, in the same air, in the same light.

That is what I did not say. Not because the words were difficult.
But because I was afraid that saying them would upset her —
would make her feel the weight of the distance, the accumulated
absences, the visits that work and life had quietly cancelled. I
protected her from my longing, not realising that she very likely
carried the same longing herself.

This is one of the great ironies of loving an aging parent:

we silence ourselves in order to protect them, not understanding
that our silence is its own kind of distance. We swallow our need
for more of them, thinking it is kindness. But kindness that costs
us truth is not entirely kindness. It is, in part, fear — fear of being
vulnerable, fear of acknowledging how much we need them, fear
of the conversation that might open something we are not sure
we know how to close.

If you still have your aging parent with you, I want to speak to
you very directly for a moment.
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Not everything needs to be a grand, emotionally prepared
conversation. You do not need to sit down with a list of things to
say, heart hammering, braced for revelation. Sometimes the most
healing conversations begin with the smallest of gestures — an
unscheduled call on a Tuesday afternoon. A visit with no occasion
to justify it. The simple act of asking: “Adama, what do you think
about when you sit alone?” And then listening — truly, patiently
listening — to whatever they choose to offer.

I had never observed wrinkles over my Mom'’s face, but there a
kind of feeling that mom is getting tired always lingered in my
mind during the calls.

Aging parents do not always ask for what they need. They have
lived long enough to understand that their children carry heavy
loads, and they do not wish to add to the weight. They will often
say they are fine when they are lonely. They will say do not worry
when worry is exactly what the moment calls for. They have
learned, over decades, to make themselves small so that we can be
large.

However, they made one mistake, that is to teach us how to live
without them.

Our task is to see past that smallness. To refuse to take their
reassurances at face value. To show up — in presence, in
attention, in time — before we are asked.

And for those of us who have already lost our parents — who are
reading this with that particular ache of a door that can no longer
be opened — I want to say this:

The conversation is not entirely over.

There is a kind of conversation that does not require the other
person to be present. It happens in the quiet of early morning, in
the writing of a letter that will never be sent, in the moment you
catch yourself doing something exactly the way they used to do it
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and feel, in that flash of recognition, both the grief and the grace
of having been shaped by them.

You can still tell your mother you loved her. You can still tell
your father you understood, eventually, what he was trying to
give you. You can still complete the conversation — not for them
now, but for yourself. And in completing it, you free something
that has been waiting, quietly and patiently, to be released.

Time may close the door. But love keeps
the conversation alive.
“Jab bhi thand lagti hai garmahat yaad aati hai,
Bahut dino ke baad maa ki chahat yaad aati hai.”

(Whenever the cold sets in, 1 remember warmth —
after so many days, 1 remember my mother’s love.)

— Munawwar Rana

A moment to reflect:

If'your parent is still with you — what is one conversation you have been
postponing out of fear of upsetting them? What would it mean to have it
anyway, gently and with love?

If your parent is no longer with you — write them a letter today. Not
Sfor anyone else to read. Just for you. Say the thing that was lefl unsaid.
You may be surprised at how much lighter you feel when the words
Jinally find their place.

Either way, the conversation is not over. It never truly is.
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CHAPTER 4

THE ADULT CHILD — LETTING GO
WITHOUT GOING SILENT

“Let my love, like sunlight, surround you and
yet give you illumined freedom.”

— Rabindranath Tagore

Nobody tells you about the second letting go.

The first letting go is spoken about often — the first day of school,
the first time they sleep without a nightlight, the first time they
walk ahead of you instead of beside you and do not look back.
These moments are hard, yes. But they come with ceremonies,
with photographs, with the comfort of knowing that
independence, at that age, is exactly what is supposed to happen.

The second letting go is quieter. It arrives without ceremony,
without a date on the calendar. It is the moment your child
becomes fully, irreversibly adult — and you realise that the
relationship you have known for decades must now become
something entirely new. Something you were never quite taught
how to be.

Not their parent in the old sense. Not their authority. Not the one
whose word shapes their choices and whose approval they seek
above all else.

