
        
            
                
            
        

    
No Other Love

By Aarti V Raman


Blurb

Dedication

A Note from the Author

A Request

Vikrant and Anika’s Mashup

Prologue

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Twenty-Nine

Epilogue

Heartbreak Vows

The Pieces of Me

In Debt To Her Millionaire Foe

Thank Yous

All My Books

About Me


Blurb

City girl Anika lost her husband and her love a year ago. When he chose to return to his family.

With the ink still not dry on the divorce papers, he walks back into her life with a heartbreaking request.

Pretend to be his wife for the old-fashioned family which tore them apart.

Anika wants closure on an open wound so she agrees to the deal.

But working with Vikrant at the hospital and being forced to share a bed with him is the easiest thing.

And it's making her question if becoming a star surgeon is worth the price of destroying her only love.

Vikrant is a small town doctor with more empathy than ambition - content to head the local hospital.

He also regrets the bitter end of his marriage to sunshine girl - Anika. Because she wasn't his parents' ideal choice.

Now, he needs her. To fake it as his loving wife. In the mansion that's been far too lonely without her.

Now, when he's around her, fake feels all too real. At work and home.

But Vikrant knows it's unfair to ask her to choose love over career, even though no other love will ever do for him...


Dedication

To all the women who are told to choose between love and ambition. Anika is here to remind you; you can have it all. You just need yourself and a Vikrant who will finally see your brilliance and cherish it.

And to my mom, my own True North. Who’d have made a brilliant surgeon but chose love instead.


The love we most cherish will, of necessity, give us the most pain.

-          Thomas Merton


A Note from the Author

Dear Reader,

No Other Love is a very special book. In that it’s wholly, definitively Indian in a way none of my other self-published books are. I hope you see a bit of yourself in the story, regardless of your ethnicity. Because it really is about you – a woman, a person, trying to make their way in the world, juggling the responsibilities, duties, passions, vulnerabilities, and extraordinary courage of being ALIVE. Taking up space. And not just existing.

It's a love letter to me and my mom – who dreamed of being a doctor but chose another path instead. One that included yours truly and made this story and all my other stories come to life.

The story is about doctors and my heart goes out to all the women doctors in the world and specially in India who suffer from discrimination, harassment, attack and worse. I had a dark moment when I thought to myself if I should even be releasing No Other Love given real world events that broke my heart and strengthened my resolve into iron. 

But then I remembered why I write stories – to escape the real world. To make it better. A true ideal. Not perfect, where pain does not exist and persecution is a myth but one where, you do get a happy ever after.

Please do remember that when you read this book and as you go through your own life.

There are no true trigger warnings and content warnings for NOL because it’s all angst and high drama. Which is an Aarti-verse staple, isn’t it?

I do have one gentle suggestion: Bring the tissues. You’re going to need it.

And now, without further ado, here’s Vikrant and Anika’s ANGSTY, tearjerker of a romance. Because sometimes …what you need is right where you left it.

Xx

Aarti


A Request

Hi reader!

Do you know how special, how FREAKING amazing you are. And how grateful I am for you. That you’re willing to give your time, your energy, your precious reading hours to Vikrant and Anika’s epically angsty, second chance romance? Well, I am!

If you enjoy this book, then do consider joining me at The Writer Gal Letter, my weekly newsletter full of juicy, newsy updates and announcements. It’s the first place to go for all my life and writing shenanigans and is a warm, friendly, super chatty place. :D Here’s the link to sign up: Yes, sign me up!

Xx

Aarti

PS: I’d love it if you leave a rating/review for Vikrant and Anika’s story once you’ve finished reading No Other Love so it can reach even more awesome readers like you. ☺


Vikrant and Anika’s Mashup

Listen on Spotify

Enchanted – Taylor Swift

Woh Lamhein Woh Baatein – Atif Aslam

Falling Down – Avril Lavigne

Sweet Home Alabama (In the style of Jewel) – Jewel

Torn – Natalie Imbruglia

Wishing I Was There – Natalie Imbruglia

Already Over – Sabrina Carpenter

Counting Down the Days – Natalie Imbruglia

Must Get Out – Maroon 5

The Good Kind – The Wreckers

Stolen – Dashboard Confessional

Bairiya – Arijit Singh

If You’re Gone – Matchbox 20

Undiscovered – Ashlee Simpson

i love you – billie eilish

Chaleya – Arijit Singh, Shilpa Rao

Him & I (With Halsey) – G-Eazy and Halsey

We Don’t Talk Anymore (feat. Selena Gomez) – Charlie Puth and Selena Gomez

cutting grass – TENDER

Deva Shree Ganesha – Ajay Gogavale

Love Story – Taylor Swift


Prologue

The Pen

The First Day…

I never thought I’d have a crush on a guy who’s never spoken to me. Actually, I doubted he’d even raised his eyes and looked me straight in the eye. He was always head down in a textbook or studying his notes. Or checking for medical facts on his battered laptop.

He was just so different from all the other try-hard wannabes in class.

Not because he was hot or had a cute smile (he was hot and had a cute smile that showed off even white teeth) or even because he wore simple tee shirts and jeans every day. They were neatly ironed, with no wrinkles.

It wasn’t even the thrill of wanting someone who didn’t know I existed. Because that’s how my daddy issues presented themselves, according to the Psych professor.

He was different because he was so quiet. Not just because he was shy (which I suspected he might be, given his lack of friends) but because he always gave the most thoughtful responses in class.

We only had Basics of Anatomy together and I had never seen him outside of the room, like some of my other batch mates, when we hung out after classes or during lab practice. But we were seat mates, as in we sat next to each other. And the first day of class, almost a month ago, I’d forgotten my textbook, so he’d just silently shoved his closer to me and we’d pored over it together.

Maybe I was a masochist, I thought with wry humor. Wanting someone who never gave me the slightest attention.

But…it never felt like it. Like I didn’t have his attention. For instance, just yesterday, I caught him watching me when I entered the class with Anu, my labs buddy. Anu’d made a cadaver joke, and I laughed out loud. And he was staring at me. At my lips.

He didn’t even drop his eyes shyly the second I caught his gaze. No, he slowly dipped his head down. Both of us aware of the other. It was chemistry at its finest because I felt a fluttering in my tummy like I’d never felt before. From just a single look.

Still, he never spoke a word to me.

So, I was going to conduct my own experiment today. Test out a treatment before calling a fatal diagnosis. If the guy was acutely shy, I was going to make it easy for him to talk to me.

I was going to be myself.

So, I straightened in the chair, as soon as he dropped in the seat next to me. I was ridiculously early to class; it was almost empty since the professor was always ten minutes late. I didn’t need an audience while I did my doctor’s exam.

As usual, I felt his gaze on my face and cheeks which heated up. But when I glanced at him, he was digging out his notebook.

I tapped his hand. It was on the bench.

He paused with the notebook half in and out of his backpack.

‘Hi! I forgot my pen.’ I showed him my pen-free bag (which I’d dropped without a qualm in the lost and found section). ‘Can I borrow one from you?’

‘I…don’t have an extra.’ His voice was deep, deliciously so. But not like creepy deep. My tummy fluttered at hearing it.

Disappointment coated my smile, but I shrugged. That was the end of that. ‘Damn. It’s okay. I’ll borrow from Anu when she comes in.’

‘You can share mine if you want,’ he said.

I turned around slowly. Unsure of what I’d just heard.

The boy smiled. Showing off even teeth and a stunning grin that made him look handsome and not just merely cute. He had beetle-black eyes with no discernible pupil. And high cheekbones that showed off his Roman nose against a golden complexion a few shades browner than mine. The fluttering in my tummy gained speed.

‘Here.’ He extended his pen to me. A simple, ballpoint, clicky pen. ‘Take it.’

‘Tha---thanks,’ I said.

I didn’t know what else to say. He didn’t have to share his pen with me. It was a small thing, of course, but our classes were full of intensive notes, with each word the professor uttered carrying weight. Sharing a pen meant losing out on those notes. It meant trusting someone else to do the heavy lifting with you.

It was…commitment.

‘I’m Ani,’ I said breathlessly. ‘Anika Chakraborty.’ I extended my hand for the pen.

‘I’m Vikrant,’ he said. ‘Vikrant Pandit.’ He held the pen and my gaze for a moment longer before letting go.

‘It’s nice to meet you, Vikrant Pandit.’ I clicked the pen open.

‘Yeah. Finally.’ He spoke softly, almost to himself. 

I think I fell a little in love with him right then. With that finally. I wasn’t the only one waiting to make the first move, was I? 


One

Vikrant

The Last Day

‘You’re really doing this?’ Anika asked, her voice rough with unshed tears. ‘You’re really leaving?’

I couldn’t answer. Just continued tossing things in my battered suitcase. At this point, it was all I could do to not howl. I picked something from the cupboard and placed it next to my running shoes in the suitcase.

‘That’s mine,’ my wife said.

I blindly looked at the item I’d packed. It was a tee shirt, torn at the hem. Splattered with cream paint. The howl threatened to come up again. Because I remembered, exactly, how the paint had gotten there.

On a rare, mutually free weekend, we decided to paint the ceiling of our bedroom a neutral cream. It was pouring cats and dogs in Mumbai and the air conditioner had stopped working. We listened to Natalie Imbruglia, the whole time.

I scraped and sanded for two hours, then Anika had worn scandalously short shorts and this tee-shirt and climbed on the step ladder.

I had watched her in fascination like she was Queen Mumtaaz, and the bedroom ceiling was the Taj Mahal.

I was always fascinated by her. That was the problem. Fascination was unrealistic. Impossible to live up to in real life.

Anika wasn’t fascinated with me anymore. If she had ever been.

‘Vik,’ Anika spoke again.

I grabbed the tee-shirt and threw it back into the cupboard. The howl of misery and lost love continued to simmer at the back of my throat.

‘Sorry,’ I said, in a low voice.

‘For what?’ My wife asked. Like she really meant it.

I looked up at the ceiling. The cream paint was peeling at the edges, because of leakage and seepage problems with their upstairs neighbor. And the landlord had asked me to wait for a year before doing any repairs, since another monsoon season was imminent.

I wasn’t going to be able to give it a year.

‘The rent is paid for till August.’ I locked the overflowing suitcase. The muscles in my wrist protested at the added pressure. The physical therapist had told me to stop using excessive force in my right hand, after the last visit.

‘The utilities are automated in the app. But I will keep checking in between and paying them anyway, so you don’t have to worry about it.’

‘I can pay the damn utilities on my own!’ Anika snapped. ‘I have the app on my phone. And with the new promotion, I can save up and take care of these things.’

‘I know,’ I replied. ‘I’ve heard of nothing but your new promotion for months now.’

I turned around and looked at the love of my life, dressed in crisp blue scrubs, a staple of all medical staff at the hospital where we both worked.

Usually, scrubs were meant to be shapeless, sexless even. But the scrubs did nothing to hide her innate curves, or the long, lean length of her legs, a product of intensive running.

Anika’s waist-length hair was in a severe plait, so not a hair escaped to frame her stunning face. The only concession she made to femininity was the thick line of kohl she’d applied around her golden-brown, almond-shaped eyes.

Desire hit me, inconvenient and consuming. Unrequited.

I couldn’t want this woman anymore.

Now, hurt and old grief moved through Anika’s expressive eyes.

‘I know,’ she whispered. ‘I know you hate it that I got promoted. That I am not just Dr. Anika Chakraborty, MBBS anymore. I’m Dr. Anika Chakraborty, MD in pediatric surgery. It kills you that I was able to manage the internship at the hospital and pass my exams too, doesn’t it?’

My jaw tightened, as an instant denial sprang to my lips. But I swallowed it down because she wasn’t fully wrong. She just was wrong about the why of it all.

‘I don’t think we have to discuss this again, do you?’

‘No,’ Anika said bitterly. ‘No, we freaking don’t. I’m sure your mom will love that I’m finally out of your life for good.’

My eyes flashed. ‘Don’t you dare bring my mom into this, Anika. She isn’t responsible for what happened to us.’

‘No,’ Anika shot back. ‘She isn’t.’ There was a pregnant pause before she continued with all the venom, I knew she carried in her heart. ‘But she didn’t help things either, Vik. And I’ll take care of rent and the utilities and everything from now on. You don’t have to worry about me anymore.’

‘You’re my wife.’ The words were a declaration.

A curse. My curse that lived like slow-killing poison in my blood.

They made Anika pause in the act of unwinding her gorgeous jet-black hair.

I clenched my fists as I saw it, as I’d always seen it a million times.

Anika undressing was erotic and sensual because she was so uninhibited, so unselfconscious about it all. She claimed it came from having lived in boarding schools all her life, but I suspected it had more to do with who she was on the inside.

Unfettered. Free.

I came from an ordinary, middle-class, small-town family with conservative parents. The first time I had to take a shower in the common bathroom at the medical college in Mumbai, I’d almost gotten on the bus straight back home. As it was, the seniors had ragged me mercilessly for wearing tightey-whiteys.

Unwillingly, my eyes went to the sexy, silk boxers I’d packed along with the rest of my stuff. They were Anika’s doing. She’d said she preferred me feeling like she was touching me all day long.

She was insane like that.

I kissed her senseless, when she told me that after gifting them last Valentine’s Day. Then she’d actually touched me and then there was no more talking. Only loving.

God, how I wished I could turn back time and go back to that moment and tell her I loved her, I loved only her. I had since the first time she’d sat next to me in Basic Anatomy class and forgotten her goddamn textbook, that I didn’t give a fuck what promotion she got…

In fact, I could do it even now. Couldn’t I? Hope, that fickle bastard, sprang through my veins, cutting through the poison. Of course, I could fix it. Of course…

‘Anika,’ I began rustily, pathetically eager.

‘Well, the lawyer said I’m your wife for six months only because we wanted to try counseling,’ Anika observed coolly. ‘And he was clever enough to get the judge to agree to remote couples’ counseling so you could go be a saint in the village and I could continue working here. So, it’s only a technicality at this point, isn’t it?’

How cold she sounded. How unfeeling.

She continued unbraiding her hair, averting her face from me. But her voice was cool, pitiless.

And I remembered what the hope had made me forget for a minute…we’d hurt each other too much. Been through hell. There was no going back now. This is what we were. This is what we’d become.

Strangers.

‘I’m not trying to be a saint,’ I protested. Like I had a million times. ‘I just think…’

‘I know. I KNOW!’ She threw the scrunchie holding her braid together on the floor. ‘And it doesn’t matter anymore.’ She took a deep, sniffling breath, which did interesting things to her scrub top.

‘I’m going out now. I’ll stay with Anu tonight. You can leave your keys on the table.’

The cold statements hit worse than a punch. ‘You won’t even come to see me off?’ I asked, hurt beyond belief.

Anika finally looked up at me. And two years of misery and torture and the sheer horror of watching the person you love become a hollow shell of themselves, were revealed in that look. There was also anger and recrimination in that look, but she wasn’t alone in that.

The only thing missing in that look was tenderness. Affection. Goofiness.

‘What’s the point, Vikrant?’

Then Anika picked up her heavy backpack, slung her hospital ID around her neck, and walked away.

Leaving me more alone than ever.


Two

Anika

Almost a year later….

‘You give the best back massages in the whole world, you know,’ Vikrant murmured.

‘I know.’ I dug my fingers at the edge of my husband’s vertebra where L4 met L5, and he let out a groan that mingled pain with pleasure. I kneaded at the knot lodged firmly there which came from hours bent over patients in the ICU, marveling at his taut skin and sexier back.

It didn’t have too much hair but was ‘dusted’; which made it all the more fun when he was on top, and I could run my hands all over the territory I called mine.

I grinned …it was fun now too.

I ran a lazy hand down one side of his oiled back.

‘I should give up paeds and go become a professional masseuse,’ I mused out loud.

He squirmed under me. All lean muscles and hard length.

‘Fuck, no.’ Vikrant reached out with one long hand and caught my knee with his rough fingers. He squeezed. ‘This is all mine. I am not sharing.’

His voice was sleepy, pleasure-filled; a little lazy. He was rarely like this, my intense husband.

I still could not believe that Vikrant and I were actually married. And that too, straight out of medical school. It was the most divine of fates that the hospital we both applied to had accepted us both, so getting married made the most sense. Since living together was a problem for Vikrant’s conservative parents and kind of frowned upon in Mumbai, the most progressive city in the country.

Vikrant ran light fingers over my knee. ‘Right?’ he asked.

‘You know I don’t like it when you get all possessive alpha male.’ I kneed him in the back as I slid away to the side of the bed.

Vikrant yelped and glared at me. Looking, for all the world, like how a doctor on TV would look like – sexy and smoldering and intense - with an unshaved beard and pitch-black eyes gritty from lack of sleep.

I winked at him. Ran my tongue over my lips, suggestively.

Then I leaned in close and whispered right in his ear, my breath blowing hot into the soft shell. ‘I love it.’

In a move that never failed to delight and arouse me, Vikrant whipped me under him, catching my hands in a tight hold so our bodies were lined up perfectly. He pressed his center to mine; he was aroused too (I’d been massaging his glutes for ten minutes) and I went wet.

I moaned.

‘You’re the devil,’ he muttered. ‘This is the on-call room, you know. We can’t just…’ He shrugged impressive shoulders that had me squirming now.

‘So what?’ I raised my head, inviting him in for a kiss.

I could see the intent in his eyes. And even though we were both fully clothed and exhausted from working double shifts, that massage had heated things up nicely. ‘It’s legally allowed. I have a marriage license in my backpack that says this is okay.’

‘You know, it would also work if you wore that mangal sutra my mother gifted you.’ He named the chain of gold I’d been gifted, on my visit home to the in-laws. The chain was a Hindu symbol of my marriage to Vikrant. As if I needed one! ‘It’s such a small thing, isn’t it?’

I shrugged. ‘I am a doctor, idiot. We aren’t supposed to wear that kind of jewelry, no?’

‘Everyone else does,’ he muttered.

‘I’m not like everyone else.’ I tugged at my hands, and he released them immediately. I wound them around his neck and tugged him closer. ‘That’s why you want me so bad you’ll fuck me in the on-call room.’

Vikrant glanced back at the closed door.

I settled deeper into him. The bed we were in, was a torn and sagging sofa with the stuffing coming out at one end. It was home to about a million butt impressions and perpetually soft.

‘Anika, the springs will give out,’ he tried half-heartedly.

‘So?’ I smiled, sexy and inviting. Knowing I had him. ‘Go slow.’

I kissed him. Swallowing his mouth in a deep, luscious kiss that went on and on. He wrapped one palm around my skull, and kissed me back, with a little desperation. And I knew why.

It was because of that mangal sutra comment. A sore point, every time Vikrant’s mother called on the video chat and he made me wear it.

‘I love you, Vikrant Pandit,’ I whispered against his lips.

He took my scrub top off, an expression of utter, focused bliss on his face. And I felt love, and desire, and a million other emotions move through her. Maybe I could wear the stupid mangal sutra if it made him happy.

‘I can’t stop wanting you.’ He squeezed me through the sheer lacy, lemon-colored bra. ‘You’re perfect.’

He tongued my nipple and bit it lightly. I moaned, squeezing my thighs around his arousal. He did it again and I dragged my core against it. His other hand drifted over my inside thigh and rubbed against my center.

‘Fuck.’ I gritted out. ‘You’re evil.’

‘If I am.’ He dotted kisses over the swell of my breasts on the bra and then dragged his tongue inside and swirled it around the nipple. ‘It’s because of you, wife.’

I dragged his head up with one hand and untied his scrub pants with the other. ‘Stop torturing me.’

Her words and the kiss mingled in desperation. A hot, wet, writhing mass of exploding desire and consuming love. He gentled me with nothing but his lips on mine, so the kiss turned soft, questing…pretty.

‘No.’ Vikrant said coolly and plunged one hand into my pants.

I whimpered, arched into his touch and the burning intent of his desire. Knowing heaven and hell were about to open inside me…any minute now.

***

The violent shaking of the bed woke me up. The soft moan died on my lips as I looked around, wildly. Expecting to see Vikrant on top, ready to give me the best hospital orgasm of my life. Aching for him…

‘The NICU patient’s parents want to talk to you, Ani,’ Nurse Tara said loudly.

I blinked against the strong, neon light that illuminated the nurse’s station couch. For the last year, I have napped here when I had to work double shifts.

The on-call room was a no-go zone now. The one time I had gone there last year, I spent the whole time crying into the pillow and ended up with a migraine.

No, thank you!

Deprivation was a physical ache inside me as I finally processed the nurse’s request.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’ll come.’

Tara gave me a soft, sympathetic look. ‘You were doing it again. Talking in your sleep.’

Pretending not to hear the nurse’s pitying words, I stood up, stretching the kinks in my neck, my entire body.

I talked in my sleep in times of extreme stress. It had begun back when my parents had first sent me to boarding school, when I was caught smoking with the gardener’s son.

It usually meant I was desperately, awfully, alone and scared. At least that’s what the professor in the Psychology class back in medical college had told me proudly. What the fuck did he know?

Some people snored. Some people talked in their sleep. It was perfectly natural. Nothing to worry about.

I straightened my scrub top, retied the drawstring pants, and wrinkled my nose at the disgusting smell of day-old scrubs that had seen everything – from a newborn pooping green goo to assisting in an emergency C-section. I wore the white coat I’d used to prop my head on and walked out of the nurses’ station.

***

I reassured the worried parents of Baby Sheikh that their daughter’s lungs were underdeveloped because she was a preemie (prematurely born) and the attending had to operate on her tiny air pipe because of an unforeseen obstruction during pregnancy. But that she was absolutely fine and ready to meet her parents as soon as they were sure there would be no infection.

This was the part of my job I loved most. Telling the loved ones of utterly tiny, helpless, new human beings that they could stop worrying. Their wait was almost over. The end was near.

Medicine had once again triumphed over the horrors of life.

Pediatric surgery was delicate in the extreme and required nerves of absolute steel. It also required a certain degree of detachment because the patients were so tiny, hardly bigger than the palms of my hands sometimes, that caring about them was catastrophic. It would mean I lost focus on the job at hand and would cause harm to my patient, an unacceptable outcome.

Vikrant had accused me in the lawyer’s office of being dead inside, of allowing the job to consume my soul….and I’d said something equally punishing to him.

But lately, I’d begun to wonder if he was right.

If, maybe in the quest to be the best peds surgeon in the department, I had pushed down all empathy and feeling and only used sex as an outlet for a real connection. In the end, even that had withered away.

It wasn’t wrong, of course, but maybe I could have given a calmer ear to his concerns. Maybe my ambition had blinded me to his need.

***

‘There you are, Dr. Chakraborty,’ Dr. Dsouza looked up as I came back to the doctor’s lounge, once I finished up with morning rounds. There were only three patients in the NICU, all in stable condition – so it was a fine morning for all the staff on call.

‘Yes, Dr. Dsouza?’ I straightened my spine immediately.

Dr. Dsouza was the Dean of Medicine at the hospital, the ultimate decider of all our fates. Having him talk to me, a lowly, second-year surgical hopeful was an honor beyond imagination.

‘I spoke to your father last night. I didn’t know you were Vivek Chakraborty’s daughter.’ The veneration in the Dean’s voice was sickening. And expected.

Vivek Chakraborty was a god in Indian surgery and being his daughter was not something I was proud of.

I shrugged. ‘I didn’t think it mattered who I’m related to.’

‘Of course not,’ he said smoothly. ‘But I’m sure you could put in a good word to your cardiothoracic surgeon father to come to visit us here sometime and show us that new procedure he just won an award for.’

I smiled mechanically. ‘Sure, Sir. I’ll talk to him about it. Was there anything else you needed me for?’

‘Oh yes,’ he said absently, checking his phone screen. ‘I just saw your husband down in the cafeteria. I didn’t know he was back from Goa. Why didn’t you tell me?

I felt the breath leave my chest in a rush and the floor tilted dizzily, while I clutched my stethoscope tightly between my hands. The cool metal helped steady my breathing and my wildly beating heart as three words danced in my head like cartoon birds.

Vikrant was back.


Three

Vikrant

I walked through the pristine white corridors of the place I haunted like a goddamn ghost when I worked here. The hours were long and brutal, the pay did not match, and the competition was fierce. Not to mention all the fucking bureaucracy and jumping through hoops. Because we were an internationally accredited organization, thus, paperwork was our second job.

I loved it. Every adrenaline and norepinephrine-filled second of it. Norepinephrine, by the way, is the chemical that’s released in our brain when we are overwhelmed and unable to take a breath. It usually ends with us throwing a punch or running away to another place. 

I had done both here. Thrown a punch at a male desk clerk who went on an hour-long tea break while a poor family needed emergency approval for their son’s knife wound treatment. And I ran away when I couldn’t fight anymore.

Not the system. Not my wife. Not the ambition that consumed her and left me hollow.

I remembered all the times Anika brought me piping hot coffee from the nearby fancy coffee place, because I preferred it. Even though we could not afford it, and she had to pull in an extra shift to cover our expenses.  I remembered the massages she gave me when I was bone tired from working a double shift in the ICU, making sure the patient lived with a full quality of life.

I remembered her bright smile and then the confused line that started appearing whenever I interrupted her study time in the on-call room.

I also remembered my own hopelessness at forgetting the basic facts I needed to remember for the MD exam. Maybe my heart was not in it, had never been in it, but I needed that degree to justify the years of sacrifice my Aai-Baba had made for me, their golden son. Their good boy.

Their Viku.

Guilt was my constant companion when I was studying for the exam. Because I was affected by the simple hope in my mother’s voice every time we chatted, and she asked me how I was doing. Or the gruff happiness in my father’s tone when he asked me if I needed more money.

I had no enthusiasm for the next step of my specialization, and I should have. Like Anika did, with her single-minded focus and determination. She had parental pressure too, and issues with them. But she didn’t let them impact her.

She just let them define her.

I was impacted by everything happening in my life. The realization that I was suffocating at a job that brought me little joy. The horror of understanding how modern medicine really worked. The hopelessness of seeing the person I loved the most relish the challenges I could not even bear.

Yes, I needed that degree to prove to everyone I was a good doctor. That I was a doctor at all.

Except, it didn’t matter in the end.

I failed the MD exam. Anika passed with flying colors. And everything went to ash between us. 

That was part of the reason I hadn’t picked up the phone and called Anika to tell her I was coming. I just had too much to say, even more to feel and not enough air to breathe. It was a dick move.

I made it anyway.

***

Shaking off my melancholic memories I waved at Dr. Tiwari, the Head of Internal Medicine. He was coming out of a consult with a, no-doubt, VIP patient. Department heads don’t do the rounds for ordinary patients.

‘Dr. Pandit, what a surpriseji.’ Dr. Tiwari enthusiastically pumped my hand and pulled me in for a bro-hug. I held on keeping the wince inside at his pounding of my back. ‘We did not expect to see you again in these corridors.’

Neither did I.

And it’s true, the last time I was down here, I felt defeated. Destroyed. The only sure thing I knew was the idea I did not belong here. It was such a sad ending to a promising career; I spent months mourning it. The idea of Hotshot Dr. Pandit, saving lives in the city of dreams that never sleeps.

I never slept and the city crushed all my dreams.

‘Never say never, sir.’ I stepped back from the man’s embrace, smelling of tobacco and cigarette smoke and Banarsi paan (desi betel leaf with sugar, spices and nuts). I didn’t mean it, but it was a polite thing to say.

‘So, how is the local hospital treating you? Do you like being your own boss?’ The man walked with me to my destination. The NICU floor. I was taking the stairs instead of the elevator, prolonging my moment of reckoning. And longing.

‘It’s a lot of work, sir. I don’t have a moment to myself. Constantly on-call.’

‘And no pay either, right?’ The doctor guffawed and stuffed his stethoscope in his lab coat. No one carried the scope anymore unless they needed to check for sounds, but some of the old-timers who’d grown up in the time of nineties TV.

‘It’s the same story everywhere,’ I agreed.

And it was true, to an extent. I did not have enough funds to run the hospital and pay myself the salary I should be paying. I spent it on my staff and upgrading the facilities so I could treat more patients.

But there were so many upsides that money could not buy, so I did not mind. Besides, home was a lot cheaper than Mumbai. A cup of cutting chai cost like fifty rupees back home. It cost about seven times more here in the city.

‘Well, you are an excellent diagnostician, Vikrant.’ The doctor squeezed my shoulder. It was a sincere compliment, to my surprise. ‘You called that appendectomy heart attack on my operating table. I will never forget it.’

I remembered the case. Patient name: Jai Shah. Twenty-three years old. No prior history of heart problems. Brought in for an emergency appendectomy. Suddenly suffered jumps in his systolic and his vitals went haywire. Everyone was trying to figure out what went wrong, but I knew it was his heart. I watched the ECG jump almost out of the page erratically.

It was an easy call to make because I knew where to look.

I gave him a modest shrug. ‘Thank you, sir. That’s very kind of you to remember.’

‘I’m just saying…’ Dr. Tiwari stopped me at the stairs entrance. ‘If you want to come back, I could make it work for you. I need someone like you on my team, anyway.’

And I felt that pang again. That pang of saving lives. Making a difference. And getting a star reputation while doing it. Feeding my God Complex. ‘That’s…thank you for the offer, sir.’

‘Think about it,’ he suggested. Then he winked. ‘I’m sure someone else will be happy to see your face around here.’

My smile faded at his suggestive words. I made my excuses and left the man to his rounds.

***

I thumbed my phone open. And stared at the message I’d drafted but not hit send on. I wasn’t sure she’d blocked me and maybe part of me didn’t want to know if she had …

But…

Hey. How are you holding up? Are you the star pediatrics surgeon already? (Winky face) I know it’s been a few months, but I am coming to the hospital this afternoon. And I was wondering if we could talk? I have something important to tell you.

The words were bland. Unthreatening. Unemotional. It was something I’d write to a friend. With a few curses and yaars (Hindi for dudes) thrown in for added color.

It felt like the worst kind of insult to the most vibrant woman I’d ever met. I mean, just one emoji was blasphemy to Ani. I scrolled over our chat thread and found it full of emojis and exclamation marks. My responses were limited to smileys and full sentences with proper punctuation. We were such polar opposites, no wonder it didn’t work out between us.

I almost pressed send to the message. But my thumb hovered at the last second.

Did I really want to announce my presence in her life with a winky face emoji? Was that the right thing to do?

I sighed internally.

‘Vik!’ Dr. Anu exclaimed as she saw me. She hurried toward me, her shoes squeaking on the tiled floor. ‘I did not think you were coming today when you said you were thinking of coming.’

Oh yeah, I’d just casually DM’d Anu, Anika’s work bestie to find out her schedule this week, so I could low-key meet her. I could not go back to that apartment I’d called home for the best years of my life. Until it turned into the worst time ever.

‘Yeah, I had a free weekend, so I thought I’d drive up.’ It was kind of the truth.

‘Everyone misses you. I told them you were coming, and they want to meet you. Do you want to talk to Anika first?’

I opened my mouth to say yes. Yes. I was here to see Anika. Only Anika.

Then I recalled the scorn and bleak despair in her eyes the very last time I’d seen my wife. And my heart wore itself out again on a love that was not meant to be. I shook my head. ‘No, no. I’d love to catch up with everyone. Anika’s probably busy anyway.’

‘Yeah, she does have her post-op rounds scheduled for now,’ Anu murmured.

‘There you go.’ I waved at her. ‘I’ll talk to Anika when she’s free.’

Liar, my heart mocked. You wish to never talk to her because it’s all you wish for, don’t you, you idiot?

