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Preface

This is not a book about perfect love.

It is a book about the things we hide while pretending we are in love.

The messages we delete.

The people we think about when our partner isn’t looking.

The marriages that look stable from the outside but feel quietly empty inside.
The affairs that begin as accidents and slowly become habits.

We don't talk about these things.

Not at dinner tables. Not on social media.
Not even with the people we love the most.

Because the moment we say them out loud, we must confront something
uncomfortable — that love is not always pure, loyalty is not always simple, and

good people are capable of choices they never imagined making.

The characters in this book are not villains.
They are ordinary people.

People who fell in love.

People who stayed too long.

People who wanted more.

People who crossed lines they once believed they never would.

You may judge them.

But somewhere in these pages, you might also recognize a thought you once had,
a silence you once kept, or a truth you were too afraid to admit — even to
yourself.

This book lives in that silence.

— Karishma Khoja
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Author’s Note

I didn’t write these stories to make anyone comfortable.

| wrote them because | kept noticing how carefully we perform love in the real
world. We celebrate relationships in pictures, in public captions, in polite
conversations. But the truth of love — the messy, complicated, inconvenient truth
— rarely makes it into those spaces.

Desire that arrives at the wrong time.

Loyalty that slowly begins to crack.

Ambition that quietly changes a relationship.

Silences that grow heavier than the words we never say.

These things exist in more relationships than we like to admit.

The characters in this book are fictional, but their emotions are not. They are
stitched together from observations, conversations, and the many complicated
ways people try to hold on to love while also trying to hold on to themselves.
This book is not here to judge anyone.

It simply asks a question most of us avoid:

What would happen if we stopped pretending about love?

— Karishma Khoja
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Story 1
The Promotion

When the email went out from HR at 9:12 a.m., both were in the same
boardroom.

Subject line: Regional Director Announcement.

Nikhil and Ayesha didn’t look at each other immediately.
They already knew.

They were the final two.

Same performance band.

Same revenue growth.

Same leadership track.

They had met three years earlier at a client offsite in Goa.
Slept together on the second night.

Started dating by accident.

Moved in by strategy.

Stayed together by choice.

And now they were competing.

Ayesha opened the email first.

She didn’t smile.
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She didn’t flinch.

She just inhaled.

“Congratulations,” Nikhil said evenly.
Because her name was in bold.

She turned to him.

There it was — the microsecond.
Relief.

Then concern.

Then something softer.

“You deserved it too,” she said.
“Apparently not.”

He wasn’t angry.

But his voice had sharpened by half a degree.

In corporate spaces, half a degree is everything.

The office reacted predictably.
Whispers.
Speculation.

“Must be awkward at home.”
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“She’ll have to manage him now.”
“Power dynamic shift.”

She ignored it.

He pretended to.

But power is rarely about salary.
It’s about perception.

And perception had shifted.

The first crack appeared subtly.

At dinner that night, she described her new mandate.
He listened.

Then interrupted.

“They’re giving you my vertical too?”

“It’s restructuring,” she replied.

“They could’ve split it.”

“They didn’t.”

Silence.

The air felt different.
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Not hostile.

Just recalibrating.

Nikhil had always prided himself on being progressive.
He encouraged her career.

Boasted about her wins.

Told friends he wanted a “partner, not a dependent.”
But evolution is easy in theory.

Harder when your partner becomes your boss’s boss.
Two weeks later, in a leadership meeting, she challenged his proposal.
Not personally.

Strategically.

“I don’t think that timeline is viable,” she said calmly.
The room went quiet.

He felt exposed.

Not because she was wrong.

But because she was right.

And everyone could see it.

After the meeting, he closed the door behind them.
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“You could’ve handled that differently.”
“How?”

“Not in front of everyone.”

“I would’ve said the same to anyone else.”
“I’'m not anyone else.”

That was the problem.

At work, he was.

The fight that night wasn’t explosive.

It was surgical.

“You think | can’t handle you succeeding?” he asked.

“I think you didn’t imagine it happening this way.”

“You think | wanted you to lose?”

“No,” she said softly. “I think you didn’t prepare for me to win.”
That landed.

Because it was true.

He had assumed they’d rise together.

Side by side.
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Not staggered.

For a few weeks, they operated cautiously.

Professional at work.

Careful at home.

Intimacy dipped.

Not from lack of desire.

From ego.

One evening, after a long day, she found him sitting on the balcony alone.
“You’re pulling away,” she said.

“I'm adjusting.”

“To what?”

“To being introduced as your partner instead of you being introduced as mine.”
There it was.

Not misogyny.

Not hostility.

Just wounded identity.

She sat beside him.

“You think | don’t feel the pressure too?” she asked.
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“They’re watching me twice as hard because | beat you.”
He looked at her.

“I don’t want to compete with you.”

“Then don’t.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“No,” she agreed. “It's not.”

The turning point didn’t come from a grand speech.
It came from failure.

A major client threatened to exit.

It was her responsibility now.

Board scrutiny.

Pressure mounting.

For the first time since her promotion, she looked uncertain.

He noticed immediately.
“Want help?” he asked.
She hesitated.

“Will that bruise you?”

He almost smiled.
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“Only if you pretend it was your idea.”

She laughed — tension breaking.

They worked late into the night together.

Like they used to.

Whiteboards. Strategy. Sharp exchanges.

At 1:30 a.m., she leaned back in her chair.

“I miss this version of us.”

“We didn’t lose it,” he said. “We just weaponized it.”

The honesty reset something.

The client stayed.

The board stabilized.

But more importantly, they recalibrated at home.
They set boundaries.

No post-meeting analysis at dinner.

No hierarchy language outside office.

And one rule:

If ego enters the room, name it.
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One night, months later, at an industry event, someone joked:

“So who's the real boss at home?”

Nikhil didn’t hesitate.

“She is.”

No sarcasm.

No discomfort.

Just pride.

And when she squeezed his hand under the table, it wasn’t dominance.

It was partnership.

They didn’t stop competing.

They just stopped competing against each other.
Ambition remained.

Desire remained.

But now it was aligned.

Because love between equals isn’t about shrinking.

It’s about expanding without fear.

The promotion didn’t threaten their relationship.
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Their unspoken insecurities did — until they chose to outgrow them together.
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Story 2

The Woman Who Refused to Whisper
Anaya had always been told to lower her voice.
Not because she was loud.
But because she was certain.
At thirteen, she asked her aunt why only the women cleared the plates after
dinner.
At nineteen, she told her boyfriend she would not quit her job after marriage.
At Twenty-nine, she bought her own apartment in Pune and refused to explain

why she lived alone.

By thirty-five, people had stopped giving her advice. They had moved on to giving
her warnings.

“You’ll end up alone.”
“Men don’t like women who argue.”
“Be softer. Be easier.”

Anaya did not want to be easier.

She wanted to be met.

She met Kabir at a leadership conference in Mumbai.
He was speaking on stage — confident, articulate, measured. The kind of man
who had practiced being impressive. His session was about emotional intelligence

in corporate leadership.

Anaya listened, chin resting on her palm.

What we don’t say about Love 15



When the Q&A began, she stood up.

“You spoke about vulnerability,” she said, her voice calm. “But you never once
mentioned accountability. Why is it that men in power love discussing emotions
in theory but rarely practice them in relationships?”

The room shifted.

Kabir paused.

For half a second — irritation flickered. Then something else. Amusement.
“Perhaps,” he replied, “because we haven’t been challenged by the right woman.”
The room laughed.

Anaya didn’t.

“Or perhaps,” she said, “because women are tired of doing the emotional labor.”
Silence.

It was the kind of silence that builds tension, not discomfort.

After the session, he found her.

“You don’t whisper, do you?” he said.

“No,” she replied. “l don’t.”

“Coffee?”

“Debate?” she corrected.

He smiled. “Both.”
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They began like a storm.

Not dramatic — but electric.

Kabir was used to women admiring him. Anaya dissected him. She asked him
about his childhood. His fear of irrelevance. Why he dated women who needed
him.

He had never been read so clearly.

And she — she had never been pursued so intentionally.

He didn’t flinch at her ambition. Didn’t mock her independence. When she
mentioned she earned more than most men she dated, he only said, “Good. You
should.”

Their first kiss wasn’t accidental.

It was negotiated.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“I don’t do unsure,” she replied.

It was slow. Intentional. Not hungry — but deliberate. As if both understood this
was not casual. This was territory.

Anaya had lovers before Kabir.

She did not hide that.

She did not apologize for it either.
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The first time she told him she believed in desire without shame, he leaned back
in his chair.

“Multiple partners?” he asked.

“If | choose,” she said. “Monogamy is a choice. Not a moral certificate.”
“And what are we?”

She met his gaze.

“Undecided.”

That unsettled him more than jealousy would have.

Because Kabir liked clarity. He liked defined roles. He liked knowing where he
stood.

Anaya did not offer positions.

She offered presence.

Their intimacy grew layered.

It wasn’t just physical — though that too was intense. It was the kind of closeness
where conversation lingers after touch. Where skin isn’t the climax —
understanding is.

She liked being wanted.

But she loved being chosen.

Kabir had never been with a woman who did not cling after sex. Anaya would get
up, pour herself water, sit by the window naked and thoughtful.
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“What are you thinking?” he’d ask.
“That | don’t want to lose myself in you.”
He would laugh at first.

Until he realized she meant it.

The conflict didn’t arrive dramatically.
It seeped in.

Kabir began introducing her as “someone I’'m seeing.”
Anaya introduced him as “Kabir.”

He wanted integration into her life.
She wanted expansion of it.

One evening at a friend’s wedding, a relative pulled her aside.

“Is this the one?” the woman whispered.

Anaya glanced across the hall. Kabir stood tall, charming, perfect.

“ don’t know,” she said.

“You're not getting younger.”

“I'm not milk,” Anaya replied calmly.

The woman blinked.

Later that night, Kabir asked what they discussed.

“Expiry dates,” she said.
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He didn’t find it funny.

“Why are you so afraid of commitment?” he asked one night.
“I'm not afraid of commitment,” she said. “I’'m afraid of erasure.”
He frowned.

“My mother gave up everything,” she continued. “Career. Friends. Voice. She
became ‘wife’ before she could become herself. | won’t shrink to fit love.”

“I’'m not asking you to shrink.”
“Not intentionally,” she said softly. “But systems are bigger than intentions.”
Kabir had never considered himself part of a system.

That night, they made love with a kind of urgency that felt like both reassurance
and goodbye.

Months passed.
They tried to find middle ground.

Kabir met her friends — bold women, divorced women, single mothers, women
who laughed loudly and paid their own bills.

He felt slightly outside that circle.
Anaya met his family — polite, curious, subtly assessing.