Something both simpler and harder: their equal. Their companion.
Their safe harbour in a world that does not always offer safe harbours.

19 | The Unfinished Conversations



The fear that gripped me most as my child grew into
independence was not the fear that something bad would happen
to them.

It was the fear that I would lose them to their own life. That the
closeness we had — the particular intimacy of a parent and child
who have weathered things together — would quietly thin as they
built their own world, their own routines, their own inner circle
of trust. That one day I would look across the distance between
us and find that the bridge had, without either of us noticing,
grown unfamiliar.

This fear is real. It deserves to be named, not dismissed.

But it also deserves to be examined. Because buried inside the fear
of losing closeness is sometimes an assumption we have not
questioned: that closeness must look the same as it always did.
That it must have the same texture, the same frequency of contact,
the same emotional temperature it had when they were young and
needed us in the way that children need parents.

Closeness, like everything else that is alive, must be allowed to grow. To
change its shape without losing its substance.

Between my adult child and me, a silence has grown. Not a hostile
silence. Not a silence born of anger or unresolved hurt. But the
particular silence of two people who love each other and yet have
not quite found the new language of their new relationship.

We speak, of course. We exchange news, we check in, we are
present for the important occasions. But the deeper conversations
— the ones where you set down the daily updates and simply ask,
how areyou, truly, beneath all of this? — those are rarer than I would
like. And I know, with the particular knowing that comes from
honest self-reflection, that I am as responsible for that rarity as
they are.

Because bridging a silence requires someone to speak first. And I
have been waiting. Waiting for the right moment, the right mood,
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the right opening. Not realising that the right moment is simply
the one in which you decide that the silence has gone on long
enough.

The transition from parent-as-authority to parent-as-companion
is one of the least discussed and most necessary journeys of
midlife.

It requires us to unlearn certain habits that once served us well.
The habit of advising when we have not been asked. The habit of
steering the conversation toward what we think they should be
doing. The habit of measuring our love by how much we give,
rather than by how well we listen.

An adult child does not need a parent who has all the answers.
They need a parent who is genuinely curious about their
questions. Who sits with them in uncertainty rather than rushing
to resolve it. Who has learned, through the long practice of loving
them, that the greatest gift is not wisdom dispensed but presence
offered.

To be present with your adult child means this: when they speak,
you listen not to respond, but to understand. When they struggle,
you resist the urge to fix and instead ask, “What do you need from
me right now?” When they succeed, you celebrate without making
it about your investment in their success. You let them be the
author of their own story, even as you remain one of its most

devoted readers.

If T could say one thing to bridge the silence between us, it would
not be a lecture or a lesson.

It would be this:

“I am still here. I am learning how to be here in a new
way. And the door — not the door of my house, but
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the door of my heart — has never once been closed to

2

you.

Silences between parents and adult children are almost never
about a lack of love. They are about the awkwardness of two
people who love each other very much, standing on either side of
a changed relationship, neither quite sure how to cross to the
other side.

Cross anyway. Imperfectly, uncertainly, without a script. Because
your adult child is not waiting for you to be perfect. They are
waiting for you to show up — just as you are, just as they are —
and choose connection over the comfortable distance of silence.

Let go of who they were. Show up for who they are.

“Bachchon ke jaane ke baad ghar mein jo sannata hai,
Woh sannata bhi ek tarah ka rishta hai.”

(The silence that fills the home after the children have left —
even that silence is a kind of relationship.)

— Munawwar Rana

A moment to reflect:

Think of the last conversation you had with your adult child. Were you
listening to understand, or listening to respond? Were you present with
who they are today, or were you quietly mourning who they used to be?

What is one small gesture — a call, a message, a question asked without
agenda — that could begin to bridge the silence between you today?

Do not wait for the perfect moment. Make this moment the one.
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CHAPTER 5

THE SILENCE BETWEEN US —
UNDERSTANDING EMOTIONAL
DISTANCE

“Kuch toh raha hoga, kuch toh kaha hoga,
Jo baat na bant, woh bhi ek baat thi.”