I followed Anu into the elevator, and we sped up toward the cafeteria. While Anu texted everyone and I could put off my moment of reckoning and longing for a little longer.


Four

Anika

I forced myself to finish updating the charts on the NICU patients before I went to the cafeteria.

I detoured to the doctor’s bathroom first, a fancy affair – with a Game of Thrones-style chair and essential oil diffusers and glass tiles. It was the product of a former paeds surgeon donating generously to the department and the administration finally heeding the staff’s demands of having a proper lounge.

I was a mess, I acknowledged.

The dark circles under my eyes were ever more pronounced, my roots were showing and the tee shirt under the scrub top was torn in the arm hole. Still, I straightened my ponytail, reapplied light eyeliner and lipstick and squared my shoulders.

‘Tits up, Ani,’ I told my reflection. ‘Obviously, he’s not here for you.’

But I wish he was…

I shushed my heart and walked-ran toward the cafeteria.

The hospital cafeteria was a spacious, humming space filled with the aromas of vada paav (spicy mashed potato fritters) and stale chai all mixed in with antiseptic and floor cleaner. The lighting was dim, and the furniture was functional. But it had a special section reserved only for practicing and visiting doctors.

A group of white coats had gathered around one table and, I knew, that’s where he was.

Saint Vikrant – holding court with his admiring subjects. Resentment rose up in my throat, killing the pleasure and anticipation of seeing the man I adored and still dreamed of, even though I knew how hopeless it was.

To be fair, Vikrant didn’t court people. In fact, he was aloof and a little shy. Always had been. Even back in college.

I was the one who’d spoken to him after a whole month of utter silence from him during Basics of Anatomy class. It was just a simple thing, I’d borrowed a pen. But I had done it.

I asked him out at the end of the first semester. I kissed him on our fifth date. I made my ‘move’ during the camping trip summer vacation and we shared a tent for the night. And I suggested getting married after we had both received our job offers.

He’d just gone along with everything.

But not in the end. No, in the end, he’d put his foot down and picked being a damn saint than be with me and support me.

Worse, he’d picked his family over me.

Righteous anger and resentment filled the empty spaces where hopeless love for him still lived inside me, so my eyes flashed a special kind of flint when I stalked toward the group.

***

‘So, tell us about running a hospital for the poor people, doc?’ Dr. Vinod Swamy asked with a snicker.

I closed my eyes as I heard my husband’s reluctant laugh after a year. It was low, throaty, entirely too masculine for my peace of mind. It was melting my bitterness. I couldn’t stand it.

‘Don’t be silly, Swamy,’ I said airily, as I shouldered my way to the forefront of the crowd of admirers. ‘Vik isn’t running a charitable hospital. It’s a small clinic in the middle of nowhere. And,” I aimed a nasty, vicious smile at poor Swamy. ‘I’ve seen the houses in Aronda. None of them are poor, man.’

Swamy smiled uncertainly, while an awkward silence reigned around the group.

‘Anika, I thought you were in the NICU,’ Dr. Anu said, finally. ‘I was just going to text you, but you know how bad the network is on the fifth floor.’

Anu had tried to mediate between Vikrant and me back when a mediation might have actually worked between us.

‘Yep, I know,’ I gave her a small smile.

I still didn’t look at Vikrant, even though I knew I had his attention. Say what you will, but the man was predictable. If I was anywhere in the vicinity; he was looking at me. Silent, with intense focus. Too bad that was all he did.

Talking was not his strong suit.

I couldn’t believe I found his silent brooding hot, once upon a time. What a silly, immature girl I was.

The silence continued for a few more seconds before Dr. Tripathi cleared his throat as his phone beeped. ‘Hey, look at that. I have a patient to look at. So nice to have you back, Vikrant.’ He slapped Vikrant on the shoulder. ‘We have to hang out outside of this hellhole before you leave again.’

‘Sure, Ashok. I’ll text you, okay?’

That was the secret cue for everyone to disperse until it was just Vikrant and me at the huge booth.

***

I remained standing and he was sitting.

He looked the absolute same – same scruffy beard, piercing, unreadable eyes. Maybe he’d lost a little bit of weight around the cheeks but the rest of him looked the same. Tall and vital and strong.

I hated him for it.

Finally, Vikrant broke the silence. He leaned back against the booth, resting one long arm on the headrest. ‘That wasn’t necessary, you know.’

‘What wasn’t?’ I kept my eyes trained on his face, even though I wanted to look at his shoulders. I used to sit right next to him, safe in the circle of his arm. Chipku, he used to tease me. Sticky. I had been so stuck on him. 

It was horrifying but tears unexpectedly sprang in my eyes. I blinked rapidly, clenching my fists in an effort to stop them.

‘Attacking Swamy and Anu. They were just trying to defuse the situation.’

‘The situation being me, right?’

Vikrant sighed. ‘Will you sit down, Anika?’

‘What for?’ I was scornful because it hurt that he’d come to the hospital and not sought me out first. He’d actually spent time with his friends, our friends, and not even bothered to tell me he was coming.

It just showed how badly our relationship was destroyed.

‘So, we can talk?’

‘What do you want to talk to me about? I signed the papers last week, didn’t I?’ I whispered.

It had broken my heart, broken me to see those papers. To see the death of the loving hope I had nurtured when I’d seen this man for the first time, when he’d been just a boy. He was supposed to be different. He was supposed to stay.

But he hadn’t.

Vikrant dropped his eyes at my question, not answering it. Perversely, it made me bold enough to sit down opposite him.

‘Well, I’m sitting now. What did you want to talk about?’

He raised his eyes and looked at my ponytail. It was short and stubby. ‘You cut your hair.’

I shrugged. ‘It was too much to maintain.’

We lapsed into silence for a moment. I remembered how he’d loved to comb it every chance he got and tangle it in his fist right before he brought me to my toes to kiss me. The gesture was so dominating it drove me mad. Right out of my clothes.

‘I see.’

‘I see you’re still the same.’ I indicated the ketchup stain on his cute pink shirt. ‘Still a klutz during mealtimes.’

He was one of those secure manly men who had no problems experimenting with colors. In fact, it was one of the rare times we’d bonded over shared playfulness – his love of bold and unusual colors.

He smiled and rubbed half-heartedly at the stain. It spread further.

‘Is everything okay, Vik? Why are you here?’

‘Forget about me. Tell me about you. Anu told me you’re this close to becoming chief resident. Congratulations, Ani.’

‘Thank you.’

I was confused. He sounded sincere. As if he couldn’t be happier for me. When the exact opposite was the truth.

‘You don’t look…are you okay?’ Vikrant asked, all innocence.

‘I don’t understand,’ I said slowly.

‘You don’t understand what?’

‘You hate my job,’ I bit out. ‘You hate that I chose it over moving to the backwater town with you. That I wouldn’t help take care of your parents. Now you’re congratulating me on doing well at my job? What kind of sick game is this?’

‘First of all,’ Vikrant retorted. ‘Aronda is not the backwaters. It is a small town on the border between Maharashtra and Goa. So, stop calling it that. Secondly, I never hated your job or your commitment to it. As for the rest, I don’t want to talk about it right now. You signed the papers, didn’t you? We’re officially done.’

I couldn’t believe it, but he actually sounded bitter. Bitter and angry.

What did he have to be angry about? He was living the life he always planned for. In the big house he’d been able to rent for his parents in the small town where he was the big deal doctor. And, best of all, his angry, rebellious, citified wife was nowhere in the picture.

I lost everything. I bet on a man after what my father had put my mom through because I thought Vikrant was different. And look where I was now. Angry and resentful with premature grey hair before thirty. For shame!

‘Yes,’ I said softly. ‘We’re officially done.’

‘Good.’

‘Excellent.’

I nodded. I made to get up when Vikrant caught my wrist. ‘Dammit, wait, Anika.’

‘What?’ My skin burned, it actually burned where he touched me. Like I was a wilting plant, and he was the sun, and I needed his touch to bring me back to life. ‘And don’t touch me without my consent.’

He dropped my wrist and closed his eyes.

‘I’m sorry. I’ve been an ass. The truth is…’ He hesitated. ‘The truth is, I came here to see you. Only you.’

My stupid heart leaped at the words I’d longed to hear all year. But I schooled my expression into a mask of indifference and sat back in the seat. ‘I’m listening.’

‘I…’ Vikrant ran a hand through his hair, disturbing strands of it. ‘I need you back, Anika. I need you to come to Aronda with me.’

My mouth dropped open in unattractive shock.


Five

Vikrant

I stared openly at the woman I’d not been able to forget or forgive for eleven months, twenty-four days, six hours, and thirteen minutes.

I knew it was a cowardly thing to do. Not informing her of my plan to visit and then hiding out in the cafeteria instead of manning up and seeing her the second I got here, like my defenseless heart wanted to.

But I needed time to compose myself. To find the right words. To build my walls back up.

Of course, everything had changed the second I saw her.

Walking toward the group with a determined, almost stalking stride.

Anika was of average height for an Indian woman, but she always appeared taller because of this air of ruthless confidence she had. The way she tossed her head in the air, like an arrogant thoroughbred who didn’t need to win any races.

And seeing her undermined all of my defenses, cracked open my heart like someone had taken a rib-cutter and physically put me on the operating table. I hurt. Every part of my body - bones, blood, the corpuscles that made up my flesh hurt.

How could she have stayed away for a whole fucking year without even talking to me? Did she not love me at all? Was our relationship based on chemistry and nothing more?

Was my mother right?

‘I don’t understand,’ Anika said carefully, disrupting the tragic train of my thoughts.

‘What?’ I asked thickly. Then I cleared my throat and looked at the worn Formica table. It was better than looking at the most unreachable woman on planet Earth and pining for her like a pathetic bastard.

‘We’re…we’re done. I signed the papers. But you want me back now?’

I nodded. ‘Yeah. Exactly that.’

She stared at me with wide eyes. ‘Have you lost your mind?’

I shook my head. ‘No, I’m perfectly sane. ‘My mother had me tested’.’

Unwittingly, a smile twitched at her kissable lips as I quoted the most famous geek in pop culture. Lips that were plumpy with gloss. ‘Stop trying to be funny or confuse me, Vik. Get to the point already. I have to go back to work in…’ She made a show of consulting the time on her phone. ‘Ten minutes.’

‘Right,’ I murmured.

Anika frowned. ‘Is everything okay? With you? Your parents?’

I grasped at the question with both hands. Gave the easiest answer. ‘Actually, no. Baba, my father... had an angioplasty last month.’

‘Oh, I’m so sorry.’ She sounded sincere. ‘I hope everything’s okay now? His meds are working out fine?’

I fiddled with the napkin holder. ‘Yes, he’s fine now. He’s grouchy about the no-salt, no-spice diet but fine, otherwise. Aai’s shaken up. She can’t believe her husband almost died.’

Anika shrugged. ‘That’s ridiculous. Angioplasty’s practically an outpatient procedure now, it’s become so common. There’s nothing for your mom to worry about.’

‘That’s what I keep telling her. But you know how she gets.’ I gave her a semi-apologetic shrug.

‘Yeah.’ Anika nodded shortly. ‘I can imagine.’

I almost sighed out loud. She was probably right in thinking my mother, who’d graduated with a bachelor’s degree in Home Economics from the local college in Aronda and never stepped foot beyond Goa, was a wreck. She was also a typical Indian woman of her generation – she didn’t wear her heart on her sleeve – choosing to suffer and die on the inside.

Unlike Anika.

‘Anyway, I came to see you because of them.’

‘Okay.’ She was cautious, I could hear it in her tone, see it in the stiffness of her shoulders. She was braced for one more attack.

I was hollow with grief that we’d somehow ended up here. Sorrier than I could ever tell her.

‘It’s Ganesh Chathurthi next week and you know we rotate between Jiten Kaka, Ramesh Kaka, and my home to keep the murthi.’

‘Yeah, I remember.’ Anika’s face softened.

I recalled that my extended family, my uncles and their wives and their children, adored Anika. She was feisty and fun, and she’d willingly pitched in in decorating their homes when I made her go home for a week of pujas and rituals. She didn’t even bitch me out for making her wear the navvaari and natth – the typical Maharashtrian attire for religious festivals.

In fact, she’d made unraveling the nine-yard sari into a striptease and I had…

‘Earth to Vikrant.’ Anika snapped her fingers and brought me back to the present. ‘You have a little drool coming out of your mouth, dude.’

I straightened up and ripped the bandage off the truth. ‘So, the family’s decided that because of dad’s attack it would be too much stress to keep the function at our family home. So, we’re moving it to my place.’

Her face pinched in confusion. ‘I thought Aai-Baba had moved in with you.’

‘No,’ I said shortly. ‘They didn’t. They still live in the old home.’

‘Oh.’ She paused for a second to process that information. And I remembered the biggest fight we’d ever had; it had been about this exact issue. Anika’s refusal to ‘adjust’ with my conservative, god-fearing parents. ‘I see.’

But she didn’t see anything, and I knew it.

‘Anyway, so I was hoping you’ll come back for this one week and help with the function. Guests will be coming and going from morning to noon and Aai’s stressed out between taking care of Baba and the cooking and everything.’

‘I…’ She bit her lip, and I wanted to do the same.

Calm the fuck down, Vikrant.

‘Your parents hate me, Vik,’ she whispered.

Age-old hurt and unresolved grief lighted her eyes from the inside. My parents were bewildered…confused, when I brought Anika home for the first time. They were simple, traditional people. Dad was the local school’s principal, my mother a housewife.

They didn’t get a girl who danced in the backyard when no one was looking.

They definitely didn’t approve of her.

‘So do yours,’ I shot back.

And that was true too. Some upstart do-gooder kid from a second-tier medical college with no money and pedigree was not a good match for the great and venerated Vivek Chakraborty’’s daughter. And what Vivek Chakraborty wanted, was law in their home. Anika’s mom was a shadow of her daughter’s vibrant, joyful personality.

‘Yeah, but my family does not pretend to be unhealthily attached to each other at the fucking hip. We’re happy to meet for Durga Puja once a year and stay out of each other’s lives the rest of the time,’ Anika murmured defensively.

‘We aren’t unhealthily attached to each other, Ani.’

‘This is getting us nowhere, Vikrant. We can’t talk for five minutes without fighting.’

Anika took a deep breath, and I was forced to glance at her loose-fitting scrub top. Her breasts moved against the stiff cotton fabric; the pocket torn at the edges. I wanted, so badly, to finger that tear. Then to move down to the end of her top and tug it off, all the while kissing her senseless.

It was soul-destroying, how much I could want her even though we were still fighting.

‘I don’t want to fight.’

‘Neither do I.’ She frowned. ‘And, anyway, we’re divorced now. I don’t legally belong in your family, do I? Not that I ever did.’

My heart stuttered at the casual way she said ‘divorced.’ Like she didn’t even care. It was horrifying how much that hurt. To know she didn’t care, this woman with whom I had built a whole life in my head.

‘I…’ I hesitated. ‘I haven’t told anyone yet about our separation. They think I come see you every two weekends. That you’ll join me in a few months once your resident rotation here is done.’

Her jaw dropped for the second time, and I had the incredible pleasure of making my ex-wife speechless.

‘So, you see. That’s why I need you to come back,’ I said quietly, my heart roaring in my ears. ‘Aai, Baba and Kaka-Kaki, my aunties and uncles, expect you home for the festival. And Baba’s condition is so delicate, I don’t want to stress him or Aai out anymore.’

She still said nothing.

I knew I was a bastard. It was unfair to ask this of her. She didn’t like my parents. She certainly owed them nothing. Her only fault had been to marry me. And that was now rectified. But I was going to anyway, because I owed my family that much.

‘It’s a week, Anika,’ I said softly. ‘It’s one week out of the rest of your life. I’ll tell them all the whole truth later. When Baba’s more stable. I’m begging you to help me save my father. I hope you don’t refuse me. Please.’

I reached out and caught Anika’s slack hand. The soft touch of her palm against mine, made the blood pump harder through my body. Like I had been electrified, in the best way possible.

‘Please, Anika. You won’t ever have to see me after this week.’

Anika slid her hand away, dropped her gaze from mine. And I felt deprived. Ended. But I knew I’d done this to her, made her hate my touch. That I deserved all of this. Didn’t make me feel any better but it was the bitter truth.

I nodded. Resigned. I was expecting this rejection, so it stung half a second less. She really had no reason to help me out after what we’d done and said to each other. ‘Okay. You’re right. I’m sorry. This isn’t your problem or your concern. I shouldn’t have come here and asked this…’

‘Okay,’ Anika said.

‘What?’ I stopped mid-speech.

‘I said Okay, I’ll do it. I’ll come to Aronda and pretend to be your wife for one week.’ She smiled and it was empty and heartbroken. ‘After all it’s just seven more days, right?’

Hope, that fickle bastard, raised his head again in my withered heart…


Six

Anika

‘You didn’t have to pick me up from the bus stand,’ I protested a week later.

I watched in consternation and secret admiration as Vikrant picked up the bulging bag from the dusty pavement and slung it over his shoulder. He wasn’t skinny like he’d been back in college. The man had filled out in all the right places, deliciously.

‘It’s no problem,’ Vikrant said. ‘It’s the least I can do after inconveniencing you.’ He indicated the direction in which to go, and I walked ahead of him.

‘Besides.’ His hand brushed against mine as he matched his longer stride to mine. ‘We don’t have ridesharing apps here, you know. I’m your designated driver for the duration of your stay.’

He gave a lopsided smile. I felt sick looking at it. Sick with longing and regret and a love that just wouldn’t go.

His smile faded because I didn’t smile back. I couldn’t.

‘The bus ride was okay?’ He asked, after a moment’s pause.

‘It was fine. We had traffic till we reached the freeway. You know how it is with Mumbai’s peak hours.’

‘I know. I don’t miss it at all.’

We reached a shiny, black, open Jeep and Vikrant tossed my bag in the backseat. Which meant that this sexy beast of a vehicle was his. My staid, intense, doctor husband’s. Ex-husband.

My eyes widened. ‘What’s this?’

‘It’s a Jeep Commander. I got it second-hand from a nearby garage and the garage mechanic and I spent a few weekends fixing it up. It’s a hybrid.’

‘I’m impressed, Vikrant. I didn’t think you were capable of owning something as sexy as this.’ I hopped into it and wore the seatbelt.

Unfortunately, my khaki shorts were not meant for Jeep rides and rode up indecently high. I blushed hard because Vikrant was staring at my displayed thighs.

‘I haven’t shaved in a few weeks,’ I muttered and attempted to tug the hem of the shorts down.

‘Don’t bother on my account,’ he said in a low voice. Then he unclenched the fist which held the Jeep keys and walked to the other side of the vehicle.

The words vibrated deep inside of me. With sexy promise and unspoken admiration.

***

Vikrant wore pressed jeans at four am in the morning along with a simple checked cotton shirt open at the throat. I could see his chest hair curling above the button. And I wanted, so badly, to tug at it. To pull him closer and kiss him and have him devour me whole.

Even exes could have sex, right?

Desire churned messily inside me.

To combat it, I reached out and started the music system the exact same moment that he did.

He gave a startled glance and took his hand back. ‘Rider’s choice,’ he invited.

‘I think I’ll take a nap if it’s far,’ I said, pressing my hand close to the seat. The hand that had touched him.

‘It’s not very far. Twenty minutes at the most. Nothing’s very far here.’

‘Right.’ I nodded. ‘Music it is.’

I pressed the play button on the system and an old Atif Aslam song came on, singing about ‘Woh Lamhein, Who Baatein’. I leaned back against the seat and enjoyed the cold morning breeze against my body as Vikrant roared on empty roads toward his home.

I questioned my sanity in agreeing to this insane scheme.

I was not fond of Vikrant’s parents. They were judgmental, silently so. And they thought their son had made a mistake marrying a woman of a different character, who was neither conservative nor religious, who actually belittled their customs and way of life.

His mother had actually told him that I was the worst wife for Vikrant, during the last visit. I shouldn’t have heard it, but I had.

And what followed was worse.

Vikrant remained silent.

He’d agreed with his beloved, precious mother.  

And that silence had broken my trust in him like nothing ever could. I had defended Vikrant and our relationship to my dad. Vehemently and so often that Vivek had finally given in and arranged for a grand reception at Mumbai’s lushest hotel, a month after our hasty court wedding.

I wore a fitting white ball-gown and Vikrant dazzled in a rented tuxedo.

It had been a magical night.

And I thought, foolishly, Vikrant would do the same. Defend me when I wasn’t around. Tell his parents I was good for him. I was enough for him. But he hadn’t done that. He’d kept quiet and, in doing so, ruined me.

I blinked away unexpected tears as the Jeep jerked to a stop. There was no use rehashing the past. We were who we were. And now we were divorced. This was a play, a charade. And it would end soon enough.

Vikrant touched my thigh, and I almost jumped out of my skin.

***

‘You okay?’ Concern lined his black gaze.

‘I’m fine.’ I carefully took his hand away in a casual gesture, I hoped. ‘Just very tired and sleepy.’

‘Cool. You can crash for a few hours. Aai-Baba won’t be arriving till after lunch anyway.’ Vikrant gave a small, polite smile. ‘And I’ve told them to behave so you have nothing to worry about.’

My lips trembled and one tear streaked out before I could stop it. ‘I don’t need protection from anyone.’ I dashed the tear away angrily. ‘Not even your parents.’

‘I know.’ He closed his eyes, and an expression of insane hurt crossed his face. ‘That wasn’t what I meant. Let’s just grab some sleep, shall we? I’m tired too.’

I nodded shortly, unclipped the seat belt, my belly burning with repressed emotions.

And somehow, Vikrant was there on my side before I could step out of the vehicle. His hands were on my waist, biting into my skin as he plucked me from the seat and slid me length-wise down his legs before I landed on the ground.

I clutched at his forearms, staring at him the whole time. He was so close, one more inch and I’d be in his arms, tight against him.

Hell, I could see it in his eyes. The thing that drove me, drove him too.

Need.

It was devastating.

Vikrant stepped back, taking his hands off my waist, finger by finger. ‘I really didn’t mean to sound defensive, Anika,’ he said softly. ‘Please forgive me.’

He took the bag and trudged up the path to the place he called home, which had no place for me.

***

I was impressed with Vikrant’s home. It was built cottage-style with three floors, a huge, terraced roof with actual trees growing through the ground to the top, and a garden that even had a small vegetable patch. Construction was on for a marbled fountain. I gave a small smile at the sight.

Vikrant had always wanted a marble fountain, ever since he’d seen one in the lobby of a five-star hotel where we’d attended a medical conference as students.

The house was sparsely furnished; with mosquito nets in every window and wide-open doors that gave a stunning view of the garden. The wraparound porch had a hammock tied to one side with a free-standing lamp next to it. A half-open book rested on it.

I went to pick it up.

It was a sappy romance with a cover of a house like the one I was in, done in a teal blue color. I smiled some more. Some things never changed.

In my down time, I played squash or racquetball and wanted to go out. Experience vibrancy and life. Vikrant loved staying home and watching a cricket match, a good book next to him. We were a classic case of opposites attract.

‘That’s not mine,’ Vikrant spoke from behind.

‘I believe you.’ I placed the book back where I found it. Gave the hammock a gentle tug and it swung in the breeze. ‘This must be heaven, sleeping here.’

‘When I’m not dying of mosquito bites,’ he agreed, hands in pocket.

‘I’ll have to try it sometime then.’

‘Your bed’s ready for you.’ He pointed up. ‘First floor. First door on the left. I kept your bag there too.’ He hesitated. ‘It’s got a balcony and a lovely view.’

‘Awesome.’ I smiled, delighted. ‘Although I’m so tired I can sleep standing up.’

He smiled too, a little boyish. ‘You know I’ll catch you if you fall.’

***

We looked away at the same time. Because this…this was something I was afraid of too. When we weren’t fighting, we were so much in sync, it was scary. Part of it had to do us both being doctors, a profession that had unique and very specific demands, but it also had to do with us - Vikrant and Anika - and the joy we found in each other.

Remembering that was a blow to my heavy heart.

I picked up the book. ‘I think I’ll read a little before napping.’ The title was a reflection of my life – Heartbreak Vows.

‘Sure. You do that.’ Vikrant suggested. ‘I’ll go to the hospital and get my morning hours done before lunch.’

‘Alright. See you then.’ And it was so foolish of me to be so excited about seeing him again, but there you go.

I was a fool when it came to my ex-husband.
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I couldn’t get Anika’s sleeping face out of my mind as I drove to the hospital on autopilot. Truth be told; I couldn’t get the thing she’d told me when she showed up at the bus stop. And I could finally believe she was here. In front of me. With me.

I couldn’t get her out of my head at all.

Especially when her sexy shorts rode up and revealed all the golden skin of her legs. She always had great legs, my Ani. And she walked up and down stairs instead of using the elevator as her everyday version of cardio. It paid off, in spades and shapely calves.

I wondered how she’d have reacted if I touched her thigh, right at the spot where fabric met skin. Just to check for myself if she was as soft and squeezable as she’d always been.

I knew she was surprised, wary even, because I made no comment about her outfit. It was a little racy for my small town where some of the older women still wore the navvaari – the traditional nine-yard sari - on an everyday basis. It was one of our points of argument before. How Anika dressed in Aronda. She didn’t prance around in a bikini or anything like that, but she was also not the dress demurely and mindfully types.

I’d foolishly thought to change that about her. When I could have just adjusted my own thinking and maybe figured out a rational way to compromise on the clothing issue. Instead, I’d flung the fact that I still wore full pants at her face. Like I was some saint for being modest, when it was just me not establishing boundaries with my parents.

How could I though? I was their golden son. The city doctor. The one Mom had sold her jewelry for, to send off to medical college. I could never repay the debt I owed them. I was the typical Indian son, trapped by my parents’ expectations and unable to live in my reality.

***

I checked in on supplies at the hospital and fired off requests to the local pharmacist on the stock we were running low on. Then I settled in the exam room for my first patient. Somedays, the waiting room was full of patients with the strangest and smallest of complaints.

Other days, it was just me waiting for someone to need medical assistance.

When the town council had appointed me as the town doctor, I was beyond grateful. I was incredibly proud of myself. Especially because one of the council members was multi-millionaire Devansh Thackeray, international hotelier and owner of the fanciest place in town – Kahini’s. He was the one who forced the mayor to hire me, in fact. I thought it was because he trusted my judgment and was impressed with me. Turns out, I was just the cheapest candidate, because of my lack of seniority.

Still, I’d managed to bring about some radical changes at the hospital and instituted weekend health camps and information seminars for the locals and for the residents of nearby towns too. I was determined to make a difference, and I was lucky I could do it in my hometown. A place I was very comfortable in and invested in.

Unlike Anika, who shone everywhere she went.

And there she was, circling in my brain. The thought that never went away. Like a perfume whose scent drifts on and on, making you feel all the things.

I wished I’d held her closer, tighter when I picked her up from the passenger seat. That brief contact of her body with mine was enough to remind me of the curves I had never forgotten, the lush and compact physique she maintained with exercise and no diet.

Her tits and chest pressed against mine, her back so soft under the shirt flapping about her. It was a size too large and slid off her shoulder. I’d wanted to know if it belonged to some man she knew, but it wasn’t my place to ask her that.

I just let her go. Again.

Desire, a constant obstacle, reared its head again now. And I shifted uncomfortably in my stool.

Ping. A text notification buzzed on my phone.

I opened it pathetically quickly, eager to see if it was my wife needing something. After all, it was a new home, a new space for her. And even though she was truly adaptable, sleeping anywhere she could find, I hoped she saw the little touches in the house I’d built over the last year…

It was Sagar. My cousin.

Did you bring Bhabhi back safely and without World War Three?

I sent him a fuck you emoji. Irked at the playful way he referred to Anika as Bhabhi, Hindi for sister-in-law.

He sent me one back but then followed it up with, Seriously, Viku. You shouldn’t have played on her sympathies to bring her back. You can just tell your parents the truth, you know? Divorce is not the end of the world.

Really? Then why did it feel like mine had ended when I saw her signature on the petition?

***

I was about to respond when Sagar sent another text. I’m sorry. I know it’s none of my business. And that you’re hurting. It’s just…it won’t be good for your hurt to see her again, will it?

But it does. I replied back before I could stop myself.

And it was true. The second I saw Anika at the bus stop, a shimmering jewel in a sea of grey and green, I was okay again. I could breathe again. That tender wound in my heart which throbbed with every beat, subsided at her presence. It was unfair. It was underhanded. And yes, I should tell my parents the truth, that they got their wish and my wife was gone. But I couldn’t.

Because, facing this holiday without her, like I had last year was unbearable to me.

And maybe she didn’t love me anymore, maybe this was just pity, but I would take what I could get.

It does, Sagar. Everything’s better with her around. This town. Those four walls I call home. My self. Everything works with her. Is it so bad to want to hold onto that for seven days?

Sagar sent me the SMH emoji– which is shake my head. And then said, You’re hopeless. And if she is here, it seems she might be too. Give my love to her, okay?

I snorted. Fuck no. If anyone was giving their love to Anika, it was me. If she’d ever have me. Until then, I’d just daydream about the way she’d clutched the book, my book ‘Heartbreak Vows’ to her chest. It was about a couple who’d lost each other when they were young and were forced to marry each other as adults for reasons and spend all their time with each other, rediscovering all the things they had lost.

It was heartbreaking and affirming at the same time. The main reason I loved reading romances. They came with a neat happy ever after, no matter how fucked up the situation was.

And those spicy scenes were…

I squirmed in my seat again. I did not want to think of spicy scenes and Anika and me recreating them in my place of work. Especially when a patient could walk in any moment.
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Luckily, or not, Sarita Bhosale walked in. She was in her sixties, had rheumatoid arthritis and refused to get a knee replacement. I was trying my hardest to get through to her, convince her but she was stubborn too. Maybe Anika could wear her down, I thought with a burst of inspiration.

Provided she ever wanted to visit the place she felt had broken us apart.

‘Vikrant! My leg hurts,’ Sarita aunty wailed in Marathi. Maazha paay dukhtoy. Dragging her feet one after the other.

I immediately sprinted over to her and assisted her to the medical table. It took some maneuvering, during which she updated me on her children and grandchildren’s activities. And thus began my day as the town doctor.

It distracted me from missing Anika too much now that she was here. In my life. In my town. In my home.

***

It was beyond lunch time by the time I wrapped up my last patient and drove back home quickly. Maybe Anika was awake and needed help. Although she was perfectly capable of looking after herself anywhere. I just wanted to be around, just in case.

I was so fucking whipped, I thought ruefully to myself. In romance-reader speak.

But I didn’t care. I was whipped for this woman since the second she sat down next to me and muttered to herself, “Fuck. I forgot my fucking textbook.”

A small smile played on my face as I braked on the patio and walked up the steps and inside. The door was unlocked, because Aronda was the safest place ever and didn’t need that kind of protection even in the twenty-first century. I did have a security camera installed at the gate and the front door, because I was an overcautious bastard.

I felt a strange thrill when I spied Anika’s shoes neatly lined up at the rack, with the cute socks peeking out. I toed my own shoes off, wore my house slippers and almost ran up the stairs to see if she was awake.

She was still asleep. The covers tucked around her waist, her body curved into an S. She’d not even taken a shower, just laid flat on the bed and dropped off. She must have been exhausted, the poor thing. Guilt pricked at me for not offering her any food or drink before I left. But it was early morning, so I didn’t think it necessary.

