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Prologue




Vaiga was back after a tiring day at work. Gautam was having a scheduled break and was at home to welcome her. As soon as she entered, Gautam pulled her into a hug and began kissing her neck.

“I'm tired to the bones, Gautam,” Vaiga half moaned at his delicate caress.

Looking up, he said with a grin, “Memo understood. Today the workload in the bedroom would be mine. All you have to do is relax and let me take charge.”

“Sheesh,” Vaiga blushed hard. “Can you switch off that one-track mind please?”

“Never happening around, you,” he quipped.

Pushing his arms away she made her way inside, with him in tow.

“Dinner is ready. You can freshen up and help yourself,” Gautam informed.

“Yeah, I'm famished. I'll take a quick shower and then,” she paused for effect, standing on the stairs, “discuss the night's agenda.”

Gautam's face brightened up. “Maybe I can help with the shower,” he offered generously with a sly smirk.

Vaiga threw up her hands. “Nooo, then I might not make it to the dining table.”

“Never say never, darling,” he said with a crooked smirk before chasing a screeching Vaiga to the bedroom.


Chapter 1

The set was designed as a garage and the crew was waiting on one end, capturing the one-take long shot. The hero of the film, Gautam Shetty, was fighting five goons at the same time. Dressed in a pair of latex black pants and a white shirt, Gautam was totally in his element as he threw punches with his tightly clenched fists. The take was okayed and Gautam climbed down the wrought-iron stairs carefully. As he reached the last step, he heard him.

“Fantastic shot, Gautam,” Ravi Shekar said with fanboy enthusiasm.

Ravi was Gautam's manager and practically his shadow. He was Gautam's biggest fan and closest ally.

“You always say that, Ravi,” Gautam said with a chuckle.

“You hardly disappoint,” Ravi tossed back.

Humming in response, Gautam reached the director.

“How is the shot coming about?” Gautam asked seriously, settling down before the monitor.

“It's perfect, Gautam. See.” The director showed Gautam the rushes.

Satisfied with the output, Gautam got up. “We have two more action blocks to shoot in the same set. But the set is locked only for two more days. Will we finish on time or do we need an extension?”

“No, Gautam. We will finish it on time,” Director Prabhu said assertively.

“Good,” Gautam said, patting his shoulder.

He lumbered out of the set with Ravi in tow. He smiled warmly at the crew he met on the way. Gautam possessed an amiable disposition and had a warm way with people. The crew members responded to him with the same energy and clearly, he was a favorite. Gautam hardly lost his temper or threw tantrums on sets like some actors did. Also, he never threw his ego around at work and was always accommodating. He was, at all times, willing to put the film above him. Hence Gautam and his home banner, New Thoughts Films, were pretty much a solid brand within the industry.

His behavior was gentlemanly and sincere with everyone who crossed paths with him. His Zen-like persona made him everybody's favorite. He was the go-to buddy for most of his colleagues, male or female. He did enjoy female attention and was involved in casual linkups but he had never got into anything serious. And there was a reason for it; Gautam was close to his mother and did not want to upset her. Gautam's late father, Vikram Shetty, was an actor, and his wife, Soundarya Shetty, had to endure her husband's philandering ways with actresses. When Gautam got into acting, she extracted a promise from him to never bring in an actress daughter-in-law as she hated women who chose this profession.

As soon as they entered the caravan, Ravi updated him about the party that night.

“Rocky's birthday party is tonight. When do you want to leave?” Ravi asked, sinking into the recliner sofa.

“We'll go as soon as the shoot is done. Do we have other engagements today?” Gautam asked as he surveyed the fridge for cold water.

“Yes, an ad shoot and a script reading. But I can reschedule the script reading for tomorrow,” Ravi said smoothly.

Gulping down the cold water, Gautam said, “Good. I guess I have party formals in the wardrobe. We will make it on time. Thank God we are shooting in Chennai, otherwise Rocky would have had my head on a plate for missing his day.”

“Yeah, yeah, and also you can't miss the chance to meet Vaiga Murugan, a chance that comes by rarely.” Ravi sniggered at his own statement.

Gautam rolled his eyes as he said, “There is no point in trying to push that narrative, Ravi. She is forbidden.”

“Forbidden, my foot. I wish you'd man up someday and accept your heart's desires and act on it,” Ravi said with a sigh, crossing his ankles. 