(Something must have remained, something must have been said —
even the thing that went unspoken was itself a kind of saying.)

— Gulzar

Not all silences are the same.

There is the silence of estrangement — cold, deliberate, a wall
built brick by brick from old hurts and unresolved grievances.
There is the silence of grief — heavy, formless, the kind that sits
in a room long after the person who caused it has gone. There is
the silence of awkwardness — the silence of two people who have
run out of the easy things to say and have not yet found the
courage for the difficult ones.

And then there is the silence I know best. The one that grew
between me and the people I love not from anger or indifference,
but from the simplest, most human of causes: life got busy, and the
distance filled in with quiet.

This silence does not arrive dramatically. It does not announce
itself. It accumulates, the way dust accumulates in a room that is
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lived in but not often cleaned — slowly, invisibly, until one day
you notice it and wonder how it got so thick without you ever
seeing it settle.

But here is what I have come to understand, slowly and with great
tenderness toward myself and the people I love:

The silence between us was never the absence of love. It was love
in its most untended form — real, alive, rooted deeply — but
overgrown with the weeds of busyness, of distance, of days that
passed too quickly and conversations that were endlessly
deferred.

Between my mother and me, across the hundreds of kilometres
that separated Bongaigaon from Vadodara, there existed an
unspoken understanding so complete that it almost made words
feel unnecessary. I knew she was proud of me without her saying
so. She knew I missed her without my confessing it. We
understood each other in the way that people do who have shared
the same air, the same table, the same mornings for years — a
fluency that transcends language.

And yet.

Understanding without expression is a beautiful thing. But it is
not a complete thing. Because the people we love do not only need
to be understood. They need, sometimes, to /hear the
understanding. To receive it in words, in gestures, in the small,
deliberate acts that say: 1 see you. I know you. You matter to me beyond
what I have the habit of saying.

One of the most tender traps in family life is the assumption of
understanding.

We assume our parents know we love them because we call every
Sunday. We assume our children know we are proud of them
because we attended their graduation. We assume the people

24 | The Unfinished Conversations



closest to us can read the love behind our silences, the way we can
read it in theirs.

But assumptions, however loving, are not the same as expressions.
And over time, the gap between what we feel and what we say
grows into the silence we never intended to create.

The person on the other side of that silence does not always know
what you know. They may feel the warmth of your love without
being able to locate it clearly, the way you feel the sun on a cloudy
day — present, but diffused. Real, but not quite direct enough to
warm you through.

It reminds me of once such casual conversation with my colleague
wherein I mentioned mom dad are not willing to shift to delhi, I
would have to think of taking transfer to Vadodara regional office
in next 5 years. He said dear 5 years is a long time, things change
drastically over that period of time.

And it was true....

Learning to read the silence in your family relationships is one of
the most important skills this book can offer you.

Ask yourself honestly: Is this a silence of peace — the comfortable
quiet of two people who know each other so well that words are
sometimes surplus? Or is it a silence of drift — a widening space
that neither person is actively maintaining but neither is actively
closing?

The first kind of silence is a gift. The second kind is a call to action
— gentle, unhurried, but unmistakable.

And if you are honest with yourself, you usually know which one you are
lrving in.
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The most tender truth I have arrived at, after much reflection, is
this:

The silence between people who truly love each other is never
empty. [tis full — full of everything they meant to say, everything
they assumed was understood, everything they were saving for a
quieter moment that never quite arrived.

That fullness is not something to be ashamed of. It is something
to be gently, bravely emptied — one honest conversation at a
time.

Silence is not the end of a story.
It is an unwritten page, waiting.

“Main bhi kuch sochta rehta hoon,
Tu bhi kuch sochti rehti hat,
Hum dono ke beech mein lekin kot baat nahi hoti.”

(1 keep thinking of things, you keep thinking of things —
and yet between the two of us, nothing is ever said.)

— John Elia

A moment to reflect:

Think of the most significant silence in your family right now. Is it a
silence of peace or a silence of drift? What is it full of — what unspoken
things lrve inside it?