For a mad moment, I wanted to peel back the sheets and crawl in right beside her. Hold her waist and lose myself in her special Anika-ness. For another mad moment, I considered doing just that. After all, I’d schemed to bring her home. Why couldn’t I crawl into her bed too? It was, after all, mine.

My civilized instincts stopped me. And the fact that my wife knew self-defense and would likely knee me in the nuts if I touched her without permission. I’d have been okay with losing my guys, but I didn’t want her to think I was that reckless and arrogant.

Maybe desperate but not arrogant.

We had enough problems to deal with as it is.

I quietly stepped back and waited for her to stir. She didn’t, just blew out a breath between parted lips and continued snoozing. I touched the air, as if to touch her. And then left the way I’d become.

I had a solitary lunch, a protein shake, and some dal rice and salad. And spent ninety minutes working on client files and a presentation I wanted to put together for the council, asking for more funds. Maybe even hire another doctor to take some of the load off me. In between, I answered a hundred texts about various ailments and follow-ups and medication queries.

Then I got on my row machine, kept in the backyard and rowed five thousand meters. It’s called erging and requires using every single muscle group in the body. It’s a full body cardio workout. It helped me focus during that dark time when I first came home and realized what I’d left behind.

I showered and was just about to brew some coffee and wake Anika up when I heard the familiar slap-slap of my mother’s slippers on the first-floor landing. My parents were here. I felt a familiar combination of love and guilt and resentment rise up in me.

***

‘Are those Anika’s shoes downstairs?’ Aai asked as soon as she saw me. In pure Konkani.

I dutifully hugged her. ‘Yes, Aai. Is Baba resting downstairs?’

‘She’s come then?’ Aai brushed aside my concerns about Baba. And honestly, the man was recovering exceptionally well.

‘I told you she would, didn’t I? I promised you she would.’

Aai pursed her lips, but I could see a thousand question in her lined eyes.

I cut her off by saying gently, ‘Kaki texted me to let me know they are almost at the border. Should be home in forty minutes. Why don’t you get things ready for them, Aai?’

‘Oh. Of course, yes.’ Then she looked at the bedroom Anika occupied. ‘Unless your wife wants to do that.’ She was uncertain and bitter. After all, the daughter-in-law she did not like was here. Napping.

I squeezed her arm and shook my head. ‘No, Aai. You do it. You know the house better. Anika’s not the kitchen type anyway.’

‘That was the problem with her,’ my mother muttered.

‘No,’ I said distinctly, quietly. ‘Not being the kitchen type is not a problem and it was not the problem with her.’

‘I was just saying,’ she subsided quickly.

‘I know, Aai. Why don’t you…?’ I tried to take her arm and steer her away from this floor and downstairs.

‘I don’t understand what’s going on. But why is she sleeping in the other room and not yours, Vik?’

I was struck mute by her insistent question.
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‘But why’s she sleeping in the other room and not yours, Vik?’ A strident female voice spoke in Konkani-accented Marathi. Konkani, being the local dialect of the people of Aronda.

I woke up with a jerk from the first deep dreamless sleep I’d had in months on hearing the voice. I took a deep, calming breath and looked at the room, logging in the details.

The room was a neutral cream in color, with one accent wall painted a stunning cerulean blue with a few bulbs and another free-standing lamp like the one in the patio-verandah. The windows were kept wide open and sunlight flooded in. And the bed was the most comfortable thing I’d ever slept on.

‘Viku, tell me?’ The female demanded.

‘I’m not going to discuss my wife with you, Ma,’ Vikrant said quietly.

So quietly, I had to strain to catch the words.

I pressed a hand to my heart, it beat wildly. What was Vikrant doing?

Why was he defending me now, when we were all but over? Worse, why was my stupid heart happy at the thought of him doing so?

Vikrant’s mother sniffed audibly. ‘But I was just trying to…’

‘Don’t, Ma.’ Vikrant spoke with a brusqueness in his tone I had never heard before. It sounded colder when he spoke like that in his native tongue. ‘Just don’t. Can you check on lunch? I’ll wake Anika up.’

I flopped back down on the bed and turned my back to the door, just as Vikrant opened it. I even tried to regulate my breathing back to a circadian rhythm, but it wasn’t easy.

I forced myself to lie still as I heard his rubber thongs strike against the terracotta floor and come to a stop next to the bed. Then, Vikrant touched me lightly on the shoulder.

‘Ani,’ he said softly. ‘Wake up. It’s almost lunch time.’

I fluttered my lashes open and blinked sleepily at him. ‘Hey,’ I smiled softly.

He smiled back and brushed a stray hair off my cheek. ‘Hey, sleepyhead. It’s lunch time. With all your favorites. Aamti rice with fried okra and fish curry and solkadi.’ He named all the spicy, fragrant dishes I adored, especially the slightly sour solkadi, a watery stew made from local spices I had consumed by the gallon last time I was here.

I swallowed against the hunger pangs playing cricket in my stomach. ‘Yummy. I haven’t had any food since I sat on that bus.’

‘I know.’ His hand lingered on my shoulder. ‘You get terribly sick on buses.’

Memories, a million of them, coupled with feelings rose like a tidal wave between us.

And I had the physical urge to drag him down to bed and show him how much I missed him. It didn’t even have to mean anything, and I so wanted to feel alive…just for a moment.

I sat up and dislodged his hand from my body. ‘I’ll be down in a few minutes. Your parents are here?’ I asked the question playing with the edges of the bed sheet on my lap.

‘Yes, they arrived a few minutes ago.’

‘Oh. Why didn’t you wake me up then? I could have welcomed them with you.’ I raised accusing eyes at him.

Vikrant shrugged. ‘You needed to sleep more.’ He stepped back from the bed. ‘Get freshened up and come down when you’re ready. Uncle Ramesh and Smita Aunty are also joining us for lunch.’ He smiled. ‘So, you have a buffer.’

‘Thank you,’ I said quickly before common sense made me say something sarcastic. ‘I appreciate the gesture.’

He just looked at me a second more and then left the room.

***

I stared at his departing back in bewilderment. This was all playing out so differently from what I’d imagined in my head.

For one, Vikrant wasn’t the golden son anymore if that awkward conversation with his mother was any indication.

For another, I still couldn’t understand why his folks weren’t staying with him when that was the reason he’d given, for wanting to move back home.

My parents are growing old, Ani. And I’m their only son. They’ve done a lot for me. Sacrificed too much. What kind of son would I be if I didn’t take care of them now, when I can afford to? Please understand where I’m coming from.

Thinking about this changed Vikrant was giving me a headache so I resolved to not think too much.

I slipped out of bed, spied my bag under the bed. I picked out the clothes I’d decided to wear for the day. A simple geometric pattern tunic and leggings.

I bit my lip as a wayward thought struck me.

Vikrant had stood up for me now. He’d not insisted I go down and welcome his parents, saving me from an awkward conversation. And he’d arranged for a buffer for my first family lunch with the in-laws.

The least I could do was dress appropriately.

I sighed and reached down for the sari and blouse I had also packed. ‘Fair’s fair, Anika. You owe Vik for being decent, right now,’ I murmured.

Although I would have preferred paying him back in a far more creative way.

***

If Vikrant’s mother had any qualms about having a daughter-in-law who lived hundreds of miles away from her son, she didn’t let it bother her during the family lunch. She was even cordial and almost gracious when I came down in the mauve designer sari with contrasting three-fourths blouse.

Vikrant’s eyes widened at the outfit before he went back to serving his parents at the lunch table. And they almost popped out when I went straight to Kaka, Kaki and bent down to touch their feet. Then did the same with his parents.

They smiled and blessed me when I asked for their blessings.

I gave him a conspiratorial smile. He wasn’t the only one who could be the ideal child, especially when he was on my side.

‘Aunty, I love your earrings.’ I settled into a chair next to Vikrant’s aunt and uncle. And way away from his parents.

‘Thank you, Anika. Raghu got it for me from Thailand,’ Smita told her. Raghuvansh was her son who worked as the vice-president of a bank.

The second generation Pandits were all brilliant in their own ways.

In fact, Vikrant had the distinction of being the first doctor ever in their family. A fact his mother had taken vicious pleasure in informing me when we first met. She’d not said it outright, but she was aware who Vivek Chakraborty was and how I had gotten a seat in medical college through a favor from the management.

Unlike her hard-working, merit-holder son.

‘They’re very pretty,’ I said, spooning some spicy-sour aamti lentil dal over my rice.

Vikrant sat next to me, and two seats away from his parents. His body heat licking flames down my side. Both at the unexpected gesture and because I was starved of his warmth.

Oh dear, that wasn’t going to go down well with Aai. I thought in consternation. I snuck a quick look at Aai-Baba. They continued eating blissfully.

I reached for the fish curry just as Vikrant did and he jerked his hand away.

I smiled and poured some for him first. ‘Enough?’ I asked him innocently.

His fingers clenched on the spoon he held, and he nodded.

My belly jumped at seeing his hairy legs under the shorts he wore. Apparently, he’d given up pretending to wear only full pants around his folks. Or maybe they’d come to some kind of understanding regarding decent outfits.

This was all so confusing.

I forked a spoonful of the delicious food in and almost moaned in ecstasy. Marathi and Bengali cuisine were almost the same with just enough differences to keep things interesting, so food had been a major bonding factor for us. And I had not had this good a fish curry in ages.

***

‘So, the Ganesh statue installation will happen early tomorrow,’ Aai said abruptly. ‘Vikrant we have to mop and sweep the house and get the decorations in place.’

‘Anika and I will do it,’ he said shortly. ‘You all can rest after such a heavy lunch. Reena is also there and she’s sending her son Sagar too.’ He named the maid and her son.

‘But…’

‘Ma, you’re tired,’ he said firmly. ‘Baba also. You can make dinner with Smita aunty. That’s your job. Anika and I’ll take care of everything else. This is our house, and we will do the needful.’

I almost choked at his authoritative voice and the casual dominance behind it. And his use of the pronoun ‘our’. FUCK. Why did I have to find this stupidly hot?

Vikrant’s mother’s face fell.

I felt bad for the woman despite my best intentions. It wasn’t the way I wanted this week to begin, with Vikrant’s mother feeling hurt.

I touched Vikrant’s forearm and felt it tense under the tee shirt he wore. ‘Vikrant, maybe your mom can help us. She knows all the traditions better than me anyway.’ I smiled uncertainly.

He held my eyes a second longer, all intense and hot. And the spit dried in my mouth. ‘No,’ he said as shortly as before. ‘This is our festival now. We make our own traditions.’

Then he went back to eating his fish curry and rice like he hadn’t rocked my world with five little words.
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‘Ouch. This ladder’s wobbly,’ Anika said three hours later, trying to reach one end of the living room ceiling. She held a colorful dupatta-scarf in one hand and had sellotape bits stuck on her nose.

She turned and stretched on her toes. Managed to brace the dupatta on the ceiling and stuck the sellotape, so it stayed in place. The sari rode low on her hip, so her waist was in profile, the belly button glistening with sweat. 

My mouth actually watered as I saw it. I closed my eyes and prayed to all the gods for forbearance. Watching Anika move about in that silly sexy excuse of a sari and be so cheerful and enthusiastic was heartbreaking.

And arousing.

And driving me slowly insane.

‘That looks pretty no, Sagar?’

She turned again and beamed at Sagar, the teenager who was wearing a slightly hangdog expression. The boy had probably never seen a woman be so openly uninhibited and still jock about.

Anika had made Sagar and me do all the sweeping and mopping while she laid out the decoration plans and went about turning the living room into a mini-Ganpati altar. We had done as she asked because it was best to not argue with the woman in charge.

It was turning out beautifully well – the soft, chiffon dupattas (hers with a few borrowed from Smita) gave the whole place a diffused rainbow-like feeling. The mandal – altar - itself was two wooden planks decorated with the traditional rangolis (designs made from color powder) that my wife insisted on doing herself.

It touched my heart to see her struggle with the fine powder used to make the rangolis.

Finally, she’d given up and called my aunt to create them.

A few hours of hard and creative work later, and we were almost done with all the decorations, apart from arranging the visitor’s silver puja plate.  

***

Anika climbed down the ladder cautiously, holding the pleats of her sari in one hand and the stepladder continued to wobble.

Without being aware of it, I moved forward and caught the stand of the ladder. Steadied it. ‘Careful, Ani,’ I husked out. For extra measure, I placed a hand on her leg and steadied her too. The sari slithered around my touch, and I wanted to slide it up further. Reveal her shapely calf and then go all the way up till I reached…

‘Thanks, Vik.’ Her soft words broke my teenage horny boy fantasy.

She got down without further incident and smiled up at me. ‘I was sure I’d stumble and fall and hit my head.’

‘I wouldn’t let that happen,’ I said. ‘Not ever.’

Staring at her moving lips, like a man possessed. There was a tiny drop of sweat at the corner of her lip. I wondered what she’d do if I leaned in and licked at it. Maybe she wouldn’t totally murder me…

‘I wouldn’t blame you if you did,’ she said softly.

I gripped the edge of the ladder, and she moved closer. Then she touched my shirt, and I went a little dizzy. Anika was touching me voluntarily.

‘You dropped food on the shirt,’ she said, just as softly as before.

‘Yeah.’ God, I sounded drunk.

Anika tugged at the fabric once. ‘When will you ever learn to eat without spilling things, weirdo?’

I caught her hand, my intention very, very clear in my expression. ‘Never.’

My wife’s lips parted. And a little sound escaped her. A sort of ‘oh’. As if she had never heard the word before.

But she was staring at my lips too. And that gave me courage. Courage to tug at her hand and bring her one inch closer so I could….

‘Vikrant, where’s the tea powder?’ My mother yelled from the kitchen.

Anika’s eyes slid in the direction of the voice. She untangled herself and stepped back. The shutters back on her expressive face.

I could have cursed the air blue with disappointment.

Aai had the worst timing ever!

‘I’ll help her,’ Anika murmured.

I shook my head. ‘No. You don’t know where the tea is. I’ll show her.’ The kitchen was new to Anika and besides, she probably was being polite. She didn’t want to spend alone time with my mother.

Incredibly, hurt shadowed her eyes before she wiped her face clean. She turned back to the ladder and hefted it. ‘I’ll finish here with Sagar. You can have your chai and then go for a bath before you leave with the men to collect the statue.’

‘You could come too,’ I offered.

The tradition in the Pandit household was that the men picked up the statue from the statue creator whose family lived four streets away and had been supplying us with the idol for generations, right from King Shivaji’s times. And the three times Anika had come home for Chathurthi with me, she’d insisted on wanting to join the menfolk in picking up the idol.

I always refused her because of what my family would say, especially my mother.

‘It’s okay. It’s not my place, remember?’ She took the ladder away with a small, biting smile.

I could only watch her hips sway in the damned sari.

And curse everything in sight, including myself and past mistakes.
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‘You look happy, Vik,’ Ramesh Kaka remarked as he joined me near his hammock.

The idol installation (murthi sthaapan) prep had gone off splendidly. Even Aai could find nothing to complain about or criticize for once. And dinner was a feast, prepared by Aai and Smita Aunty, to their best abilities. Tomorrow the rest of the family and all my cousins would descend on Aronda, with a few of them staying here with me at my new place.

Today, Anika had been a revelation.

She was actually the perfect daughter-in-law for once. She stood silently by my side while we sang the devotional songs to welcome Lord Ganesha into our home on the first day. She’d actually patiently waited for all the prayers to be done after the idol was placed at the mandal/altar.

And she’d not once made a snarky remark or rolled her eyes at the pomp and tradition.

Plus, seeing her in a sari was playing hell on my libido.

It was remarkable but pretending to be my wife made Anika a better wife than when she’d actually been one.

It was also sobering because it brought home the unrealistic expectations I’d had of her when we were married for real.

***

‘I…am,’ I admitted, taking a drag off the single cigarette I permitted myself. I flicked the ash away into the lawn and looked back at the living room, visible through the veranda.

Anika and Smita Aunty were watching something on her phone and they looked… content.

‘Good. I used to worry about you, Vik. When you first came home, last year.’

I didn’t want to think back to those first dark days. Days when I walked in a fog and worked to exhaustion. When I actually considered taking up drinking as a formal occupation because I missed Anika Chakraborty, MD.

When I had been so angry I hadn’t seen the truth dancing right in front of me. What happened between us was both our faults. Pride and prejudice and love and lust colliding in a terrible mix.

‘You don’t have to worry about me. I’m a big boy. I can take care of myself.’

‘No,’ Ramesh disagreed immediately. He squeezed my shoulder. ‘She does that, Viku. She does that for you.’ He glanced back at the living room too and smiled at Anika and his wife squealing at the mobile screen.

‘Don’t forget that.’ My uncle told me simply before going back inside.

***

I felt like shit for the lie I was fostering on my loving, gullible family. It wasn’t fair to them, and they wouldn’t really have minded if I’d told them a year ago that Anika wanted out. After all, my parents had withheld their approval of Anika for the entire duration of my marriage, so it wouldn’t come as a surprise to anyone.

And it wasn’t fair to her, at all.

But…I was happy. After walking in a fog for the better part of a year, I was alive again today. And I was a selfish bastard because I wanted to keep feeling alive, keep her for a few more days.

After all, it harmed no one. And she was having fun too. I knew her too well to know when she was faking it and when she was genuinely enjoying herself. And she was genuinely enjoying herself.

So, what if it was all a lie, right?
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I made my way up the stairs to the first-floor bedroom, once I said goodnight to Smita Aunty.

The woman was a riot and so practical and motherly at the same time. She was the only one who’d helped me when I visited Vikrant’s home as a new bride. Explaining the traditions, teaching me the right way to make the fucking tea so it would please Vikrant’s parents.

Apparently, they didn’t add milk right away to the water and tea leaf powder, preferring to steep the tea in the water so it became thick brown sludge before they lightened it with milk.

To give the devil his due, Vikrant had run interference between his parents and me as much as he could. But even he had to attend phone calls or go to the freaking bathroom and his mother was strict about having her precious son help around the kitchen.

In that he wasn’t allowed inside, at all. It was not a man’s job to be in the kitchen.

Those were the times Vikrant’s mother had twisted in the knife about the many differences between my husband and me.

If you’d been from our community, you’d know how to do this already.

Vikrant should have chosen someone who understood us all better.

My son is a good doctor and a good son. You’re lucky to have him.

And I - insecure and under-confident anyway in family matters, considering the dysfunction between my own parents - had taken the woman’s words to heart. With the perspective of distance and the cloud of insecurity off my head, I could now see those unkind words for what they were.

An attempt to hold onto her son.

It was such an unoriginal story that I would have laughed if I hadn’t already cried so much over this man and this family.

***

Surprisingly, I had actually had fun today once I put Vikrant’s parents in their proper places in my head – which was at a respectful distance from my emotional heart – and focused on the tasks at hand.

I had a good eye for color, and I attended previous Chathurthi celebrations enough to know how the whole thing was conducted.

So, yeah, it was all fun.

It was even more fun to watch Vikrant be cutely domestic. He’d never shirked his duties when we were living together, and he had acquitted himself well today too. And, best of all, his mother said not a word when Vikrant helped in setting the table and clearing the dishes.

There was just that one disturbing moment when he’d helped me get off the ladder where I was sure, so sure, he would kiss the fuck out of me. Where he’d tell me fuck the divorce, I love you forever.

Then, his mom ruined the moment, and I came to my senses.

This was all a charade, an act, to keep his father stable. Nothing more.

All of the yearning and longing for love and happily ever after was on my part.

Vikrant wanted me, no two ways about it.

But… I wanted everything. I had it before and I was damned if I was going to settle for just lust…even if my hormones were sitting up and begging for him as they had been all day.

***

‘Ani,’ Vikrant appeared at the top of the stairs. He held my duffel bag in one hand and the stuff I had strewn on the bed was visible through the half-open zipper.

‘Yeah?’

He blushed. My ex-husband’s ears went red, and he had a flush under the healthy gold of his skin. Desire licked at my core and mocked my gritty resolve of moments before.

I physically resisted the urge to curl my hands into fists.

‘Ramesh Kaka and Smita Kaki are sleeping in here.’ He indicated the room I had occupied for her nap with a jerk of his head. ‘My parents are next to them.’

The words sank into my desire-hazed brain. ‘Oh.’ Then I processed them and, ‘Oh.’ There were only two bedrooms on the upper floor. And two on the lower floor, next to the massive living room and kitchen. They were earmarked for the cousins, and I could not sleep in them anyway if we had to pretend to be happily married.

Conclusion: I had to share Vikrant’s suite with him on the top floor. And his bed…

He nodded. ‘I’m sorry. You don’t mind, do you?’

I winked. To cover up my turmoil. ‘If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were trying to get me into bed but you’re not, are you?’

God, I wished I didn’t sound as hopeful as I felt.

‘Haha. Very funny, Anika.’ He sounded sad, which made no sense.

I shook my head. ‘I’m an on-call doctor, remember? We can sleep pretty much everywhere.’

He looked visibly relieved, and we walked up the stairs to the third-floor bedroom.

***

I gasped in surprise as I took in the huge room, which covered half the floor in one large, flowing space.

It was gorgeous, done entirely in white with that same cerulean blue accent wall. The windows were covered with mosquito nets, the rain a pattering against the roof, with a balcony jutting out of the sliding doors. The furniture was simple wood, and it was so…pleasant…but also so lifeless.

There were no pictures here, no books even. The king-size bed was pristinely made, with a navy blue spread and matching pillows. Surely the price tag wasn’t hanging off the corner of the sheet? What? Did he never use the bed at all?

Then I spied a roomy couch. It sagged on one end and had a white pillow and bed sheet piled neatly on one side. A pile of books was stacked against the couch with Vikrant’s reading glasses and laptop flickering in the dark.

So, this was where he slept…

My heart twisted fiercely at the idea of him sharing this huge bed with anyone. But it hurt worse seeing the lonely pillow and sheet.

‘You can take the bed. I’m comfortable on the sofa.’ He stowed my stuff in the massive wooden cupboard which looked woefully under-utilized.

‘It’s a big bed, Vikrant. You don’t have to suffer on the sofa.’

He shrugged and didn’t answer.

I didn’t push the point and went to the cupboard to sort my stuff out in the cupboard. His clothes were neatly folded in one half of the cupboard while the roomier shelves, with hangers – such as those required for maxi and mini dresses – and a jewelry locker were all bare. Stunningly bare.

And kept meticulously clean. As if they were just awaiting occupation by someone.

I shot Vikrant a look from downcast lashes. He was getting the sofa ready for bed, tucking the sheet into the sides of the arms, and placing the pillow on the side he preferred, next to the stack of books.

Could he actually be waiting for me?

What a ridiculous idea…
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‘I’ll go freshen up, if that’s okay?’ Vikrant said.

‘Go right ahead,’ I invited.

I went out to the balcony, to enjoy the gentle rain and give Vikrant his privacy. It was somehow too intimate to watch him get ready for a shower and bed. It reminded me of all the times he’d gently insisted I shower with him, ‘for water conservation’. More often than not, we wasted water and had the funniest, sexiest times.

One time, he’d literally slipped on a stray bar of soap and fallen on his butt, injuring his tailbone.

I laughed my butt off before helping him up.

I blinked back tears as I remembered everything – the good times and bad – that I successfully repressed for months now. Maybe being back here, with him, for this one week, could give me the closure I needed to move on with my life.

Without him.

Lightning flashed, cutting across the velvety sky with a silver crack, followed by roaring thunder. The rain turned forceful. Falling on my face and clothes, drenching me.

Good, the rain would hide my tears.

I wiped at my streaming cheeks and walked slowly back in just as Vikrant bounded out with a curse, slamming the ensuite bathroom door open.

‘FUCK!’

***

My eyes widened as I saw him wrap a towel around his hips and curse loudly. In a fraction of a second, I took in his glistening chest that looked stupidly good wet. And the way his hair curled at the nape, drawing my attention to the dents on his shoulders, because he was an exercise fiend and kept himself in shape by doing all the right things. Exercise and enough sleep and a diet of super healthy things like protein shakes and leafy vegetables.

Heat pooled in my belly, wetting me with its instantaneous reaction.

‘Hey! What happened?’

Vikrant held the towel in one hand. ‘There’s a lizard in there.’

‘What?’ I asked thickly while I devoured the droplets of water streaming down his back and disappearing into the indents made by his gluteus maximus. I clutched my fingers tight, digging the nails into the soft bed of my palms.

‘There’s a fucking lizard in there. As big as a rat.’

His words penetrated my foggy brain.

I laughed. Loud and free.

Vikrant gave an affronted look as he knotted the towel properly and wiped a hand down his half soapy face. ‘It’s not funny, Anika. You know they are slippery creatures. And they bite.’

I controlled the rest of my laugh with effort and kept a straight face as I nodded soberly. ‘I’m sorry. You’re right. I’ll go shoo it off, okay?’

Vikrant was alarmed. ‘It could bite you too! Be careful.’

‘I will,’ I promised him solemnly.

***

I walked into the bathroom and there it was. The culprit that had allowed me to see Vikrant in all his beautiful, buff glory for a hot, sexy second.

Thank you, Mr. Lizard.

It was stuck right next to the showerhead, bulging brown eyes twitching this way and that. Right at Vikrant’s eyesight. No wonder he’d freaked out.

It was so cute that a normally calm man like Vikrant shuddered at the thought of creepy crawlies. I was the one who dealt with spiders and ants and other creepy crawlies, during thunderstorms.

He just cowered in the corner and called out unnecessary advice. 

Like now. ‘Turn on the handheld shower, okay?,” Vikrant called out. “It’s the faucet on the left side.’

‘Okay,’ I called back.

I turned on the left side faucet and the overhead shower drenched me even more in ice-cold water.

I shrieked. Turned it off. The lizard scampered as my shriek reverberated against the bathroom walls, disappearing into the shower grate.

***

‘Fuck! Are you alright?’ Vikrant burst through the door. And froze right where he stood.

‘Yeah, yeah, I’m fine.’ I sagged against the wall, as the shock wore off. ‘Your lizard’s gone.’

‘Great. That’s great.’ Still, he didn’t move from the middle of the bathroom. And his hold on the towel was alarmingly precarious.

I licked my wet lips and pushed wet hair back from my face.

‘You should finish your shower. The danger has passed.’

I forced myself to look nowhere but at his eyes. His hot, intense, focused eyes which were also looking at nothing but my face.

‘You’re...’ He cleared his dry throat. ‘You’re all wet.’ He made a gesture with one hand, pointing in the general direction of my torso.

I looked down at my soft tee shirt. It was completely drenched. It was also sticking to my chest like a second skin, which meant he could see that I wore no bra, and the cold water had peaked my nipples.

Fire flashed through me, until I was sure steam would come off my clothes and dry them off.

God, yes, I was all wet. 

‘Dammit,’ I muttered. I unstuck the tee shirt from my stomach. ‘I didn’t bring any other night clothes.’

‘Oh.’

I sighed. And made to take my tee shirt off, forgetting for a moment that Vikrant was even there.

‘I’ll lend you my tee shirt,’ he said loudly. Reminding me of his presence.

I paused in the act of undressing. ‘That’s…nice.’ And it was. Although, before, he would have been just as happy to have me naked and willing in his arms.

‘Wait here.’ Vikrant nodded stiffly and turned and walked out, holding the towel in a death grip.

I sighed once more as the bathroom door closed behind him.

Closure, I repeated. This week was all about closure. Not resurrecting inconvenient feelings that would only end in disaster. No matter how badly I’d wanted that towel to drop.
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After that charged moment, it was a little anticlimactic to climb into the big bed wearing my ex’s tee shirt which smelled of him – a unique combination of detergent and Vikrant’s own musk.

I was sure I’d be wide awake, unable to sleep with Vikrant only feet away for the first time in months.

I dropped off like a stone the second my head touched the pillow.

And I dreamed.

Of the night we fought so horrendously badly, our marriage, our epic love story had come to a screeching halt.

***

I was exhausted after finishing a double shift at the hospital and cramming for the MD exam. My nerves were frayed to within an inch, and I was even considering talking to a mental health professional about the workload and pressure.

‘Honey, I’m home,’ I called out, as I keyed the lock open.

The soft strains of a Tender song drifted through the sound bar Vikrant had gifted me on my birthday, two months ago. We’d used it to make love to one of my favorite songs – Ed Sheeran’s Bad Habits.

I frowned. That couldn’t be the last time we’d been together. Could it?

‘Vik,’ I said softly. Knowing he wouldn’t hear me. The music was loud. ‘Are you there?’

Taking a bold decision, I turned around to check the lock was secure on the door. Yep, all locked in.

I smiled softly. Love suffusing my desire with a depth that hadn’t been present since I started preparing for the MD exam. Tonight, I was going to tell Vikrant maybe I’d take a break and prepare for longer, when money wasn’t so tight, and we were in a better place together…

I dropped my bag on the floor. Then I took the hem of the simple cotton tunic, the lacy kurti, and tugged it off over my head. It snagged on the haphazard bun at the nape of my neck. I shook my head, and the tunic cleared my skull. My hair came down in a waterfall on my shoulders and back.

I toed off my functional sneakers with the hidden heels and walked into the hall. One hand on my jeans, unbuttoning them.

‘Hey…’ I began provocatively, searching for my brilliant, sexy man. Desire flooded my veins, making me weak and wet and needy before he even touched me. Even seen me.

Vikrant was sprawled on the couch, staring blankly at the ceiling. He didn’t hear me.

‘Vikrant,’ I said a little louder.

His eyes snapped to mine. They widened when they saw me half-naked in the doorway.

***

‘Hey, stranger.’ I stuck out my hip, increasing the length of my leg with the pose. Aware of the jutting of my tits in the functional lacy bra. ‘Miss me?’

‘What are you doing, Anika?’ Vikrant swung his legs to the floor. ‘What is this?’

‘What does it look like I’m doing, dummy?’ I unbuttoned the jeans and drew the zipper down but didn’t step out of them yet. ‘I’m seducing you.’ I winked. ‘You have to get seduced now.’

“Anika…” he trailed off as I came to settle on his lap.

I straddled his waist, legs on either side of his thighs. ‘Vikrant…’ I whispered. ‘I need you.’ I hoped he could see I didn’t mean just for this, our physical connection.

I needed him to affirm his love for me, my self.

‘Ani, please,’ he began hoarsely. But his dark eyes burned. As his breath hitched, his fingers clutched my hips, fingers digging into the tender flesh. A welcome pain.

‘Yes.’ I bent down and kissed his ear before biting the lobe. ‘Please, fuck me.’

Then, I will tell you I need you more than I need to do my damn MD this year.

His fingers contracted against my butt for a long, pleasurable moment. Then he firmly took my waist and set me down next to him.

‘We have to talk,’ Vikrant began brusquely.

‘Sure.’ I was so ready for us to talk. ‘After.’ I tried to reach for him eagerly.

He flinched. Vikrant never flinched from my touch. Not even when we were first getting to know each other.

I stilled. A boom echoed in my thudding heart.

‘Vikrant,’ I began hesitantly. ‘You—'
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‘I haven’t seen you in a week, do you know that?’ he began quietly, avoiding my gaze.

My heart sank. I could hear the accusation even if he’d not said anything damaging yet. ‘I know…’

‘You’ve become a machine, Anika,’ Vikrant cut me off, in the same brusque tone. ‘All you want to do is study for your precious exam and the hospital. Then, you want to fuck me when you surface.’

I recoiled at the bitterness in him. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said stiltedly. Not knowing what else to say.

He shot me a despairing look. His heart was broken. Written all over his face. I had a sudden realization. This was not the first time he was feeling like this. This lonely. This alone.