His mother asked, “Will you move to Delhi after marriage?”
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Anaya smiled. “l don’t plan my life around hypothetical husbands.”
The table went quiet.

Kabir squeezed her knee under the table.

Later, in the car, he exhaled heavily.

“You could have been softer.”

“Why?” she asked. “So, they feel comfortable?”

“So, they don’t think you’re difficult.”

She looked out the window.

“l am difficult.”

The night it ended wasn’t explosive.
It was quiet.

Kabir sat across from her in her apartment. The city lights flickered through the
balcony doors.

“I want to build something stable,” he said.
“Sodo I.”

“With you.”

She waited.

“I need to know you’re choosing me. Fully.”
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She inhaled slowly.

“I' am choosing you. Today.”

“And tomorrow?”

“I don’t promise forever to calm insecurity.”
He closed his eyes.

“You make love feel like freedom,” he said. “But you make commitment feel like a
negotiation.”

She walked to him. Sat on his lap. Held his face.

“Because women before me were swallowed by it.”

He kissed her. Long. Deep. Almost desperate.

When he left that night, neither cried.

They both knew love is not always defeated by lack of feeling.
Sometimes it is defeated by timing.

Or evolution.

Or the refusal to bend.

Months later, Anaya heard he was engaged.
She stared at the message for a long time.

Her friend asked, “Do you regret it?”
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Anaya thought carefully.

She remembered the electricity. The debates. The way he looked at her like she
was both challenge and home.

“I regret nothing,” she said finally.

“Not even him?”

She smiled softly.

“Especially him.”

That night, she poured herself a drink. Opened her laptop. Began writing.
About love that doesn’t cage.

About desire without apology.

About women who refuse to whisper.

And somewhere in Delhi, Kabir paused during a corporate dinner, thinking of a
woman who would never be easy — but was unforgettable.
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Story 3
The Son Who Stayed

When Raghav’s younger sister moved to Toronto, the house filled with
congratulations.

“We’re so proud of you, beta,” their mother said on video call.
Their father told every neighbor.

Foreign job. Permanent residency. Big salary.

Achievement.

When Raghav stayed back in Bangalore, no one applauded.
He was simply... there.

Stable job at a mid-sized firm.

Reliable.

Present.

Invisible.

Their parents were aging in uneven ways.

His father’s knees had begun to fail.
His mother’s blood pressure fluctuated like mood.

Small things at first.
Doctor visits. Lab tests. Prescription refills.

Raghav handled it all.
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Not dramatically.

Just efficiently.

He adjusted work calls around physiotherapy appointments.
Left early when his mother felt dizzy.

Installed grab bars in the bathroom without announcing it.
His sister sent money.

“Let me know if you need anything, bhai.”

He never asked.

The resentment didn’t come immediately.

It built in layers.

Like sediment.

Family WhatsApp group filled with photos of snow in Toronto.
New car.

New condo.

Promotions.

Under every image, their parents commented:

“So proud.”
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When Raghav got promoted, his mother said, “Very good. Now can you book our
cardiologist appointment?”

He told himself he wasn’t jealous.
He had chosen this.
He had stayed because someone had to.

But choice feels different when it becomes expectation.

One evening his father fell in the bathroom.
Not serious.
But enough to shake him.

As Raghav helped him stand, his father muttered, “Don’t tell your sister. She’ll
worry.”

He almost laughed.

Worry from 12,000 kilometers away?
He wanted to say, | am the one here.
Instead, he said nothing.

That was his pattern.

Containment.

The confrontation came during Diwali when his sister visited.
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The house was loud again.

Laughter. Gifts. Energy.

She noticed the walker.

“The fall was minor,” their mother said quickly.
Raghav stared at her.

“You didn’t tell me” his sister said.

“They didn’t want to disturb you,” he replied.
The sentence carried more than information.
It carried accusation.

She caught it.

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means I’'m here. That’s all.”

“That was your choice.”

“Yes,” he said quietly. “It was.”

Silence thickened.

“You think | don’t care?” she asked.

“I think you get to care without inconvenience.”

That landed.
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Later that night, she found him on the terrace.

“You resent me,” she said.

He didn’t deny it.

“I resent the narrative,” he replied. “You’re brave for leaving. I'm just... available.”
“That’s unfair.”

“Is it?”

He turned to her.

“When they talk about sacrifice, they talk about you missing home. No one talks
about me missing anything.”

She softened.

“What are you missing?”
He paused.

Career mobility.

Travel.

Lightness.

The option to leave.

“I don’t know anymore,” he admitted. “Maybe the version of me that didn’t plan
his week around medication schedules.”

For the first time, she saw it.

Not martyrdom.
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Not bitterness.

Fatigue.

The shift wasn’t immediate reconciliation.

But awareness changed something.

She extended her stay by two weeks.

Took over appointments.

Handled pharmacy runs.

Sat through physiotherapy.

On the fourth day, she called him from the clinic.
“How do you remember all these dosages?”

He almost smiled.

“You just do.”

When she left for Toronto again, the goodbye felt different.

Less celebratory.

More honest.

“You don’t have to carry this alone,” she said.
“I know.”

But he also knew distance limits intention.
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Months later, their father’s health declined sharply.
Hospital admissions became frequent.

This time, she came immediately.

Work remote. Temporary relocation.

Shared night shifts in the hospital.

Shared decisions.

Shared fear.

One night, while their father slept, she turned to him.
“You know they’re proud of you, right?”

He shrugged.

“They don’t say it well.”

“They don’t say anything well,” she corrected gently.
He laughed.

The tension eased.

Not erased.

Just acknowledged.

After their father passed, the house felt hollow.
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Their mother quieter.

Smaller.

Raghav didn’t cry at the funeral.

He handled logistics.

Visitors.

Paperwork.

Strength, like always.

Later that night, alone in his room, he finally let himself feel it.
Not just grief.

Relief.

And guilt for feeling relief.

His sister knocked softly.

“You okay?”

“No.”

She sat beside him.

“You’re allowed to be more than the strong one.”
He didn’t respond immediately.

Because strength had been his currency for so long, he didn’t know who he was
without it.
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Months later, their mother suggested something unexpected.
“Maybe you should take that Singapore opportunity your boss mentioned.”
He looked at her.

“And you?”

“I'will visit your sister for some time.”

He hesitated.

“You don’t have to stay because we’re afraid.”

The sentence landed differently coming from her.

For years, he had assumed his presence was obligation.
Maybe it had been love.

Maybe it had been fear.

Maybe both.

The story doesn’t end with him moving abroad.
Or staying forever.
It ends with possibility.

For the first time in years, he updated his passport.
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Not as an escape.
But as an option.

And that shift — from trapped to choosing — changed everything.

Sometimes the strongest son is not the one who leaves to build a future.

It’s the one who stays long enough to decide he no longer has to.
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Story 4

The Man Who Cried in the Car
Rohan didn’t cry at his father’s funeral.
He stood straight.
Accepted condolences.
Handled paperwork.
Drove his mother home.
People praised him.
“Such strength.”

He was twenty-six then.

He thought that was what strength looked like.

At thirty-two, when Aditi broke up with him in a café in Bandra, he didn’t cry
either.

She stirred her coffee for too long before speaking.
“You’re a good man,” she said.

He already knew what was coming.

“You just don’t let me in.”

He frowned. “You know everything about me.”

“No,” she said softly. “I know your schedule. Your EMI. Your gym routine. Not
your fears.”
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He almost laughed.

Fears were private.
Fears were indulgent.

“I don’t understand what you want me to say,” he replied.

“l want you to say something real.”

“I'love you.”

“That’s safe,” she said.

The word hit him harder than the breakup.
Safe.

As if love was a corporate email.

They had dated three years.

Met through mutual friends.

Moved in after a year.

Shared rent, groceries, Netflix passwords.
He showed up.

Birthdays.

Family functions.

Airport pickups at 2 a.m.

He thought consistency was intimacy.

Apparently, it wasn’t.
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After she left, the apartment felt staged.
Like furniture in a showroom.

Her coffee mug still sat on the counter.
He didn’t move it.

Not because he was dramatic.

Because he didn’t know what the gesture meant.

Removing it felt like admitting something.
Keeping it felt like denial.

He chose inertia.

The first week, he told friends it was mutual.

“She wanted different things.”

They nodded knowingly.

“Women get complicated in their thirties.”
He laughed with them.

Easier that way.

But at night, lying alone, her words replayed.
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You don’t let me in.

What did that even mean?

He had told her about his job stress.
His gym targets.

His mother’s blood pressure.

Was that not sharing?

He tried to remember the last time he had spoken about something that scared
him.

Nothing came.

It hit him unexpectedly one Thursday evening.

Traffic at BKC.

Rain smearing headlights into abstract shapes.

He had stayed late at work to avoid going home.

When he finally parked outside his building, he didn’t get out.
The engine idled.

His phone buzzed with a work notification.

He ignored it.

For the first time in weeks, there was no distraction.
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No noise.

Just him.

And the quiet.

He thought about the café.

About how her eyes had looked tired, not angry.

“You never told me you were afraid of losing your job,” she had said once during
an argument months ago.

“I’'m not,” he’d snapped.

But he had been.

Terrified.

His company had been downsizing quietly.

He’d spent nights calculating savings, imagining failure.
He never told her.

Because what would that achieve?

Worry her?

Make himself look weak?

His father had lost his job once when Rohan was fourteen.
He remembered the tension in the house.

The way his father stopped speaking at dinner.
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The way his mother whispered on phone calls.
Rohan had promised himself then:
I will never let my family see me shaken.

Somewhere along the way, that promise became permanent armor.

Sitting in the car, rain pounding harder, he felt something unfamiliar rise in his
chest.

Not anger.

Not frustration.

Something heavier.

He gripped the steering wheel.
“You’re fine,” he muttered to himself.
But the word felt hollow.

He wasn’t fine.

He was lonely.

He missed her.

Not just her presence.

Her questions.

Her insistence.
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Her hand on his chest at night, as if checking for something he never revealed.
His vision blurred.

At first, he thought it was the rain.
Then he realized it wasn’t outside.
The first tear startled him.

He wiped it quickly, instinctively.
As if someone might see.

But no one was watching.

That realization undid him.

The second tear came easier.
Then another.

Soon he wasn’t wiping them.

He was breathing unevenly, shoulders shaking in a parked car in a parking in
Mumbai.

No audience.

No expectation.

Just release.

It wasn’t dramatic sobbing.

It was quiet breaking.
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Years of unspoken fear.

Years of performing stability.

Years of confusing silence with strength.
He cried for his father.

For the pressure to always provide.

For the relationship he had tried to maintain with actions but starved of
vulnerability.