And if you were to say just one of those unspoken things out loud — to
the person who needs to hear it most — what would it be?

Begin there. With just that one thing.
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CHAPTER 6

BUILDING THE BRIDGE —
PRACTICAL TOOLS FOR DEEPER
CONNECTION

“Dheere dheere re mana, dheere sab kuch hoye,
Mali seenche sau ghada, ritu aaye phal hoye.”

(Slowly, slowly, O mind — everything happens in its own time.
The gardener may water a hundred times, but fruit comes only in its
season.)

— Kabir

Bridges are not built in a single day.

Not the great ones, anyway. The bridges that last — the ones that
bear the weight of years, of distance, of all the crossings that love
requires — are built slowly, carefully, one stone at a time. They
are built not in a single grand moment of emotional courage, but
in the accumulation of small, consistent, deliberate acts of
reaching out.

This is the most important thing I have learned about connection
across the years: it is not the grand gestures that sustain relationships.
It 15 the small ones. The ones that say, without drama or declaration,
simply: I .am still here. I still think of you. You still matter to me.

In a world that celebrates the spectacular — the grand reunion,
the tearful reconciliation, the sweeping declaration of love — it is
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easy to forget that most of the real work of relationships happens
in the ordinary. In the Tuesday afternoon phone call. In the
forwarded article that made you think of someone. In the ‘just
checking in’ message that costs you sixty seconds and gives the
other person an entire afternoon of warmth.

The First Stone: The Phone Call Without Occasion

Of all the small bridges I have discovered, none is more quietly
powerful than the phone call made for no reason.

Not the birthday call. Not the call to share news or ask a favour
or check a fact. Simply the call that says: I thought of you, and that
thought was reason enough.

There is something about the occasionless call that communicates
what no occasion-bound call ever quite can. It says that you exist
in someone’s mind not because a date on the calendar reminded
them of you, but because you live there naturally, warmly, as a
presence that rises without prompting.

To an aging parent sitting in a quiet house, such a call is not a
small thing. It is, in that moment, everything.

To an adult child navigating the pressures of their own life, such
a call from a parent — with no agenda, no advice, no undercurrent
of expectation — lands like a hand on the shoulder. Like someone
saying: I am behind you. Always.

The Second Stone: Showing Up Consistently
Consistency is the language of trustworthiness.

Not the consistency of grand gestures repeated at intervals, but
the consistency of small presence — the kind that says, through
its very regularity, that this relationship is not something you
attend to when convenient. It is something you tend to, the way a
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garden is tended, because you understand that living things
require consistent care to remain alive.

In my own relationships, showing up consistently has been the
single most powerful bridge I have known. Not the one dramatic
conversation that cleared the air — though those have their place.
But the steady accumulation of presence: the regular call, the
remembered detail, the follow-up on something they shared last
time, the simple act of being someone who keeps showing up.

Because what breaks family silences is rarely a single
conversation. It is the patient, loving pattern of a dozen small
ones. It is the message that arrives not when something has
happened, but simply because another day has passed and you are
still in each other's thoughts.

The Third Stone: Listening to Understand

There is a difference between listening to respond and listening
to understand. Most of us, most of the time, are doing the former.

We hear the words the other person is saying while
simultaneously preparing our own — our agreement, our
counterpoint, our advice, our story that their story reminds us of.
We are present in body but only partially in attention. And the
person speaking, even if they cannot name what is missing, feels
it.

True listening — the kind that builds bridges — requires a
different quality of attention altogether. It requires setting down
your own thoughts long enough to fully receive someone else’s. It
requires the discipline of staying curious rather than rushing to
conclude. It requires asking, “Tell me more,” even when you think
you already understand.

When a family member feels truly heard — not managed, not
advised, not redirected, but heard — something shifts between
you. The silence loses some of its weight. The distance shortens,
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not because anything has been resolved, but because something
has been witnessed.

The Fourth Stone: Saying the Thing Directly

We are a culture that often speaks around things rather than to
them. We hint. We imply. We hope the other person will read
between the lines and save us the vulnerability of direct
expression.