My own heart started gasping as if I was experiencing a myocardial infarction. A. heart attack. Stuttering and slipping.

‘You’re not. You just want to fuck me right now,’ he said bluntly. ‘You go to sleep. Wake up and go to the hospital and do this all over again. You don’t want to deal with anything.’

‘What’s there to deal with?’ I asked, bewildered.

‘Do you even know what’s going on with me? My family? My father’s pension from the school has been withdrawn by the government, because of fund shortage and they don’t know what to do now. They have no money.’

Vikrant’s father was the sole earner in their family of three. His mother had always been a homemaker.

I bit my lip. ‘I’m…sorry,’ I offered inadequately. ‘That’s terrible news. I’m so sorry, Vikrant.’ I touched his rigid arm and it went even harder at my touch. As if he was rejecting it.

Rejecting me.

This had never happened before too! Vikrant would never reject me.

‘You’re not,’ he said harshly. ‘You don’t fucking care,’ he repeated as if he wasn’t my husband at all. The planes of his shoulders tightened in the tee shirt I’d washed for him just a few days ago. His height made it seem like he was so far away from me.

‘You don’t care about me or us or anything that isn’t part of your precious goals.’

Something snapped in me then. Something fragile and hopeful. I remembered what my father had told me, years ago when I’d first told him I was in love with Vikrant, when I was a second-year medical student.

This boy will never understand your goals. Your need to fulfil them. He’s too ordinary for you, Anika.

‘And all you care about is your fucking family and yourself, don’t you?’ I snapped back. The echo of my father’s words swirled in my head. ‘Just because you don’t want to get your MD tag you punish me for wanting mine.’

He straightened, gave me a cool look. ‘What. Did. You. Just. Say?’ He spaced each word out.

I blinked back useless, weak tears, they stung my nose. My throat worked rapidly to not weep in front of this cold, unfeeling, judgmental man. The son of his small town, conservative parents.

‘I’m killing myself trying to get through this exam and work without losing my mind, when most people take a whole year off to study for it. But we can’t afford to lose my income for that long, can we?’

His head snapped back, as if I’d slapped him.

We made decent money between us. Enough to pay rent, save a little for a really rainy day and he sent more than a quarter of his money back home to his parents. But yes, Mumbai was the most expensive city in South Asia, we couldn’t afford for me to not work for a whole year and just study for the MD exam.

And asking my loaded father for help was out of the realm of possibility.

I felt my chest tighten. The words hung in the air between us. Cancerous. Leaching all the love we’d ever had. Killing it from the inside out.

‘Vikrant…’

‘I’m sorry, then,’ he said evenly. ‘I’m sorry for standing in the way of your dreams. Your fucking goals. I’m sorry, Anika, that my family and my problems are obstacles for you.’

A tear slipped out unbidden down my cheek. Because I knew he wasn’t sorry.

He wanted to be right. He wanted me to pay. He wanted me to back down because his needs were more important than mine. They were more immediate and involved his helpless parents. And he was a dutiful son to them more than he’d ever want to be my husband, my champion.

‘Yes.’ I thumbed the culprit tear away. ‘You are. Just like my father.’ Willing him to refute my words. Make me take them back.

He said nothing. He didn’t even look at me. Just looked at his empty hands as if they held the answer to all our problems.

That was the first of many times, Vikrant walked away. First into the next room, then to the family lawyer’s office…and then right out of my life.

***

We never recovered from the accusations we hurled at each other during that first fight. The bitter venom behind them.

We went to the divorce lawyer two weeks later, on the first mutually free day we had.

And there Vikrant had announced his intention to return back to Aronda and run the town hospital - a position that came with a significant pay bump, huge house, and other amenities. He’d bludgeoned me with his decision.

I couldn’t believe he’d actually just abandon me like that. Or, worse, expect me to move states just to take care of his folks while my own career was just taking off.

And, to be fair, he hadn’t asked me to move.

The counsellor had asked us both to consider what it was we wanted, and we’d said opposite things.

I wanted to finish my MD exam and continue living in Mumbai. He wanted to move somewhere else and start again.

That’s when I knew, deep in my heart, love wasn’t enough to surmount the mountain of obstacles facing us. Our opposite personalities, our opposing ambitions had destroyed our relationship.

So, it had broken my heart when he’d actually packed his things and left. Just like that.

As if almost a decade of loving someone could vanish in a moment.
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Tonight, when I dreamed of it all, I cried a little. Like I did each time when I dreamed of it all. And I whispered his name in a broken voice.

Vikrant.

This time, a gentle hand shook me awake. Warm and reassuring. Essential. Familiar. I snuggled into the palm, resting my cheek against it. And I thought I felt hot lips brush against my temple. But when I opened my eyes, Vikrant was sitting at the very edge of the bed, his face half in shadow in the lamplight. 

Completely expressionless. As remote and untouchable as a statue god, but so alive in his sleeveless tee and track pants. 

I ached to touch him, to crawl into his very bones and stay there. 

‘Did I wake you?’ I sat up, drawing the covers over my legs and waist. I’d kicked them off in my tumultuous sleep. 

He shook his head. ‘No. I was reading up on a case study.’

‘Oh.’ I dropped my eyes and took a steadying breath. 

‘It sounded like you were having a nightmare.’ 

‘I wasn’t.’ I raised my eyes and confessed the truth. ‘I was dreaming about you.’ 

‘I see.’ 

And then it came out. The question that tormented me even now. After all this time.

‘Why did you never finish our counseling sessions, Vik? I know I rescheduled the first two times but that was because I was in surgery. You know I can’t leave my spot at the OT. Those intern piranhas would have eaten me alive. But you didn’t bother responding to any of the other times the counsellor called us. Why?’ 

I sniffed, appalled at how close to tears I was. Constantly.  

Vikrant gripped one hand with the other, and in the shadowed moonlight I could see the hair dotting his forearms. 

I wanted to touch that too. Just the hair on his wrist and arms. 

I swallowed back a sob. Coming here had been such a bad idea. 

***

‘Why won’t you say something?’ 

God, I had zero pride where this man was concerned. 

Vikrant swallowed; it was a bleak motion. But it was just me. Feeling bleak and sad and aching all over again. I was projecting my own emotions onto him. That much basic psychology even I had studied back in school. 

‘The first time after you rescheduled, I called up the counselor and told her I was driving down to do the session in person. That I had things to say to you and to her.’

‘What things?’ I held my breath.

‘It’s not important now, Ani,’ he sounded so certain. ‘The thing is, I drove fourteen hours straight and I came to the hospital to pick you up and I saw you at the nurses’ station.’ 

Vikrant’s voice was gruff with remembered emotion. ‘You were consulting on a case – the baby was seven months old with a bowel obstruction of some kind. You were telling the senior surgeon what kind of path to take, and you were right. You belonged there,’ he said softly.

Pride filled his words. Pride he’d never shown me before.

‘Vik--’

‘You belonged there like you never could with me. I am a simple physician,’ he said simply, ‘And I’m happy with it. You’re meant to save little kids from certain death. And you were right. I couldn’t stand in the way of that. Not if I cared about you.’ 

I sniffed some more because it sounded so noble and heroic, what he was saying. In reality, it sucked. Because it meant I couldn’t be with him. 

‘So, you gave up on us?’ 

Vikrant shook his head, looking as ravaged as I felt on the inside. ‘I realized the things you wanted, and I wanted were mutually exclusive, so I did the right thing. Without making it harder for you.’ 

‘It wasn’t your decision to make.’ He’d never even given me a chance to know how he really felt. Once the cloud of anger and accusations had parted.

And he countered my logical argument with one of his own. ‘Are you telling me you would have been happy moving here to Aronda and playing at being a doctor when you could be a surgical god in Mumbai?’ 

***

I had no answer to that simple question. And it wasn’t fair to tell him he should have given me the choice. I would have resented him for it, if only when my parents came to visit once in a blue moon and my father reminded me of all that I could have been. 

Either way, I’d have felt trapped and resentful. And he wasn’t to blame for it. Not really. That much I understood in the year being apart.

‘We were happy, weren’t we?’ I sounded so hopelessly naïve, but I couldn’t help it. I wanted to know. Needed to know that, before the end, we had been happy. We had been together. 

It hadn’t all been in my head. A fairytale I made up to get through falling for the wrong guy too soon.

He evaded the question. ‘Get some sleep, Ani. We have a full day ahead of us tomorrow.’ 

Vikrant stood up and I watched his loose-hipped walk helplessly. He switched off the lamp and sat down in the middle of the couch. Continued looking at his hands. 

I lay back in bed, knowing this was all he would share tonight. And it was more than I expected to get from him. I stared at the ceiling and willed myself to go back to sleep. Then I stupiheard it.

My name.

In Vikrant’s rusty whisper.

Anika. 

‘Yes?’ I turned to face him, barely able to make out his silhouette now that the room was completely dark.

‘I dream about you too.’ 
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I dream about you too. Fucking hell!

I cursed the air blue the next morning as I recalled the pathetic way I’d confessed those words to her. They still ricocheted inside me with all the force of a gunshot wound tearing through human skin. Damaging organs. Realigning them. 

Confession was supposed to be good for the soul, but I felt like crap. 

As it was, waking up to a sleeping Anika, sheets tangled around her legs, so half her sexy and familiar body was completely visible was hard. Emphasis on the hard. But to know that now she knew some of the stuff I was bottling up inside, the secrets I held onto because I couldn’t hold her was a little humiliating.

It gave her all the power.

And I was a little scared of what she would do with all the information. 

Anika wasn’t careless or callous. But she wasn’t raised like me – to always put others before self. Not that that was a healthy way to live, with the guilt and the desire to please everyone always choking my own ambition, my own desires. Hell, sometimes my very existence. 

The counsellor had talked about me needing stronger emotional boundaries in order to maintain my sense of self. And I dismissed it like it was a load of bullshit. Stuff the counsellor had to tell me to justify their hourly price tag. 

But today morning was the first time in a year I felt I’d enforced an emotional boundary. Not by that admission in the end, but the calm and non-judgmental way I had that conversation with Ani. 

Go, me!

***

I finished quickly in the bathroom, wanting to slip out before she woke up. The alarm was supposed to go off at six am and there was still forty minutes to go. 

Unfortunately, she was wide awake when I opened the bathroom door, fully dressed, down to the comfy thongs I wore at home. I wasn’t sure I could trust myself around her when we were both half-naked. 

It was like tempting fate and fate was never on my side. 

‘Good morning,’ she said quickly, before I could say anything.

Not that I could form words. She was…sleep-flushed, her hair sticking out of the cute ponytail she’d put it in before bed. The faded blue tee shirt slid off her shoulder, revealing a creamy curve I wanted to caress before moving down. All the way down.

Best of all, she was here. In my bed. The one place I ached for her to be. And always would. 

My tongue stuck to the roof off his mouth. 

‘I was thinking…’ Anika trailed off. Hesitating. 

‘Yes? What?’ 

‘If you wouldn’t mind, we could go to the cli- hospital together. For rounds.’ She looked wary. 

As if she expected me to refuse. As if the idea was preposterous. And maybe it was. She was leaving in five days. But she was here now, and I wanted it to last…this fragile peace between us. I’d deal with her leaving when I had to. 

I had the rest of my life to mourn her leaving.  

‘Sure. Of course. We can wrap up the morning pooja, the rituals, by eight and then spend the afternoon working. Is that okay?’ 

She blinked slowly and desire hit me like a sledgehammer. I took a deep breath that expanded and contracted my chest... which felt tons lighter than it had felt in months. 

‘Yes, that’s fine. That works.’ 

‘You get ready and come down when you’re done. I’ll bring your coffee up in fifteen.’ 

Anika blinked again and I scolded myself for sounding too eager and autocratic. She might not even take coffee anymore. People changed. 

‘That sounds like heaven.’ She slid out of bed. I stifled a groan at the amount of leg revealed in the tee shirt. ‘But make that ten minutes instead of fifteen, okay?’ 

Then she walked to me, leaned up and kissed my freshly shaved cheek. ‘You’re a good guy, Vikrant Pandit. I don’t know how I forgot that in all our drama.’ 

I blinked, stuck back in the moment when the woman I loved voluntarily came up to me and kissed me. Even if it was just the fucking cheek. Then her words registered in my Anika-starved brain and I mustered up a smile for her. 

‘I’m not that good a guy, Ani. I screwed things up with you.’

Then I left before I did something only very bad guys would do – plant her against the wall, rip that tee shirt off and eat her up whole. Even if she didn’t want to. 

***

I hated covering the Jeep up but the rain hadn’t given up, so I had to Velcro the oilskin while Anika patiently held an umbrella over both our heads. Finally, we were off to the hospital I’d chosen to make my workplace for the last year. The town hospital.
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The town council optimistically named it Aronda Town Hospital. 

In reality, it was a small house in the middle of Market Road with two examination rooms, two in-house hospital beds and a storage room which also coupled as the staff’s lunchroom. My office was stacked, end-to-end, with old case files that I despaired of digitizing and the X-ray machine stuttered ever so often. 

I gave Anika a sidelong glance as she took in the contents of my dingy office, hands in the pockets of her jeans. She wore a tasteful, loose tunic over the jeans as befit a female doctor at a clinic. But it only emphasized her femininity,

And I couldn’t forget how she’d looked in the purple and red Paithani sari, my first anniversary gift to her, as she sang along with the rest of the family during the morning song rituals. 

She didn’t know the words and was basically tuneless, but the effort touched me immensely.

In fact, everything about her touched me. And not just sexually. She was …softer, more vulnerable and giving, the sharp edges that had formed in her during her MD exams dulled with attrition and time. 

If it was possible, I was in danger of falling even more hopelessly in love with her than I already was. 

***

‘It’s homely,’ Anika commented politely.

I chuckled. ‘It’s a freaking mess. You don’t have to be nice about it.’

She gave a sheepish smile. ‘It is a freaking mess.’ Then her smile turned kinder, empathetic. Lighting up her eyes from the inside out. ‘Maybe I could help clean it up a little bit.’  

I nodded. ‘Yeah, that would be awesome. The outpatient hours are about to begin now and you’re a good diagnostician. If you can take over the patients; I’ll tackle some of this paperwork.’

She pursed her lips before replying, ‘Sounds like a plan.’

‘What?’ I demanded. ‘What did I say now?’

She fiddled with the fringe-y thing dangling at the end of her phone. ‘It’s not like you to admit I’m good at something too. Especially when it comes to internal medicine.’

‘People change, Ani.’ I hoped she noted I wasn’t talking only about this one instance and this one compliment.

I hoped she noted I meant all of me.

‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘We have. We learned to not fight every five minutes.’ Her smile was playful, but her eyes were sad.

I understood then, she didn’t know how much things had changed for me. I was probably going to have to talk about it at some point with her. But not now. Now there was work to be done.

On cue, the doorbell jangled, signaling the arrival of the first patient.

We spoke at the same time, the strange spell binding us broken.

‘I’ll go see who’s there…’

‘You can introduce me to your patient.’

I ran a hand through my hair. ‘I’ll introduce you to the patient. But I should warn you. It’s not as exciting as cutting open little babies.’

‘Shut up, Vikrant.’ She stuck her tongue out and equilibrium was established between us.

***

Hours later, or so it seemed, I raised my aching head from the desktop screen, where I’d spent the whole shift just updating patient records and creating fresh ones. It was an old machine that still ran on Windows 2007 and glitched a lot.

But the funds required to change it and everything else technical went into overhauling the examination rooms, ordering fresh equipment for the hospital. And getting a proper toilet (with a bidet and everything) fitted for the three staff members.

I was willing to rough it almost everywhere but in the washroom.

I stretched in the creaking chair and stood up, feeling every single muscle and body groan in unison. I heard laughter come from one of the exam rooms. Anika’s and a young woman’s.

I followed the sound like a man hypnotized.

The door to the exam room was open and Anika was sitting on the steel stool I usually occupied. She snapped off the gloves she used for examining the patient on the rexin pleather bed– a very pregnant woman named Neelima Patil.

Neelima colored as she saw me. ‘Dr. Pandit. How are you?’

‘I’m fine, Neelima. How are you?’

‘Totally fine,’ Anika said before the mom-to-be could reply. She took off her gloves and dropped them in the examining tray that also held a stethoscope and blood pressure cuff. ‘And the little one’s doing fine too.’

Neelima protectively held her belly and swung her legs down from the bed.

I reflexively moved to help her. Noted that Anika had a small smile playing on her lips as she watched me assist the woman.

When Neelima’s chappal-clad feet touched the ground, she shot us a grateful, tremulous smile. ‘I am so glad Dr. Anika is here today.’ She spoke in Marathi. ‘The baby hasn’t kicked since yesterday and I was worried…’ She bit her lip and pressed her hands to her belly again.

‘I can understand, Neelima,’ I said gently.

‘Thank you, Neelima, for trusting me with your baby’s health. It’s not easy talking about your deepest fears with a new doctor.’ Anika spoke in halting Marathi. ‘And I told you. Laughter is the best medicine.’ She winked, for added drama.

Neelima laughed again. And bid us goodbye after promising to come back the next day for her daily checkup. She was due to deliver any day, and I wanted her monitored as much as possible.

I now watched Anika move about the exam room, setting the tray back in place, wipe the stethoscope and cuff with disinfectant so it was ready for the next patient.

‘Having fun?’ I asked, idly.

Anika shrugged. ‘Would it surprise you if I said I actually am?’

Yes.

‘No.’ I looked at Anika’s marking on Neelima’s patient file. ‘You handled Neelima quite well.’

‘I’m a doctor, babe.’ Anika remarked absently. ‘It’s what I do best.’

‘Yes, but you have to admit that your bedside manner always needed work.’ I put my hands up in defense when she would have countered. ‘You are an incredible surgeon but it’s not the same thing, exactly, is it? Talking to a to-be-mom versus actually saving her child on the OT?’

Anika stopped moving and gave the question actual consideration. ‘You’re right,’ she conceded. ‘Doing this…what you do… Talking. Connecting. Making people less afraid of medicine while treating them despite their best intentions, it’s hard. I am not good at it.’

‘You were great at it, today,’ I said gently. ‘Neelima always came here in tears because her in-laws are stressing her out about delivering a boy.’

Anika nodded. ‘Yeah. She mentioned it. I didn’t want to press the issue.’ She gave me a sideways glance. ‘Or tell her she should ask her in-laws to fuck off.’

I grinned. ‘Thank God! I would have to answer to her in-laws if you did something like that.’ My grin faded. ‘Not that they don’t deserve it.’

Anika crossed over to me and squeezed my wrist. ‘I never understood, not really, why this was important to you. I’m beginning to see why now. It’s admirable, Vikrant.’

My heart stuttered at the sincere earnestness of her compliment. It was like she had actually transformed into a different person, someone who was more present and less bitter and resentful. It made her luminous.

‘But you still want to cut open little babies,’ I said quietly.

Anika smiled sadly. ‘What I do is admirable too.’ Her words were uttered with quiet pride. She wasn’t asking for my validation or approval. And that made her a heroine.

I nodded. ‘Yes, it does. And I’m really glad to have your expertise here for however long I can have it.’

‘Me too.’

I wanted to tell her more, tell her everything, but the little bell rang, signaling that the next patient had come.

The moment was lost, so I flashed another smile and said, ‘Let me take this next patient. I’m almost done with file work for today.’

***

We continued working in unison, crossing exam rooms and talking to each other and the available compounder (local pharmacist) until it was past two pm.

Then, Anika stuck her head in my office. ‘Hey, Smita Kaki just texted me. Apparently, the feast is ready. We should head back for lunch.’

‘Yeah. Okay. Give me a minute.’ I paused stacking the dusty files I’d removed for updating and carelessly placed the last one in the middle of the stack instead of the top.

As a result, the whole thing, all fifty files, came crashing down on my head. I yelled and cursed and waved my hands wildly to combat the papers and cardboard files raining down on me.

Anika squealed and immediately leaped into the room. ‘Oh my god, Vik. Are you hurt?’

‘Just my dignity,’ I muttered as the last piece of paper fluttered down.

We bent down simultaneously to gather the papers, and promptly bumped our heads.

‘Ouch,’ Anika muttered as she sat down hard on the old-fashioned mosaic tiles, rubbing her temple. 

‘I’m sorry.’ Without thinking, I bent over her and cupped the back of her head in my palm. My thumb brushed against her temple. Soft and a bit dewy with sweat.

Her eyes were huge, the golden circles in her iris illuminated in the tube light.

My hold tightened around her hair. ‘I am loving this short hair.’

Anika’s hand tightened on my forearm. ‘Vikrant…’

‘I’m going to kiss you now.’ Desire was a roar in my veins, the pulse in my blood. It was the only thing driving me. I didn’t care about the past or our opposite personalities, or anything else. Except... Anika was here. In my arms.

And I was going to kiss her.

She closed her eyes.

‘Tell me if you don’t want me to, Ani.’
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I endured the longest three seconds of my life as I waited for her to refuse me. 

She said nothing.

I leaned down and brushed my lips against hers, feeling their pillowy softness. Going hard at just that mere contact. 

She reared up, winding her arms around my neck and kissed me back, opening her mouth and chasing my tongue. Making a slightly broken sound like she couldn’t breathe, like she didn’t want to. As long as we were kissing. 

I held her closer, digging my fingertips into her skull, her waist – her skin, her scent – surrounding me in a cloud of perfume and womanly musk. I willingly drowned in it. 

Anika crawled into my lap, not letting go of my mouth and I groaned as her tits brushed against my chest. 

I tumbled to place her against the wall of metal cupboards and crowded her, running my questing hands up and down her sides. Relearning the shape of her. She was firm and soft, giving and strong at the same time. When I squeezed her breast through the tunic she arched straight into me, her tongue doing its damndest to squeeze my breath, my very life away.

I was not letting go of her lips. Nibbling at them, biting them, sucking at them and drinking as much of her in as I could in one single kiss. 

God, wanting her was my personal heaven and hell. 

‘I don’t want to stop kissing you,’ she whispered against my lips, after blisteringly hot seconds of making out like horny teens.

‘Why?’ 

‘Because then I’d remember you’re not mine to kiss.’

The words killed my desire as surely as a bucket of ice-cold water would have.

***

I carefully unpeeled myself away from her body. 

I thought I felt her shudder as I withdrew from her. But it wasn’t her. She was cool and removed. I was the one messed up enough to want her even though we were over.

Fuck.

This.

Mess.

‘Vik…’

I held up a hand. I was so grateful it didn’t tremble. Because my blood was still running hot and south of my brain. My vision misted with lust. ‘Don’t,’ I growled. ‘Don’t give me whatever speech you want to give.’ Don’t say this was a mistake.

'I wasn’t going to give a speech.’ She sat cross-legged against the metal drawers. Her mutter was barely audible. 

All of a sudden, she looked dwarf-like against the wall. Even though she was not that small. I felt a spurt of protectiveness. And hardened my instincts. She didn’t need protection. Not when she was capable of destroying me with mere words.

‘Are you…?’ I cleared my throat, the words sticking in them. Afraid to come out. Afraid of her answer even more. 'Are you seeing someone?’

Incredibly, she looked stunned. Hurt chasing across her delicate features, showcasing the slight downturn of her plump, just-kissed lips. ‘Why? Are you?’ she asked quietly.

I hesitated. Then shook my head. I didn’t want to hurt her like that, even for a second. ‘No, I haven’t had the time to look for anyone in that way. The clinic takes up all my time.’

‘Did you think I’d come here,” she asked dangerously quietly, ‘And pretend to be your loving wife if I was with someone? Is that what you think of me, Vikrant?’

I sighed and sat cross-legged opposite her. ‘No. I don’t think you’ll ever do that. Your honesty is troublesome, but you are honest.’

Anika shot me a justifiably bitter look. ‘I don’t think this is a compliment.’

I checked my nails out. They’d grown a bit. Time for a simple manicure. ‘That is not what I meant.’

‘Then what? You were checking to make sure you didn’t trespass on some other dude’s property?’ She was this close to exploding. I could feel it.

I sighed. Loudly. Extremely suffering. ‘God, Ani. Give me a break,’ I tried again, ‘I just lost my freaking mind and kissed you when you are here as a favor to me.’

‘And here I thought you were jealous.’

‘Very funny.’ I gave her a small smile. 

I wanted to tell her the truth. Jealousy was a small emotion compared to how I felt when I thought of my Anika, my wife, with some other man. Every cell in my body protested at the idea, however sexist it was, of Anika belonging to some other man. Him kissing her, like this. Holding her as if she was his personal salvation.

God! 

I needed help. I needed to stay the fuck away from her. It was the kindest thing to do, for either of us.  

I stood up in a fluid motion and held my hand out. She took it and I pulled her up slowly. 

‘Come on.’ I squeezed her fingers once and then stepped back, well back from her. ‘Let’s go home and grab some food. Clearly food deprivation is a real problem.’

I prayed she’d take the lifeline and not press the issue further. I could see the mark I’d left on her torso, red and shining. The tunic had shifted so the seams were misaligned. And I had a sudden vision of tearing the damn thing off her and feasting on her like a man deprived. 

She took the bait. ‘Clearly.’

And that was the end of that ill-fated interlude.
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Anika, you idiot, why couldn’t you keep your stupid mouth shut! 

I snuck a glance at Vikrant, resplendent and so handsome in the traditional dhoti pants, his janoi ceremonial thread gleaming unholy white against his fit, brown chest.

He clapped the bells for the evening aarti while the thaali, the ritual plate, I held went slack. I was such an idiot, I cursed myself out for the hundredth time, missing out on tonguing Vikrant, the love of my forlorn life.

When he saw me looking at him, he tipped his head, as if to ask, what? I gave him a small smile and shook my head. 

All around us, the family sang the songs for the aarti along with the visitors who’d arrived in steady streams throughout the day. 

Luckily, Vikrant had planned ahead for this and ordered sweet-and-sour chivdaa – a crunchy snack mix - and store-bought sweet modaks, a coconut dessert made especially for Ganesh Chathurthi, by the kilo to give as prasad, the host’s offering. It was just my job to hand the trays of food to the guests.

Vikrant’s mom and aunt were manning the kitchen with military efficiency. And zero complaint from Vikrant’s mom.

If this had been the case three years ago, I thought with bitter regret, I would have willingly pitched in and helped out loads more when his parents came to Mumbai to stay with us, a few months after the wedding.

Since thinking about the sad past bummed me out, I focused on that wonderful, sexy kiss... that Vikrant had begun. He’d touched me with surety, with abandon. And his afternoon scruff had scraped deliciously against my skin. 

Everything was familiar yet new…making it ten times hotter than it usually was. 

Then I’d opened my stupid mouth and ruined the most sexual contact I’d had in months. And pushed away the only man I wanted sexual contact with. 

Vikrant nudged me with his elbow, and I dragged my wandering mind back to the present. Rotated the aarti thaali in the eco-friendly Bappa’s direction. Lord Ganesha winked at me, or so it seemed in the blinking tea lights Vikrant had strung around the mud idol. 

Help me, Bappa, I prayed. Lord Ganesha was given the friendly name of Ganpati Bappa because he was the benevolent God who always looked after his people.

Because that kiss had done something more than resurrected my desire. 

It had resurrected my hope.

***

‘One day done, four more to go,’ Vikrant announced as he flopped down on his sofa bed. Dinner had gone smoothly again, with the added cushion of more cousins and uncles and aunts. And everyone had finally dispersed to go to bed after chatting for an hour after dinner. 

‘Yep. It went well, no?’ I idly checked my phone and was surprised to see three missed calls from dad. Vivek Chakraborty never called me, if he could help it. Someone had to die for him to make this effort.

Or I had to screw up cataclysmically bad. 

The bed compressed as Vikrant sat next to me; touched my thigh in a friendly gesture. 

He was smiling, no shadows, no hurt in his eyes. He looked like the man who’d loved me enough to fix a carriage horse ride at Mumbai’s picturesque Marine Drive at midnight for my twenty-fifth birthday. Then, not use it when I’d said it was animal cruelty. 

‘Thank you,’ he said simply. ‘You’ve been…great. And Aai…my mom, won’t admit it but you’re the perfect daughter-in-law, now. Thank you, Anika.’

‘I didn’t do it for your mom.’ 

He squeezed my thigh again, his fingers warm and so male against the cotton fabric of my pajamas. ‘I know. You’re selfless and amazing and I should have appreciated you more when I had the chance.’ 

‘You’re flexible.’ I chuckled. ‘Who knew?’ 

‘Yes, I am, ma’am.’ He flexed one of his biceps.

My mouth instantly watered with visions of biting at the exact point, where his bicep melted into his tricep. 

I dropped my eyes. 

***

‘Anika,’ Vikrant’s voice was a husky whisper.

I swallowed, squashing the desire rising and the molasses-thick tension between us. ‘Bed,’ I babbled. ‘Sleep.’

He took his hand away immediately. 

I couldn’t help it; I made a tiny protesting sound. The afternoon’s hot interlude had just driven home how much I missed him. Wanted him. Desire for him was a specific hunger inside me. But it was also the kindest gift I’d ever given myself.

Vikrant was the missing half of all my desires. And I finally understood that today. 

‘Look at me, Ani.’ His order was husky.

Undeniable. 

I glanced at him, wondering how on earth I could hide the way I felt, from him. Wondering if I even wanted to.

Vikrant looked at me like I was a life raft in the middle of a stormy ocean. All salvation and need. 

I tossed my phone on the night table. Deliberately. Giving him time to protest, to stop me. I reached out and touched his tee shirt. Fisted it in one trembling hand and tugged him closer. 

He had to bend halfway over but he came closer, his own hands gripping the bed. It wasn’t verbal consent, but we had the shorthand of having done this a hundred times, ten thousand times. We both wanted this. This was inevitable.

‘We can sleep after,’ I whispered.

‘Thank god.’ Vikrant leaned in that last crucial inch and covered my mouth and body with his.
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My hand wanted to tremble as I leaned in closer and ran it over Anika’s side. Squeezing her waist, pulling her closer so she was half on my lap. It was only the last year of self-denial that kept me rigid. 

‘Vikrant,’ she whispered against my ear. Her breath hot and breathy. Driving every single thought off my head and into my cock. I was hard, almost painfully so, as she kissed my ear. And the sweaty skin under it. And then scraped her teeth over it. 

I cupped her breast, brushing one thumb over her nipple and she moaned. A broken sound I was immensely grateful to hear. She arched into me her fiery core against my arousal.

Anika’s hand wandered to the drawstring of my pants. But I stopped her before she could shove it down and take me in her hand.

‘Wait.’ I squeezed her wrist.

She writhed, sinking deeper into the mattress while pulling me closer between her legs. ‘No. No more waiting. It’s been so long. So long.; Anika squeezed her own hand over mine at her breast and shuddered. ‘So long,’ she repeated.

She was magnificently wanton, her hair trailing over my fingers at her chest, silken bonds of desire and claiming. She bit her lip once, in need and sheer desperation. 

I embraced her fully. Gave her what we both wanted. Banding over her slender back. Running soothing hands on her spine, till she melted into me, like always. 

‘We have all night. All fucking night.’ I framed her face in my hands and kissed her like I wanted to.

Slow, so slow, time lost all meaning under the rubbing of her lips on mine. Under the small sounds she made as she tried to take the kiss deeper. I squeezed her breasts rhythmically as I kissed her, and she went a little wild rubbing herself on me. Wet heat and arousal a sharp tang in the air.

Her taste, her scent, the imprint of her body never forgotten. Always sought after.