For the version of himself that didn’t know how to say:

I am scared.

When it passed, he didn’t feel lighter.

He felt exposed.

But also... aware.

Aditi hadn’t left because he didn’t love her.
She left because she couldn’t feel him.

He had offered reliability.

Not intimacy.

There’s a difference.
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Two weeks later, he texted her.
Not to ask her back.
Just:

“You were right. | don’t know how to talk about what scares me. I’'m trying to
learn.”

She replied hours later.

“I’'m proud of you for saying that.”
That hurt in a different way.
Growth without reunion.

But it was honest.

He started therapy quietly.

Told no one except his mother, who surprised him by saying, “Your father needed
that too.”

He began practicing small truths.

When work stressed him, he said it aloud.
When he missed someone, he admitted it.
It felt awkward.

Like learning a new language in adulthood.
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But slowly, he noticed something.

His friendships deepened.

Conversations stretched beyond cricket scores and market updates.
One night, months later, a colleague confided about his failing marriage.
Rohan didn’t offer advice.

He just listened.

Really listened.

And for the first time, he felt useful in a way that had nothing to do with income.

He still doesn’t cry easily.

But he doesn’t fear it either.

Strength, he realized, is not the absence of tears.
It’s the courage to let someone see them.

And maybe, someday, when he loves again, he won’t wait until a parked car in the
rain to feel something fully.
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Story 5
Who says age is only a number

When Meher turned forty-one, three different people asked her if she was afraid
of growing old alone.
She bought herself a silk dress that night and booked a table for one.
She had been married once — ten years of polite intimacy and scheduled sex. Her
ex-husband believed foreplay was a myth and female ambition was decorative.
The divorce was quiet, efficient, scandal-free.
The scandal came later — when she did not collapse.
Instead, she thrived.
She led a consulting firm. Traveled alone. Took lovers without apology. Her body,
which had once been touched out of duty, was now explored like territory
reclaimed.

That’s when Aarav walked into her life.

Thirty-two. Architect. Thoughtful eyes. The kind of man who listened before
speaking — which made him dangerous.

They met at an art exhibit. He stood beside her in front of a painting of a woman
sitting naked by a window.

“She looks like she’s not waiting for anyone,” he said.
“Exactly,” Meher replied.
He looked at her then. Really looked.

“And you?”
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“I don’t wait,” she said calmly.

Their first dinner was not romantic.
It was curious.

He asked her about scaling companies. She asked him why younger men
romanticized older women.

“Because you know yourselves,” he said.
“And that intimidates you?”

“It challenges me.”

She appreciated that answer.

He didn’t try to impress her. He didn’t call her “ma’am” in jest. He didn’t fetishize
her age.

When he kissed her for the first time, it wasn’t rushed.

It was exploratory.

His hands were warm. Certain. He did not grab — he traced.
She pulled away slightly.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

He smiled softly. “Are you?”

She stepped closer instead of answering.
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The first time they slept together, she led.

She undressed without theatrics. No coyness. No dimming of lights to hide stretch
marks or time.

“Look at me,” she said quietly.
He did.

And something shifted in the room — the power wasn’t in age. It was in
ownership.

When he touched her, she guided him.
“Slower.”

“Don’t rush.”

“Stay there.”

She refused to fake pleasure. Refused to perform innocence. Her sounds were
unfiltered — not loud, not shy — just honest.

At one point he whispered, almost reverently, “You know exactly what you want.”
“Yes,” she breathed. “And | don’t apologize for it.”

The night wasn’t frantic.

It was deliberate.

She did not feel like a conquest.
She felt like a woman being met.
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The world, however, had opinions.

At a dinner with her friends, one of them raised an eyebrow.
“Thirty-two? Meher, are we mentoring now?”

Meher sipped her wine.

“If | wanted a boy, I'd adopt,” she said.

Later, Aarav faced his own version of scrutiny.

“Is this a phase?” his colleague asked.

“No,” he replied calmly. “It’s a choice.”

The difference was subtle but powerful.

He did not defend her. He stated her.

But insecurity doesn’t always come from society.
Sometimes it creeps in quietly.

One evening, lying naked in her bed, Aarav traced the faint scar near her
collarbone.

“Who gave you this?” he asked.
“Life,” she said lightly.
He hesitated.

“Do you ever think you’ll wake up and realize I’'m not enough?”
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Meher turned toward him.

“There will always be younger men. Richer men. Louder men. But enough isn’t
about comparison.”

She paused.
“It’s about presence.”
He searched her face.
“And am [?”

“You're here,” she said. “Fully.”

The real test came six months later.

Aarav’s parents wanted to meet her.

Meher wore red. Not subtle red. Commanding red.
His mother’s smile was polite but tight.

“You're very accomplished,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You’ve... lived independently for long.”

“Yes.”

“And children?”

Meher held her gaze.
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“I chose differently.”

The silence that followed was not gentle.

On the drive back, Aarav was quiet.

“Do you regret this?” she asked.

“No.”

“Then why are you distant?”

He pulled over.

“Because | hate that they made you feel inspected.”
She studied him carefully.

“They didn’t make me feel small,” she said. “If anything, they reminded me how
far I've come.”

He leaned his forehead against the steering wheel.
“I don’t want you fighting alone.”
She softened.

“I've been fighting alone for years,” she said quietly. “But | don’t want to
anymore.”

That was the first time she admitted that.

Their intimacy deepened after that.
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Not just physically — though that too.

There was a night during monsoon when the electricity went out. The room was
dark, rain heavy against the windows.

He found her in the dark without hesitation.

The sex that night was not controlled.

It was urgent.

Hands gripping. Breath uneven. Skin against skin without choreography.

She bit his shoulder. He pulled her closer. There was laughter in between hunger.
Afterward, lying tangled, she realized something unsettling.

She felt safe.

Not dependent.

Safe.

There is a difference.

The proposal wasn’t cinematic.
No public spectacle.

He came home one evening — because by then he had a drawer in her apartment
— and found her working late.

He placed a small box beside her laptop.

She didn’t open it immediately.
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“What is this?” she asked.

“Not a cage,” he said softly. “An invitation.”

She finally looked inside.

Simple ring. Understated.

“I don’t need you,” she said carefully.

“I' know.”

“I won’t shrink.”

“I know.”

“I won’t stop working. Or traveling. Or being loud.”

He stepped closer.

“I don’t want a smaller version of you. | want the woman who challenges rooms.”
Silence.

“And if | change?” she asked.

“Then we change together.”

She closed the laptop.

For the first time in her life, commitment did not feel like surrender.
It felt like expansion.

“Yes,” she said.
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On their wedding day, someone whispered, “She’s lucky he stayed.”
Meher overheard.

She smiled to herself.

They had it wrong.

He stayed because she didn’t beg.

He stayed because she didn’t bend.

He stayed because loving her required growth — and he was brave enough to
evolve.

That night, after the guests left and the makeup was washed away, she stood by
the window in her silk robe.

Just like the painting.

He came up behind her, wrapped his arms around her waist.
“You’re not waiting,” he murmured.

“No,” she said.

“I'm building.”

And for the first time, love did not feel like negotiation.

It felt chosen.
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Story 6

Shadows to Sunshine

When Tara met Vikram, he was already married.
“Separated,” he clarified.

“Living separately?” she asked.

“Emotionally,” he replied.

She should have walked away then.

Instead, she asked, “Does she know?”

He smiled in a way that made ambiguity sound romantic.
“It's complicated.”

That phrase has destroyed more women than cruelty ever has.

Tara was thirty-two.
Head of Marketing at an IT firm in Mumbai

Single. Self-sufficient.
Tired of men who wanted her confidence but not her intensity.

Vikram was forty.
Her regional director.

Measured. Polished. Wounded in a dignified way.

He didn’t flirt like younger men.
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He observed.

He remembered.

He noticed when she was overwhelmed before she admitted it.
He’d say things like, “You don’t have to fight every battle alone.”

No one had said that to her before.

The first year, she told herself it was temporary.
He would finalize his divorce.

They would go public.

They were adults.

This wasn’t reckless youth.

This was connection.

He rented an apartment in Andheri “for convenience.”
She knew what that meant.

They never held hands in public.

Never attended company events together.
Never posted photos.

But in private, he was intense.

Present.
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He studied her like she was something rare.

“You challenge me,” he’d murmur against her skin.
“You feel like oxygen.”

Dangerous words.

Especially when spoken in secret.

Year two, she stopped asking about the divorce.
Year three, she started lying to friends.

Year four, she stopped introducing him at all.
Year five, she knew.

He wasn’t leaving.

He didn’t want to.

He wanted both.

Stability at home.

Intensity with her.

She wasn’t naive anymore.

She was complicit.

That’s worse.
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On their sixth anniversary — an anniversary that could never be acknowledged
publicly — she asked him directly.

“Will you ever choose me?”

He didn’t answer immediately.

And that silence was the loudest response she’d received in six years.
“| care about you,” he said finally.
“That’s not what | asked.”

“My children—"

“Are adults.”

“My reputation—"

“Is intact.”

“My wife—"

“Is still your wife.”

There it was.

No drama.

Just structure.

He didn’t love his wife passionately.

But he loved his life comfortably.
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And Tara was an addition.

Not a replacement.

The final rupture came unexpectedly.

A gala event.

She was hosting.

He arrived with his wife.

For optics.

She had seen her before from a distance.
Graceful. Elegant. Composed.

Not cruel. Not broken.

Just... legitimate.

When their eyes met briefly across the ballroom, something shifted in Tara.

It wasn’t jealousy.

It was humiliation.

She wasn’t the heroine of a complex love story.
She was a secret.

Later that night, she texted him:

Don’t come over again.

He called. She declined.
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He came anyway.

“I told you not to.”

“You’re emotional,” he said calmly.

That word snapped something inside her.
Emotional.

After six years of patience.

After six years of waiting.

“You don’t get to minimize me,” she said quietly.

“I never promised you—"

“Yes, you did,” she cut in. “Just not with words.”
Silence.

Then the most painful sentence of all:

“I thought you understood the arrangement.”
Arrangement.

That’s what she had become.

She ended it that night.

Blocked him everywhere.
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Resigned.

Left Mumbai within the year.

Six years.

No public photographs.

No official memory.

Just an archive of photos and private intensity.

Back in Delhi, when people asked why she left such a successful role, she said,
“New opportunities.”

No one asked the real question.

What does it cost to be someone’s shadow for six years?

It costs your clarity.
It costs your dignity.

It costs time you cannot retrieve.
And sometimes, the hardest realization isn’t that he betrayed you.

It’s that you betrayed yourself...

Flashback-
When Tara joined her first job at twenty-one, Arjun was already there.