But the bridge that indirect speech builds is a fragile one. It can
only bear so much weight before the ambiguity collapses it.

The bridge that lasts is built from direct, tender, honest speech.
Not brutal honesty — honesty without compassion is simply
cruelty with good intentions. But the kind of honesty that says: I
miss you. I am proud of you. I was wrong. I need you. I love you and I
have not said it enough.

These sentences are short. They are not complicated. They do not
require preparation or the right mood or a quiet evening with
nowhere else to be. They require only the decision — made in an
ordinary moment — to say the true thing instead of the
comfortable thing.

The Fifth Stone: Reflecting on Shared Experiences

One of the most quietly powerful ways to close a generational gap
is to return together to the experiences you have already shared.

Memories are bridges in themselves. When a parent says to their
adult child, “Do you remember that summer we drove to the hills and
got completely lost?” something warm and immediate opens
between them. A shared reference point. A moment that belongs
to both of them equally, regardless of the years that have passed
or the distance that has grown.

30 | The Unfinished Conversations



Encourage this kind of reflection actively. Ask your aging parent
about their childhood. Ask your adult child about a memory from
their growing up years that they treasure. You may be surprised
— and deeply moved — by what they choose to offer. Shared
stories remind both people that the relationship has a history
worth honouring, and a future worth tending.

The Sixth Stone: Respecting Different Perspectives

Respect is not agreement. This distinction matters enormously in
family life.

You do not need to share your adult child’s values to respect them.
You do not need to agree with your aging parent’'s worldview to
honour the experience that shaped it. What bridging generations
requires is not consensus — it is the genuine willingness to say,
“I may see this differently, but I want to understand how you see it.”

When both people in a conversation feel that their perspective is
being received with genuine curiosity rather than quiet judgment,
the conversation becomes safe. And safe conversations go deeper.
They reach the places that matter. They build the kind of mutual
trust that no amount of time alone can create.

The Seventh Stone: Embracing Technology as a
Bridge
We often speak of technology as a force that divides generations.

And it can be. But it can equally be one of the most remarkable
bridges available to us — if we choose to use it with intention.

The aging parent who learns to video call their grandchild, the
adult child who patiently teaches their parent to use a messaging
app, the family WhatsApp group that shares photographs and
small moments across cities and time zones — these are not trivial
things. They are the modern equivalents of the letter carried by
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hand, the telegram sent across continents, the radio voice that
connected families separated by circumstance.

Meet your family members where they are, technologically. If
your parent communicates best by voice, call them. If your adult
child is more comfortable with a voice note or a message, begin
there. Adapt to their medium. The goal is not the technology —
it is the connection the technology makes possible.

The Eighth Stone: Shared Activities and the Gift of
Mentoring

Some of the deepest conversations in family life happen sideways
— not face to face across a table, but side by side, doing something
together.

A walk taken together. A meal cooked together. A cricket match
watched together on a Sunday afternoon. A grandmother
teaching her grandchild a family recipe. A father sitting beside his
adult son as they sort through old photographs. These shared
activities create a context of ease in which words that might feel
too heavy at a dinner table arrive naturally, lightly, without the
weight of occasion.

And then there is mentoring — perhaps the most profound form
of intergenerational connection available to us. When an older
family member shares not just advice but lzved wisdom — the hard-
won understanding that only years can give — and the younger
family member receives it with genuine openness rather than
dismissal, something extraordinary happens. A chain of meaning
is passed from one generation to the next. The older person feels
seen and valued. The younger person gains something that no
classroom or search engine can offer.

This exchange — wisdom offered, wisdom received — is perhaps
the oldest and most sacred form of family conversation. It is what
generations are for.
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None of these tools are complicated. None of them require special
skill or training or a particular kind of personality. They require
only what Kabir’s gardener required — patience, consistency, and
the willingness to keep watering even when the fruit is not yet
visible.

Because the fruit always comes, in its season, to the one who does
not stop tending.

Pick up the phone today. Not because there is news to share. Not
because a birthday is approaching. Simply because someone you
love is on the other side of a silence that has gone on long enough.