“I'm out of this nonsense,” Gautam said, flaying his hands in the air and closing the bathroom door after him, ending Ravi's invasion of his private desires.

Gautam Shetty was never going to admit out loud that he was enamored by Vaiga Murugan. It was a secret he would take to his grave.


Chapter 2

Vaiga Murugan's BMW made its way through the gates of Vijayalakshmi Productions. The silver-coloured sedan came to a halt at the porch of a large building. Descending from her prized possession, Vaiga made her way inside the building which was essentially run by her. It had been two years since Vaiga had taken over the running of the production company and was trying her best to promote a new wave of cinema.

Though she had carved a niche for her kind of cinema under the banner, her father's outdated and stubborn ways always stood in the way. But in the two years of running the production house, she had managed to win the goodwill of the employees and significant big heads in the business, allowing her enough room to continue expanding the landscape of her new-age cinema.

Dressed in a pair of low-waisted jeans and a full-length white chikankari kurta, Vaiga had her own unique style, just like her brother. Rocky Murugan, a celebrated actor, was known for his style; he designed and curated his own costumes for public appearances. Vaiga also carried the same gene but her style was consistent. Jeans and full-length kurtas with high slits were her go-to dress code, especially in the office. Her medium-length curly hair was done in a single plait and her face carried light makeup. Her brisk walk-in high heels were a sign of confidence and spoke of years of practice.

Vaiga reached the elevator bank and pressed the button. As she waited for the elevator to come down, Ramamurthy, the manager, reached her.

“You are early today, Vaiga ma'am,” Ramamurthy said in a warm voice.

Vaiga scrunched her brows as she said, “How many times I've asked you to lose the formality, Ram uncle? I practically grew up before you and you've always been family.”

“Professional decorum matters,” Ramamurthy said, smiling.

The elevator dinged open. They entered the flying cubicle and pressed the button for the seventeenth floor.

Turning to face him, Vaiga asked, “How is the Brahmandam movie deal coming along?”

“We have already gone through the details. But they are still quoting a hefty amount for the distribution rights,” Ramamurthy said.

“Hmm, tell their team that we are ready to host promotional events with the celebrities involved on a pan-India scale if they agree to our suggested amount,” Vaiga said with a calculative look. 

“Won't that be extra expenditure?” Ramamurthy asked with a frown.

“We are spending the money they are demanding on the promotion of the film. That, in essence, translates as Vijayalakshmi Films being the anchor of a film that promises to be the next big pan-India blockbuster. By investing right, we can garner fame and a rightful share of profit,” Vaiga said.

Ramamurthy smiled at her astute thinking.

“Will get it done by evening.” He willingly complied.

“Cool,” she said with a smirk before getting out of the elevator.

“Uncle,” turning around she addressed Ramamurthy, halting him in his tracks. “Tonight is Rocky Anna's birthday party. Don't forget to bring your family along,” she said with an affable smile.

Ramamurthy sniggered as he said, “My daughter has been reminding me about this for a week now. She won't let us miss superstar Rocky's party at any cost.”

Hearing that Vaiga laughed and said, “Seems like she is a fan.”

“Hardcore fan and hardcore crush, as she would say,” Ramamurthy said conspiratorially.

Vaiga raised her eyebrows before grinning.

“All the arrangements for the party are being done by you, isn't it,” Ramamurthy asked affectionately.

“Nope, it's by an event management company. I just supervise the entire thing. Not a big deal, right?” she stated matter-of-factly.

Ramamurthy smiled affectionately at Vaiga who gave him a half smile before walking away to her cabin.


Chapter 3

The banquet hall of Park Hyatt, Chennai was bustling with celebration. It was Rocky's birthday and a gregarious crowd of friends and colleagues surrounded the birthday boy who was fully immersed in the party vibe. Opening the champagne bottles to fill the massive array of glasses as he swayed his body to the DJ music, Rocky was totally in his element. The who's who of the industry was flowing in and out of the venue, marking their attendance. Rocky was getting pulled into handshakes and hugs that he enthusiastically returned. It's not as if he believed all the attention was real but it was a measure of his popularity and relevance. He was enjoying himself until he noticed a flush of orange at the doorway of the hall.

Kalki stood at the doorway, taking in the mad crowd, in a tangerine gown that flowed down her curves elegantly. Her face glowed from the latest spa session and her short hair broke into waves shaping her chubby face with a halo. She had worn a white strapped watch and diamond studs to go with the look. The bindi and lip gloss glittered in the light and so did her round cheekbones that glistened like glass.