Senior. Sharp. Calm in a way that made chaos seem manageable.
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He was the kind of man who didn’t dominate rooms — he steadied them.

He trained her during her first major project. Stayed back late to review her
decks. Once, when a client dismissed her idea without listening, Arjun interrupted
gently:

“I think we should hear Tara out.”

It was the first time someone with authority had publicly backed her.

She never forgot that.

There had been a quiet chemistry back then — the kind built on respect rather
than flirtation. Shared coffees. Long conversations about ambition. An almost-
confession once that neither completed.

But timing was wrong.

He was married then.

She was just beginning.

Life moved.

He left the company. She moved to Mumbai.

They stayed in touch the way adults do — sporadically. Birthdays. Promotions.
Occasional “Proud of you” messages and of course social media - likes and
comments

Nothing dramatic.

Just a thread that never snapped.

Back-

What we don’t say about Love 60



Then Vikram happened.
And six years blurred into secrecy.

Vikram — powerful, married-but-separated, emotionally intense — became her
addiction.

Year after year, he promised clarity.

Year after year, she postponed her own.

Through all of it, Arjun remained in the background.

Not intrusive.

Just present.

When COVID hit and Mumbai felt suffocating, it was Arjun who called first.
“I heard the cases are bad there. Are you okay?”

She had been alone in her apartment for weeks. Vikram couldn’t visit because of
“family quarantine.”

That night, she broke.

“I don’t know if I’'m okay,” she admitted.

Arjun didn’t interrogate.

Didn’t offer solutions.

He stayed on call while she cried about work pressure, fear, loneliness.

He never once asked about Vikram directly.
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But he knew.

He always knew.

During lockdown months, they spoke often.
About fear. Mortality. Regret.

About the life she had quietly postponed.
“Are you happy?” he asked once.

She stared at the ceiling before answering.
“I'm... attached.”

“That’s not what | asked.”

There was no judgment in his voice.

Just care.

That was the difference.

Vikram inflamed her.

Arjun grounded her.

Year Six with Vikram collapsed publicly.

His wife appeared beside him at a leadership award function, smiling for cameras.
He spoke about “values” and “commitment.”

Tara stood in the crowd, invisible.
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For the first time, humiliation outweighed desire.
That night, she didn’t cry to Vikram.

She called Arjun.

“I think I've been living in half-light,” she said quietly.
On the other end, silence — then:

“You deserve the sun.”

That sentence stayed with her.

Leaving Vikram was not dramatic.

She was exhausted.

Six years had carved grooves into her heart.

Walking away felt like tearing out a part of her identity.
Withdrawal came in waves.

She missed his voice. His intensity. The way he made her feel chosen — even if
privately.

Arjun didn’t say, “l told you so.”
Instead, he said, “Come home for a while.”
Home.

Delhi.
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She hadn’t realized how much she needed that word.

The job offer came unexpectedly.

“I spoke to someone here,” Arjun said casually one evening. “There’s a senior
strategy role. It fits you.”

“You recommended me?” she asked.

“I referred you; they will interview you and then decide” he corrected gently.
No grand gestures.

Just quiet belief.

She moved back within a month.

Seeing him again in person after years of screens felt different.

He was older. Softer around the edges. Divorced now — fully, respectfully, two
years prior.

They met at a café near CP.

For a moment, neither spoke.
Then he smiled.

“You look tired,” he said honestly.

lll am./;
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“Good,” he replied. “That means you’re done fighting the wrong battles.”

She laughed — genuinely — for the first time in months.

Their chemistry was explosive.

Also, magnetic.

But he didn’t stare at her hungrily.

He observed her carefully.

When she spoke, he listened without waiting to respond.

When she doubted herself in the new role, he reminded her of the twenty-four-
year-old who once argued with clients twice her size.

“You’ve always been brave,” he said.
“No,” she replied softly. “I've been reckless.”

“There’s a difference.”

The first time he touched, she melted. She hadn’t felt this way ever with Vikram.

And for the first time she saw someone protective yet full of lust. Not everyone
gets to experience this.

She felt something shift.
There was urgency and adrenaline flowing through, but they maintained

boundaries that evening.
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Dates continued; another evening, after dinner at his apartment, rain tapped
softly against the balcony doors, filling the silence between them.

He stood close.

Close enough for her to feel the warmth of him, but he still wasn’t touching.
“You don’t owe me anything,” he said quietly.

“I know.”

He searched her face, as if looking for hesitation.

“Are you certain this isn’t about healing?”

She stepped closer until the space between them disappeared.

“It is about healing,” she admitted. “But not because you’re convenient. Because
you stayed... even when | pushed you away.”

Something shifted in his eyes then.

Not restraint anymore.

Decision.

He lifted his hand slowly, giving her time to step back.

She didn’t.

The kiss wasn’t careful this time.

It was deeper. Hungrier. Weeks of unspoken tension finally finding air.

His hand moved to the small of her back, drawing her closer until her breath
caught.
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For a moment they stayed like that — suspended between control and surrender.
Then he turned her, guiding her toward the wardrobe beside the bed.

The mirror caught them both.

Her pulse raced when she realized she could see everything — the way his hands
held her waist, the way he looked at her like she was something he had waited

long to touch.

There was something thrilling about the way he claimed that moment — cruel,
unapologetic and certain.

She felt it then.

That strange mixture of reverence and boldness.

As if he was both honoring her... and refusing to be gentle about wanting her.
Her breath trembled when their eyes met in the mirror.
And instead of looking away —

she let herself watch.

Not hiding.

Not pretending.

Just surrendering to the intensity and to his ways.
Outside, the rain kept falling.

Inside, the silence between them had finally broken.

Afterward, lying against his chest, she whispered:
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“Why didn’t we do this years ago?”

He smiled faintly.

“You weren’t ready to stop chasing fire.”
“And now?”

“Now you're choosing warmth.”

Months later, she heard through industry circles that Vikram had finally divorced.

Therapy. Accountability. Years of quiet truth catching up.
He rebuilt honestly.

She didn’t feel anger anymore.

Just distance.

Some loves are meant to awaken you.

Not stay.

Valentine’s Day, Arjun introduced her to his friends simply as:

“This is Tara. We’ve known each other a long time.”
There was history in his voice.

But no secrecy.
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Later that evening, standing on his terrace overlooking at the skyline of Delhi, he
asked gently:

“Are you afraid you’ll miss fire?”
She thought about it carefully.

About stolen festivals, secret meets, ‘you go first and I'll see you there...’
Six years in shadows.

“No,” she said finally. “l don’t miss being hidden.”

He stepped closer.

“I don’t know how to love quietly,” he said.

“Good,” she replied. “I'm done whispering.”

He kissed her forehead — not possessive, not urgent — but certain.
And for the first time in her adult life, love did not feel like negotiation.

It felt earned.

Six years in the shadows taught her something brutal:
Intensity can feel like destiny.

But consistency is what builds one.

She did not regret loving Vikram.

She regretted shrinking for him.

And in Delhi — steady, imperfect, visible Delhi — she did not shrink.
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She expanded.
With a man who had been quietly standing at the edge of her life for years.
Just there — not to rescue.

But to meet her when she was finally ready.
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Story 7

The Night She Crossed the Line

Naina had never cheated before.

She had fantasized.

She had flirted.

She had imagined alternate lives in the quiet spaces of long meetings.

But she had never crossed the line.

Until the night she did.

Her marriage to Nikhil was not broken.

That was the problem.

It wasn’t violent.

It wasn’t loveless.

It wasn’t toxic.

It was stable.

Predictable.

Routine.

Nikhil was kind. Responsible. Reliable in a way that made relatives proud. He paid
bills on time. Remembered anniversaries. Touched her waist gently in public like

proof of possession.

But somewhere between promotions and family dinners, Naina had become
efficient instead of alive.
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They had sex once a week. Saturday nights. Lights dim. Door locked. Respectable
passion.

He always asked, “Was that good?”
She always said, “Yes.”

She had stopped remembering what hunger felt like.

Then Kabir joined her firm.

Creative director. Reckless mind. Slightly inappropriate humor. The kind of man
who noticed details others missed.

The first time he looked at her too long, she felt it — a flicker.
She ignored it.

The second time he leaned in during a presentation and whispered, “You're
wasted in corporate,” she felt heat rise to her neck.

She ignored that too.

She told herself she was above this.

Forty-two-year-old women with established lives did not implode over chemistry.
Except she wasn’t imploding.

She was waking up.

The tension built slowly.
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Late-night brainstorming sessions. Fingers brushing over shared laptops.
Conversations that strayed from marketing strategy to childhood wounds.

“Do you ever feel unseen?” he asked one evening.

She laughed lightly.

“I'm a wife. A daughter-in-law. A leader. I'm seen all the time.”
“That’s not what | asked.”

Silence lingered.

The air shifted.

He saw her.

Not as efficient.

Not as dependable.

Not as composed.

But as a woman who still wanted to be devoured.

The night it happened, it wasn’t planned.
Office party. Too much wine. Too many suppressed glances.

Nikhil had texted earlier:
“Don’t stay too late.”

She stared at the message longer than necessary.
Kabir found her on the balcony.

“You're thinking too loudly,” he said.
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She exhaled.

“I'm married.”

“I know.”

“You shouldn’t be standing this close.”

“I know.”

Neither moved.

The city lights flickered below like witnesses.

“You don’t have to do this,” he murmured.

The words felt like permission disguised as restraint.
She turned toward him.

“Do what?”

His hand reached her waist — slow, questioning.
She didn’t step back.

That was the first betrayal.

The kiss was explosive.

Her hands slid into his hair before her conscience could interrupt.
It wasn’t about him.

It was about feeling wanted in a way that wasn’t scheduled.
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When he pressed her against the balcony wall, her breath caught — not in fear,
but in recognition.

This is hunger, she thought.

She could have stopped.

Even in the elevator.

Even in his apartment.

Even when he unzipped her dress and it fell like surrender at her feet.

She could have stopped.

But when his mouth traced her collarbone, when his hands moved with urgency
rather than familiarity, when he whispered, “You have no idea what you do to
me,” she felt something dangerously intoxicating:

Choice.

Not obligation.

Not duty.

Choice.

She was not wife.

Not responsible.

Not predictable.

She was reckless.
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Alive.

She did not fake pleasure that night.

She did not soften her sounds.

She did not think of consequences while her body arched against his.
It was intense. Messy. Greedy.

Afterward, lying tangled in unfamiliar sheets, reality crept in quietly.
She stared at the ceiling.

“I have to go,” she whispered.

He didn’t try to stop her.

That almost hurt more.

At home, Nikhil was asleep.

One arm stretched to her side of the bed.

Waiting.

She stood in the doorway longer than she should have.
The guilt wasn’t cinematic.