She pushed me on the bed, trying to get me to move further. And, before, I’d always allowed her to set the pace in our sex life. Wanting her to always be safe, always feel safe with me. Her needs mattered more than mine.

Not tonight. 

Tonight, my needs were taking over too.

Anika reared back in surprise when her pushing didn’t yield the expected result. I was still upright. 

***

‘Lie down,’ I said, softly. Storms in my eyes. ‘Please,’ I requested. Because I wasn’t that fucking billionaire from the fanfic adaptation she adored and made me suffer through during one of our early dates. 

Anika’s eyes clouded. Almost drifted shut as she went supine on the bed. For good measure, she even let her hands fall to her sides. Open and vulnerable to me like she always was.

And I always made sure to never take advantage of it. Of her trust in me. But this woman had also broken my heart clean in two. 

All bets were off now.

I swept one hand from her neck, palm down, feeling the trembling shivers passing through her.

‘Let go of the sheets,’ I ordered. 

I palmed the valley of her breasts, her ribcage, her little pot belly until I came to her panties. I ran my hand over them too. Rubbing the gusset for good measure. Her tangy arousal filled the air. 

Anika arched into my touch, a liquid scream forming in her throat.

‘Quieter,’ I said, mindful of my family sleeping just doors away. ‘Keep your eyes open.’

Her breath sobbed out. But she kept her eyes on mine with effort. The lashes shuddering like flames with the effort. ‘You…this is hot.’ Her voice was desire-dazed. Hot on its own. 

‘I’m just getting started.’ I smiled against her tummy and kissed her navel before biting it. Like she’d bit the skin behind my ear. 

Anika’s legs thrashed as I swiftly discarded her panties and plunged into her waiting arousal. All wet, all mine. I lapped it up, fingers and teeth and tongue. While she broke for me, over and over again. Her pleasure sounding like music to my starved ears. 

I bit at the edge of her clit and squeezed her inner thighs, and she raised her hips, thrashing against the mattress. This was not gentle, no prelude to lovemaking.

I was taking what I wanted from her – every last bit of her pleasure. The sounds she couldn’t make, the way her belly went concave as she sobbed her breaths out, her thighs around my shoulders straining for purchase and relief. The soft depression of her hips when I squeezed them to get to the right angle inside her.

I moved over the mattress, trying to find some relief for my own arousal but it only wanted Anika. All of me wanted her. Was on fire for her. Being this close to her and inside her, tasting her after months of not having her was presenting a feast to a starving man. I gorged myself.

Biting and sucking and licking, taking more of her sweet honey down my throat, and relearning the shape and curves of her.

I licked her one last time and she came for me, beautifully. Undone. All mine. From my tongue and lips and mouth.

When she was a limp, quivering mess on the bed - spots on the sheet I wasn’t going to wash ever - I raised my head and licked my lips. 

She was gripping her breast and rubbing her thumb over the nipple as she rode the aftershocks of her orgasm.  

I slapped her hand away.

‘Mine,’ I growled. ‘That’s mine.’

I reared up and took the nipple and aureola in my lips and sucked so hard it should have been painful. But she loved it because she arched her back into my mouth so I could do it again. 

Then I looked at her like a man possessed.

Her lips parted, dazed and satisfied.

‘I like this dominating kink,’ she murmured. But her hand found my erection. ‘And this is mine,’ she murmured silkily. 

She gave me a quick stroke from base to tip. 

I pushed her hand away again. 

This time, Anika pouted. ‘What…?’
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‘Turn around,’ I ordered. ‘On your hands and knees.’ I leaned over her ear and said, ‘Please.’ 

Anika turned around, her hand sliding up to cup my nape, curving to fit all of her body under my body. A soft female I wanted to mark all over. Like that could claim her. Keep her here with me, always. 

The knowledge of what awaited me in four days, made me rougher, slightly less caring as I wore the condom I bought in some vain luckless hope, six months ago, and positioned myself against her.

I wanted to fuck her, fuck her hard for the hurt she’d put me through. For being the only person to ever make me this mindless. This base. This possessive.

So, I did. I stroked into her roughly. And watched as her back splotched with heat. I did it again, moving in and out, our scents, our breaths the only things alive in the room.

Anika cried out when I went in the whole way the next time, a tight, snug fit that felt like heaven and hell. She was so wet; it was a separate feeling all on its own…to know she loved me like this. At my animal best.

***

I immediately slid out, appalled that I was getting off on having her submit to me.

But Anika took my dominance. She loved it. She owned it. And kissed the side of my chin. ‘God, more,’ she cried. ‘Please, don’t stop.’

I broke then.

I stopped trying to punish her. I leaned over her, enclosing her in my hold.

She rubbed her back, her ass against me, moving closer. Allowing me every single liberty I wanted to take. Soft in a way she hadn’t been even when we were married and fucking every single day.

But the real knowledge was this realization. She was the one who held me - heart, body, and soul. So, I loved her hard and fast and slow and soft and every way in between. Loved her like it was the only thing left of importance in this world.

In the end, when I climaxed, she was the one who said, ‘Look at me. Don’t look away.’

And I poured into her, my legs pistoning, my pelvis slapping against her hips, a warm Anika mold just for me.

I knew the ugly, sad truth as I came for her and into her.

I was hers. I would never look away from her. 

It broke my heart in a permanent final way and made this loving so much more precious and meaningful.

***

After a few minutes of labored breathing, I untangled myself from Anika’s octopus limbs and grabbed the sheet from her. Then, I searched for my shorts and tugged them on with sweaty hands, leaving them unzipped. Cortisol and dopamine flooded my veins, making me feel the happiest and calm I had felt in a long, long time.

Then I shot one look at the love of my life. Her hair was tangled over her face, and she was a sweaty, disheveled mess.

She was fucking beautiful.

No…beauty is subjective, it is genetic too. Anika was magnificent. From the curves of her brown breasts visible over the sheet, to the shape of her leg sticking out from under the covers…the clench of her fingers as she rested…everything about her was magnificent.

I walked to the bathroom where I disposed the condom off by flushing it. I could not parade my sex life in front of every single family member over the age of sixty although Anika wouldn’t mind. And splashed some water on myself. Then I grabbed a washcloth, rinsed it in hot water and walked back out.

She’d moved into her customary fetal position, almost on the verge of dropping off. Her cute butt was sticking out in the air, making me get all sorts of ideas of biting it. Marking it. Marking her.

I gently moved the cover aside and dabbed at her thighs and back. I found my marks on her back, splotched and raised. I wasn’t necessarily rough with her, but things were decidedly kinky between us this time. She moved into my touch when I ran a finger over the middle of her back.

‘Mmmm, that feels good,’ she murmured.

‘I should have been more careful.’

‘Why?’ Anika opened her golden eyes, and they truly were, you know. There was a glow to them.

The romance books would describe it as afterglow languor. I wondered if her pupils were blown, and she needed medical help. It didn’t seem like it, but sex was a vigorous activity.

I finished cleaning her up and patted her thigh one last time. Lingering on the soft skin. Content to sit next to her and touch her, because she let me.

‘Because you’re soft and you bruise easily.’ I poked at my finger mark on her hip. ‘I don’t like seeing it.’

‘What about what I want?’ She ran a toe over my thigh. ‘And just because I’m soft and I bruise doesn’t mean I’m hurt, Vikrant.’

‘Yes, but—'

‘I’m not the princess, Vikrant,’ she said softly. ‘And I appreciate all this care you’re giving me.’ She sniffed a little and her luminous eyes shone. ‘But it’s entirely not required if you’re doing it out of guilt.’

I’m doing it because I still love you.

‘It’s not guilt.’

‘Then what? Her lips quirked up. ‘Good manners? Give a woman the best orgasms that melts her bones and then clean her up?’

‘Being a gentleman is not a bad thing.’ I clenched the towel in my hand.

We’d had this debate before too. She thought I was too nice, too decent, not alpha enough. But I am just me, no matter how hard I fucked her.

‘I want to take care of you, Anika.’

Instead of replying, she crawled into my lap. The covers pooling around us. And tossed her hair back, so it flowed over my hand where I clutched her back. holding her to me.

‘Maybe I wouldn’t have signed those papers if I knew you had an animal in you, Vik.’ She played with my hair, running questing fingers through it, prickling my scalp. ‘Maybe I’d have fought harder to keep you. In bed.’

And I dropped my forehead to hers. Breathed us in – all the pheromones and sexual tension. ‘Don’t tease me,’ I muttered.

‘I wasn’t teasing. You don’t have to be careful with me. I can take whatever you give me. The good and the bad and the…’ She bit my ear. And sucked on it so hard I surged into her a little. ‘Fucking sexy.’

‘I…’ The words were on the tip of my tongue. Love you. Need you. Want you to never leave this bed and me.

But Anika pushed me on the bed and shoved my shorts away in a swift motion. Then she kneeled down in front of me, depressing the mattress around her.

‘What are you doing?’ I looked at her, looking at me. All hard and ready for her. Because eleven months of deprivation and masturbation made me horny for her. All. The. Time.

She licked her lips and cupped me in that way only she had. ‘Taking care of you, baby.’

I closed my eyes and allowed her to do exactly that. Because we were equal partners. We could both take turns taking care of the other.


Twenty-Three

Anika

‘Come here,’ Vikrant growled in my ear later that day. He tugged me forward by my sari pallu. We were at the hospital, almost wrapped up for the day – as in no new patients, follow ups and no emergencies of any kind. Lunch could be had at a semi-decent hour today and Smita Kaki had texted me that it was some more of my favorites – aloo poori, shrikhand, and puran poli. It was a good thing Ganesh Chathurthi only lasted for a few days. If I kept on eating like this without any form of exercise (hello cardio I miss you), I’d bloat into a different planet. Happily so.

I patted the little bulge I carried on my stomach as I willingly allowed myself to be pulled into Vikrant’s embrace. ‘Saris make hiding this tummy so difficult.’

He tugged me close with the pallu and I landed on him with a tiny oomph. Then he slid his around my waist, right where the sari began at my hips and my naked waist. His thumb caressed my navel. ‘Why would you want to hide this? It’s sexy.’ He kissed my ear and breathed the words in.

‘You’ve turned into a sex maniac.’ I hit him on his shoulder and then melted into his chest as he did something totally illegal with his tongue in my ear. I was this close to a full-body shudder.

‘I’m a deprived Ani maniac,’ he murmured against my jaw. ‘Eleven months, twenty-seven days, give or take a few hours.’

I touched his lips, his cheeks. ‘You missed me then?’ I voiced my secret fear out loud. That I was dispensable to him. That he didn’t care about me now that I wasn’t his wife, his girlfriend, his person in the ways that mattered.

He stared at me, his eyes dark and shadowed. His lips an inch from mine, since I’d risen to my damned toes. His fingers creating havoc in my navel, my abs, inching up toward the edge of my blouse. Moments away from opening it. My breasts ached with unexpressed desire, wanting his heavy, assuring touch.

‘Forget I asked.’ I made to kiss him.

‘Did you miss me? Did you have time to miss me, Anika?’

‘What the fuck kind of question is that?’ I was instantly furious. I dropped down to my feet, my good mood evaporating in an instant.

But he didn’t let me go. He banded his hand around the back of my waist and hiked me up to his feet. I poked my nails on his chest, through the lab coat he still wore. He just ground his hand on my skin, leaving an imprint, making me feel his touch. His presence. His cock too.

Staid and serious Dr. Vikrant Pandit had a slight dominating kink.

‘I could ask the same thing of you, you know.’ His words were measured, his nostrils flared as our proximity got him all kinds of worked up.

I pouted. ‘I asked first.’

‘That’s juvenile and stupid.’ He tipped my chin back and sucked hard on my throat. ‘And bratty.’

‘Are you going to punish me for it?’ I was provocative, breathless. In theory, I didn’t like the idea of a man controlling my sexual responses or my pleasure. But with Vikrant…I could let go. I could let him take control because he was the safest man on earth for me. Always had been. Always would be.

‘No.’ He kissed my collarbone by nudging the blouse aside.

I wore a simple pink cotton sari with a single pallu pinned on the back of the blouse. The blouse was cap-sleeves, tiny puffy sleeves that ended almost at my armholes. It was my first time wearing a sari to work, although watching Vikrant go unhinged this way made all the trouble worth it.

‘Why not?’ I brushed my hands in his hairs.

He carefully unpinned the pallu from the sari and gathered it in one hand, while he spun me around, so it came off in waves around me.

I laughed and let him undress me.

Thankfully, we’d just shut the hospital main door and the compounder had left for the day. We were alone in exam room 1. 

When he’d finished unraveling the sari, he pointed at the table. ‘Get on that, madam.’

I hopped on it with pathetic eagerness. I even leaned my hands back so the blouse jutted out. ‘Are you going to exam me, doctor?’

He shook his head and stepped in between my parted legs. Slowly lifting the mermaid petticoat I wore under the sari, to tuck it in. ‘I’m going to do what I want.’

‘And what’s that?’ I could feel the grasp of his fingers, his touch going up and up and up over my knee and my inner thigh. Strong and sure. Mine. I groaned aloud, unashamed.

‘Whatever I feel like.’ He squeezed my thigh, his finger nails scratching at the tender skin. Marking me some more. In the best way possible.

He was such a good lover, the best, the only I’d ever had. ‘I missed you. I missed this,’ I confessed to him. ‘I missed you so much.’ Unexpected tears pricked my ears but I blinked them away. This was a sexy interlude at his office. This did not mean anything was resolved or permanent between us.

But, god, how I loved what he was doing to me. And what I felt for him.

He cupped my jaw in his free hand and pulled me in for a petal-soft kiss. I was surprised.  I thought he’d be rough, taking what he wanted. Instead, he offered me himself. The kiss gentle and questing – asking for permission. Asking for entry.

‘Missing is too small a word for what I’ve endured this last year, Anika. So don’t ask me if I missed you or not.’

He whispered the confession against my lips, his kisses sealing it between us. A secret I held onto. A secret that strengthened me.

Do you still love me, Vikrant? I wanted to ask him. Because I still love you. I never stopped. I didn’t, because he devoured my mouth then. And his hand shot up and into my panties. I arched into his ardor, his need igniting mine. And when he shoved the petticoat up and almost ripped my blouse off (I saved it by shoving it off my back) I forgot all about it. I only felt his arousal tripping mine, his heavy breaths coating my skin with desire and sweat. His kisses making me lose my mind and my control.

And I loved every second of it.

***

That day set the tone for the next two days. Vikrant woke up before me, getting me coffee in bed, waking me up with a slow kiss and a morning seduction that had me blushing during the first aarti. 

We spent the mornings working at the hospital, together. And I appreciated all of the many, many hats Vikrant wore – counsellor, legal consultant, general physician, obstetrician and more. It was exhausting and fulfilling in its own way. 

And I could see, with the benefit of hindsight, that he was better suited to small-town GP in a way he’d never been in the humongous hospital we had both worked at.

I thrived in the competitive, cut-throat environment of pediatric surgery. It was nameless. Faceless. All about the cutting. With none of the aftercare required.

Vikrant was interested in internist medicine, with a specialty in intensive care. It was heartbreaking and a quiet, unsung hero kind of job. It required patient interaction that I would have found impossible to deal with.

But Vikrant had a different kind of problem with the interactions.

***

It became apparent after he’d finished seeing one of the senior patients who required daily monitoring because they’d had a stent placed to alleviate a heart block. 

‘Lokesh uncle taught me mathematics in tenth grade,’ he said when he came back to the office I shared with him. I kissed his cheek and lingered over his lips. 

But, for once, he didn’t respond with reckless enthusiasm. 

‘Remember Dr. Prajapati …at our hospital?’ At my nod, he continued with, ‘He refused to take on his case. Because he isn’t an ideal candidate. His blood sugar levels fluctuate a lot. He didn’t want to fuck up his perfect record and lose his bonus with the hospital board,’ Vikrant said meditatively. 

I sighed. Dropped down on the desk and toyed with his hand. His lovely healer hands. 

‘Sweetheart,’ I began hesitantly. 

‘It was hell for me, Anika. Watching good people, people who deserved to be treated, not get their treatment because of insurance or something so selfish as a doctor’s track record. It killed me every day,’ he said baldly. 

The level of care he’d given at the Mumbai hospital was dictated by monetary concerns, by filling out of a hundred different forms from five different departments. A corporation, after all, required paperwork.

‘It was frustrating for me to deal with the ways bureaucracy interfered with patient care,’ he ended softly. ‘And how bureaucracy won against patient care, almost every time.’

And that, I now knew, combined with the pressure of studying for his Doctor of Medicine exams while his heart wasn’t in it, had led us down the disastrous road of destroying our relationship.

All because neither he nor I had ever had an honest chat about who we were, who we wanted to be, to the exclusion of the great love we had for each other. That’s why our love hadn’t saved our marriage in the end. 

‘I see it now, Vik,’ I said softly. Squeezing his hands. ‘You’re not just wanted or needed here. You thrive here. In this environment. Helping all of these people.’ 

This time, he tugged me down to his chair and kissed me brainless. His tongue sneaking into my mouth, squeezing till I felt the action deep inside my core. But this was a working environment so I reluctantly pushed him away with a murmur.

But his kiss was incendiary, indelible. So much so I had to wash my face before facing the next patient a few minutes later. 

I realized all of this the more time I spent working with Vikrant at the clinic. Watching him treat and minister to patients with kindness, empathy, and patience. While also being clinical and efficient and objective.

It was a masterclass in internist medicine. 

And I was so damn proud of him! 

***

Back home, the family – immediate and extended – did not question my absence over the last year. In fact, they were incredibly supportive and excited to hear about my cases. So was Vikrant.

And then there were the moments we weren’t working or entertaining the family as the ideal married couple. 

Those were the moments I captured in my mind’s camera, to cherish forevermore. 

Like the time we accidentally reached for the last naan and the family teased Vikrant mercilessly for generously giving it to me. Or when I’d almost chopped my own finger off because I was too busy making googly eyes at him instead of the onion I was supposed to be cutting. 

The nights…oh, the nights were special. Silky. Secretive. 

We made love in a frenzy and in slow, syrupy movements. Taking the time to learn the rhythms of our breaths, our bodies. Then, he draped an arm over my shoulder, hugged her close and we talked about medicine. 

Drunk on each other and what we were passionate about. In sync like we hadn’t been in a long time. It was perfect, an idyll, time out of time.

Because we didn’t talk about the past. Or the future. Content to live in the now. Knowing these two subjects were emotional landmines destined to blow them up. 

***

And more and more, I found myself wishing Vikrant would ask me to stay. To continue our lives together, divorce papers be damned. The hospital wasn’t exactly high-stakes surgery, and I didn’t get the same rush I got when I told desperate, grateful newborn parents that their child would live…but it had Vikrant.

And wasn’t he worth the sacrifice? 

Vikrant kissed me every chance he got, touching me with confidence and ownership. I did the same too, of course, and he actively encouraged me to do more. But he never said the words I longed to hear.

Will you give us another chance, Anika?

Although the hope that was resurrected with his office kiss still remained. Stubborn and insistent, like a staph infection that just wouldn’t go. 

Of course, idylls ended, and perfection couldn’t last forever. No matter how badly I wanted it to. 

It came sooner rather than later on the fifth morning of my stay in Aronda.


Twenty-Four

Vikrant

I enjoyed many things about being a local doctor, with none of the pressures of being the best. Possibly because I was the only doctor, so there was no competition as such. But it also meant I was the only one they could rely on. Day or night. In case of an emergency. In fact, the first two months I took up the position, I barely got any sleep because my phone did not stop ringing. For all sorts of things, like a leg sprain to a common cold to a heart attack.

Then I learned to establish some boundaries, and instituted all those weekend camps to educate the residents about how to self-treat some basic illnesses and not just with grandma’s remedies (although they work in a pinch, truth be told). And now I was only called in the middle of the night for true emergencies.

Being woken up because a favorite mom-to-be went into labor was on my list of top three things.

I usually also tapped the OB-GYN from Panjim, the state capital over an hour away, in case I needed some extra help. But nothing in Neelima’s charts or medical history (another thing I was extremely insistent on) indicated a difficult labor, so I went into the hospital on my own that night at one am.

I could have woken up Anika, she was an amazing pediatric surgeon and expert…but I could not bring myself to wake her up.

She’d actually assisted my mom in making dinner while wearing a sari. The sexiest thing I’d seen in a while. And a monumental mending of the bond between my mother and her. She wasn’t drained by the cooking or the dinner, but that bond was not easy to repair, because she’d kissed me with desperation when we’d shut ourselves in our private sexual bubble after dinner.

So yeah, I wasn’t going to disturb her unless I absolutely needed it.

I also needed space for myself. Although, getting my thoughts in order in the delivery room was not recommended therapy.

But as I prepped myself for the birth and watched Neelima screaming her surprisingly clear lungs off, I couldn’t help but think.

Everything was aligning for us now. We weren’t fighting anymore. We were actually getting along. My parents were keeping their distance and their comments to themselves. And Anika seemed…mine. She was enjoying working at the hospital, her pleasure at treating the patients or filing better than me was evident.

My house was hers. The bed I could not sleep in till she came along was hers. Every inch of the home I’d built for her, was hers. So maybe I could ask her to live in it?

***

‘Vikrant,’ Neelima’s husband whispered, looking terrified at his wife’s screams. ‘Is she going to be okay?’

A particularly vicious contraction ripped Neelima’s abdomen in half. And she bowed under its weight, even with the help of Anshul, the night nurse on duty who also doubled as a midwife until this hospital became the place to go to for childbirth.

He turned fearful eyes in my direction. ‘That is painful! Do something.’

‘I’m going to.’ I squeezed his hand in calm reassurance. ‘I swear this is normal. And I’ll give her an epidural if things get too bad. But, right now, I want it to be as natural as possible.’

Neelima screamed again, hollering curses in her pain. I kept my grimace inside. That was painful. I squeezed his hand once again and shoved my hands under the water, to scrub it clean.

Then I wore my gloves by myself (a far departure from the time when a nurse stood by my side to do this for me in the bustling super-specialty hospital) and walked briskly over to my patient.

‘Alright, Neelima. I want you to look at me,’ I spoke in soothing Konkani. ‘I’m going to check and see what’s going on down there. You’re going to feel a little discomfort. But I’m going to be very quick. Okay?’

Anshul had helpfully propped Neelima’s legs on stirrups, so her legs were spread apart, but covered modestly by a sheet. Which was stained with amniotic fluid and leaking urine right now.

‘Get. It. OUT!’ She screamed at me, flecks of saliva flying on my mask.

I blinked, strangely pleased at her anger.

She wasn’t concerned about her modesty, which was a small battle won for me. And one of the reasons I was hardcore pushing for more funds. Many of the ladies in town felt uncomfortable and awkward talking to me about their sexual problems or even just about their periods because I was a man. Having a female doctor would make them open up and keep them safer and healthier in the long run.

That female doctor could be Anika…

The sly thought popped up. I pushed it aside when Neelima let out a bloodcurdling yell.

I quickly sat down on the chair and got down to business. Because her contractions were seconds apart, which meant her time was close.

But the thought remained in my head, a weed of hope I could not uproot.

***

Forty-five minutes later, I watched as Anshul dunked the cutest baby in a small warm tub of water for a second and his wails began. Then, his little hands and legs started kicking. I was almost finished stitching Neelima up as gently as possibly after scooping all the mess out, including the placenta.

Looking at her exhausted, golden face I felt a reflecting warm glow in my chest. Of pride. Of almost brotherly love.

‘Thank you,’ she whispered brokenly, tears running down her hair. ‘Thank you, Vikrant.’

I nodded around the lump in my throat.

‘Why don’t you clean up and take off, Vikrant?’ Anshul asked me quietly. ‘It’s been a long night for you. And you need to be back tomorrow to check on the baby and mommy.’

“I don’t want to leave you alone with all the clean up.” My body was aching like a fucking bitch, because I crouched from the waist up for the last forty-five minutes. And I needed a minute to catch my breath.

She waved her hand at the mess the miracle of childbirth left. ‘I’m going to wake up Sulekha Kaki and ask her to come in with a hot pot of adrak chai for me. And we’ll get it done before you come back.’

***

I nodded. Made a mental note to give the women a personal bonus for being absolute professionals.

Then I washed up and discarded the gloves and gown and mask in the medical disposal bin. It was almost full, which meant giving the company that dealt with the waste disposal a call and begging them to come pick it up. Just another line item on my to-do list.

Anika would be excellent at organizing all this shit…

I mulled over the thought all the drive home. Sneaked inside with the key, hoping to wake no one up. Luckily, everyone in my family was a heavy sleeper and Anika, the light sleeper, because of being constantly on call, was upstairs. I jogged up the stairs without changing into my house shoes.

The door creaked a little when I opened it, but it did not wake her up. She had slept like the dead this week. Same as me, when I was wrapped up around her.

And I was absolutely looking forward to doing it again tonight. Well, to dawn. I thought with a rare burst of humor.

I untucked my shirt from the waistband and was about to unbutton my pants when I heard a buzzing sound. I frowned. My phone was turned off, because I really did need at least ninety minutes of sleep after the night I had.

It had to be Anika’s phone.

I spied it on the nightstand where it was vibrating madly. I was going to turn it off when I saw the caller ID – Dad.

***

Vivek Chakraborty held me in contempt. The few times I’d met him this was the only emotion I felt from him. Contempt. He did not hate me. I was not even worthy of his hate. He just looked down on me – a lowly, small-town doctor with no prospects and no reputation to protect or grow.

I was the last man he’d choose for his daughter and we both knew it.

There was no earthly reason for me to answer this call. I could let it go unanswered.

But Anika was in my life again. In my bed. And I have never wanted anyone else as my family. Which meant, I had to do this. I had to reach out and build this bridge.

Like a man possessed, I pressed answer on the call and said, “Hello, Vivek Sir. It’s Vikrant here. Your daughter is sleeping but I can take a message if it is something urgent.”

“What the fuck?” Vivek exploded. “Is that you, Vikrant?”

I clenched my fist around my stethoscope. The rubber digging into my palms. “Yes, it’s me, Vikrant. Your daughter’s husband.”

“My daughter is not your wife, Vikrant,” Vivek began impatiently.

My heart sank under the casual dismissal and contempt dripping from my father-in-law’s words. Made all the worse because they were all true. Every single one of them.

And the weed of hope I’d nursed through this long night dissipated like dandelion fluff in a rough wind as I continued listening to the man talk his daughter up and make me feel two inches tall.


Twenty-Five

Anika

I slept dreamlessly now. Safe and content and satiated beyond my wildest dreams. Knowing that the second I opened my eyes I wouldn’t be alone. Or worse, wishing for Vikrant. 

It was worth waking up at the break of dawn, for his smiling, stubbled face. And the steaming coffee mug he unfailingly handed me the second I woke up. 

The alarm rang, loud and insistent, and I murmured sleepily. I blinked as the lights in the room were turned on all at once. 

There was no Vikrant in the room. 

A wild panic struck my heart. Reminiscent of the days without him. Alone and aching.  

I sat up with a jerk, his name on my lips. I spied him on the balcony. Dressed in pants and an untucked shirt. His stethoscope still sticking out of his pants pocket. 

‘Hey.’ I slipped out of bed and practically ran toward him. I slid my arms around his chest and rested my racing head against his back. ‘What happened?’ 

‘Neelima went into labor. I had the the mid-wife help with the delivery. Didn’t want to wake you.’ 

‘Oh, that’s wonderful.’ I was genuinely pleased. ‘I hope it was a boy.’

‘It was.’

He didn’t turn around to look at me or even touch me in anyway. In my sleepy daze, I didn’t comprehend the short words, the stiffness of his stance. I was just glad I’d not woken up alone and without him. 

‘Thank God! You know, her in-laws are the reason why the government banned sex determination.’ I bit off a curse word. ‘Sexist pigs.’

‘They aren’t the only one,’ Vikrant muttered, shrugging my hands away in an abrupt gesture. 

I frowned, turned Vikrant around. The brooding look was back – eyes shuttered, face closed and a muscle ticking in his jaw. Worst of all, he shook off my touch, when he’d told me only last night that he couldn’t get enough of it. 

‘What’s wrong?’ 

His face closed up even more. ‘Nothing.’

‘Vikrant,’ I said quietly. ‘Talk to me. Don’t do this again. Please. Don’t shut me out.’ 

Vikrant took a deep, shuddering breath. ‘You want to know what’s wrong?’ He handed me my phone. ‘Your dad called.’ 

I sighed, took the phone from him. It stung that he wouldn’t even allow our palms to touch. ‘Yeah, I’ve been avoiding his calls for the last three days.’ 

I remembered the first time he’d called. The night Vikrant and I… ‘What does he want now?’

Vikrant smiled, mirthlessly. ‘He wants to know what the fuck kind of hold I have over you that you can’t leave me even after divorcing me.’ 

***

I sucked in a breath. ‘Vik, I…’

‘Actually, he spent the first five minutes giving me the rundown of your many, many accomplishments in the last eleven months,’ Vikrant continued tonelessly. 

‘Then he told me he was thinking of heading the cardio department in your hospital just so he could make sure I’d never set foot in those doors again. Then, he asked me what the fuck kind of hold I have over you.’ 

I closed my eyes as shame trickled over my insides like acid. ‘I’m so sorry, Vik…’

‘My mom is ignorant and incredibly sheltered,’ he cut me off. ‘She doesn’t know how the world operates. And she’s never had to deal with someone like you.’ He looked me up and down like I turned tricks in Kamathipura, the sex worker district in Mumbai.

It hurt. The contempt and the judgment.

‘But when I came back and told her, exactly, what kind of woman her daughter-in-law was, she tried to understand you. To respect your choices, Anika.’

I swallowed back bitter tears. It was true, every word coming from Vikrant’s mouth was true. Neither of Vikrant’s parents had asked me, even once over the last few days, to stay back and take charge of home and the kitchen while Vikrant worked.

In fact, just yesterday, Vikrant’s mom had packed sandwiches for both of us in matching Tupperware boxes.

She might have had problems with me once upon a time, but her actions showed how much she had changed. 

‘Your father never liked me. And I could live with that. I am the man who took his baby girl away, even though she wouldn’t even take my last name. Or wear a goddamn symbol of our relationship. But he doesn’t respect me or acknowledge the choices I made. And that I can’t tolerate anymore.’ Vikrant turned away, gripping the balcony railing tightly. 

***

I made to touch his taut back but knew he’d shrug it off.

The knowledge hurt, as surely as his words did. Words I had brought upon myself for believing things could be different this time. For fucking hoping they would be.

So, for the sake of that hope. I tried to talk to him. I tried to give him the benefit of the doubt and not react aggressively like I always did.  

‘I’m sorry, Vikrant. I should have spoken to Dad when he called the first time,’ I admitted quietly. ‘But I haven’t been on speaking terms with him for the last one year, since we broke up.’

‘Why?’ He threw at me sarcastically. ‘I thought he’d be rejoicing in doctor hell for successfully decoupling his daughter from the silly, small-town GP.’

I flinched. Because that’s exactly what my father always referred to Vikrant as. And it was so laughably untrue now that I’d actually seen firsthand how capable he was. How fucking good. 

‘I don’t know,’ I answered softly. ‘I haven’t spoken to him in a year. Whatever problems you and I had, and God knows, we had our share, my father did not get to judge us over it.’

He made a huffing sound, as if he didn’t believe me. 

‘But he didn’t judge you, Vikrant,’ I continued in a low voice. ‘It was me. He judged me. Found me lacking in every single aspect of being his child. His only child. I was supposed to go into cardio, like him. I defied him because I wasn’t smart enough. Competitive enough.’ I gave him a wobbly smile he did not return.