Purrfect, Rocky's mind crooned in appreciation.

His gaze ran over the fullness and curves that the modest gown hid beneath the smooth silk and felt a sliver of desire thrumming through his veins. His gaze on her turned intense with admiration and yearning.

Kalki's gaze clashed with Rocky's amidst his intense perusal and her eyes sparkled as she noted her nemesis drooling over her. Rocky looked dapper in a grey suit San the coat and red silk tie that stood out. His abs looked neatly packed under the silk shirt and his high-heeled shoes made up for his stature. His face oozed confidence and charm effortlessly and Kalki could see people around literally eating out of his hands.

Good looking, but personality…Kalki sighed.

Gorgeous, but her caustic mouth…Rocky shook his head ruefully.

***

Gautam's ad shoot took longer than expected and that made him late for Rocky's party. Rocky was already on stage jamming away to his own blockbuster hits, syncing the crowd to his energy. Gautam waved a greeting from the other end of the hall and that made Rocky scream his name, channeling the attention of the merry-making crowd towards Gautam. Gautam was immediately drawn to a pair of black coal orbs in the crowd that had turned in his direction. If 'hopelessly besotted' had a face, then it had to be Gautam Shetty's face when he saw Vaiga Murugan.

Dressed in a peach sari with emerald accessories, Vaiga was dressed to kill. Her medium-length hair, which was always done in plaits, was tonight allowed the freedom to float as she had let her hair down. Her features were enhanced with makeup. Gautam preferred his women without makeup but he had to give it to Vaiga that though she used makeup regularly, she always had his attention.

Maybe it is about doing it right. She has the knack of using makeup without it being on the face quite literally.

Lost in his thoughts, his intense gaze seared through the calm belle who was seated on one of the round tables, observing him. Gautam had to shake himself out of the makeup rhetoric he was having in his head. Vaiga raised a perfectly arched brow at Gautam when she noticed he was back to earth. Flushing, Gautam shook his head.

As Vaiga continued to gaze at him unfazed, observing his restless antics, Gautam knew he had to find a distraction. Right on cue, he spotted actress Kalki in the crowd. Rocky and Kalki were to star together in Hariharan Kartha's film and hence, despite their animosity towards each other, she was attending Rocky's birthday party. Gautam decided this was his best bet to get a semblance of normalcy back. With determined strides and a cocktail in his hand, Gautam made his way to Kalki.

“Enjoying the party?” Gautam asked, coming to stand beside her.

“Yeah,” Kalki smiled softly as she recognized him.

Though Gautam, like Rocky, was a popular star of potboiler films, his inclusion of serious social issues in his movie narratives was something Kalki appreciated. She also approved the experimental movie choices he made in between, which quite often flopped, and his genuine effort to support new directors and talents under his banner. He had her respect already.

“I've been waiting to meet you, Kalki,” Gautam said, snagging her attention away from Rocky. “Was always a fan onscreen but your encounter with Rocky has made me a fan off the screen too.” He smirked.

Kalki had a confused smile as she said, “That's quite hard to believe.”

“It's not,” Gautam said with a twisted grin, “I'm Rocky's closest friend. I know how insufferable he can be.”

That made Kalki burst into peals of laughter. Gautam joined her. As they got acquainted with each other amidst the exuberant crowd, bonding over mutual interests and genuine appreciation, Gautam's pleasant disposition eased Kalki into his company. He had a charmed expression as he gazed down at Kalki. Beautiful to look at and smart to engage with, she held his attention throughout the conversation. Or so he told his mind because he was acutely aware of Vaiga and her stoic stance as he mingled with Kalki.

Diagonally left to their cozy chit-chat, Vaiga sat with her entire focus on them. No emotion flicked on her poker face but there was an unreadable look in her eyes. Diagonally right to her, on the stage, Rocky's face was animated as he yelled the lyrics of the song he was dancing to. But his eyes strayed occasionally to the couple who were deeply engrossed in a conversation.

Couple? No. DUO, he told himself firmly.

Oblivious to the icy glares aimed at them, Gautam and Kalki had a great time together. As their conversation, interspersed with laughter, went on and on, the banquet hall witnessed two souls burning; one because she knew why and the other because he didn't know why. This is what Gautam always did; every time they met, he tried to push Vaiga away. In effect, it hurt both Vaiga and him but he continued nonetheless.