It wasn’t loud.

It was quiet. Heavy. Intelligent.

She showered longer than usual.
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He stirred when she slipped into bed.
“Long night?” he murmured.

“Yes.”

He pulled her closer instinctively.
Trusting.

That was the second betrayal.

Affairs are rarely about love.

They are about mirrors.

Kabir mirrored the version of her that felt dangerous.
She told herself it was temporary.

Just once.

Except it wasn’t.

It became secret lunches. Hidden messages. Hotel rooms booked under
conference pretexts.

Each time she told herself it was the last.
Each time she felt both powerful and hollow.
Kabir began wanting more.

“Leave him,” he said one afternoon, breath still uneven.
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She laughed bitterly.

“You don’t want me. You want the thrill.”
“That’s not true.”

“Isn’t it?”

He hesitated.

That was her answer.

The exposure came in the most mundane way.

Nikhil saw a message flash on her phone while she was in the shower.
Nothing explicit.

Just:

“I miss the way you lose control.”

When she stepped out, towel wrapped tightly around her, he was sitting on the
edge of the bed.

Holding her phone.

He didn’t shout.

Didn’t throw anything.

“Is there something you want to tell me?” he asked.

His voice trembled — not with anger.
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With disbelief.

She could have lied.

She had rehearsed denial in her head before.
But something inside her was tired.

“Yes,” she said.

The word landed like a bullet.

The conversation lasted hours.

Painful. Raw. Unfiltered.

“Was | not enough?” he asked.

“It wasn’t about enough,” she whispered.

“It’s always about enough.”

She tried to explain hunger. Identity. The parts of herself she had buried.

But every explanation sounded like justification.
Every truth sounded like cruelty.

He cried once.

Just once.

She had never seen him cry.
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That image would haunt her longer than the sex ever did.

He didn’t leave immediately.

They tried therapy.

They tried rebuilding.

She cut Kabir off.

Blocked him.

Deleted him.

But betrayal doesn’t evaporate because the affair ends.
It lingers in ordinary moments.

In the way Nikhil hesitated before touching her.

In the way he checked her phone when she wasn’t looking.
In the way silence became heavier than arguments.
One evening, months later, he said quietly:

“I don’t know how to look at you without seeing him.”

That broke something irreversible.

The divorce was slower than the affair.

Less passionate.

What we don’t say about Love 80



More devastating.

Family asked questions. Friends chose sides quietly.

Kabir eventually moved on.

Of course he did.

The thrill had expired.

Naina moved into a smaller apartment alone.

For the first time in decades, she sat with herself without roles.
No wife.

No mistress.

Just woman.

One night, she stood by her window and remembered the balcony — the first
kiss.

She didn’t romanticize it anymore.

She understood it.

She hadn’t cheated because she stopped loving her husband.

She cheated because she stopped loving herself inside that marriage.
But here’s the brutal truth she finally faced:

Loneliness inside a relationship does not justify betrayal.

It explains it.
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And explanations don’t erase damage.

Years later, she saw Nikhil at a mutual friend’s event with his new steady.
He looked lighter and calm with her.

Healing suited him.

He nodded politely.

She nodded back.

There was no hatred in his eyes.

Just distance.

That was worse.

On her way home, she cried — not because she wanted him back.

But because she had once had something steady.

And she burnt it down searching for fire.

Some betrayals are acts of rebellion.
Some are acts of desperation.
Some are simply moments where desire wins over integrity.

The tragedy is not that she felt hunger.
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The tragedy is that she answered it without courage.
Because courage would have meant leaving first.

And she wasn’t brave enough then.
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Story 8

The Divorce Party
When Ananya sent out invitations titled Freedom Celebration, people thought it
was a joke.
It wasn’t.
After eight years of marriage, she had filed for divorce from Karan.
No infidelity.
No violence.
Just erosion.
“Why a party?” her sister asked.

“Because funerals are for things that died unwillingly,” Ananya replied. “This one
needed courage.”

Karan wasn’t supposed to come.

He heard about it from a mutual friend.

He showed up anyway.

When he entered the venue - Birds, downtown Dubai; conversations paused.
Ananya saw him immediately.

Of course she did.
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Eight years don’t train your eyes to ignore someone.

She walked toward him.
Calm. Controlled.

“You weren’t invited.”

“I wasn'’t finished,” he replied.
“With the marriage?”

“With you.”

The air thickened.

Guests pretended not to watch.

Their marriage hadn’t exploded.

It had faded.

He worked endlessly.

She felt secondary.

She asked for more time.

He said, “This is for us.”

She said, “Then why do | feel alone?”
He thought provision equaled love.

She wanted presence.

What we don’t say about Love

85



Neither was wrong.

Neither was enough.

“You humiliated me,” he said quietly now.
“By leaving?”

“By celebrating it.”

She exhaled.

“I’'m not celebrating losing you. I'm celebrating choosing myself.”
“You could’ve chosen us.”

“I did. For years.”

That stung because it was true.

He had postponed vacations.

Postponed conversations.

Postponed intimacy.

Always after the next deal.

The next quarter.

The next milestone.

Love had been rescheduled repeatedly.
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Until it expired.

“You didn’t fight hard enough,” he said.

Ananya laughed — not kindly.

“I fought alone.”

Silence.

Guests shifted uncomfortably.

Music continued awkwardly in the background.
“You never told me you were that unhappy,” he said.
“I did. You just heard criticism, not pain.”

That landed.

He had dismissed her loneliness as dissatisfaction.
Had told her she was “too sensitive.”

Now, watching her stand confidently in a red dress, hosting her own ending, he
saw something clearly.

She hadn’t left impulsively.

She had left after years of being unheard.

“Is there someone else?” he asked.
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“No.”

“Then why does this feel like betrayal?”
“Because you didn’t see it coming.”
The honesty was brutal.

He hadn’t.

He thought stability was permanence.

He didn’t realize love needs maintenance, not assumption.

The party didn’t end in reconciliation.

It ended in recognition.

Near midnight, when most guests had left, they stood alone near the railing.

“I never meant to neglect you,” he said quietly.

“I' know.”

“I just thought if | built enough, you’d feel secure.”
“I needed you,” she replied. “Not the empire.”

He nodded slowly.

For the first time in years, they weren’t defensive.
They were honest.

Too late for marriage.
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Not too late for understanding.

As he turned to leave, he paused.

“I hope you find what you’re looking for.”
She smiled faintly.

“I hope you learn to look up from your work.”
He almost laughed.

“Maybe this was the wake-up call.”

“Maybe,” she said.

No dramatic embrace.

No cinematic ending.

Just two adults acknowledging that love doesn’t always fail loudly.

Sometimes it just starves quietly.
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Story 9

The Terms & Conditions
It wasn’t born out of boredom.
It was born out of confidence.
At least that’s what Rishi told himself.
They had been married eight years.
No children.
Two high-performing careers.

Minimal drama.

Nisha was a strategy consultant.
Rishi ran a tech startup.

They were the couple people envied.
Equal.

Modern.

Rational.

The idea surfaced over wine on a Friday night.

“Do you ever wonder,” Rishi said lightly, “what it would feel like to experience
someone new without losing what we have?”

He expected outrage.
Nisha didn’t react.
She swirled her wine slowly.

“Are you asking for permission or proposing philosophy?”
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He smiled. “I’'m saying... what if we’re evolved enough to not treat love like
ownership?”

The word evolved did something to her.

She hated being the less progressive one.

“So,” she said calmly, “an open marriage?”

“Structured. Transparent. No emotional attachments.”
He had thought about this.

She could tell.

And instead of feeling threatened, she felt... challenged.
“Rules?” she asked.

“Total honesty. No mutual friends. Protection. And we come home to each
other.”

He extended his hand across the table.
“A partnership. Not a prison.”
She looked at his hand.

Then took it.

He didn’t expect it to sting.
He was the one who suggested it.

The first time Nisha told him she had a date, she was almost clinical about it.
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“Thursday. Dinner. His name’s Armaan. Investor type.”
Investor type.

Rishi nodded, casual.

“Good.”

He meant it.

Didn’t he?

But when Thursday night arrived and she dressed in a silk black top he hadn’t
seen before, something unfamiliar tightened in his chest.

“You look nice,” he said.

She smiled. “You too.”

He wasn’t going anywhere.

That hadn’t occurred to him.

The apartment felt larger after she left.

Quieter.

He checked his phone more times than he’d admit.

When she came home at 1:12 a.m., she looked composed.
Not guilty.

Not secretive.

Just... self-contained.
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“How was it?” he asked.
She removed her heels slowly.
“Interesting.”

That word would haunt him.

She hadn’t realized how long it had been since someone looked at her with fresh
hunger.

Not routine.

Not familiarity.

Discovery.

Armaan asked questions Rishi had stopped asking.
What scared her.

What she missed about being 25.

What she’d do if she quit consulting tomorrow.
Rishi loved her.

But Armaan was curious about her.

There’s a difference.

She didn’t sleep with him that night.

But she thought about him the next morning.

And that — more than anything — unsettled her.
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Because the rule had been:

No emotional attachments.

Rishi found someone too.

A designer named Rhea.

Younger. Effortless. Uncomplicated.

With Rhea, he didn’t have to compete.

With Nisha, he always had.

Same salary bracket. Same intelligence. Same dominance.
He told himself this was balance.

But something changed when Nisha stopped asking about his evenings.
She didn’t interrogate.

Didn’t react.

Didn’t seem threatened.

One night, after she returned from another dinner, he asked:
“Are you sleeping with him?”

She met his eyes directly.

”YeS."
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The honesty was brutal.
He had wanted transparency.

He just hadn’t rehearsed for how it would feel.

The open marriage didn’t collapse with a scream.
It collapsed with comparison.

Rishi began measuring himself.

Was Armaan taller? Smarter? Better in bed?
Nisha began withdrawing emotionally.

She found herself protecting her thoughts.
Not because Rishi forbade her.

But because she didn’t want to hurt him.
That’s when she knew.

The arrangement had shifted power.

Rishi had proposed it from strength.

Now he was destabilized.

She had entered it defensively.

Now she was awakening.

One night, Rishi said it plainly:
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”

“I didn’t think you’d actually enjoy it.
Silence.

She looked at him carefully.

“So, this was theoretical for you?”
“No. | just—"

“You assumed I'd stay anchored while you explored.”
“That’s not fair.”

“Isn’t it?”

The room felt smaller.

Rishi started checking her phone.

Not overtly.

Subtly.

He hated himself for it.

He had always prided himself on being secure.
Modern.

Not possessive.

But evolution feels different when you’re the one being replaced.
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Nisha noticed.

“You don’t trust me?”

“I don’t trust him.”