‘So, if he knows of any of my accomplishments, it’s probably because he spoke to Dr. D’Souza. Not because I told him of them.’ 

Vikrant turned his face a little toward me. He still didn’t speak. 

‘My father doesn’t respect me, Vikrant,’ I ended baldly. The truth showing up in a bleak little light that left my heart hollow. ‘So, how could he respect the man I married? One who got to where he was with nothing more than his own guts and determination?’ I sighed. 

I gave a sad chuckle, all the more poignant because it compressed the quiet of the night. ‘You know, the weird thing is, I always envied your tight relationship with your folks. Even though it meant you picked them over me, I was glad your father wasn’t a narcissist with adulterous tendencies. That your mom ruled her home with an iron fist, instead of drowning herself in antidepressants and kitty parties.’

‘You at least had each other, always.’ I shrugged. ‘My parents screwed around and screwed each other over and only remembered me to parade me around at Diwali parties. I was nothing more than an accessory to them. Something inanimate.”  

Now he turned to fully look at me. 

‘So, my father isn’t proud of me, and he never will be,’ I said softly, the words brutal for being God’s honest truth. ‘He just wants to put you down because you never cared to bow down to him.’

Vikrant was conflicted. His words a serious mutter. ‘You never bowed down to him either. You’ve accomplished every single fucking thing on your own. You did your MD while I couldn’t do mine,’ he told me gruffly. 

‘You didn’t think that a year ago when you accused me of being a soulless monster who only wanted you for a quick fuck. You judged me as much as he did.’ 

***

He swallowed. 

And I felt awful for bringing up the past like this. But it was time to do it.

‘These last few days with you…they’ve been amazing. So special.’ Tears rolled relentlessly down, so much so I turned to face the balcony and the cool breeze of the night instead of the man who wouldn’t love me like I badly wanted him to. 

‘But they are not us.’ The night wind carried my words, my love away. ‘Who we are, in real life, are two people who can’t make a relationship work because we are just too different. Too opposite to each other.’ I gave him a soft, broken smile.

‘So, don’t let my father diminish you, Vikrant. What you’ve done here is nothing short of amazing. Living here, taking care of your parents, this hospital which is work …you’ve done more in thirty years than most people would in their lifetimes, Vikrant.’ I wiped hot tears coming down my cheeks. 

He looked bludgeoned. ‘Anika…’

I shrugged, got the tears under control. ‘If it’s okay with you, I’ll leave tomorrow instead of day after. You can tell your folks I have a medical emergency or something. They’ll believe it.’

‘But why?’ 

‘This is your life, Vikrant. I have to go back to mine. Because much as I’d like to stay here and assist you with everyday medicine it is not my heart’s joy. I’m sorry for what my father said to you. He’s never loved anyone but himself and his scalpel. He doesn’t know that I…’ I swallowed and sniffed some more. I will always love you even if we never work out.

I shook my head. ‘It doesn’t matter now. I’ll just go tomorrow. You can do the visarjan, the idol immersion without me, right?’ 

‘Yes,’ he answered instantly. ‘But I was thinking we could…’ His eyes pleaded with mine. A reminder of all the times we’d been stuck in this toxic loop of accusations and regret.

‘What? Get back together?’ I shook my head. ‘One phone call from my father was enough to derail all the trust we’ve built, Vikrant. We aren’t enough. Our love isn’t enough.’

He looked devastated. But he didn’t protest. He didn’t say I was wrong. Because Vikrant was also learning boundaries and healthy communication. And that meant knowing when to keep his mouth shut because the other person was right. 

I mustered up the last bit of my pride, walked two steps and leaned up to kiss Vikrant on his cheek. ‘Don’t change who you are. Not for anyone. Not even me. Okay?’ 

Then I ran to the bathroom before I broke down further, my humiliation complete. 

Oh, how naive I was. To think Vikrant and I were ever going to make it. We were too different, our families complete opposites, which meant our value systems were different too.

And you could change what you were all you wanted, but your basic self, remained the same.

I came from a line of selfish, consuming overachievers, Vikrant from a family of givers, compassionate, empathetic people. The twain couldn’t really meet. 

It was better to leave now before the damage became unsurvivable. 

Yes, it was better to leave now. 


Twenty-Six

Anika

‘May I talk to you, Anika?’ Vikrant’s mom, Laxmi, asked diffidently a few hours later, standing at the threshold of the room I had shared, really shared with Vikrant. 

I paused in the act of packing my stuff, spread all over the bed. The sari blouse clenched in an unconscious fist. I made a deliberate effort to relax it. It worked. Kind of. 

‘Sure, Aai. Please come in.’ I mustered up a smile from somewhere deep inside me. 

It turned puzzling when Vikrant’s Baba, Yogesh, followed Laxmi too. They came in and stood awkwardly in the middle of the room. I awkwardly cleared up the lingerie from the side of the bed and waved them over. 

They glanced at each other before Laxmi took a seat on the bed. Baba sat on the dressing table pouffe. She wore a silk sari, one that I remembered I’d gifted her for Diwali and her natth (nose ring) was a brand-new piece of jewelry. Baba wore his customary kurta pajama, looking, for all the world, like a more refined, regal version of Vikrant. 

They made a handsome couple, with Vikrant inheriting the best of both of their genes. Something that would now not happen with us. Not that I’d actively thought about having children even with him, wanting to focus on my career for now. 

The sheer loss of it had tears smarting in my eyes. I blinked them away rapidly. 

‘Aapko kuch chahiye tha?’ Is there anything you needed? I asked them politely in Hindi. I still wasn’t fluent in Konkani enough to have a whole conversation in it. 

‘Haan, chahiye tha.’ Yes, there is. Laxmi replied slowly, in Hindi. 

It took me a moment to realize the expression on their careworn faces. Desperation. 

‘Tell me, Aai. What is it?’ I asked gently.

‘Did Vikrant tell you why we aren’t staying with him?’ 

‘No.’ I shook my head, confused at the sudden question. ‘He didn’t. He just told me you were still living in your old home.’ 

‘When he came back, my son looked like a ghost. He had no joy in him,’ Laxmi said the words carefully. As if she’d rehearsed them many times. ‘I thought he’d be happy coming home, back to us, running the local hospital. That had always been his dream. I was even prepared to tolerate having you here with him because he loved you.’

I clenched the stethoscope I was packing in the bag, the rubber hurting my fingers. Controlled my breathing with effort. 

‘But when you didn’t come, I was overjoyed. He wasn’t,’ Laxmi said brokenly. ‘My son’s been half-alive, he goes through the motions and his hospital has made a world of difference to this town, to us even if he doesn’t get to be with you... You know he was the one who detected the blockage in Baba’s heart?’

I sat down, squashing the properly folded saris in the process. 

‘But he doesn’t care. Not about this hospital. Not about himself.’ Laxmi shot her husband a miserable, tear-filled look. ‘Not about us. When we said we’ll give him time to adjust to living here without our presence, he accepted it. He didn’t even argue. And he’s never once asked us back after that.’ She sounded so broken; my heart went out to her. ‘After Baba’s surgery, he slept on the mat in his room till he recovered but didn’t bring us back here.’ 

Tears trickled down the woman’s face and I felt each word batter my tender heart to a million pieces. ‘I don’t understand, Aai. Why are you telling me all this now?’

‘Because, Anika, I never understood why my son would suffer the way he’s been suffering till I saw him with you. This house…’ Aai waved a hand around the bedroom, which was so much like the dream bedroom I had once described to Vikrant. ‘It’s yours. My son built it for you. We are guests here. And I’m afraid…’ She shuddered from the weight of her tears.

Baba put a consoling hand on her shoulder. 

‘I’m afraid if you leave this time, he will follow you. And he won’t come back to us.’ She folded her hands in a pleading gesture. ‘Please, don’t take my son away from me. I know I deserve it after I took him from you but …’

I moved closer to her and wrapped her in a hug and Vikrant’s mother broke down completely. I looked at Baba’s emotional expression and swallowed all of my tears and misery. There was no point in telling these people they’d won; they had their son back… they’d clearly lost as much as I had. 

If not more. 

God, what a fucking mess. 

‘I’m sorry, Aai,’ I said after she stopped crying. ‘I should have been nicer to you before.’ 

‘You are from Mumbai.’ Aai said it the old-fashioned way, Bombay. ‘It’s not like you knew anything about our customs and traditions. I could have been nicer to you and taught you too.’ 

I smiled sadly. ‘It’s okay. It’s in the past. You take care of Baba and Vikrant now, okay? You’re the lady of the house.’ 

Aai shook her head, tears dripping off her nose ring. ‘No, Anika. You are. I hope you see that.’ 

***

Laxmi’s words still swirled in my brain as I walked to the bus stop, dressed in the clothes I’d come to Aronda in – khaki shorts, a tank top and a shirt over it. 

Vikrant had left for the hospital before anyone was up and so he didn’t drive me…or even say goodbye. 

Actually, everything Laxmi had said had been a bloody revelation. One I couldn’t fully process without crying my heart out. Because, if it was true, Vikrant hadn’t picked his parents over me. He’d not abandoned me. 

And his points over how my folks treated him were valid too. He was a proud man, come from humble beginnings. So, my father’s taunts would have hurt him extra-hard. Yet, he’d kept silent for a long time before being pushed to the breaking point.

And…this morning, there had been something in his eyes…right before I’d told him I was leaving. 

I wanted to think it was hope. Because that meant…that meant he cared. He still loved me like I still loved him and all of the pain we’d been through was not a waste. 

I bit my lip, uncertain, hopeful, wanting to believe in us even when there seemed no reason to. 

A small dust storm approached the empty bus stop. It was afternoon in Aronda, which meant susegaad aka siesta time. I expected to be alone for the next two hours till the bus came. 

So, it was surprising to see someone out and about. The surprise turned to shock when the dust storm came to a stop in front of me. And it turned out to be Vikrant. On a motorbike. 

‘What are you doing here?’ I asked, bewildered. ‘I thought you had to monitor Neelima and the baby’s condition.’

‘I’ve left Preetika, the nurse, in charge for the moment.’ Vikrant straddled the pavement, quietening the bike to a purr. ‘I have something to say to you.’

‘If it’s goodbye, I don’t want to hear it, Vikrant.’ I turned blindly away from him. 

‘Ani, please.’ He touched my wrist. ‘Please. I want to show you my favorite place in this town. And after that, if you want to go, I’ll drive you back to Mumbai myself. I promise.’ 


Twenty-Seven

Vikrant

I screwed up so fucking hard. 

I couldn’t move, couldn’t think beyond this one fact as I went about my day. Trying to have breakfast, rushing to the clinic so I didn’t have to look at Anika’s ravaged, blameless face anymore. Nevertheless, her face and this fact haunted me.

When I held Neelima’s baby boy and imagined for one stunning, awful moment, a child of my own with Anika’s eyes and hair and wild capacity for joy. If that was something we both wanted and decided on, in a future yet unwritten. 

When I updated more patients’ files and remembered the ease with which Anika had complimented the way I was running this place.

She was everywhere I looked, inside my breath, my bones. If love ever had a name, it was her – Anika Chakraborty. She was it for me. 

And I had lost her once more, after having her. I could have begged her to stay, pleaded on bended knee and, if she was feeling generous, she might have even agreed. And I’d not feel like a hollow shell instead of a whole person. 

Instead, I had to screw it up so fucking hard by bringing her dad into this. 

I knew, I knew, Anika’s relationship with her parents was way more abysmal than mine was. And she’d always snuggled into me in a thousand little ways to make up for it. To throw that in her face was unforgivable.

Fuck.

I was such a bastard. I came to the conclusion around two pm, when the whole town was enjoying their siesta time, and I could not even eat my delicious lunch. Because I kept reading the end on Heartbreak Vows where the billionaire stockbroker fucks things up with the love of his life. A second time around.

Our situations mirrored each other, give or take all the billions and the blue eyes and the fact that I hadn’t known Anika when we were teenagers. Everything else was almost the same. Right down to the fact that her parents did not find me worthy of their daughter.

But that was fiction, and this was real life. And, in real life, we don’t get more chances in life after fucking it up. Did we?

That’s when Neelima’s husband came into my office and hugged me. Tight. 

‘Next time, I want a daughter,’ he said gruffly, stuffing a sweet rice modak in my mouth. ‘I don’t care what my parents say, I want a baby girl. Someone exactly like Neelima.’ The husband shuddered. ‘If she ever lets me near her.’

I clasped hands with the man, congratulating him. Supporting him. ‘They get temporary amnesia once the initial horror fades off. I’ll be glad to help bring your baby girl into the world.’ 

Neelima’s husband nodded and, with one more tearful embrace, left to be with his new family. 

***

Leaving me with the rather stunning and simple realization that the man was right. Who cared what the parents said? Who cared what anyone thought? I loved Anika.

I. Loved. Anika.

And she loved me. She wouldn’t have allowed me to touch her, if she didn’t. Some other man, maybe. But not me. Not in the radical, sexual new ways I had. Possessing her so rampantly.  

See, when Anika touched me, she did so with her heart on her face. And I’d always held it like a little sword over her head. Because I was so sure I would lose her anyway. 

She was spectacular, the sun. And I was a little bit afraid I’d get burned to cinders by her. 

But so what?  

No other love was ever going to come close to what we had. What the hell was I doing letting her go? 

So, I ran out of the clinic. And begged Neelima’s husband to lend me his bike keys, since I’d preferred to walk it up to the hospital instead of using the Jeep. The temptation to drive home to see her would have been higher, so I removed the temptation. 

And I drove like a madman to the bus stop, hoping against hope that she’d be there. I knew she’d leave home as soon as decency allowed her, preferring to bake in the hot afternoon sun than spend a moment with in-laws who did not like her.

And I was right.

She was here. I still hadn’t lost her. 

***

‘You didn’t even say goodbye to me today. You didn’t even see me off.’ Her words were shaky, accusing.

I sighed. Rubbed a hand over my sweaty face, now that the helmet was off. ‘I can’t bear to see you go. Don’t you know that?’

‘You did it once before,’ she reminded me, tearily. 

I shrugged, acutely uncomfortable now that it was my turn to talk. But knowing this was my very last shot at it. ‘I didn’t survive it. Not with my heart whole. But I don’t want to talk here. So, if you’d like to come with me, I’ll forever be grateful.’

‘Anika,’ I prompted her. ‘Say something.’ When she just regarded me with wet eyes. 

For an answer, she shouldered her backpack and duffel and got on the bike behind me.

I handed her my helmet because her safety was more important than mine and I was not prepared to fuck with it. Then, I gripped her hands tight around my waist and roared off to the edge of town. 

To Aronda Lake.


Twenty-Eight  

Anika

The ride to Aronda Lake went through Market Street and the less posh neighborhoods of the small town. I remembered my earlier scornful words back at the hospital when I saw the scraggly lawns with the old and torn clothes flapping on the clotheslines. The half-finished houses with tin roofs and chimneys. The children playing with each other or sitting on smart phones in the baking hot sun.

The women, old and young, who stared at us both with wide eyes and gave shy smiles when Vikrant called out hellos to them in native Konkani.

I’ve seen the houses in Aronda. None of them are poor…How little I knew of this town and its way of life. How quickly I’d made assumptions about the place colored by my own bitterness and negative perception.

I was an unfeeling, privileged idiot.

And Vikrant had said nothing in defense when I berated him in front of our friends and colleagues. I was a pathetic, petty idiot.

Finally, we cleared the town and ended up at Aronda Lake, a beautiful and still expanse of water with the hot afternoon sun shimmering in its waves. It had a small bridge to go from one shore to the other, that looked like it was built during colonial times. And knowing Aronda’s history, it probably was.

The whole scene was very Bollywood meets small town, complete with the lush foliage growing at the edges with flowers of all kinds blooming in summer glory.

‘This is beautiful,’ I commented as Vikrant parked the bike on the bridge end and stacked my bags on the bike seat. 

I immediately walked to the middle of the bridge and looked down at the sparkling waters of the lake. It was still now; the rains having stopped for the last day. But tomorrow, the shore would be full of families immersing their idols, songs blaring loudly from portable speakers and people dancing like demons.

But that was tomorrow.

Today, it was a placid lake with the sun shining on it as far as the eye could see. An Instagrammable location. 

‘Not like you are,’ Vikrant said, as he joined me. 

‘Flattery will get you nowhere, buddy.’ I leaned on my elbows, against the bridge railing. ‘I’m glad you showed me your favorite place in town, Vik. I would have hated to miss it.’

‘I like coming here the day before the immersion, visarjan, when it’s still clean and pure and somehow…mine, you know.’

I nodded, my hair whipping over my cheeks with the wind. The air smelled faintly of fish and fresh river water. 

***

Vikrant

Daring greatly, I touched Anika’s hand and gripped her palm. She gave me a wary glance but didn’t tug it away. I took courage from it.

‘Your father is proud of you, Anika. I could hear it in his voice...all the stuff you’ve done, like it’s a credit to him. When it is all you. It’s always been you.’ 

Her hand went limp. I twined our fingers together and continued talking rapidly, ‘And the stupid, small truth is…I wanted to be proud of everything you’ve done. Except, I was jealous too. You managed working and studying, all of it so well while I struggled. And that made me angry and bitter. So, when this opportunity came, to succeed at something different without having to worry about the MD exam, I took it. I’m sorry, Anika. I really am.’

She gave me a startled glance. 

I felt so much lighter confessing the petty truth to her. My love demanded it. I was ashamed of the way I’d made her feel. So small and worthless because she was better at a hard thing than I was.

‘I don’t know why you ever came back here…but I am grateful for it. With all my desperate heart I am. I did not deserve it then and now, after this week, I am aware of how much I don’t deserve your generosity.’ I squeezed her hand. ‘How you let me inside you again. All the way in.’

Tears filled her lovely eyes. Arrows pricking my desperate heart.

‘You hurt me so much, Vik.’ She kept her voice level. But her eyes glistened. ‘I spent a year being hurt. Wondering if I could have been someone else…someone who wasn’t as driven, as ambitious. Maybe then you’d have stayed. You’d have chosen me.’

My heart broke at her broken words. Pain leaking through the even syllables.

‘Anika…’ I closed my eyes. And said the first words I needed to say to her. ‘I didn’t choose my parents over you. I chose myself, my own dreams. I just never realized that is what they were.’

Her face crumpled. ‘I…’

I touched her cheeks then, wanting to offer her some comfort. Some support when we had this long-due conversation. ‘And I shouldn’t have said those things about your dad. I’m sorry about that too. Will you forgive me for it all? If not today, then some day?’

Tears streamed down her face. I wiped them away and ended by kissing her limping fingers.

‘Vikrant, I don’t understand. What do you want?’  

I took a ragged breath. Even though hope, that fickle bastard, sneaked into her teary eyes. And exploded in my own broken heart.

‘I was going to ask you to stay, you know,’ I began slowly. ‘I had this whole speech planned, about how we could both change the face of Aronda medicine forever. Have babies and raise them in the house that’s yours if it is what you want. And that could be our happily ever after.’ 

Her eyes went huge. ‘What are you saying?’

I extracted a sheaf of papers from the back of my pants. They were our divorce papers. ‘I didn’t sign them. I couldn’t.’ 

‘I…’ Anika bit her lip even though joy shone brighter in her. Brighter than the afternoon sun bouncing off the still waters of the lake.

‘So, I had this whole speech planned where you were going to give up everything just because I finally became flexible and made room for you in my life. And this.’ I waved the papers away and they fluttered into the lake. ‘Was going to be my grand romantic gesture.’ 

‘Oh.’ She laughed, a wobbly little sound and rose up on her toes, hope lighting up her whole face. Like she was the damn sun. 

‘What’s stopping you, then?’ she asked.

I was stunned, amazed, humbled that she’d forgiven me. Just like that. Was considering to love me all over again. Her love was the thing mountains were made of. Strong, eternal. Everlasting. I would learn to deserve it all my life.

‘I am.’ I paused her progress and looked at her very seriously. ‘I’m not going to ask you to move here for me. And we’re definitely not staying with either of our parents, although we will take care of them. They’ve raised us and we are fucking awesome, so we owe it to them to make them feel safe and comfortable in their golden years.’

‘But…how are we going to do all that?’ Confusion caused a shadow to fall on her sunshine radiance.

‘I’m getting to that. Can I muddle through this declaration on my own, Ani?’ But I wasn’t mad about her bossy ways. I loved her bossy ways now that I could boss her back. In bed and out of it. 

‘Can you hurry up and get to the end already?’ She demanded, winding her arms around my neck. 

‘First, I’m going to ask you for time. Time for us to figure this out.’ I gestured to the air between us. ‘Without interference from either of our parents or the hospital, your career or mine. Your dreams or mine. And make the right choice for us. With our hearts. Wherever and whatever that maybe. Will you do that?’

‘I will. As long as you promise to share what you’re feeling with me,’ she answered instantly. ‘I…if you’re bitter or resentful or jealous, you have to tell me. And I’ll tell you if I’m feeling overwhelmed or unappreciated. Deal?’

‘Yes. We are going to communicate all the time. Even…’ I leaned down and whispered a filthy, creative demand in her ears. They turned an adorable shade of red and she hid her face in my shoulder, my brave and sexy wife.

Then, she peeked up. Mischievous and somehow mine.

‘Why should I?’ She rose and bit me on the nose. A little hard. ‘You made me suffer so much.’

‘Because I love you,’ I answered promptly. ‘Only you. And I’ll love you even if you say no to me. That’s how much I love you.’ 

She closed her eyes. Swallowed hard. Once. As if the words, the confession was too much. Everything.

My heart hammered in triple time. Waiting…hoping…

‘You don’t love me half as much as I love you,’ Anika whispered, tears gliding free down her golden eyes. ‘Idiot. I should make you suffer right back.’

‘But you won’t.’ I squeezed her hip, arrogantly. ‘You like the benefits of me loving you too much.’

Anika shook her head but didn’t refute my bold claim. 

I felt relief and love and a thousand other emotions move through me. I lifted Anika up by the waist, swinging her around. Gave free voice to the whoop in my chest. 

I whooped. 

And Anika laughed. ‘Put me down, Vik. You’re not Iron Man to carry me around like this without dropping me.’ 

‘That’s okay, honey.’ I brought her down excruciatingly slowly, smiling like I’d won the lottery. And I had. I held the world’s wealth in my arms. ‘I’m a doctor. Saving people is my chosen calling.’

‘It’s not.’ She disagreed, kissing each corner of my lips, now that she had the freedom to do so. Now that she knew she was loved back. ‘It’s loving me.’

And because I was a smart man, I kept my mouth shut and just kissed her back.

***

When I let her go, she looped her arms around my neck and held on. ‘About our current situation…I have an idea, if you’re okay to listen?’

‘Do I have to right this minute? I’d rather make out with you on my bike? Isn’t that one of your fantasies?’ I teased her, joy and love healing all the cracks in my heart. Sealing it into something stronger, more resilient and unbroken than it had been. A golden seal on a never-ending love.

‘After,’ she promised. ‘The hospital…it’s everything you worked hard for, Vik. I wouldn’t ask you to give it up for me. It’s not fair. As much as you asking me to move here and give up my surgeon dreams.’

‘I know.’ I kissed her red nose. ‘I know, Anika…’

‘But we could give up half our dreams for a little bit?’ she said softly. ‘I’ll move here for the next few months or however long it takes, get a rotation in the nearest city hospital. Keep my hands on the scalpel, so to speak. While your dad recuperates and gets back on his feet fully. In the meantime, you could look to advertising for a partner to run the practice for when you move to the city with me?’

I was stunned. ‘You’d do that? For me?’

She nodded and brushed a stray tear away. ‘I’d do anything for you, Vikrant Pandit. And just for the record, I’m not asking you to leave Aronda completely behind. We can commute between the two places. As much as we can. And if your parents are comfortable and willing later on, we could rent them a place near our apartment so we can keep an eye on them and give them their independence too.’

The solution was simple, thoughtful. It gave everyone what they wanted without losing too much of themselves. I was stunned to not think of it before.

‘And if it doesn’t work, we will figure something else out. Together,’ Anika said softly. Confidently.

My eyes glistened, went red. Emotions overflowing from a full and undeserving heart. ‘I don’t deserve you.’ The words were fierce. A vow against her pink lips. ‘I am going to keep you anyway, Anika Chakraborty.’

‘Anika Chakraborty-Pandit,’ she corrected me. ‘I’m Anika Chakraborty-Pandit.’

‘I’m yours.’ I lowered my forehead to hers. ‘My heart is yours, Ani. It’s yours for all time.’ My voice shook with the force of emotion, love and hope and a happy ever after that was just beginning. ‘If you leave me again, you’ll just have to pack it up and take it with you. Because it’s useless without you.’

‘I’ll kill you before I go through this trauma again. Got it?’

‘Dying would be a kindness than living without you, sweetheart.’ My reply was completely heartfelt.

She sniffled. ‘Don’t make me cry anymore, idiot. I look ugly when I cry. You know that.’

‘You’re the prettiest woman on the planet.’ I swung her around and she screamed in shock. ‘The solar system. The entire fucking universe. This whole galaxy and all the billions of others…’

She shut my hyperbole up with her lips. And swallowed the words of love and affection and promises to keep inside her forever. I hoped she knew I meant everything I said. And always would.

Behind us, Aronda Lake glistened majestically, awaiting immersion of yet another year’s Ganpati Bappa murtis. But, for now, it bore witness to two people who had braved everything to be together. To choose each other.

Because no other love would do for us. 


Twenty-Nine

Anika

Two days later…

‘You’re really doing this?’ I squealed with a smile dancing on my lips. Then I lost my breath as my husband scooped me up in his arms and I clutched him for dear life.

Vikrant carried me over the threshold and into our room.

Actually, it wasn’t our room, as in the room of the home he’d built for me. The romantic fool. But the Bridal Suite at Kahini’s, the five star hotel at the edge of town, overlooking the beach. The suite was actually a full villa, with its own private beach access. And we were walking toward said private beach now. Me still in his arms. A tinkling fountain shot water three feet in the air in the shape of a mermaid, as we crossed it.

‘Put me down, Vikrant. Seriously. This is an expensive Patola silk sari. If you drop me on the sand and it gets on the sari, I will never forgive you,’ I grumbled, holding onto him tight enough to cut off circulation.

‘I’ll…Actually I won’t be able to afford buying it for you soon,’ he said smugly. ‘But I promise I’ll get you ten of them the first year I can afford them. Deal?’

‘What happened to that giant ego you hid behind? This man who keeps telling the truth is very…bizarre.’

‘Bizarre?’ He dropped a quick kiss on my nose, and I wobbled in his grip. ‘I don’t appreciate being called bizarre, wife.’

“Vikrant, baby…” I fingered his hair. He closed his eyes and suppressed a shudder. His pitch-black eyes going dark as night when he opened them. ‘Please, put me down? And tell me what your obsession is with carrying me everywhere?’

‘I am pro-equal opportunity, I’ll let you carry me too,’ he responded cutely.

But he did listen to my plea and let me down gently, caressing every part of me his fiendish hands could reach. My butt, my back, the back of my thighs, the dip at my waist. And he pressed me so close to him, my tits smushed against his chest.

It wasn’t supposed to be hot, dammit. Why was it hot?

‘Why am I carrying you? I pushed at his chest. He still wore the kurta pajama he’d worn for the visarjan puja.

***

We’d just finished partying with the rest of the town that basically danced for like twelve hours (afternoon to sunup) and then immersed the Lord Ganesha idols in Lake Aronda.

His parents did not question my presence at home or during the puja and the return walk back through a sleepy town. They just gave me a warm embrace I was able to return with my whole heart. Enough that I bent down and touched their feet to get their blessings, which they gave with their whole heart. (Hopefully.)

But I didn’t mind doing that, because I looked at Vikrant who was right next to me. And he was watching me with single-minded joy. Incandescent and transformative.

He loved me with his whole being. I was aware of it. It made it easier to love his parents with an ease I did not possess before.

Once we’d finished the ritual, every single one of the Pandits and one Chakraborty-Pandit had crashed and slept for a solid twelve hours.

After we woke up and we opened the outpatient clinic for a few hours, Vikrant ordered me to pack a bag and wear one of the saris Smita Kaki gifted me.

I decided to implement some Anika-isms since this was to be my home and decreed no one would cook that day – instead we ordered the most delicious food from a nearby restaurant that I insisted Aai and Smita Kaki choose.

They blushed crimson and had the best time doing it. Aai’s small smile when she caught me taking a picture of the moment was a memory I’d cherish forever.

We were slowly building a bridge built of mutual respect and love for the person we cared about the most.

After a feast of a lunch, Vikrant hurried me to get ready and then drove me out of town. And to this exclusive, fancy resort. That I was not sure he could afford. But finances were always such a sore subject for us, I did not want to bring it up now and spoil his decidedly romantic mood.

No one did romance like Vikrant when he decided to.

***

‘Because I let you do all the equal opportunity things when we first got married. No sindoor and mangalsutra. Which I am fine with, for the record,’ he stressed. ‘But we never got to enjoy the little fun rituals too, did we? Like me carrying you over the threshold of our apartment?’

‘Has reading all those romance books eaten away at your rational brain, Dr. Vikrant?’ I stared at him in stupefaction. This was not the response I expected for my question.

He shrugged. ‘We can all learn a few things from romance books, Anika. Like, taking the time to listen to each other’s heart.’ He put his hand on my heart, which beat just for him. ‘Expanding our own hearts to hold space for the other person, in their good and bad and fucking sexy moods.’ He put another hand on his own chest. ‘And learning to not hold onto all the things when we are meant to hold each other.’

‘Definitely rotting your brain,’ I murmured.

He tugged me closer with a jerk of the pallu.  ‘I love you, Anika,’ he said seriously.

And he looks so deliciously yummy in the kurta pajama, all lean muscles, cut cheekbones and night eyes, I leaned in and took a luscious bite of his pink lips. He kissed me back, forcefully. Before placing his forehead against mine and breathing softly.

“’ love you and I vow to stand by you, forever.’

I heaved out a suddenly heavy breath. ‘You’re supposed to be fucking me into oblivion. Not melt my heart and make me cry.’

‘I am a doctor. I can multi-task like a pro.’

‘I love you too,’ I whispered. ‘I love you so much I’ll haunt your fucking dreams if you fuck things up between us again. And,’ honesty made me add, ‘I’ll not become so blind to your needs while I work at my career. At least, I’ll try my hardest not to.’

‘I can’t wait to watch you achieve incredible things with your career, Dr. Anika. I’m thinking Surgeon General of India in twenty years, baby.’ He cupped my cheek and ran a thumb over it. His eyes lit up by the prospect of seeing me succeed. He meant it.

‘You don’t…’ I swallowed. ‘Do you think this place will give us a refund if we tell them we didn’t use the facilities?’

Vikrant blinked.

I rushed to explain, ‘I know…it must have cost an insane amount to book this place on short notice. I mean, they actually have gold-plated jewelry, Vikrant. And those flowers are fresh. They’re hydrangeas. Obviously, they’re being flown in or driven in.’ I frowned. ‘And that four-poster bed is French furniture, which I find slightly racist. We have plenty of great craftsmen in India too. We don’t need to go French for class.’

Vikrant laughed, from his heart and hugged me close with a little too much force. I flailed around in his arms, and he went flying backward. So, we both landed inelegantly on the water, half sitting in the water.

‘The marble is Italian and mined from the quarry the hotel owner has a stake in. And I think the diamonds on the lobby chandelier are the real deal,’ Vikrant said solemnly.