***

Vaiga was dashing to the washroom when Murugan called out to her. Taking a deep breath, she made her way to him. Murugan was sitting with Hariharan, getting sloshed over drinks.

“Vaiga, come, you need to hear this. Kartha sir just made a joke,” her father screeched jovially.

Vaiga, with a polite smile, came to a standstill before the drunken men.

“Vaiga, Kartha sir was saying that if not for your crooked nose and thin frame, you could have been an actress. Heck, that he would have loved to launch you,” Murugan said with a snigger, making Vaiga's face go ghastly pale. “He said something about your face having a poetic quality…. But I don't see anything except a poker face always,” Murugan tossed out carelessly.

Vaiga needed a moment to gather herself to respond graciously to that back-handed compliment from Hariharan and the easy insult her father threw her way. She took a long breath before plastering a smile on her face and excusing herself. But Rocky, who had witnessed the entire exchange from the side, could not hold back.

Reaching his father in quick strides, Rocky said in a clipped voice, “That's because you killed all her emotions when you refused to support her dream, Dad.”

Hariharan was too wasted to understand the argument happening before him.

“C'mon Rocky. You are from the industry now. You know how it works. There is no way she could make it in the movies with that face and body.” Murugan dismissed his accusation instantly.

“With my initial looks even, I wouldn't have made it, Dad, and you know it. That's why you groomed me thoroughly. Maybe if you had prepared her like that….” His tone turned frosty.

But Murugan didn't let him finish as he said, “This conversation is over.” Despite his inebriated state, Murugan's voice was steady and his gaze sharp.

Rocky clenched his teeth. “Then next time don't try to rub salt on her wounds.”

Murugan grunted. Still seething with rage, Rocky whipped around to leave when his gaze collided with Kalki's. She had heard the entire conversation as she had come after Vaiga to speak to her. Rocky realized it but refusing to entertain her judgmental lens about his family, he whipped past her into the throng. Kalki's gaze trailed after him with mixed emotions. Behind them, Gautam seethed with anger on witnessing the scene that played out.


Chapter 4

Half an hour later, Vaiga was standing by the pool ruminating unpleasant memories. Her shoulder hung low and she had folded her arms to protect her feeble frame from the cold night breeze. Suddenly she felt a presence behind her. Gautam had silently come out to stand beside her. Bathed in the moonlight and the mood lights of the pool, Vaiga's silent profile looked like an enigmatic vision to Gautam. 

“A clammed-down avatar doesn't suit you,” he said in a soft voice. “Don't hold back because of their age or relation when their words cut deep.”

Vaiga took a deep breath before she replied, “Thank you for your concern. You can go back to the party. I'll join soon.”

Gautam did not make a move. Silence hung around them as Gautam tried to find the right words to carry on the conversation.

“I always meant to say this to you but never really got the chance,” Gautam began in an unsure voice. His hesitation attracted Vaiga's attention. “You are doing a great job with the banner. I'm absolutely in awe seeing the kind of movies you've greenlighted or supported via a production house that was largely known for one-dimensional and formulaic cinema. As much as I know about Murugan sir, I can safely say that managing him and making this happen is a damn feat.” Gautam’s voice resonated with pride.

Vaiga turned sideways to completely face him and he imitated her act.

“Thank you, Gautam,” she said slowly, “it means a lot.”

Gautam restlessly slipped his hands into his pant pockets. He wanted to make Vaiga cheer up but did not know how to lift her spirits. He didn't want his unspoken and unacknowledged feelings for her to surface in this vulnerable moment. Vaiga noticed his mental struggle and let out a wry chuckle.

“You don't have to push yourself so hard to console me. You are not my boyfriend,” Vaiga said with a playful smile on her lips.

The look Gautam threw her way at that statement sent her heart thrumming loudly. His gaze spoke of lust, love, and respect and Vaiga felt her heart galloping in her chest. But other than the gaze, Gautam said nothing. Vaiga decided to test the waters now that the chance had inadvertently presented itself before her.

“What, do you plan on becoming my boyfriend?” Vaiga asked, her voice tinged with sarcasm, to save her heart from heartbreak.

Gautam stared hard at her and Vaiga felt each moment passing by like years until he turned around and bolted, leaving Vaiga alone at the pool. Shrugging and adding another disappointment to her kitty, Vaiga went back to gazing into nothingness, needing some more time before she could face the celebrities inside.