Every bridge begins with a single step toward the
other shore.

“Every child comes with the message
that God is not yet discouraged of man.”

— Rabindranath Tagore

A moment to reflect:

Of the four stones — the occasionless call, consistent presence, deep
listening, and direct honest speech — which one do you find hardest to
practise in your family relationships? And which one could you begin
today?

Choose one person. Choose one stone. And lay it today.

That is how every bridge in history has ever been built — one stone, one
day, one act of love at a time.
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CHAPTER 7

THE ONGOING CONVERSATION —
IT IS NEVER TOO LATE

“Thodi si zameen, thoda aasmaan,
Thods st khushiyan, thoda gham,
Zindagi yahi hai, aur yahi toh hat hum.”

(A little earth, a little sky, a little joy, a little sorrow —
this is life, and this is what we are.)

— Gulzar

There is a conversation that changed me. Not because it was
eloquent. Not because it was perfectly timed or carefully prepared.
But because it was true, and because it came — finally,
imperfectly, years late — at all.

It was a moment of forgiveness. I will not say whether I was the
one who gave it or the one who received it, because in truth, I am
not entirely sure. In the most profound moments of forgiveness,
both things happen simultaneously. The one who forgives is also
released. The one who is forgiven also, in their relief, offers
something back — a gratitude so complete it becomes its own
form of grace.

What I remember most is not the words. It is the quality of the
air afterward. The way the room felt lighter. The way we looked
at each other — not with the careful guardedness of people
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managing an old wound, but with the simple, open relief of people
who had finally set something heavy down.

That is what repair feels like. Not dramatic. Not triumphant.
Simply lighter.

Forgiveness is one of the most misunderstood words in the
language of family.

We often think of it as something we do_for someone else — a gift
we extend to the person who wronged us, contingent on their
remorse, their apology, their sufficient acknowledgement of what
they did. And sometimes it is exactly that.

But the deeper truth about forgiveness — the truth that families
teach us if we are willing to learn — is that it is primarily
something we do _for ourselves. The unforgiving heart carries its
grievance like a stone in the chest. Every conversation with the
person who hurt us is weighted by it. Every silence between us is
coloured by it. And the tragedy is that we believe we are
protecting ourselves, when in truth we are simply prolonging the
wound.

To forgive is to put the stone down. Not to pretend it was never
there. Not to erase what happened or declare it unimportant. But
to make the quiet, sovereign decision that you will no longer allow
the past to govern the present. That the relationship — flawed,
human, imperfect as it is — matters more than the grievance.

But here is the truth I most want you to carry from this chapter:

Every attempt at connection counts. Even the clumsy
ones. Especially the clumsy ones.

We live in a culture that has made connection feel like a
performance — something to be executed with grace, with the
right words, at the right moment. And so we wait. We rehearse.
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We tell ourselves that we will reach out when we are ready, when
we know exactly what to say, when we are sure it will land well.

But the people who love us are not waiting for our most eloquent
selves. They are waiting for us — uncertain, imperfect, stumbling
toward them with whatever words we can manage in the moment.

The phone call that begins with “I don’t really know why I'm calling,
I just wanted to hear your voice” — that call matters. The visit that
arrives without fanfare, where you sit together in comfortable
silence for an hour because neither of you quite knows where to
begin — that visit matters. The text message that says only,
“Thinking of you today”, sent at two in the morning when sleep
would not come — that message matters.

None of these things are perfect. All of them are real. And
realness, in a world full of curated performances, is the rarest and
most valuable gift we can offer the people we love.

And for those who feel the weight of years already passed — the
decades of distance, the conversations that were never had, the
silences that went on too long — I want to say this with as much
tenderness and certainty as I can offer:

It is never too late.

Not because time does not matter — it does, profoundly. But
because the human heart has a remarkable capacity for repair that
does not diminish with age. A relationship that has been cold for
twenty years can be warmed by a single honest conversation. A
silence that has lasted a decade can be broken by three words.