I stared at him, bemused. ‘How do you know all this?’

‘Ansh Thackeray owns this place. You know, the mega hotelier?’

I did know the name. He was a serious hottie businessman whose social media posts were all about holding his singer-songwriter wife, Kahini, close and gazing adoringly at her at exotic locales all over the world. And the business pages reported on his exploits, along with the other filthy rich men he did business with.

‘I see.’ I saw nothing but I wasn’t going to let Vikrant get the best of me.

‘Then you also see that Ansh owes me a favor for bringing his child safely into the world, last year when he and his very pregnant wife were here to oversee the hotel opening. And he said at the end of the birth, ‘I owe you, Pandit. I owe you big’.’ Vikrant shrugged modestly, his black kurta sticking to his chest, turning transparent in the water. ‘I figured this was as good a time as any to collect.’

‘You could have asked anything you wanted from a multi-millionaire, and you chose a night in the bridal suite of a hotel?’ I asked slowly.

‘It’s actually seven nights in the bridal suite,’ he corrected me. ‘With time off for work. But yes, that’s what I wanted.’

I could never figure this man out. I was going to spend a lifetime trying to. ‘You’re mad.’

‘For you.’ He brought me closer slowly.

And I became aware of how wet and sandy my sari was. But I went forward and landed on his lap, the sari sort of ballooning between us. Weighing us down in this moment, this place.

‘I’m.’ Kiss. ‘So.’ Kiss. ‘Mad.’ Kiss. ‘For.’ Kiss. ‘You. Long, toe-curling kiss. ‘Wife.’

My lips tingled by the time he was done with me. Nails digging grooves in his skin.

“I’m mad for you too, husband.” I fingered the simple silver chain and the ring I wore on it. I couldn’t wear a mangalsutra when women’s equality was a thorny issue in the world (although if that’s what someone else wants to do it’s totally on them), but I wanted a tangible symbol of belonging with Vikrant Pandit.

I had earned it.

He touched the ring he wore too, a twin of mine. I was thinking of getting it engraved with the date we became whole again, day before yesterday. But that was for a later date. 

***

“So, what now?” I asked him, settled comfortably in a most uncomfortable position.

The ocean lapped lazily around us; its sounds muted against the racing of our hearts. In sync. Beating together.

Yes, it’s possible, and not an exaggeration. Swimmers and rowers and dancers do it all the time. Someone has possibly published a medical research paper on the possible hypothesis for sure. 

“You decide.”

“What would happen if this were one of your romance books?” I was playful, shoving the collar of his kurti aside and kissing his collarbone.

“Well…we’d fuck here. Since we are done with the declarations of love. And it’s almost the end of the night.” He caught my bare waist and pulled me closer to his arousal.

I smiled wickedly. And climbed his lap to straddle him. “Ten saris the year you can afford it, right?”

“What?” His eyes crossed and his breath hitched because I was also rubbing myself against his cock. “What did you say, sweetheart?”

“Nothing. Just fuck me like we are at the end of a romance novel, okay?”

He opened his night-dark eyes and regarded me with quiet wonder.

My smile shimmered at the edges. Because I remembered that boy who’d sat next to me in Anatomy class and given me his pen to share. And I remembered the man who’d promised to marry me and protect me and cherish me and keep me for seven lifetimes. And the man who’d chosen himself so he could find me in the end.

And they were all this man. This insanely unpredictable, incredibly handsome, highly capable, romantic man.

“Yeah,” Vikrant said clearly. And smiled that smile that had pierced my heart all those years ago.

“Finally.”




Epilogue

Just another day of happy ever after

Crack. Pop. Burst. Crack. Crack.

I winced as the noise from the fireworks permeated my eardrums and came this close to shattering them. Outside, Aai and Baba were letting off Roman Rockets while my dad stood stiffly in his designer kurta and pajamas with a solitary foot long sparkler that crackled.

Meanwhile, Vikrant, the love of my life, light of my heart, Dr. Vikrant Pandit MBBS, MD (General) and FRCS at the Royal College of Scotland ran around like a little kid with his cousins and set off streams of the bigger fireworks. The ones that shot up several feet in the sky and littered it full of colored stars – red, blue, green, yellow stars.

He turned around and whooped at me. And I shook my head.

Then he came bounding to my side, like a puppy and kissed the top of my head. After four years of seeing a changed Vikrant be extremely romantic in front of his family (and one extremely awkward moment of us on the kitchen island while his parents were sipping tea in the family room) no one batted an eyelid at his PDA.

I still kind of went a little red in my cheeks because my parents were there too and they never got used to seeing their son-in-law be so openly affectionate. Although to give the devil his due, everyone had been making a concentrated effort at playing happy families. And some days, like today, we even succeeded.

‘You okay, baby?’ He spoke in a low voice I could hear over the loud noise and the music that his cousin, Amrut, insisted on blaring.

‘I’m fine. Going slowly deaf but fine otherwise.’

‘Listen, if you want me to tell everyone to fuck off because you need your beauty rest, I can do that in a heartbeat. You have worked extremely fucking hard to get this promotion, RMO Anika Chakraborty-Pandit.’ He kissed the side of my sticky, sweaty head again.

I beamed, as I did, every time I heard him call me Resident Medical Officer. It’s a huge promotion from being a regular surgical resident and meant I had my own patients, a tiny office and the pick of surgeries at the NICU. It meant I was cultivating a reputation for myself that superseded the hospital I worked at.

After a year of shuffling back and forth between Aronda and Mumbai, with a lot of travel sex in strange Airbnbs, Vikrant and I had had enough of a commuter marriage. Vikrant decided to take his MD exam again, studying remotely at Aronda. And by then, he’d found a worthy partner in Dr. Dikshit who was trusted in the community and came with two more doctors – since the Dikshits were a medical dynasty in Goa. His workload was not so constant, and he could devote his time to preparing without any kind of pressure.

He passed his second attempt with flying colors and could have chosen to do anything. But he still chose to base half his practice in Aronda. And continued studying for his next specialization, the fellowship in Scotland.

So, I chose to practice half my residency in a hospital in Panjim. It was not easy, when Vikrant left for Scotland and I became the primary caregiver for both sets of parents but he was worth it. Because, once he came back (after we had a two-week long honeymoon in the rolling greens of Scotland), I could focus on getting my promotion and ascend to Head of Pediatric Surgery in seven years. The RMO was a step below attending doctor and would eventually lead to my final career goal.

It was still not easy four years later – juggling marriage, career, being a good and empathetic doctor and our family. But being in love and damned good at my job made it a little bit easier. Who said happy ever after came without sacrifice?

This was the first year that our entire family gathered in our apartment in Mumbai. The one I had bought for Vikrant and me, since he’d bought the Aronda house for us. It wasn’t a big one, just three rooms – one for us, one for guests or parents when they chose to visit and one that doubled as our home office. For now.

Yeah, it wasn’t easy. Some days, I had my doubts. But then Vikrant would look at me with eyes full of love and support and confidence and it renewed my hope. Push through the doubts.

‘What’s got you smiling, Dr. Anika?’ He murmured, putting a hand around my waist and hugging me close to him.

‘Just our life, Dr. Vikrant.’

***

It never failed to touch me, amaze me even when my wife, the strongest and most independent woman I knew would put her head on my shoulder and expect me to take over. It humbled me too. She was still the same chipku she’d been when we were dating in another life, back in college.

Tonight, she wore a flowing gown made from one of the ten saris I’d gifted her last year, to keep the promise I made her on the night we began again. In the private beach villa at Kahini’s, the luxury resort. And it looked better as a gown than a sari, although I’d never get tired of unraveling Anika from a sari.

I looked at the people that made up our life. My parents, who were healthy and happy and thriving in their retired life – with the organic farm they’d started in the backyard of my home. Dr. Anu and her husband, the famed artist. My cousins and their better halves and children.

Anika’s parents who’d unbent a little over the years, especially after I earned all my letters and in quick succession. They didn’t even know how much Anika had contributed in my achievements. She was constantly quizzing me, passing me cheat notes and generally being a supportive pain in the ass that I had to pass the exams for her.

Four years of being with her again and she was still the best thing that happened to me. Not the degrees, or the accolades or even being the head of Aronda Multispecialty Hospital (thanks to a generous donation from the good folks at The Adya Foundation). I had stepped back from running the hospital because it was a lot of admin work, politics, structure and organization and required technical expertise and experience I did not possess.

In fact, Vivek stepped in and sent me some worthy candidates including the Dr. Dikshits who agreed to take over and turn AMH into an organization I was proud of. I only had one condition, that we had a free clinic that treated all the patients regardless of severity of illness along with the private arm of the hospital. The owners of The Adya Foundation agreed and helped me set up the fund to keep the clinic going for at least the next five years.

So now I was at a bit of loose ends, trying to think of how best to utilize my various skill sets.

‘I have an idea,’ Anika said putting her arm around my waist.

‘I love your ideas.’ Then I narrowed my eyes. ‘You don’t want me to paint the bedroom ceiling again, do you?’

Anika had a singular fetish. To have different shades of cream and white with some stenciled art shit thrown in. And she wanted it to be a couple’s project. She called it spending quality time. I called it torture.

‘I don’t.’ She kissed my chest, where my heart beat just for her. Always had been. Always would.

‘Then anything?’

She shrugged. ‘I was thinking of sending Aai-Baba and mom dad on a seniors’ cruise to Singapore. With Smita Kaki and Ramesh Kaka as buffers.’

I chortled. As in I made an inelegant noise that mixed a laugh and a snort. ‘You’re kidding me, right?’

‘I’m not.’ Anika was in full earnest. ‘Aai told me last week on our video call that she’s always wanted to see Marina Bay? I thought, why not?’

‘Why not?’ I mused.

“I worked out the tour itinerary and looked at some of the cruise information. You can figure out the budget and make your father agree to spending some of his hard-earned savings on himself.’ She nudged my shoulder.

‘You’ve thought about this a lot.’

‘Of course, I have.’

‘I love you, you know that?’ I touched her mid-length hair, that she’d let grow at my begging. I loved to comb her after fucking her into oblivion. It was my special brand of after care.

Love overflowed from my heart. Spilling out into the sky like the fireworks being set off by my buddies. ‘You’re the best wife ever.’

‘Best person ever,’ she corrected me automatically. Then she gave me a soft smile, all mine and precious. Letting in the vulnerabilities of love, of loving me shine in her luminous eyes. She wore a tiny nose ring and a tinier mangalsutra since it was a Diwali dinner. And I had a matching silver chain to match her symbol of marriage, along with the ring I took off. The ring she’d inscribed with the visarjan data – as the date we really began.

‘And I love you too, baby.’

‘I know.’ I booped her nose. ‘You’ve never loved anyone else. It’s not about to change anytime soon.’

She laughed and pushed me toward my buddies. All of whom were yelling for me to quit making out with my wife and join them. ‘Arrogance does not suit you, Dr. Pandit.’

‘But you do.’

‘Then it’s a good thing you have me forever.’ She blew me a kiss and perched on the wall of our new home while I goofed around like a little kid and littered the sky with artificial stars and sulfur smoke.

I made a wish on one of the exploding fireworks as I turned back and looked at the woman who had me forever. Who’d had me forever, from minute one of me seeing her. And being so painfully awkward with the notion of wanting someone so out of my reach.

And we lived happy ever after.

The thing is, I realized in a quiet corner of my heart that had mended itself a million times after the year of separation we had endured, we were already living it. Every day.

And I’d still not change anything about it.

Loved Vikrant and Anika’s story? Then, sign up to receive a very special digital goodie and a bonus scene that gives you more Vikrant and Anika! Sign up here.

Want more of my books and writing in the Aarti-verse. I have so got you covered, dearest reader. Flip the page to get a sneak peek of the romance novel mentioned in this book – Heartbreak Vows. It’s a second chance, marriage of convenience, morally grey billionaire romance!

If medical romances are your catnip, then check out The Pieces of Me? It’s a sweet and angsty doctor-patient, neighbors to lovers, romance with a bad boy hero who is an ex-hacker and thus has a dark past.

Lastly, the hotel Kahini’s mentioned in the book as well as the couple Ansh Thackeray and his wife have their very own love story – In Debt To Her Millionaire Foe. I hope you give it a read too. ☺

Thank you for reading this far, dearest reader. I love you.


Heartbreak Vows

The Excerpt
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Simon

Suggested Listening ‘O Bedardeya – Arijit Singh’

I’m going to marry her.

If not today, then someday. After she graduates college and cements her place as the heir to one of the fashion empires in the world.

I flip open and close the lid of the blue velvet box stuffed in my pocket. For the fiftieth time. I’m not nervous when I do that, pacing up and down the stairs of Archer House. The diamond-checkered foyer is newly polished.

Jace stayed up half the night getting it cleaned up for my arrival. I’d snarled at him while crushing him in a tight hug.

God, I miss the fuck out of him.

“Nervous?” My younger brother pokes his head out of his room. His eyes are the same deep blue as mine. A legacy of the fiendish, pirate Archers who made their fortune with everyone else’s misfortunes – by trading on the New York Stock Exchange.

I give him the finger. It doesn’t stop his mile-wide grin.

“You don’t have to be,” he tells me. “I have it on good authority, you’re about to start living your happy ever after any.” He checks his watch now. “Minute.” Winks at me. “Now.”

“Shut the fuck up.” My order is half-hearted, at best. Because my heart speeds up at the magic words.

Happy ever after.

I want to follow it up with a tussle with my brother, but my pace quickens. Her car appears through the mullioned windows of the Great Hall – a souped up yellow Menzo Farfalla. I remember how she’d gone to pick the car out at the dealership her family owned, for New Year’s.

I’d begged her to pick the Volkswagen Rabbit, which was more or less what the Farfalla (who names a car Butterfly!) aspired to be. But it has those hinged doors and the windows curve in a slash, which makes it a tactical nightmare, but she didn’t care.

It was pretty. She wanted it.

So, I didn’t argue too much with her. She never wants for anything much. For a New York princess, it’s a fucking rarity.

Even, today, when we are supposed to go shopping for her eighteenth birthday party next week, also prom weekend, she’d texted she didn’t want anything. Not a dress. Or jewelry. Or fancy shoes.

She just wants to spend time with me.

Well, I finger the ring box again. She was getting something.

“Ophelia,” I begin, watching the car curve over the graveled half-moon driveway. Past the statue of the Greek Goddess Iris, who squirts water in a rainbow arc, as if to mock us Archers for ruining our luck by being too greedy. “I love you. I want to marry you when you’re ready for it. I know it’s a step down to be with me now, but you’ve always been simple and down to earth. It’s why I couldn’t shake you off even after Dad killed—fuck.” I curse under my breath.

“Do not curse when you’re proposing,” Bree admonishes me from the second-floor landing. “It’s ungentlemanly.”

She’s only fourteen to my twenty-two, with braces and a cheeky smile she inherited from Jace – the clown. I don’t smile often. When you have three siblings to take care of or CPS will take them away from you, you won’t smile often either.

But I smile now. “Shoo. Go play video games or something.”

She grins wider. “I’ll tell Cade you gave your consent, Si.” Cade’s almost always on Bree-watch because he is the one who still feels most responsible for her.

No matter how many times Jace and I have told him, what happened wasn’t his fault.

She shoots back into the room she’s grown up in – with the fading princess roses wallpaper, stacks of books on old and mildewed shelves. With drawings and sketches of every single old mansion in our small town. My kid sister loves old houses and drawings and dreams of becoming an architect one day.

Before I have time to call out a cheeky response, the massive door gongs.

I almost skid on the waxed floors in my haste to get to the door.

She’s here.

Ophelia’s here.

After months of texting and video calls and not touching her, she’s here. I take a deep breath as I grip the dragon’s head doorknob.

Bartholomew Archer I, the Archer who built Archer House, had an affectation for myths. He chose the dragon as our symbol because dragons were attracted to gold and fire and power. And they hoarded all three.

Ophelia Rai’s all three to me. And has been since I was too young to understand what such love meant.

“Get your shit together,” I order myself as the door gongs again.

My smile is wide, from the heart… as I throw the door wide open. It sings in my heart and allows the cracks to seal.

***

She wears a white, knee-length dress with puffy sleeves. It is perfect for her petite frame, shifting against her skin, giving it a healthy glow. Her arms are bare, because Ophelia does not believe in watches or the concept of time.

She’s wearing heels, slender white straps over pencil-thin pointy toes. She prefers heels to make up for being ‘tiny’ in her words. I’m thrilled, as a dude. This means I can kiss her and tongue her down without bending in half.

I pray to whatever gods watch over young lovers my dick does not decide to make an inappropriate salute right now. It has been deprived of her for the time I was away from her, finishing up my senior year.

Her face is open, so damned young, my heart stutters in my pulse. All smooth, soft skin and pointed angles on a stubborn chin she definitely did not inherit from either of her parents. Her hair is tied back in a simple crown knot, fluttering around her shoulders, a stark counterpoint to the white outfit.

Then, I look into her eyes.

Her eyes, a golden, luminescent brown are carefully blank. The smile on her rosebud lips is stretched just a bit thin at the edges.

Something’s not right here.

***

“Hi.” Something flashes through her eyes. A wave of feeling so huge I have to have imagined it.

“Moonshine,” I begin, “what is…”

“Simon, I’m so glad I caught you,” Kamal Rai is royal. Stepping behind his daughter. Looming behind her.

My own hand curls into a fist, skin stretching over tight knuckles at the arrogantly possessive gesture. I swivel my neck half an inch in his direction. “Mr. Rai,” I incline my head in greeting. “How are you?”

“All good, all well, Simon. You’re looking…” He looks me up and down. “Hmmm.” He doesn’t finish his thought.

He notices my grayed-out sweatshirt from college. The torn knee holes of my jeans. My bare feet, because I didn’t want to track scuff marks all over the floor my brother washed. The scruffy beard on my jaw.

My eyes are constantly drawn to her, as if they can’t help themselves. As if I have no control.

He judges me. It’s visible in the corners of his eyes, the tightening of his mouth. The way he moves that sliver of an inch closer to his virgin-white daughter to protect her from me.

I am used to it. He is not the only one.

I see it when I take my old Jeep to the Barrons Bay artisanal supermarket for groceries on the weekend and the cashier looks at the coupons Cade has faithfully clipped for the week. When Bree tells me they stare at Cade’s scar when he ventures out. When they look at Jace sometimes helping out at Theo Mitchell’s garage to pay for food and books and the gas bill while attending freshman year at the community college.

I had to go to school in Columbia. Had to get my undergrad finance degree and MBA, so I could get a well-paying job and take care of the rest of the family. Internships at private investment firms paid well but were hard to come by when you’re Terrance Archer’s son.

Yes, that Terrance Archer. Who swindled the trust funds of half of the uber-wealthy Barron’s Bay residents, six years ago. And then had the good sense to put a bullet through his brain when the IRS, the FBI, and the SEC came knocking on the door of his family mansion.

No one in the world would trust the kid of an un-convicted embezzler, much less give him a job handling other people’s money.

I work as a waiter and a bartender/bouncer and a TA to supplement the partial scholarship Columbia gave me and sent every penny home I could.

It was just never enough.

So yeah, I’m used to the looks. The judgment. The slight fear, even, of the Archer kids. It pricks the thick skin I have grown over the last few years when tragedy, catastrophe, and disaster all showed up to wreck my family in a single summer. But it doesn’t bother me anymore. Because what any of them, what Ophelia’s father, thinks is not important.

It never was.

Ophelia is not like that.

“Yeah. I am fine.” I aim another polite smile at him while talking to Ophelia with my eyes.

You okay, moonshine? What’s up? Why is your father here with you when it was supposed to be just you and me?

I’m sure of her answer. Sure of her need to answer me. Ophelia doesn’t stay away from me any more than I could stay away from her.

She sat with me through the whole nightmare of having Archer House swimming with cops and paramedics, carrying my father’s body bag out in the cold light of day. The world went mad in moments. Her slim fingers wrapped around my cold, nerveless fingers. Giving me strength and life.

I knew Kamal did not want her to be around when the media and nosy neighbors came to film the gory incident. But she’d rebelled, in her quiet way. And stood by me.

She was my fucking north star.

So, we’d already been through the worst and come out the other side. Stronger. Together. Forever. I know all this.

Now, Ophelia’s gaze slides away from me.

A fist of disquiet thuds against my insides. What is going on?

“Yes, well,” Kamal mutters.

“Please, come in.” I step back. “I’m sorry, my manners are all out the window. I’ll have coffee and refreshments brought out.”

I attempt another smile. This one more congenial. I do not want Kamal to find more reasons to keep Ophelia away. And, he isn’t a bad dad. Just overprotective of the First Daughter of Barron’s Bay. And why wouldn’t he be?

Ophelia deserves to be wrapped up in cotton wool and rose petals. And me.

“That’s alright, Simon. What we have to say can be said right here.” He looks down at Ophelia. “Right, Ophelia?”

Ophelia drags her eyes back to me. They are flint-hard. “I…”

He squeezes her shoulder. “Right, Ophelia?”

Color flees her face for a second before coming back.

I almost take a step toward her. But stop myself. It won’t do to act all caveman and territorial with my future father-in-law. Plenty of time for that when I put the ring on her fucking finger and officially make her mine. As soon as he leaves.

“Yes, right.” Ophelia takes a deep breath. “Simon…I…” Her words trail off. “These past few months have allowed me time to reflect. Think things through.”

I am confused. I blink. “Think what things through?”

The tip of her pink tongue darts out, wets the middle of her lower lip, bottom-heavy. “Everything,” she whispers.

***

Kamal steps away from Ophelia. I find that action even more alarming than if he’d shielded her from me. It means she is doing this on her own. She is saying these things, behaving like this, on her own.

“Moonshine,” I begin, even as another fist of disquiet thuds hard in me.

“Her name is Ophelia,” Kamal growls.

I spear him with a cold look. It’s pure Archer. “I know what her name is. And I’m talking to her. If you don’t mind…” I even out my tone. “Mr. Rai.”

“Simon, please.” She puts a hand on my curled fist. Her touch is cold now. As cold as mine was the day I saw my father’s shame being plastered on media outlets across the world, blood dripping through the black body bag.

“Don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

The words fall between us. A chasm opens up in its place.

I cock my head, give her a quizzical smile. It feels unnatural to me. Every part of me is frozen. Hearing the words she is saying, matching it with the way her eyes shift away from me, the smirk on her father’s face.

“I don’t understand, Ophelia,” I say. “What’s harder than it has to be?”

She takes a ragged breath. Her tits shift beneath the slinky dress.

I am aroused, my blood desiring her even when she is saying things that are breaking me, breaking us.

“You…we aren’t right for each other. This last year has shown me that. I am just finishing high school and I want time to…explore my life. The world.”

“I want that for you too,” I say the words gruffly, but I mean them with all my heart.

She looks up then and gives me a condemning look. “You can’t afford to show it to me, can you?”

The fist becomes a sucker punch.

“No,” I say simply. “I can’t. Not yet.”

“Not ever,” Kamal interjects. “You’re graduating from Columbia B-school this summer. How many job offers do you have, Simon?”

“I’m working on it,” I grit out.

“Hell, how many interviews did you get once finals were done, boy?” He demands. Sure of his answer. He’s done his homework. He knows the answer. This is just a post-mortem for all of us.

The decision has been made.

I am just being informed of it now.

“One,” I admit. Lie. I turned up at the small-time Wall Street investment firm and they looked at my lack of experience in the private investment space through my college years and said thanks but no thanks. Or maybe they’d looked me up online and come across the video of me walking next to my father’s body as he was wheeled into an ambulance, clutching a sobbing Bree close to me.

No one hires the son of a thief. Especially when the thief isn’t around to defend himself one way or another.

“There, you see.” Kamal looks at Ophelia in fake sympathy. “Didn’t I tell you, sweetie? Simon needs time to get his life on track. Before he can even think of providing for you.”

“I know.” Ophelia is soft. “I understand that now.”

She swings her blank hard gaze back to me. “Simon, this is for the best. You know it too. I’m…too young for you. I have my life ahead of me. I deserve—”

“Everything,” I say the word. Mean it. “You deserve the world.”

“Jeremy Tavistock can give it to her,” Kamal says smoothly.

Betrayal widens my eyes. Shock blanks my face, smooths it out. The hurt will come later. So will the rage and jealousy. It is bound to. But for now, I’m still. Standing. “Jeremy, huh?”

Ophelia doesn’t say a word.

I feel hope flaring up inside. Because she is still there. My moonshine. The rebel girl who loves the simple things. Who had an adventurous spirit. Who loved the poor, tarnished Archer boy when she was a princess.

Then, slowly, she nods.

By the time her chin dips up my fate has been written. Her father, her family, this town, have done their work on her. Taken away her rebellion.

“Yes, Jeremy. He’s a good friend from my class. He…”

“He’s her to be fiancé, as soon as she turns eighteen,” Kamal finishes in triumph. “It’s what both the families want.”

Ophelia gives her father an indignant look. “Dad, please, let me…”

“What?” Kamal squeezes her shoulder again. “Better Simon hears it from you than from someone else, baby. Or, god forbid, see the headline in The Barron’s Bay Ledger. That would be unnecessarily cruel, wouldn’t it?”

Yeah. That would be unnecessarily cruel.

“I’m not going to ask you why you want to do this,” I tell Ophelia.

“Because you’re not good enough for her, boy. You never were,” Kamal snarls. All the rage and fear of the last few years leaking through the elegant façade, as the son-in-law to the richest family in town.

“Let my brother say his piece, Mr. Rai.” Jace comes to stand beside me. Shoulder to shoulder. “That’s all.”

“I just want to know this,” I say to her. Willing her to look at me. Look into my heart and know the truth – strong and stalwart. I love her. I’ll love her even if she thinks I’m beneath her. I understand the sins of my father are the cross I drag behind me forevermore, but I’d bear the weight of it if she asks me.

But she has to ask.

“What?” Her lips are pale. “What do you want to know?”

“Are you happy, Ophelia? Do you want this? Are you being pressured in any way…”

“The nerve, Archer.” Kamal shoves me back. “How dare you accuse me, my family of doing that to my baby girl.”

“Because if you are,” I continue, without losing pace or my footing. “Say the word. Say the word and I’ll take you away. Ophelia.” My voice cracks, my vision blurs. My heart breaks open in desperation and longing and uncertainty.

Ophelia stands in judgment. My rebel girl is gone. She isn’t mine anymore.

This is an Ophelia I don’t know.

“I may not be able to give you the world, sweetheart. But I’ll protect yours all my life.”

It’s the deepest, truest promise I’ve ever made anyone.

Ophelia closes her eyes.

Hope surges through me again, the fickle bastard. It wants the impossible. The happy ever after. It wants her. Knowing she’s just pounded the first and last nail in the coffin of my heart.

“I’m sorry.” She opens her eyes and tears shimmer there. But they are fake too. Because there is hatred too, like the whole town hates me. For bringing scandal to their predictable, safe little lives.

She’s turned against me, chosen sides. Become the small-town princess, after all. And all it took was a year of separation

I am disappointed. It tastes bitter and acrid on my tongue. I thought she was stronger. That she could hold out against the collective brainwashing.

I thought she was more like me.

I was wrong.

My vision clears, and I see her. With stunning clarity.

“Simon, I am not strong enough to handle a…life with you,” she says softly. “And it’s unfair of you to ask me to. I’m not even eighteen. I have barely lived. And you…” She gulps. Tears streak down her cheeks and she angrily wipes them away.

“Eventually the world will forgive you everything. No one forgives women anything. And I can’t…I just…can’t…” She wipes even more tears away. “I’m sorry. I wish it were different.”

“No,” I tell her in an ice-carved tone. “You don’t.”

The ice creeps into my heart too, all over my dreams, the delicate future I’d dared to think of when I woke up this morning. The one wrapped in the ring in my pocket.

“I don’t.” Her spine snaps up. “You’re right. One day…” She gives me a sad look. “One day you’ll think back to today and thank me. You’ll remember this was for the best. I promise you that.” 

“I know.” I nod. “It is for the best.”

I lean down and kiss her soft, tear-streaked cheek. Smell the peonies on her skin.

She sucks in a wounded breath. Her fingers brush my wrist; as if she can’t help herself. But it’s a lie. She absolutely can help herself. She’s helped herself to a better future. A fashion heiress’s future.

“Thank you,” I tell her. “You were very kind to me when I needed it, Ophelia. All these years. I’ll never forget it.”

“Simon.” Her voice breaks.

“I’ll never forget today too, moonshine. And one day,” I smile coldly. Incline my head in greeting, farewell to the arrogant, powerful man I have to become. Because the world is not kind to orphans with shameful histories. The world devours them. And Ophelia chose the world too.

It’s unsurprising. Unoriginal. I should have anticipated it, but up till this moment, I was still hopeful. Naïve.

No more.

“One day,” I repeat like she did. “One day you’ll think back to today and know you chose wrong. That’s my vow to you.”

Her face crumples. “Simon, I…”

“That’s enough goodbyes.” Kamal drags her away.

She almost stumbles on the three steps, going down to her knees. As she looks back at me, tears fall down her face.

I almost lunge forward to wrench her away from that motherfucker. He has no right to manhandle her. Even if she doesn’t want me to. Even if she isn’t mine to keep anymore.

Jace stops me. A simple hand on my vibrating arm. “Let her go,” he suggests. “Let her go, Si. It’s what she wants.”

“Simon.”

My name on her lips is snatched by the wind.

I raise a hand. Involuntarily. Like an old man with creaking bones. “Moonshine,” I say one last time. “Ophelia.” I watch as she drags my heart after her in five-inch pointy heels.

It is good it’s gone with her.

It’s useless to the man I’m going to become. Unnecessary.

Then I never say her name again. She’s unnecessary too. Everything is except the vow I’ve made.
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Shiv

I needed a fresh start.

I was good at those. Having done it at seven, when my mother walked out on dad and me with her oncologist boss at the practice where she worked. I’d done it again at seventeen, just as I was about to graduate high school and one tiny error in judgment had almost, almost cost me everything. My future.

Now, eleven years later, I was about to do it again. I just hoped one of my oldest friends and current part-time employer would see it that way.

I was hopeful but I was also prepared. He had the money and the data to back up this plan – Shiv Naren Pal’s Fresh Start.

***

"Explain to me once again. What it is that you want?” Dev asked, while he tipped chairs back at GWBG’s, the bar he owned.

Dev Banerjee was a stand-up guy. The only man I could count on, apart from Kit. And Kit was, well... he was family.

I stacked the chairs on the tables and gave the legs a good wipe down with the dishtowel tucked in my jeans’ waistband. Considered how best to answer Dev.

“I want to run GWBG. I want co-ownership of the bar.” Even saying the words, slowly and carefully sent a jolt through me.

It was such a fucking adult thing to say.

I want to run a bar. I want co-ownership and all the responsibilities and million headaches that come with it.

I never wanted this. I was content to be a rolling stone, drifting from loft to studio to a two-bedroom sublet, lugging my survival kit/duffel bag that contained all I needed to make a living. Make a life.

And now, here I was, wanting to put down roots.

God, I hoped I wasn’t crazy.

Dev gave me a mild look. “I heard that the first ten times you told me, bro. I am just trying to process what this means to you. What do you want, Shiv?”

I stopped the wipe down and moved to another table. Having practically taken over management when Dev had flown down a few months ago to Chicago to ‘help out’ the love of his life, I was more familiar with the bar’s cool down routine than ever.