Chapter 5

“That was nicely done,” a sweet voice echoed behind Vaiga.

Recognizing the voice Vaiga turned around to face Vasundhara, her mother's sister. Vasundhara had a cocktail glass in her hand and a sly grin on her face.

“You had the boy running for his life.” Vasundhara chortled.

“Aunty, now you don't get started. Everyone is hell-bent on ruining my mood today,” Vaiga said agitatedly.

“Duh, don't get worked up on those baldies' nonsense. They don't know what appropriateness means when sober so expecting it when they are drunk is foolishness.” Vasundhara flayed her hand in dismissal.

Vaiga sighed but said nothing.

“Why are we talking about them when we can talk about your handsome guy?” Vasundhara asked with a teasing lilt to her voice.

“There is nothing to talk about. As you said, running away seems to be his motto where I'm concerned,” Vaiga said baldly.

“But I'd like to focus on how he is interested in consoling you, feeling agitated on your behalf, and conveying his admiration for you,” Vasundhara said, sitting down on a pool chair.

Vaiga heaved a long breath before sitting down beside Vasundara.

“I want to believe it all means something but Aunty, he never crosses the line beyond an acquaintance with me,” Vaiga said in a low voice.

“Maybe he is waiting for you to make a move, what with Rocky being his bestie, etc.,” Vasundhara reasoned.

“He had no qualms approaching Kalki tonight and having endless conversation filled with giggles and glances that spoke of a potential romantic connection.” Vaiga's tone dripped with sarcasm.

“She is smart and beautiful and with the dhamaka she has created with Rocky, it's a given that she sparks interest,” Vasundhara explained patiently.

“Yes, but my point is, he seeks out other women right under my nose. If he is interested in me, he wouldn't,” Vaiga said exasperatedly.

“He is young and playing the field right now. He was probably flirting with the idea of Kalki. As long as there is no commitment, the ground is still wide open for a game,” Vasundhara said optimistically with a shrug.

It got Vaiga thinking straight for a minute. “What do you suggest, Aunty?” she asked in a soft voice.

“I always said the same thing. Go and propose to your guy if he is not coming to you. At least you can be free of the guilt of not trying,” Vasundhara said determinedly.

“But if he rejects me, it will get complicated as we move in the same circle.” Vaiga was anxious as the potential consequences whirled in her mind.

“Sooner or later your father is going to bring an alliance for you that benefits him. Sooner or later that boy is going to get married too. Then you both will live parallel lives, always regretting that you didn't make a move when you had a chance,” Vasundhara said in a quiet but firm voice.

“What if he rejects me, Aunty, I can't imagine living with it,” Vaiga spoke after a pregnant pause.

“Sometimes closure is the best medicine, Chella. Either you will move forward with him or without him. But the momentum will be forward and you'll learn to harness, with time, the courage needed for both the options.” Vasundhara brushed Vaiga's hair lovingly as she said, “Think through well and make a move when you are ready for the consequences.”

Vasundhara had known about Vaiga's interest in Gautam right from the beginning. Vaiga had harbored a celebrity crush for Gautam through her teenage years. And when she became the head honcho of Vijayalakshmi Films, they had crossed paths as professionals and for business collaborations. There always existed an air of formality between them owing to Vaiga being Rocky's sister.

But Vaiga was constantly waiting for Gautam to approach her for she had seen it in his eyes that he was interested in her. For all her hardcore professional vibe, she was a bundle of emotions where Gautam was concerned. It was one deal she could not crack. But as time moved on, Gautam continued to feature in gossip columns with a new woman every other day while he barely went beyond formality with her.

Maybe Aunty is right. I should head straight for the kill. Heartbreak or not, I'll at least have answers.


Chapter 6

“I don't understand why you are so scared of facing your emotions when it comes to Vaiga,” Ravi asked, his tone filled with inexplicable wonder.

“She is forbidden,” Gautam said tersely.

“On what grounds? Rocky will be happy to have you as his brother-in-law,” Ravi said, twisting in the seat to face Gautam who was driving the car.

“She wants to be an actress, Ravi,” Gautam said quietly.

“Yes, something her family will never let her be,” Ravi exclaimed matter-of-factly.