“That’s not the agreement.”

He laughed bitterly.

“Maybe the agreement was stupid.”
There it was.

The first admission.

They ended it on a Sunday morning.

No shouting.

No shattered glass.

Just exhaustion.

“I miss us,” Rishi said quietly.

Nisha nodded.

“I miss feeling chosen. Not negotiated.”
That sentence ended it.

They closed the marriage.

Cut external ties.
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But something fundamental had shifted.

They had seen each other’s capacity for detachment.

For desire outside the union.

You cannot unknow that.

Months later, they were still together.

But softer.

Less arrogant.

Less certain.

Love returned — not as superiority, but as decision.

And sometimes that’s stronger.

Modernity doesn’t eliminate jealousy.

It just intellectualizes it.

And desire, when tested without humility, doesn’t liberate love.

It exposes it.
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Story 10
The Day My Father Forgot My Name
When the doctor at All India Institute of Medical Sciences said the word
Alzheimer’s, Meera felt something she hadn’t expected.
Not grief.
Not shock.
Relief.

Because for months she had thought her father was simply becoming cruel again.

He had always been a difficult man.

Disciplined. Authoritarian. Unapologetically rigid.

Growing up in Delhi, Meera knew the rhythm of his footsteps before she knew
the sound of her own thoughts. His return from office meant straight backs,
muted television, homework displayed like evidence of productivity.

He believed in excellence.

He did not believe in softness.

When she said she wanted to move to Mumbai for work at twenty-six, he didn’t
speak to her for three days.

When she chose not to marry at thirty-two, he called it arrogance.

When she bought her own apartment, he said, “Independence is overrated.”
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Love, from him, came disguised as criticism.

And she learned to respond with rebellion.

The forgetting began subtly.
Misplaced keys.
Repeated stories.

Calling the house help by her mother’s name.

Then one afternoon, during a visit home, he asked her:

“When is Meera coming?”

She had been sitting right in front of him.
Her mother laughed nervously.

“She’s here.”

He looked confused.

Studied her face.

“Oh.”

That “oh” carried something hollow.

The diagnosis formalized what denial had softened.

Early-stage Alzheimer’s.
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Gradual decline.

Unpredictable memory erosion.

Meera moved back to Delhi temporarily. Mumbai could wait.
The apartment. The independence. The distance.

All paused.

She told herself it was duty.

But beneath that was something rawer:

She wasn’t ready to be erased.

The disease didn’t take him all at once.
It peeled him slowly.

He forgot neighbors first.

Then relatives.

Then dates.

But his temper stayed.

Sharp. Reactive.

One evening he snapped at her for rearranging the bookshelf.

“You never listen.”
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The old sting returned instantly.
“You never approve,” she shot back.
Silence filled the room.

He stared at her — not angry.

Just... uncertain.

“Who are you?” he asked quietly.
The question wasn'’t rhetorical.

It was genuine.

Her throat closed.

“I’m your daughter.”

He shook his head faintly.

“My daughter lives in Mumbai.”

“I moved back.”

“Why?”

“For you.”

He studied her again.

Then said, almost kindly:

“You shouldn’t disrupt your life for strangers.”

Strangers.
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The word lodged somewhere deep and painful.

Caregiving is not cinematic.

It is repetitive.

Pills organized in plastic boxes.

Explaining the same story five times.

Locking doors because he might wander.

Watching a once-dominant man struggle with buttons on his shirt.

Meera found herself mourning not just his fading memory — but the version of
him she had fought against.

Because even conflict is connection.

What happens when the person you argued with no longer remembers the
argument?

Where do you place your anger then?

One afternoon, she was feeding him lunch.
Her mother was resting.
He looked at her carefully.

“You have her eyes,” he said.
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“Whose?”

“My wife’s.”

She smiled faintly. “I know.”
“You’d make a good daughter.”
It was meant as praise.

It felt like a blade.

She wanted to scream:

| was a good daughter.

Even when you didn’t know how to be a gentle father.

But she didn’t.

Instead, she wiped his mouth gently with a napkin.

The worst day came quietly.

He woke from a nap disoriented.

Panic in his eyes.

“Where is my father?” he demanded.

“Baba passed away years ago,” she said softly.
“No. He’ll be angry I'm late.”

His voice was suddenly small.
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Childlike.

The man who once intimidated entire rooms was now afraid of being scolded.
Time had folded in on itself.

She sat beside him.

“No one is angry,” she whispered.

He looked at her.

Truly looked.

For a flicker of a second, clarity returned.

“Meera?”

Her breath caught.

“Yes.”

“I was hard on you.”

It was barely audible.

She froze.

The disease was unpredictable. Windows opened and closed without warning.
“I know,” she said gently.

“I thought...” he struggled. “Strength would protect you.”

Tears blurred her vision.

“I didn’t need protection,” she said. “I needed you.”
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His eyes softened.

“I didn’t know how.”

The window closed.

His gaze drifted.

“Who are you?” he asked again.
But something had shifted.

She had heard what she needed.
Not a grand apology.

Just recognition.

As months passed, language left him.

Then names.

Then stories.

He began humming old songs instead of speaking.
Sometimes he mistook her for his sister.
Sometimes for a nurse.

Once, heartbreakingly, for his mother.

But he never looked at her with hostility again.
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Only confusion.

And occasionally — quiet trust.

The final stage was wordless.

He could no longer feed himself.

No longer stand unaided.

Meera returned permanently to Mumbai after he passed.
Back to her apartment.

Back to her life.

But something inside her had reorganized.

She no longer carried the weight of unfinished arguments.

Because the disease had done something strange and cruel and merciful all at
once:

It stripped him of ego.

And stripped her of resentment.

At the cremation, as rituals concluded, relatives said things like:
“He was a strong man.”

“He raised you well.”

She didn’t correct them.
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Strength had been his language.

Care had become hers.

Years later, when people asked why she moved back during the peak of her
career, she simply said:

“He needed me.”

They assumed sacrifice.

They didn’t understand.

She hadn’t returned to serve him.
She had returned to meet him again.
Not as adversaries.

Not as stubborn mirrors.

But as two flawed humans navigating memory and loss.

Sometimes forgiveness doesn’t come from words spoken clearly.

It comes from feeding the man who once fed your pride — and watching both of

you forget who was right.
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Story 11
Almost Chosen
Rhea never wanted to be a secret.
But she had always been good at surviving in shadows.

She met Ayaan in a boardroom — both sharp, both intimidating in different ways.
He was legacy. Old money. Family business. Expectations stitched into his spine.

She was self-made. Fierce. Unapologetically visible.
Their chemistry was immediate — not soft, not slow — but combustible.

He challenged her in meetings. She dismantled his arguments without blinking.
After one particularly heated presentation, he cornered her in the hallway.

“You enjoy provoking me,” he said.
“You enjoy being provoked,” she replied.

That was the beginning.

Their first kiss was reckless.
In his car. Rain on the windshield. The argument still hot between them.

He grabbed her face — not violently, but urgently — like he had been restraining
himself for too long. She kissed him back with equal force.

There was no innocence between them.

When they finally slept together, it was intense. Raw. Not tender — but
consuming.
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He pinned her wrists above her head once and whispered, “You drive me insane.”
She arched against him and whispered back, “Then lose control.”

And he did.

With her, he was not the obedient son. Not the responsible heir.

He was hungry.

And she loved that she could unravel him.

But daylight is cruel to relationships built in night.

He never held her hand at office events.

Never posted her picture.

Never introduced her as more than “a colleague.”

At first, she didn’t care.

She had told herself she was modern. Detached. Evolved.

“I don’t need labels,” she said one night while lying against his chest.
He kissed her hair.

“You’re different,” he murmured.

Different.

She didn’t realize then that different meant temporary.
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The first crack came at his cousin’s engagement party.

He invited her — privately.

“Don’t make it obvious,” he said gently. “My parents are... traditional.”
She wore black. Understated. Elegant.

She stood near the bar most of the evening while aunties evaluated her with
polite suspicion.

“Which family?” one asked.

“I'built my own,” Rhea replied coolly.

Ayaan stayed across the room — smiling for photos, shaking hands.
At one point their eyes met.

He looked away first.

The humiliation was subtle. Quiet. But sharp.

That night, she did not stay over.

“You're overthinking,” he said the next day.
“Am I?”
“They need time.”

“To accept me?”
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“To understand.”

She laughed — not amused.
“Understand what? That | exist?”
He pulled her close.
“Don’t do this.”

“Do what?”

“Turn this into a war.”

She stepped back.

“It already is.”

Months passed in tension.

The sex remained explosive.

Almost desperate now.

As if both sensed something slipping.

There was one night she would replay later — the last time it felt like love instead
of negotiation.

They had argued. Again.
She accused him of cowardice. He accused her of impatience.

The fight ended in silence — the heavy kind.
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He walked toward her slowly.

“You think | don’t love you?” he asked.

“Loving me in private is easy.”

His jaw tightened.

He kissed her then — hard, angry, aching. She pushed him back against the wall,
her hands in his hair, pulling, needing, demanding something neither of them
could name.

It wasn’t gentle.

It was collision.

Clothes discarded in frustration.

Skin against skin like proof.

Afterward, breathing uneven, he held her tightly — almost fearfully.

“I can’t lose you,” he whispered.

“Then don’t,” she replied.

But he already was.

The announcement came on a Tuesday.
Engagement.
To a girl named Ananya.

g

Family friend. Same community. “Suitable.”
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Rhea found out through LinkedIn.
Congratulations flooded the comments.
She stared at the screen for a long time.
No warning.

No conversation.

No goodbye.

Her phone buzzed.

Ayaan.

She let it ring.

Then ring again.

Then again.

Finally, she answered.

“I was going to tell you,” he said quickly.
“When?” Her voice was frighteningly calm.
“It’s complicated.”

“No,” she said softly. “It’s simple.”
Silence.

“I fought,” he insisted.
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She closed her eyes.

“Not hard enough.”

He came over that night.

Uninvited.

Desperate.

“I'love you,” he said.

“You love comfort,” she replied.

He tried to hold her. She stepped away.
“You think this is easy for me?” he asked.
“No,” she said. “l think you chose easy.”
He broke then. Truly broke.

“My father had a heart episode,” he confessed. “They said stress—"
“So, I'm stress?” she cut in.

“You're... risk.”

There it was.

Not unworthy.

Not unloved.

Risky.
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To reputation. To legacy. To obedience.
She laughed — and it sounded almost hysterical.

“I was good enough to sleep with,” she said quietly. “But not good enough to
stand beside.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Fair?” She stepped closer, eyes blazing. “You undressed me with urgency but
couldn’t undress your fear.”

He reached for her again.

She moved back.