Starting late is not ideal. But it is infinitely better than not
starting. Every gardener knows that the best time to plant a tree
was twenty years ago. The second best time is today.

The title of this chapter speaks of an ongoing conversation — and
that word is chosen with great care.
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Because this is not a conversation you have once and consider
finished. It is not a single cathartic exchange after which
everything is resolved and the relationship requires no further
tending. Family relationships are living things. They breathe,
they shift, they have seasons of closeness and seasons of distance.
They require not a single heroic conversation but a lifetime of
small, consistent, honest ones.

The ongoing conversation is not a destination. It is a practice —
the daily, imperfect, beautiful practice of choosing the people you
love, again and again, in all the ordinary moments that a life is
made of.

Every morning you wake up is another chance to add a sentence to the
story you are writing with the people who matter most to you.

The conversation is never finished.
That is not its tragedy. That is its grace.
“Zindagi khakh na thi, khakh udate guzari.”

(Life was not dust — yet it passed in a swirl of dust.)

Tujh Se Kya Kehte, Tere Paas Jo Aate Guzri
(How could I have described the hardships I suffered trying to
get to you?)

— Naseer Turabi

A moment to reflect:

Is there someone in your family with whom you need a
moment of forgiveness — either to give or to receive? What
is holding you back from offering it?

And what is the most clumsy, imperfect, overdue attempt at
connection you could make today — the one you have been
putting off because you were waiting to do it perfectly?

Do it anyway. Imperfectly. Today. The person on the other
side is not waiting for perfect. They are waiting for you.

37 | The Unfinished Conversations



CONCLUSION
LEAVE NOTHING UNSAID

“Where the mind is without fear and the head is held high,
where knowledge is free — into that heaven of freedom,
my Father, let my country awake.”

— Rabindranath Tagore

We have walked a long way together through these pages.

Through the echoes of childhoods that shaped us. Through the
gaps that opened between generations. Through the aging parent
sitting in a quiet house, the adult child navigating a world their
parents barely recognise, the silences that were never emptiness
but always fullness — full of everything two people meant to say

and never quite did.

We have talked about bridges, about forgiveness, about the phone
call made without occasion and the visit that is long overdue. We
have talked about listening, about speaking directly, about the

clumsy attempts at connection that matter more than we know.

But there is one final conversation we must have. Perhaps the most

important one of all.
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The Gap Between Hope and Despair

At the heart of every generational conflict — in families, in
societies, in the great unfinished conversations of our time — lies

a gap that is not simply about age or values or technology.

It is a gap between hope and despair.

The young carry within them a frustration that is born not from
weakness, but from the height of their ideals. They look at the
world — at its injustices, its compromises, its long parade of lesser
evils presented as the only available choices — and they feel, with
the particular anguish of the idealistic, that it is not enough. That
it has never been enough. That the world promised something
better, and the world has not delivered.

Because they hold high standards — for democracy, for justice,
for the kind of society that treats every human being with equal
dignity — they find it almost impossible to settle. If a choice is
not optimal, they reject it entirely. They would rather hold out
for the right thing than compromise for the available thing.

This is not naivety. This is conscience.

The older generation carries something different. Not frustration,
but a deeper, more settled weight: hopelessness. The quiet,
frightening belief that things have already hit rock bottom — that
the world their children and grandchildren will inherit is
diminished, more dangerous, less full of promise than the one they
themselves were given.

They have lived long enough to see cycles. To watch things they
believed were permanent dissolve. To witness the slow erosion of
certainties they built their lives upon. Their despair is not
weakness. It is the particular grief of love — the protective,
parental grief of someone who fears deeply for those who come
after them.

This too is not cynicism. This is love.
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(It's a new era with new aspirations; everything must be perfect.
But experience whispers that life is often just another name for
compromise.)

— Anon.

This verse captures, with quiet precision, the very tension this
book has explored from its first page. The new era belongs to the
young — restless, demanding, refusing to settle. But experience,
that patient and humbling teacher, knows something the young
have not yet learned: that the most meaningful life is rarely the
most perfect one. It is the one lived fully within its imperfections,
with love offered generously and conversations begun bravely,
however late.