Stack chairs on tables. Wipe down. Check inventory. I instituted a simple, cost-efficient RFID tag system that only needed a barcode scanner and a handheld tablet. See that the kitchen was completely shut down, have a pep talk with the bartenders if required after splitting tips. Switch off everything and, after turning on the alarm, leave.

Only to do it all over again in six short hours.

Surprisingly, I loved it. The sheer routine, the predictability of it. I fucking loved how normal and lovely it was.

So, I took my time answering, stepping into the alcove that held the handheld and scanner. I started the inventory check.

Dev was sweeping the confetti and paper streamers and cheese string (yuck!) that a few too-enthusiastic patrons had liberally sprayed the tiled floor with.

I didn’t blame them. It wasn’t every day that the bar owner got the happy ever after of his dreams like Dev had yesterday.

“I can double your profits in three quarters. Less, if I am allowed to hold hackathons in the back.”

“No.” Dev’s answer was unequivocal. “No more hacking for you. You’ve gone straight. You swore to Kit and me and the rest of the gang. No going back on your word, Shiv.” Dev used his own towel to wipe down the spindly legs of a chair.

I considered cursing, but Dev was right. Our friends were right. I had promised them. Well, I had more or less announced I was finally going legit. And that had been as good as an oath for the geeks of Caltech. They were going to hold me to it. Period.

“These would be legit hackathons. Like the ones sponsored by corporates and accelerators that happen all the time in the Bay Area. It could be our version of Games Night or Ladies’ Night.” I grinned, my eyes taking on a gleam I could see Dev did not like. “We could have Ladies Hackathon Nights. Drink for free, code for money.”

If Dev’s entrepreneur heart buzzed at the idea of using this new twist on ladies nights and giving it a tech angle, he didn’t show it. He just gave me a look. The Look. The look that Kit had bequeathed him when Kit realized I was staying back in California after graduating Caltech and not moving to Chicago with him, as they had originally discussed.

“I am still not hearing what I want to hear.”

“If you’d just tell me what you want to hear, I’d say it Dev,” I shot back.

I was done with inventory. We were running low on tequila, (like that was news!) and I quickly made a side note on the tab. The order form from their regular vendor appeared and I filled it in.

Yeah, I had streamlined inventory alright. Took me like a cool four hours to do it and I had so much fun doing it.

“You know, I think Bharat would get a kick playing around with this system,” I murmured. “Give it a boost so we don’t have to manually order up booze every time. Automated replenishment. Wouldn’t that shave off time we could better utilize elsewhere?”

“You’re presuming that we will always need copious amounts of tequila. Isn’t that a faulty premise?”

I held up a bottle of Jose Cuervo in mock-salute. “You’re kidding, right? This is a bar. We are always going to need copious amounts of tequila.”

Dev stopped the wipe down and stared at me, thoughtful.

I could feel a flush creeping up my neck at the scrutiny. To combat the intense awkwardness I said casually, “If you don’t want to, it’s okay. I am cool with it. It was just an idea. A notion. And a bad one at that.”

“Shiv,” Dev said quietly. “Will you stop fronting with me for one second and get real? I can see this place obviously means a lot to you. I should have realized it when you started making system upgrades without consulting me.” He gave me a wry smile. “But I built Geeks Will Be Geeks from seed money given to me by you and Kit, Nico, and Rohan. I could not have done anything without you guys. This place… It’s not just my business or my career. It’s—”

“Your life. I know,” I finished for him.

“Then you know I need to know why.”

I kept the tablet aside and the scanner. Checked the number of whiskey brands to be stocked up on. Fourteen on the pricier side, twelve mid-range, and three that might as well be water. The mid-range ones had more margins but actually cost less. It was your classic rule of averages at work. When you give people the option of something too cheap or too expensive, they always went for the middle option.

And you made a killing.

“Can we do multiple choice with this then? Give me my options and I’ll try and be straight with you.”

Dev didn’t answer. He continued finishing the wipe down.

I bit off a curse. “Damn it, Dev. Why does everything have to be about communication with you?”

“Because, you don’t talk enough, Shiven.” It was a shortening of my first and middle names. Dev was heart attack-level serious.

I vaulted the three feet bar and landed on the other side on my knees. Dev whistled as he was meant to. Not many people could pull off the bar vault, I had come to understand in my three months of being a publican.

I stood up, dusting confetti and cheese string off his palms. “These people do not know how to party,” I commented. 

“You had sole custody of that cheese string can.” Dev sighed when he saw my sheepish smile. Relented the tiniest bit. “Sit down. Talk to me like an adult instead of the introverted man-child you pretend to be. And we might have a deal.”

We pulled out two chairs from the nearest table.

I gripped my palms, now sticky with goop and paper.

“I…” My throat felt uncomfortably tight. “I want to be better than what I’ve been so far. Adult. I want to have a home. A life. I want…” I hesitated as I revealed my deepest, most personal need, “roots.”

Dev reached out and gripped my knee. The jeans were faded at the stress points, so I was able to feel the comforting pressure of hand. It gave me the courage to finish saying what I had to say. “I know Kit expects me to go back to Chicago and start over with him. But I can’t. This place.”

I waved a hand to the closed door which was painted a garish neon pink and had a picture of a nearly naked, sexy bombshell strategically holding a laptop. GWBG was written on the laptop’s decal. It was cute and kitschy and the patrons loved it.

“This place is home for me. I belong here. And I want to… belong here. Here,” I repeated softly.

I’d made my case. Presented my data. And Dev would either know I was good for it. Or not. Either way, I was done talking. Strangely, I had actually talked more to my neighbor, the hot but frazzled doctor, than I had to Dev.

I shared.

What was that about?

“I assume you’ve worked out the financials of it all?” Dev was confident enough that the question was largely rhetorical.

I nodded. “I have. I have enough for to buy my share of the bar outright. Or, I could get a loan from the bank if I want it to be a tax write-off later on.”

***

“A loan,” Dev mused. “As opposed to just bypassing the network security at Bank of America and wreaking sweet hell on some poor unsuspecting schmuck’s accounts.”

I did it once, on a dare. Dev had seen me create something that took down the security of a national bank and transfer millions into someone else’s account. Of course, I immediately transferred the money back too.

I was about the play, not the pay. I had some ethics, even if they were few and far between.

“Yes. A loan. With all my tax statements and 401K in order and everything. I am straight now, aren’t I?”

“And you spoke to Kit about this?”

I hesitated.

Dev squeezed his knee again. “Dude, you’ve got to talk to Kit. He’d want to weigh in on this. I am not saying I am not up for it. I am,” he assured me. “This actually works out pretty fucking perfectly for me. I am not going to have to spend time hunting for a buyer and GWBG will be in safe hands with you.”

“I’m guessing the apartment doesn’t come with the bar?”

Dev actually owned the whole building he operated his business from. He had owned a couple of businesses, a resort up in Lake Tahoe that he’d sold for a tidy profit. He’d held on to this building though. It was choice real estate.

Dev shrugged. A marked change from the withdrawn, moody bastard he’d been for the last month, since he came back from Chicago, and I realized Dev was going to leave soon. For good. He just hadn’t known it then.

“I don’t know. Not right now, though.” His smile was self-deprecating. “I guess I am not willing to give up my roots here either.”

“Makes sense.” My knee bounced, unable to sit still, be calm for more than five minutes. “I want this, Dev. I’ll work hard. And I am not running anything by Kit.”

“Dude.” Dev pressed a hand to my knee. It stopped bouncing. “You have to tell Kit. He bailed you out of prison. He’ll hate it if you don’t tell him.”

I took a deep breath and rubbed the back of my neck. “I never said I won’t tell Kit. I’ll tell him when the time is right. But right now? This is between you and me. So, if you don’t want to do it. That’s fine. You can say so. No big deal.”

Except, of course, it was. And Dev knew it.

But, out of left field, he said, “Did I thank you for your last job? For helping Kit out with that voicemail message between Lily and Drake when I was in Chicago?”

“You don’t have to thank me. I am glad I did some good before hanging up my hacking hat,” Shiv said.

“You did,” Dev murmured. “You very much did. It kickstarted Kit’s investigation and helped us… my family, so much. I can’t ever thank you enough. So I am going to ask you again, are you sure you want this bar?” he asked.

I didn’t answer. I was done talking.

***

The outside door opened, and a tall, stunningly attractive woman stepped in. She was dressed bizarrely in a man’s shirt and jeans and no shoes.

“It is cold here in October, you guys,” Zara Subramanian complained as she walked on tippy toes, avoiding the detritus of the impromptu rave last night had become. She shivered, her fall of hair swinging forward to lie on her shoulders as she closed the door behind her.

Immediately, Dev stood up and went to her.

“Hey.” His voice was several octaves lower. Intimate. “I thought you’d be sleeping.” He ran a hand down her back and hugged her at the waist. She leaned up and planted a side kiss on him, her palm lingering on his cheek. Murmured something that made him grin.

I turned away, even more uncomfortable with the PDA than at having to open up and pour my heart out to Dev.

“Shiv,” Dev said lazily, a second later. “Why don’t you work up a decent proposal and we can discuss it properly? Like entrepreneurs?”

“I’ll email it to you now.” I shot up and dug my phone out of my pocket.

Zara laughed and twined her fingers with Dev’s. The small chip of zirconia she sported flashed in the dim light. It was her engagement from ten years ago, that she finally got to wear last night. “Later, Shiv. Please? Also, can you finish closing up on your own? Dev is going to be… occupied.”

I gave them a thumbs up and continued clean up on my own. I thought I was alone, even though the doors didn’t shut behind the crazy in love and obviously hot to fuck couple.

“Shiv,” Dev called out lazily.

I jerked my head. “Yes?”

“If you want it,” Dev said softly. “It’s yours. To put down your roots.”

I didn’t speak. But I hope Dev saw what he needed to see in my eyes. Gratitude. And hope.

“Good luck, pal,” Dev said. “This place changes lives.”

I nodded. I was counting on it to change mine.
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Seven years ago…

New York City

Ansh rarely succumbed to dreams anymore. Over the last decade, he’d worked himself to the bone so every time he fell on a handy surface, he slept instantly. No dreams, good or bad, to intrude on much-needed rest.

But tonight, the night of his greatest professional and financial triumph, he dreamed.

And, in the dream, he was accused of being a murderer.

***

It was unreasonably hot, even for May, when the temperature regularly soared above forty degrees Celsius. But that afternoon, the sun seemed to burn through the ozone layer right into his skin, scorching him through the simple white kurta-pajamas he wore.

His funeral kurta-pajamas.

Ansh flinched as the smoke and the heat from the sandalwood pyre almost singed him. Ahead of him, the pandit was chanting mantras to ferry safe passage for the departed soul and he felt…numb.

Extinguished, with each lick of flame stealing over his best friend’s corpse. Vijay Palekar, the angry young boy who’d wanted so much, who’d dreamed of a better life for himself and his family. The young man who wanted everything now.

He’d paid for dreaming so high with a knife wound to the stomach.

And Ansh hadn’t been there to stop him. Or save him.

Guilt, harsh and incendiary like the flames, ignited inside him. First stealing over his heart, then his gut and finally, taking over every inch of his body, including his extremities.

He’d failed Vijay so badly, right when he needed him. How could he be selfish? So, extremely selfish. There was no forgiving him…

“I hate you,” Kahini whispered.

She’d come to the crematorium, against practically every single man and woman’s insistence. Her long curling hair streamed like a banner against her; her face was singed by the fire consuming her brother slowly.

Ansh hated himself more than he could bear because he saw the young, nubile figure of the grieving girl, clad in a simple cotton sari and blouse, as befit a mourning woman.

He saw Kahini and he wanted. Outrageously.

“I’m sorry, Kaah,” Ansh whispered.

He tried to reach for her hand, tried to connect with her – one of his childhood friends, the girl who’d hero-worshipped him for pretty much all his life. Everything good in his childhood, his adolescence was connected to Kahini and Malti Kaki and Vijay belonged to both of them.

Vijay was lost to both of them.

Kahini shook of his hand. “Don’t touch me,” she hissed. “Murderer.”

Tears poured down her cheeks, she wiped futilely at them. But still they feel, endless and seeking comfort that he couldn’t offer. That no one could. Because her brother was gone.

And Ansh had done nothing to prevent it from happening.

“Did you know?” she asked, a sob hitching her throat.

Ansh swallowed at the bitter hurt her scathing words caused in him. Knew he deserved far worse. Far, far worse.

“Did you know, Devansh?” She used his full name for the first and only time in their acquaintance. “Did you know that his boss, Tauji, was angry with Vijay? That he’d stolen money from them? Did you help him?”

Ansh hesitated, a moment too long. “I didn’t know,” he admitted finally. “I didn’t…I didn’t know he needed help.”

Kahini closed her eyes, hate and sorrow writing a terrible story on her face. She clenched her worn hands into fists and opened them again. “Why didn’t you help him, Anshu? Was he…were we not good enough for you now that you have the construction manager job?”

Ansh flinched, as if she’d hit him. But what hurt more was the knowledge that she was right.

This young woman with her ancient, devastated eyes had accurately pinpointed to the heart of Ansh’s guilt. He’d pulled himself out of the gutter and had no wish to go back there. Not even to save his best friend.

“It’s not like that…” he tried feebly to defend himself

“You killed him,” Kahini whispered, condemnation turning her doe-brown eyes into pools of unrelenting hatred. “You killed my brother, Anshu. And I’ll never forgive you for it. Never.” 

Ansh swallowed the hot ball of shame and guilt that threatened to spill out of him and just nodded. The nod was heavy, as if a concrete block was tied around his neck.

“I know. I’m sorry, Kahini.”

Kahini’s hand shot out and she slapped him. Once. Hard. Across his unshaven cheek.

“I hate you,” she whispered again. “I hope you regret all that you’ve done to us. One day, I’ll make you pay for it.”

Then she ran past the throngs of mourners and funeral-goers, her wails piercing through his heart like poison-tipped arrows. Until all the tender feeling he had for her, his angel-voiced songbird, turned into blind sorrow and an epic determination to prove her wrong.

He wasn’t a loser like her brother, or an addicted thief.

He was Devansh Thackeray and, one day, this woman would take back every single thing she’d thrown at his face tonight.

***

Ansh woke up at the tail end of the hot and fiery ambition that had fueled him for the last eleven years. His skin was clammy with sweat and his chest burned with the same feeling of helplessness and guilt he always felt when he thought of Kahini and their last disastrous conversation.

The things she’d said, so cruel and unforgivable. How angry he’d been. At Vijay. At himself. At fate itself for putting them all through such inescapable trauma.

He rubbed a hand over his aching chest and the coral-tipped hand of the woman sleeping next to him fell away.

Ansh gave her a considering glance. She was pretty in sleep, her pert breasts outlined against the white sheets of the two-thousand-dollar-tariff hotel room sheets. She’d given him a mind-altering blowjob in the fancy restaurant’s bathroom after seeing the article in Forbes that listed him as India’s newest millionaire hotelier.

The article had dropped three hours ago, when he was at dinner with a prospective business partner. This woman had been the prospective partner’s date.

Ansh knew he should feel bad about going home with someone else’s date but, honestly, the man wasn’t all that interested in her. He’d been more attached to his phone than the lingerie catalog model by his side, sucking on a lettuce salad and pretending to eat.

This woman was the tangible validation to his success.

Because, once upon a time, a desi version of her would have asked him to fuck off if he’d dared to come within feet of her. Her collagen-pumped lips making a pretty kissing sound as she did so.

But, this woman’s lips had been put to skilled use as she sucked him off, kneeling on the bathroom of the Mayflower hotel while her date went outside for a ‘smoke’.

It had seemed the decent thing to do, bring her back to his room. And they’d been very good in bed together…yet…

She was interchangeable. Or maybe he was. For her.

Either way, this night was not the start of a great love story. And he didn’t feel bad about that either.

Ansh stalked naked to the bathroom and turned on the shower to stinging hot, to wash away the clamminess of his dreams and the actual sweat itself. And this ridiculous sense of emptiness that had stolen over him.

He was happy, he told himself.

He’d made it.

Tonight was his night.

Tomorrow, he’d be at an actual fundraiser being organized by one of the most influential political families in this city and they had invited him to be a keynote speaker. He was an ‘Influential Businessman’.

Mrs. Coomi Pestonji Cooper, one of the matrons who’d volunteered at the public library where Ansh practically lived while finishing his degrees back in Mumbai, had left him such a touching voicemail to extend the invite to him.

I’m so happy you’re in New York, Ansh. It’s comforting to hear a voice from home. I have a last-minute favor to ask you…As you know, I’m involved in a number of charities, especially those that support, encourage and empower women.

Mason Jones-Tarrant, one of the Jones-Tarrants, has asked my help to organize a fundraiser for his cousin, Nathaniel, who just might be mayor of this city one day and whose politics are very much in line with the causes I believe in.

Anyway, we are in need of a special keynote speaker, an influential businessman, who shares the same, diverse values as the one Nathaniel Tarrant believes in and I could think of no one else but you, Ansh Thackeray.

I hope you won’t say no to an old woman’s request.

Since he turned thirteen, Ansh had been raised by Malti Palekar, a gentle, kind woman who expected manners to make a man. So, of course, he’d not said no to Mrs. Coomi’s request. And he was very much looking forward to meeting a future mayor of New York City.

Whatever dreams haunted him, Ansh knew he’d made it, by any definition of success on any measurable scale.

You killed him, Anshu.

He closed his eyes and allowed the water to pound over his head, wash away the condemning words of a ghost from his very past. The pressure was adequate, veering towards measly – a no-no when it came to five star properties, even in the Outer Burroughs.

This won’t be the case with his property, Ansh vowed to himself.

When he built his hotel in New York, all the rooms would have amazing water pressure. Regardless of how much the room cost.

He’d make sure of it.

That thought, coupled with the vision he had for his New York hotel, made Ansh feel instantly better about himself.

***

Now

“So, I’ve been thinking,” Ansh began slowly as he paced. “And talking to some people and I think we need to change our CA firm.”

He came to a stop at the window, but not really seeing the stunning vista spread before him.

Summer in the Andaman Islands was a fucking miracle. The beach waters were so blue they actually shimmered like a mirage in the middle of the desert. The pristine white sandy shore did not have a single blemish to speak of.

And the coolant supply system in Neelayam, Ansh’s latest pride and joy, was world-class. Ensuring a pleasant and balmy twenty-two degrees Celsius when a prospective guest stepped foot on the arched portico.

“What the fuck, dude?” Arihant Dikshit, the face of the hotelier duo of Thackeray-Dikshit Enterprises, swiveled his chair.

At Ansh’s declaration, he’d stopped typing on the super-fancy terminal that floated above the eagle’s eye desk he’d ‘requisitioned’ for himself while designing this office – what he considered to be his home base.

Living the islander life was what he was born for.

Ansh didn’t turn around as he remembered his partner’s outlandish claim. He was used to Arihant saying foolish things that, half the time, annoyed Ansh and other times were eminently forgettable.

Arihant’s work ethic too was marginally productive sometimes.

But, he could squeeze a well dry to the last freaking rupee and he had an uncanny knack of putting together financial packages for prospective investors in their hotel consortium. At least, over the last decade (not counting the two before them), Arihant’s nose for finance and Ansh’s unwavering and unique vision had made them tastemakers in the elite and super-snobbish world of exclusive hotels.

Sometimes, they built entire buildings using Ansh’s acumen and vision, backed by Arihant’s acute business skills. Such as the Gates Hotel in New York, the Amber in New Delhi and Mumbai as well as the Lotus Dragon in Phnom-Penh.

Other times, such as in the case of Neelayam, they took an existing property – usually snapping it up for a song - and re-created or renovated it using Ansh’s vision to breathe new and exciting life into an unprofitable venture. Ansh was very aware of his own strengths. Strategy and big picture planning were definitely it.

Organizational details and finances were not his domain. They were Arihant’s.

Since he usually never interfered with Arihant’s domains; it kept their partnership humming along very profitably, netting them both annual portfolio figures of over seven figures. American dollars.

Now, Arihant joined Ansh at the window. They looked down at the beach, the three swimming pools, one tennis court and palm trees galore, all gleaming with sharpness and spiffy maintenance. Guests and staff dotted the little tables set everywhere, sipping drinks and stuffing themselves with organic, local produce (meat and non-meat.)

All for the low price of seven hundred dollars a night, or, roughly seventy thousand in Indian currency.

Neelayam skewed a ‘little’ toward the mid-end of the world-class seven star properties.

***

“Devansh?” Arihant prompted him.

Ansh gave him a cool look. “You heard me, Arihant. I’ve been thinking about it for a while now and I think we need to change the people in charge of our internal finances.”

“But…why?” Arihant was bewildered.

Ansh considered telling him about the conversation he’d had with Jamie Curran Smith, a known financial wizard. Someone who played with stocks and portfolios the way other played PUBG, although his specialty was pharma companies.

“I think someone is misappropriating funds from your company accounts and making them disappear using a shelf corporation,” Jamie had told Ansh over a video call, two days ago.

Ansh’s headache returned with a vengeance as he remembered the long-winded and extremely technical explanation Jamie had given him about shelf corporations. Essentially, shelf corporations were dummy corporations that had been set up years ago (with real paperwork and real people’s signatures) and, depending on how the payout system was set up, money was siphoned off for services/consultation.

The receiving accounts were usually set up in the Cayman Islands or Bahamas or Mauritius, somewhere with lax asset declaration laws.

And, the con could run for a long, long time. Decades, if the paperwork was authentic enough and the back-data was buried deep enough.

Ansh opened his mouth to share his concerns with Arihant but he held back. His gut instinct told him to play this particular card close to his chest, not share more information than was required.

Even with his business partner.

He shrugged casually. “We are getting in deep with the Koh Samui property, aren’t we? And the elephant orphanage administrators want to vet us thoroughly before they ink the deal. I don’t think it’s that big a deal, do you?”

Arihant shook his head although his mouth tightened the way it did when someone disagreed with him. “I never could understand why you want to work with those animal conservationist weirdoes anyway. We are a seven-star hotel brand, Devansh.”

“We are,” Ansh agreed.

“We don’t need that kind of publicity or collaboration. The tree huggers and animal lovers. We are elite, classy, pricey hotels. It’s not our job to save the fucking planet,” Arihant muttered.

Ansh grinned. “Dude, no offense. But it’s everyone’s job to save the planet. And yes, I’m happy our carbon footprint is reducing significantly with the new zero-waste policy being introduced in all the major properties. But that’s not the main reason why I want to work with the orphanage.”

Arihant almost rolled his eyes at his partner’s idealism. “Yes. It’s run by women for battered women. They hold a special place in your bleeding heart. I still don’t get it.”

Ansh said nothing.

Arihant’s beginnings had been as prince-like as his had been pauper-like. He came from one of the most influential families in India and, if he was to quit the hotel business tomorrow, he’d have a seat on the Board of one of the companies his family owned.

He’d never known the terror of not being able to make rent or have three square meals a day.

He’d never felt ambition so hot it burned through every good thing in your soul.

Of course, not all princes were as self-indulgent as Arihant Dikshit but Ansh didn’t bother defending his pet project.

“So, I’m going to contact DeWitt and Cotterson from Manhattan to take us on for an external audit, okay?”

Jamie had suggested the auditing firm during their call. It was owned by one of Mason’s cousins and was one of the few companies not negatively affected by the 2008 subprime crisis and the resultant scandal. Because it was entirely funded and run by the Jones-Tarrant family.

Arihant frowned. “Why do we need an American auditor, Devansh? Can’t we use someone from India? There’s lots of certified companies here too.”

“The Thai people are more comfortable with a neutral ground auditor,” Ansh lied without a qualm. “I don’t want to disappoint them.”

Arihant’s eyes flashed with bitter resentment. And was that fear?

Ansh blinked and Arihant’s expression cleared. He smiled genially. “Suit yourself, dude. It’s nice to see you take an interest in the company financials. You know I’ve been asking you to read our annual reports for years.”

Ansh gave him the finger. “Thanks but no thanks, dude.”

“Are you sure you’ve not caught something? Three months ago you agreed to host your ex’s wedding at your retreat home in Nicobar. And you’re organizing the full thing on your end, with no help from me. Now this?” Arihant grinned wryly. “Are you looking to boot me out…partner?”

Ansh looked at him blandly. “Why would I do that, partner? Everything’s great exactly as it is, isn’t it?”

***

Three days later, Ansh was still mulling over his partner’s less than enthusiastic reaction to the innocent, even rhetorical question.

Everything was great, wasn’t it?

He typed out an instruction memo desultorily on the laptop. The memo would go to his assistant, Aatiya, who would take his shorthand gibberish (it wasn’t typist shorthand; just lots of abbreviations) and convert it into a legible document with detailed deadlines and deliverables. This memo had to be sent to Jordan’s company, which was collaborating with him for re-visioning the Koh Samui property.

Jordan was a nitpicker so the notes had to be very detailed, indeed.

And, usually, this was the kind of assignment Ansh lived for. In fact, if all he ever had to do was sit in a room and come up with new and innovative ideas on expanding his hotel empire, he’d do so without a thought. Meeting people in a professional capacity, interacting with them, especially when they weren’t from the same social milieu as him was…annoying.

It hadn’t always been that way.

From that very first fundraiser Mrs. Coomi had invited him to, Ansh loved to be in the spotlight. Talking up his business (even though Arihant was the official face) to anyone influential and important who’d listen. He’d been in meetings with the top real estate developers of the world, including the current President of the United States.

He’d lunched with the Prince of Spain when they’d been in discussions to revamp a property in Cordoba.

And he’d covered up his less-than-ideal beginnings, his thick Indian accent with a polished manner and grooming classes. Heck, he even went to the salon every so often to get a mani-pedi.

But, this drive…this notion that he had to break and build himself from the ground up to fit in the world he owned, was beginning to pall. It was the reason he’d avoided meeting Arihant over the last few months.

Yes, he was Ansh Thackeray – successful hotelier, stupid rich and possessing of an IQ in the high triple digits.

But…it wasn’t all that he was.

And that bugged him. The fact that he really might have demolished every last bit of him he’d once called home. That the people who really mattered were ones he’d never even looked for once success knelt at his feet.

Which is why he’d made that call to the private investigator last week and engaged his services to find her.

His laptop pinged an incoming video call. He checked who the caller was. Then hit answer.

“Hey, mate,” Ansh said easily.

“Hey, mate, how’s the island life?” Jamie asked.

“I’m not in Andaman, Jamie. I’m back in Mumbai.’ He tapped the screen fondly. “Working.”

“Right. Working. How interesting.” Jamie grinned. He had a faded bruise around his left eye and a slight discoloration on his cheekbone but his eyes were ecstatic. Most of all, he wore a flowing flower printed shirt, unbuttoned at the collar.

He was a man changed, nothing like the brooding loner Ansh had accidentally befriended seven years ago…and definitely not the bitter man who’d last seen Ansh a few months ago in New York for the last Adya Foundation AGM.

“I can see that you’re not working at all,” Ansh observed laconically. He could see a slim woman in white shorts and a bikini top moving about in the background. “How’s the island life?”

Jamie shot a pleased as punch grin over his shoulder. “Fan-fucking-tastic.”

Ansh felt a pang of sincere and stunning envy at the utter contentment oozing out of Jamie. “I’m happy for you, man.”

“Thank you, so am I.” Then Jamie straightened and wore his business tycoon face. “Listen I called you to check up on the external auditor situation. Did Dikshit go for it?” 

Ansh nodded. “He did. You said he wouldn’t.”

“I am known to be wrong sometimes,” Jamie confessed shamelessly.

Ansh chuckled. “Aaliya has you admitting you’re wrong? She’s special, man.”

“Indeed she is. So, back to your audit thing…”

“Yes, it’s underway,” Ansh answered. “The report will be compiled in a month or so. There’s a decades’ worth of tax returns and statements to go through. But I like Nina, our point person.”

“Is she pretty? Single?” Jamie winked.

“You’re engaged, mate,” Ansh ribbed him.

“Not for me, dude. You.” Jamie pointed at the screen. “You’ve been way too single for way too long.”

“That would be Jordan,” Ansh shot back. “I don’t think I’ve seen him with a woman since…ever.”

“I’m not talking to Jordan right now, am I?” Jamie asked logically.

“What are we? Seventeen?”

Jamie shrugged. “I feel seventeen.”

“Your brain is flooded with endorphins,” Ansh muttered. “Look, if there’s anything further to discuss let’s do it?”

Jamie held up a thick white card in front of the screen. “That’s my wedding invite. I’m overnighting it to you. It’s in eight weeks, which is about as long as it takes for a bridal wedding dress to be stitched by blind nuns in Italy.” Jamie did not sound pissed, he sounded amazingly contented.

“Congratulations, man. I wish you both nothing but the best of times and lives.”

“Thank you, Ansh. But you’re coming, aren’t you?”

Ansh hesitated. Then, “Of course, I am. Someone has to give the best man roast…I mean, toast, doesn’t he?”

“I am not planning on having one and there will definitely be no toasts of any sort from you.”

Ansh grinned and promised solemnly that he’d behave himself. Then he ended the call and tried to work.

But, he was distracted. Both by the disconcerting feeling that Jamie, the original vengeful loner, was happy. That it was possible for men like Jamie and him to find someone who knew them inside out that even a bad best man’s roast toast wouldn’t rock their relationship.

What had he worked for if not to share it with someone, right?

Thankfully, he was saved from further pointless brooding when his private line rang. It was the PI, Tripathi.

“Yeah? Did you find them?” Ansh asked before the man could say hello.

“Check your email,” Tripathi said. “I’ll wait.”

Ansh was surprised but he did as asked. What he found filled his head with utter rage and insane envy.

“What the fuck?” he bit out.

“Yeah. I found her, Thackeray. But you’re not going to like what I have found about her. For starters, she works as a bar singer at a creepy place called Grungy’s in Goa.”

Ansh closed his eyes as a familiar feeling hit his solar plexus – guilt, regret, and helplessness. He’d not felt like this in a long, long time. And he absolutely hated that she could still do this to him.

“Tell me everything,” he instructed.

***

Jamie Karan Smith and Aaliya Singhania invite you and a plus one for their wedding ceremony to be held at Vauxhall Gardens…

Nearly twenty-four hours later, Ansh stared at the words on the thick cream-colored recycled paper invite. The words swam in front of his eyes but he couldn’t find the energy to process them. Guilt, deadly and insane, filled the very pores of his being.

He was happy for his friend, Jamie, of course he was. The man had lucked out and got back the girl he’d lost once. He’d been a miserable asshole without her and, now, if the pictures in the society pages of the Times were any indication, he’d found the reason for his happiness.

Good women did that to you.

But women who weren’t good for you…Ansh closed his eyes. Effortlessly conjuring up a black and white photograph of a woman with the world’s sexiest back and secretive eyes in his head.

Women who weren’t good for you fucked your world over just when you finally believed it was safe. Especially when they were women you were responsible for.

Making a decision, Ansh placed a call to his personal assistant. It was nearly twelve at night but he couldn’t bring himself to care.

He had to get to her now. Tonight if he could help it. This madness had gone on long enough.

When Aatiya picked up groggily, he spoke tersely, already tossing a few clothes and things in an expensive hold on bag. “Hello, Aatiya. I’m sorry to disturb you so late in the night. But I need you to book me into a flight, any flight to Dabolim.”

He waited for a second to hear what she had to say.

“Yes, Dabolim. As in Goa. Please cancel all my meetings for the foreseeable future or transition them to conference calls, will you?” At Aatiya’s assent he continued, “No, I’m not going there to have fun,” he said grimly. “I’m going there on personal business…”
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