Gautam shook his head as he said, “She is a woman with a drive, Ravi. It won't be long before she manages to steer her path in the desired direction. She has the talent and means to achieve it.”

Ravi had a knowing look as he retorted, “So you are living in the hypothesis era and deducing Vaiga will become an actress, and your mother, who doesn't approve of actresses, will not accept her. Therefore, you are ruling out even the possibility of Vaiga.”

Gautam clucked his tongue in irritation as Ravi's explanation made his concerns sound juvenile.

“You know, right, that amma prefers a housewife for me,” he said, turning the steering wheel.

“Do you really want my reaction to that statement?” Ravi scoffed, making Gautam keep quiet.

They did not speak for the rest of the ride. Ravi knew of Gautam's feelings for Vaiga. They had studied in the same school and Gautam was Vaiga's senior. Gautam had noticed her when she participated in dramas and other extra-curricular activities. He had spotted a person brimming with talent. As Rocky's sister, they mingled a lot during school days. He had seen her as a kid back in time.

Much later, when she started making appearances in social gatherings during college, the nature of Gautam's emotions had changed. When she officially took charge of her production company, she held a formidable aura that was enticing to Gautam. They started meeting more often in social gatherings and on professional grounds. Every time, Gautam found it difficult to articulate his chaotic mind where Vaiga was concerned.

Gautam knew his mother wouldn't like a working daughter-in-law and also somewhere he felt like he was breaking the bro code with Rocky by eyeing his sister. He felt like a pervert whenever he thought back to their school days when he had gotten acquainted with her as a child. The moralist in him was not letting him see clearly whenever he tried to find a solution to the problem named Vaiga.


Chapter 7

Vaiga woke up from a delicious dream in which Gautam and she were traversing the sky in a hot air balloon. As far-fetched as the dream was, Vaiga knew the possibility of Gautam and her being together was the most illusory part. She got into her routine for the day but her heart and mind were lost in the visuals of the dream. The elevator was about to close when she reached the office lobby. She ran straight into it to get through. Someone held the door open for her and as she entered the elevator, she realized who her company was for this elevator ride.

Ravi and Gautam were at Vijayalakshmi Production for a movie discussion. Gautam was ready to sign on the dotted lines and had come in person today for the same. Vaiga was aware of the project under discussion but was not in the loop about its development. But seeing them today she reckoned that Gautam was to headline a Vijayalakshmi production soon.

“Hello Vaiga, how are you?” Ravi asked in a warm voice.

“I'm fine. Hope everything is good in the hood?” she said with a playful smile.

“Absolutely,” Ravi said with a hand on his heart.

Vaiga was fond of Ravi. He had an affable spirit that was infectious. Vaiga stole a quick glance at Gautam who wore a gentle smile in acknowledgement.

His soft side has always been my weakness.

The rest of the ride was mostly spent in silence despite Ravi's attempt at small talk. Once they reached her floor, Vaiga got out without turning back. The dream and his unexpected presence were playing with her head and giving her ideas. She was repulsing one such idea throughout the ride on the lift. By getting down on her floor she chose safety but as the doors closed behind her, Vaiga realized what her heart wanted. Somewhere, her practical mind was also urging her to go for the kill.

At least there will be a closure if nothing else.

She quickly flipped around and pressed open the lift door. With a sudden burst of energy, she stepped into the lift and addressed Ravi.

“Ravi, I want to talk to your boss in private. Can you please take another lift,” she demanded in a polite voice.

With a sly grin, Ravi said, “With pleasure.”

Gautam felt cornered. Ravi stepped out, throwing him a wink. Vaiga, on the other hand, looked eager and anxious. She waited for the doors to close before facing him. Vaiga was hesitant. Over the years she had seen something in Gautam's eyes which she had never seen in another man's gaze. And that one factor had been the reason why she refused the many proposals that came her way. She just couldn't get a man who looked at her with such respect and admiration as Gautam Shetty.

She waited patiently for him to make the first move and often found herself wondering if she was reading it all wrong. But her gut instinct told her that it was him for her. So today, with the dream in the morning and the coincidental meeting at the office, Vaiga decided to take a risk by letting her feelings guide her.

“Gautam, I'm a straightforward and impulsive person. So, what I'm about to do might come as a surprise to you. But let's take this practically. What say?” she asked in a voice zinging with excitement and anxiousness in equal measure.