Compromise, understood rightly, is not defeat. It is the wisdom to
choose connection over correctness, relationship over
righteousness, the imperfect present moment over the perfect
future one that never quite arrives.

The Paradox of Good Intentions

And here lies the great, heartbreaking paradox of our
generational divide.

Both the young and the old are acting from love. The young,
driven by the desire for a truly just world. The old, driven by the
protective instinct to spare the next generation from suffering.
Both are, at their root, expressions of the same deep human care.

And yet these two emotional states — the frustration of idealism
and the despair of protectiveness — create a language barrier so
thick that the generations can barely hear each other across it.
The young hear the old’s warnings and read them as defeat. The
old hear the young’s demands and read them as ingratitude. One
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side is fighting for an ideal. The other is bracing for a decline. And
both are so fluent in their own emotional language that they have
forgotten to ask: what language are you speaking?

This is perhaps the deepest unfinished conversation of our time.
Not just in families, but in the world.

The Bridge Across Hope and Despair

‘What bridges this particular gap is not argument, not persuasion,
not the eventual victory of one worldview over another.

It is the simple, radical act of saying to someone whose emotional
language is different from yours: I understand why you feel what you
JSeel. And I want you to understand why I feel what I feel. Let us not try
to win this. Let us try to understand each other.

To the young: your idealism is not a weakness. It is the engine of
every meaningful change the world has ever known. But do not
let it close you off to the hard-won wisdom of those who have
watched ideals meet reality and survived the collision. Their
caution is not defeat. It is experience. It is love wearing the face
of realism.

To the old: your protectiveness is not pessimism. It is the oldest
form of love there is. But do not let your fear of decline become a
ceiling you place over the young. They are not inheriting your
despair. They are inheriting your world — and they intend to do
something remarkable with it. Trust them enough to let them try.

Leave Nothing Unsaid

We began this book in a moment of Covid silence — with a
mother who left too soon, with a void shaped exactly like all the
conversations that were never had, with the weight of a phone
that was picked up a thousand times and never quite said the thing
that most needed saying.
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We end it here — not with resolution, because life does not offer
clean resolutions — but with an invitation.

An invitation to pick up the phone today. Not tomorrow. Not
when things are calmer or the timing is better or you have figured
out exactly what you want to say. Today. Right now. While the
person you love is still there to receive it.

An invitation to say the grateful thing. The honest thing. The
loving thing. The thing you have been quietly rehearsing for
years and never quite delivered.

An invitation to listen — to your aging parent’s fears not as defeat
but as love. To your adult child’s frustrations not as ingratitude
but as conscience. To the silence between you not as emptiness
but as a room full of things waiting to be said.

And an invitation to forgive. Yourself, for all the conversations
you did not have when you had the chance. The people you love,
for all the ways they were human when you needed them to be
more. Time itself, for moving the way it moves — without

warning, without permission, without once pausing to let us catch
up.

The most important conversations in our lives are often the ones
we never had. But it is never — never— too late to begin.

Begin the conversation.
Begin it imperfectly.
Begin it now.
& fferft & o=t o a7eft arga & T areht

(Some accounts are still pending, some answers still owed —
on the pages of this life, so many dreams are still waiting.)

oIk ST AT AT fohtd ST off o,
T 3T T8 MY T fowdy ST oft
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(Time was short, otherwise there were more stories to tell —
we remained incomplete, but there were more chapters left in us.)

“firei Ot sheft forelt Ag e,
STet 7 ah i qreiel g, 7 S[aTs S

(We shall meet again, someday, at some turning of the road —
where time will place no limits, and separation will hold no fear.)

— Anon.

A final word:

This book was written from the inside of the experience it
describes — from the middle place between generations,
from the ache of a mother’s absence, from the long and
continuing practice of reaching toward the people I love
across whatever distance life has placed between us.

If even one conversation in your family begins because of
something you read here, then these pages have done
everything they were written to do.

Leave nothing unsaid.
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