“No.”

“Please.”

“For once,” she whispered, “choose me.”
The silence stretched.

Heavy.

Suffocating.

He said nothing.

And that was her answer.

The wedding was extravagant.
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She did not attend.

But she saw the photos.

He looked composed. Respectable.

Ananya looked radiant.

Rhea blocked him that night.

Not dramatically.

Just quietly.

Delete. Remove. Erase.

Then she poured herself a drink and sat on her balcony.
The city was loud. Alive. Indifferent.

Her chest hurt in a way she hadn’t anticipated.

Not because he married someone else.

But because she had believed him when he said she mattered.
She replayed the moments.

The way he held her.

The way he lost control.

The way he said he couldn’t lose her.

And she realized something brutal.

He hadn’t lost her.
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He had traded her.

Weeks later, he sent an email.

Subject line: “I'm sorry.”

She didn’t open it.

She didn’t need to.

The apology would not rebuild dignity.

The apology would not undo the nights she made herself smaller to
accommodate his hesitation.

The apology would not change the fact that when asked to choose, he chose
legacy over love.

Months passed.

She healed — but differently this time.

Not with rebound sex.

Not with distraction.

She healed by confronting the uncomfortable truth:
She had known.

She had seen the signs.
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But she had hoped passion would make him brave.
It didn’t.
Love does not automatically create courage.

Character does.

One evening, nearly a year later, she saw him at a business event.

He looked older.

Tired in a way that was not physical.
Their eyes met.

He walked toward her.

She did not move.

“Hi,” he said softly.

“Hello.”

A thousand unsaid things hovered.
“Are you happy?” he asked.

She considered the question carefully.
“I am free,” she replied.

He swallowed.

“That’s not what | asked.”
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She tilted her head slightly.

“That’s the only answer you get.”

And then she walked away.

Not because she stopped loving him.

But because loving him had once required her to disappear.

And she would never again audition for a place in someone’s life.

Some loves are not lost.
They are abandoned.
And sometimes the most dramatic act of love is not staying.

It’s refusing to be almost chosen.
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Story 12

The Night We Told the Truth
It was supposed to be a celebration.
Forty years of marriage.
A rented villa in Lonavala.
Two adult children flying in.
Close friends invited.
A renewal-of-vows ceremony planned at sunset.
Arvind and Kavita Malhotra — the couple everyone described as “solid.”
Not dramatic.
Not flashy.
Just enduring.
Their daughter, Rhea, worked in Dubai.
Their son, Siddharth, lived in Pune.
Both successful. Both opinionated. Certain they understood their parents’

marriage.

They did not.

The evening began perfectly.
Fairy lights.
Soft ghazals playing.

Wine flowing.

Rhea stood up first.
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’

“To my parents — who showed us what stability looks like.”
Everyone clapped.

Kavita smiled.

Arvind held her hand.

And for a moment, they looked like the myth they had built.

The crack began privately.

In the bedroom upstairs.

Kavita stood in front of the mirror, adjusting her saree.
Arvind watched her.

“You don’t have to do this,” he said quietly.

She met his eyes in the reflection.

“Yes. 1do.”

“For them?”

“For me.”

Downstairs, guests gathered for the vow renewal.

But before the ceremony began, Kavita did something no one expected.
She took the microphone.

“There’s something | want to say,” she began.
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Arvind closed his eyes briefly.

The children exchanged confused glances.

“I don’t want tonight to be about pretending,” she continued.

Murmurs spread.

“For forty years, we have been loyal. Responsible. Respectable.”

She paused.
“But not always honest.”
Silence.

Absolute.

Rhea felt her stomach tighten.
Siddharth leaned forward.

Kavita inhaled slowly.

“Twenty-five years ago, | fell in love with someone else.”

The room shifted.
Gasps. A glass clinked against the floor.
Arvind didn’t move.

He had known this moment would come.
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It had happened during a difficult stretch.

Financial pressure.
Two small children.

Long absences from Arvind, who was building his business.

Kavita had felt invisible.

Then she met Vihaan — a colleague.
Kind. Present. Curious about her mind.

The affair lasted eight months.
It ended before it exploded.
Arvind found out.

Not through confrontation.
Through instinct.

Through quiet distance.

They had almost divorced.
Almost destroyed everything.
Instead, they chose to rebuild.

But they never told their children.

They let them grow up believing in an uncracked story.
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Rhea stood abruptly.

“You cheated?” Her voice wasn’t angry yet. Just stunned.

Kavita nodded.

“Yes.”

“And you stayed?” Siddharth asked their father.
“Yes.”

The simplicity of that answer felt heavier than rage.

“What kind of example is that?” Rhea demanded.
Kavita looked at her carefully.

“Areal one.”

“You lied to us for years.”

“We protected you.”

“From what? The truth?”

“From believing that love is flawless,” Arvind said quietly.

The room felt too small.

Rhea felt something else rising beneath shock.

Fear.
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If their marriage wasn’t perfect — what did that mean for hers?
For the stories she had built about endurance.

Siddharth spoke next.

“Why didn’t you leave?”

The question wasn’t judgment.

It was confusion.

Kavita answered.

“Because | didn’t want to run from discomfort again.”

She turned to Arvind.

“And because he was willing to see me as more than my worst mistake.”

Later that night, after guests left early and tension hung thick, the four of them
sat in the living room.

No fairy lights now.
Just harsh yellow bulbs.
Rhea spoke first.

“Did you love him?”
Kavita didn’t deflect.

"YeS."
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“And Dad?”

“Yes.”

The complexity stunned them.

“You can love two people?” Siddharth asked.

“You can feel deeply,” Arvind said. “But you choose one.”

The weight of that word — choose — settled.

“What about betrayal?” Rhea asked quietly.
Arvind looked at his wife.

“It broke me,” he admitted.

Kavita’s eyes filled.

“I hated myself.”

“Then why forgive?” Siddharth asked.

Arvind considered the question carefully.
“Because | realized something uncomfortable.”
He looked at his children.

“I wasn’t innocent either. | had abandoned her emotionally long before she left
physically.”

The honesty shifted the narrative.
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No villain.
No martyr.

Just two flawed adults.

Near midnight, Rhea found her mother alone on the balcony.
“I don’t know what to do with this,” she said.

“You don’t have to do anything,” Kavita replied softly.

“I thought you were... above this.”
Kavita smiled sadly.

“No one is above longing.”

Rhea swallowed.

“Are you happy now?”

“Yes.”

It wasn’t defensive.

It was grounded.

The next morning, the villa felt quieter.

No ceremony.
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No vow renewal.

Just breakfast.

Arvind poured tea.

Kavita buttered toast.

Routine.

Forty years distilled into small gestures.

Before leaving, Siddharth hugged his father tightly.
Not out of pity.

Out of recognition.

Rhea hugged her mother longer than usual.

“I don’t approve,” she whispered.

“I’m not asking you to,” Kavita replied. “I’'m asking you to understand that love is

work, not mythology.”

On the drive back to Pune, the siblings sat in silence.
Their parents’ marriage was no longer a pedestal.
It was human.

Cracked.

Chosen.
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And somehow stronger for it.

Years later, when their own relationships faltered, neither of them panicked at
the first fracture.

They remembered that night.
The night their parents stopped being legends.

And became people.

Love does not endure because it is pure.

It endures because, again and again, imperfect people decide it is still worth
choosing.
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Story 13

The Affair at Forty

At forty, Naina Mehta had everything she once prayed for.

A corner office overlooking Sheikh Zayed Road.

Two children in an IB school.

A husband who never forgot anniversaries.

Avilla in a gated community that smelled permanently of fresh paint and money.
And yet, some evenings, when the house went quiet, she felt invisible.

Not unloved.

Invisible.

Marriage had not failed.

It had stabilized.

Rajiv was a good man.

He transferred to Dubai fifteen years ago.

Built a logistics business from nothing.

Never cheated. Never shouted. Never withheld.
He provided.

She had followed.

Later, she built her own career in luxury real estate.
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By thirty-eight, she was closing eight-figure deals.
She negotiated ruthlessly in boardrooms.

At home, she asked what was for dinner.

It wasn’t oppression.

It was habit.

She met Vihaan at a property developers’ summit.

Widower. Forty-six.
Architect. Calm voice. Observant eyes.

He didn’t flirt immediately.
He listened.
That was new.

During a panel discussion, she challenged a male investor’s condescending
remark.

Afterward, Vihaan walked up to her.

“You didn’t need to humiliate him,” he said lightly.
“I didn’t.”

“You did.”

She smiled. “He deserved it.”

Vihaan tilted his head.
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“Or maybe you did.”

That unsettled her.

The first coffee was professional.

The second wasn't.

They began sharing stories.
Not complaints.

Stories.

About grief.
About ambition.

About children who grow too fast.
About nights that feel longer than they should.

“You ever feel like you’re performing competence all the time?” he asked once.

“Yes,” she answered immediately.

“And at home?”

She hesitated.

“At home | perform stability.”
He nodded like he understood.

That was the danger.

What we don’t say about Love

133



She didn’t set out to cheat.

Affairs rarely begin with intention.

They begin with recognition.

The first time he touched her hand, it was accidental.
The second time, it wasn't.

Her body reacted before her morality did.

At forty, desire feels different.

Less impulsive.

More deliberate.
More dangerous because you know the cost — and still consider paying it.

The first night it crossed the line, she sat in her car outside his apartment for ten
minutes.

She could still leave.

She could still be the version of herself her children believed in.
Instead, she stepped out.

Vihaan opened the door quietly.

No dramatic embrace.

No breathless declarations.

Just eye contact that said: We are choosing this.
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Their intimacy was not frantic.

It was slow. Intentional. Adult.

He didn’t rush her.

He undressed her like he had time.

Like he wanted to see her, not conquer her.

And when she trembled — not from youth, but from the shock of being desired as
a woman, not a mother — he held her face gently.

“You don’t have to be composed here,” he whispered.

That sentence undid her more than his touch.

Afterward, guilt did not arrive immediately.
Relief did.

Relief from being needed emotionally.
Relief from being seen beyond routine.

That frightened her more.

Rajiv noticed nothing at first.
He was busy expanding operations into Saudi.

The children were absorbed in exams.
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Life continued.

But secrets change posture.

She guarded her phone differently.

She lingered longer at work.

She smiled at messages she quickly deleted.

One evening, her fourteen-year-old daughter, Myra, walked into her room
unexpectedly.

“Mama, can | use your charger—"

She stopped mid-sentence.

Naina’s phone screen was lit.

A message preview visible.

I miss your skin.

Myra didn’t say anything.

She just looked at her mother.

And in that look was something unbearable.
Confusion.

Not accusation.

Confusion.
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That night, Naina didn’t go to Vihaan.
She sat in the dark in her living room long after everyone slept.
Forty years old.

Successful.

Respected.

And suddenly unsure of who she was.
Vihaan called.

She didn’t answer.

He texted.

Talk to me.

She turned the phone face down.

For the first time, the affair felt small.
Not romantic.

Small.

When she finally ended it, there were no theatrics.

“I can’t fracture my daughter’s sense of safety,” she said quietly.

Vihaan didn’t argue.
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He looked older that day.

“I didn’t want to take anything from you,” he said.
“You didn’t,” she replied. “I gave it.”

That was the truth.

No villain.

Just two adults who chose desire over discipline — until consequence stared back.

Telling Rajiv was harder.

She could have hidden it.

He hadn’t seen messages.

He hadn’t suspected.

But guilt is corrosive.

It changes how you look at someone.
One Sunday morning, while the kids were at a friend’s house, she said it.
“There’s something | need to tell you.”
Rajiv listened.

Didn’t interrupt.

Didn’t shout.

When she finished, he asked only one question.
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“Was | not enough?”

That broke her.

“You were stable,” she said through tears. “I felt unseen.”

He absorbed that quietly.
“You could have told me.”

“l didn’t know how.”

Silence stretched between them — heavier than any argument.

They didn’t separate immediately.
They tried.

Counseling.
Uncomfortable conversations.

Scheduled date nights that felt artificial.

Trust does not shatter loudly.

It splinters.

Some pieces glue back.

Some don’t.

Months later, they still share a home.

Still attend school events together.
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Still function.
But something fundamental shifted.
Not love.

Innocence.

Naina still closes deals confidently.
Still negotiates aggressively.

But now, when she stands at her balcony at night, she feels the weight of choice
more clearly.

Desire is powerful.

Loneliness is persuasive.

But consequence is permanent.

At forty, she learned something brutal:
You can be both successful and selfish.
Both lonely and loved.

Both strong and flawed.

And sometimes, the most grown-up decision isn’t starting something intense.

It's ending it — even when it made you feel alive.
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Story 14
The Good Mother Myth

Ananya had delivered a keynote at a global tech summit the same day her son got
suspended from school.

The applause had been standing.

The call from the school had been clinical.

“Your son Aarush was involved in a fight.”

She was still in heels when she took it.

Still wearing the badge that said Chief Growth Officer.
Still glowing from validation.

And yet, by the time she reached home, she felt like a fraud.

Aarush was fifteen.

Bright. Sarcastic. Quiet lately.

He was sitting on the couch when she entered.
No visible injuries.

Just anger.

“What happened?” she asked, controlled.

“He called you selfish.”
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“And you hit him?”

“He said you care more about your company than me.”
Silence.

She exhaled slowly. “That’s not a reason to hit someone.”
“It is when it’s true.”

That landed harder than any school disciplinary note.

Ananya had built her career from scratch.
IIT. IIM. Startups. Boardrooms.

She returned to work three months after childbirth.
Pumped milk between investor meetings.
Missed anniversaries.

Missed some school plays.

But she never missed responsibility.

Fees paid.

Vacations planned.

Future secured.

That was love, wasn’t it?

Provision.
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Protection.

Opportunity.

She turned to him.

“Do you think | work because | don’t care?”
“I think you work because you like it more.”

Teenagers don’t shout.

They dissect.

That night, she sat outside his room longer than she’d admit.
Scrolling old photos.

First steps.

First birthday cake smashed across his face.

The first time he clung to her leg at preschool.

She had promised then:

| will give you everything.

She hadn’t realized “everything” might not mean what she thought.

The next week she tried to compensate.
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Canceled a meeting.
Attended his basketball practice.
Made dinner herself.

He noticed.

But teenagers are allergic to sudden reform.

“You don’t have to perform,” he said flatly.
“I'm not performing.”

“It feels like it.”

She felt something crack.

“I'am trying.”

“I didn’t ask you to quit your job.”

“Then what are you asking?”

“For you to see me before | mess up.”
That sentence stayed with her.

Before | mess up.

The real confrontation came one Sunday.
He had another altercation.

This time verbal.
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She lost patience.

“You are not allowed to use me as an excuse for your behavior.”
He stood up.

“I’'m not using you. | just don’t know where I fit in your life.”
She stared at him.

“You’re my priority.”

“| don’t feel like it.”

“Because | travel?”

“Because when | talk, you're distracted.”

She opened her mouth to defend herself.

Closed it.

He wasn’t accusing her of absence.

He was accusing her of divided presence.

The guilt came like a wave.
Not dramatic.
Not self-pitying.

Just heavy.
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Was she ambitious because she loved power?
Or because she feared dependency?

Had she told herself she was modeling strength — when maybe she was modeling
distance?

That night she knocked on his door again.
“Can we talk without winning?” she asked.
He shrugged.

She sat on the floor instead of the chair.
Eye level.

“I don’t want to be a martyr mother,” she began. “And | don’t want to be an
absent one either. I'm still figuring it out.”

He listened.

“That boy called me selfish,” she continued. “And | reacted defensively. But | need
to know — do you feel neglected?”

He didn’t answer immediately.

“I feel like I have to schedule you.”
That hurt.

Because it was true.

Calendar invites.

Shared Google reminders.
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Even conversations had time slots.

“I didn’t know how else to manage everything,” she admitted.

“I don’t need everything,” he said quietly. “I just need you sometimes.”
Not money.

Not upgrades.

Not strategy.

Just sometimes.

The shift wasn’t cinematic.

She didn’t resign.

She didn’t transform overnight.

But she made changes.

No-phone dinners.

One weekend a month non-negotiable.
Fewer late-night calls.

More listening without correcting.

She stopped saying, “I'm doing this for you.”

And started asking, “How are you really?”

He softened gradually.
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Teenage resentment doesn’t vanish.
It recalibrates.

One evening months later, while she was working at the dining table, he walked
in.

“You coming to my match tomorrow?”
“Yes.”

“Like actually watching?”

“Yes.”

He nodded.

“Cool.”

That was their reconciliation.

Not tears.

Not speeches.

Just consistency.

Years later, when he left for college, he hugged her tightly at the airport.
“You know I’'m proud of you, right?” he said.
She blinked.

“For what?”
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“For not quitting.”
She laughed through tears.
“And for not disappearing.”

That mattered more.

Being a good mother was never about choosing between ambition and love.

It was about learning that presence cannot be outsourced — even when success
can.
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Story 15

The Cost of Power
By forty-two, Anubhav Mehta had mastered the language of success.
Corner office in Lower Parel.
Sea-facing penthouse in Worli.
A company that had grown into a multinational.
And a marriage everyone admired.
At industry events, people loved repeating his story.
College sweethearts.
Middle-class beginnings.
Eighteen years together.
His wife still stood beside him at every gala, every celebration, every photograph.
The perfect couple.
But success had quietly changed him.
Power did something strange to people around powerful men.
Women laughed a little longer at their jokes.
Conversations lingered.
Boundaries blurred.
At first, he had resisted.
Later, he had stopped pretending to.

A few department heads.

A few late-night “strategy meetings”.
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Nothing messy.

Nothing emotional.

Just moments that reminded him he was still desired.
Still powerful.

Still in control.

Until Ananya arrived.

Ananya Rao didn’t join companies to impress men.

She joined them to build things.

Strategy head.

IIT graduate.

Former consultant who had walked away from a global firm because she hated
mediocrity.

When she joined Anubhav’s company, people warned her quietly.
“The CEO likes... attention.”

She ignored it.

She had dealt with powerful men her entire career.

They were predictable.

What interested her was the challenge of scaling the business globally.

And Anubhav, she admitted privately, was brilliant.
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Dangerously brilliant.

Which was exactly why she kept a careful distance.

The tension began with conversations.

Late meetings.

Arguments over expansion strategies.

She challenged him in ways no one else in the company dared to.
And he liked it.

Too much.

One evening after a long strategy review, the office was almost empty.
Mumbai glittered outside the glass walls.

“You’re intense,” he said.

“You hired me for that.”

He smiled.

“Most people don’t talk to me like this.”

“Most people work for you,” she replied.

Something in her confidence unsettled him.

He stepped closer.
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The air shifted.

“You know,” he said quietly, “people in this company get very close to me.’

She didn’t step back.

But she didn’t lean in either.

“I’'m not people.”

For a moment he thought she was teasing.
He reached for her hand.

She moved it away.

Not dramatically.

Just firmly.

She had seen the moment coming weeks ago.
It was always the same pattern.

Admiration.

Flirtation.

Expectation.

She looked at him calmly.

“You’re confusing respect with attraction.”

His expression hardened slightly.
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“That’s a risky sentence to say to your CEO.”

“Is it?” she asked.

Then she said the thing no one else in the company ever dared to say.
“I didn’t come here to be your next story.”

Silence filled the office.

No woman had ever rejected him like that.
Not in years.

Power had made things easy.

Too easy.

“Careful,” he said quietly.

“You might regret that attitude.”

Her expression didn’t change.

“I might regret many things in life,” she said.

“Sleeping with my boss will never be one of them.”

The words landed like a slap.

Three months later, she resigned.
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The official reason was “a global opportunity.”
Inside the company, everyone assumed the CEO had lost interest.
But the truth was simpler.

She refused to stay in a place where her ambition could be mistaken for
availability.

The night before leaving, she sent him one final email.
You built an extraordinary company.
Just remember — power attracts many things.

Respect isn’t one of them.

Months later, at another charity gala in South Mumbai, someone mentioned her
name casually.

“She’s now leading strategy for a global firm in Singapore.”

“Apparently doubled her salary.”

Anubhav nodded politely.

But something about the conversation stayed with him.

Later that night, back in the penthouse, his wife watched him pour a drink.
“You're thinking about someone,” she said.

He didn’t deny it.

“She refused me.”
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His wife smiled slightly.

“That must have been new.”

He laughed softly.

“Yes.”

She studied him carefully.

“And did you ever consider...”

“What?”

“That maybe she didn’t refuse you.”

He frowned.

“What do you mean?”

Her voice was calm.

“She refused the man you became.”

The room went quiet.

For the first time in years, Anubhav Mehta felt something unfamiliar.
Not anger.

Not desire.

Just the uncomfortable realization that power could buy many things.
But not the one thing he suddenly wished he had earned.

Respect.
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From my heart

Every story carries a little bit of truth, a little bit of imagination, and a lot of lived
emotion.

To the people who shaped my thinking, challenged my perspective, supported my
voice, and sometimes even broke my heart—thank you. You made this book

possible in ways you may never know.

And to you, the reader, thank you for giving these stories a home beyond my
mind.

With love and gratitude,
Karishma
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