Gautam, having realized her motive, tried to dissuade her, “Vaiga, please—”

But Vaiga didn't let him finish as she fired away adamantly, “No, please. Let me get this off my chest. If nothing else at least there will be a closure, an end to my misery.” 

That zipped his mouth. He realized she was facing the same dilemma as him and was seeking a practical solution, one that he was bound to give her.

Running a hand through her hair shakily, Vaiga said, “We have known each other since our school days. Today we know each other as professionals. I want to know if you've ever fancied me romantically.”

Her words made Gautam choke on his breath. He couldn't possibly answer that honestly before her so he rigidly held onto a stony silence. Sensing his resistance, Vaiga did get the hint of what she should expect after her next statement. Yet she chose to be out with her truth once and for all.

“Okay, I don't know about you but somewhere along the line, I've developed feelings for you, Gautam. And I have no shame in admitting it. I love you,” she said boldly.

Her words left Gautam breathless for a minute. He admired her courage to own her feelings despite his obvious resistance to even indulge in the dialogue.

There it was. That look of admiration. Only if he would say what the gaze says….

“Vaiga,” Gautam had to clear his throat as he searched for words. “I'm sorry. It won't work out between us.”

Vaiga took a long minute to react. Their lift was about to reach the destination but she kept it on hold before turning to him.

“I consider myself an eligible spinster. So, when you say no, can I know the reason why I'm being rejected?” she asked with smooth confidence, hiding the pain squeezing her chest.

Gautam did recognize the pain she wasn't displaying and the confidence she was exuding despite that pain. It felt cruel to do this to her but he had no other choice.

“You are an eligible spinster with no dearth of suitors. Sadly, I can't be one of them. You will have to be satisfied with this answer,” Gautam said with difficulty.

It was a cowardly move but he could not hurt Vaiga more than he already had. Vaiga recognized his intention but again she was left in a quandary over his actual feelings for her. There was no clarity but she realized there was nothing more she could expect from Gautam.

“Thank you, much appreciated,” Vaiga said dryly before pushing the lift on again.

She got down on the next floor with her poker face intact. As the lift door closed Gautam watched her walking away from him without a second glance.


Chapter 8

“You are a fool to ignore her proposal,” Ravi yelled as soon as he heard what went down between Gautam and Vaiga.

Gautam looked calm as he poured a drink for himself. They were at Gautam's place. While Ravi had prodded Gautam throughout the car ride back home, Gautam only let him know what transpired once they were in the privacy of his penthouse in Chennai. 

Sitting on a bean bag facing Gautam, Ravi spoke agitatedly, “She is right. Can you fault her on any grounds? Right now, you look like a coward before her.”

“I'm okay with that,” Gautam said softly, surprising Ravi. “I'd rather have her think that I don't love her or that I'm a coward to not acknowledge it.”

“Why do you want to taint yourself like that before the girl you love?” Ravi's voice was a mere whisper.

“I know my mother. She will never accept Vaiga unless she completely loses her identity and becomes my mere shadow. She has already lost a lot because of her family. I can't ask for more sacrifices from her. She deserves to live a life where she finds a life partner who cherishes her.”

His sincere words silenced Ravi though he wanted to argue.

“I know you have an opinion or two about this situation and how it centers around me taking some sort of action,” Ravi grunted in agreement. “But Ravi, I'll always have to keep finding a middle ground if I'm to marry Vaiga. Neither she nor my mother will be fully happy and I'll have to mediate continuously to keep peace at home. It will simply be a long-drawn-out battle.”

Ravi took in a deep breath and said, “I understand your point. But isn't Vaiga worth the hassle?”

“She is. And that's exactly why I'm letting her go. She deserves better. She is already born in a madcap family. I won't thrust another circus onto her,” Gautam said emphatically.

Ravi realized Gautam's love for his mother was overpowering his decision-making when it came to the matter of Vaiga. A little sacrifice here and there would solve the issue. But Gautam didn't want his love to turn out to be a burden for Vaiga, making her lose out on her own desires and wishes. His love was deep but he was drowning in a situation over which he didn't seem to have any control...


Chapter 9

Kalki and Rocky's wedding was a private but fun affair. Kalki wanted a small ceremony while Murugan wanted a wedding festival for his son. Kalki's family was okay with any decision the couple took together. To appease both parties, Rocky found a middle ground. The wedding took place in Kalki's flat, following simple rituals and registration of their marriage. A week later, a reception was organized on a grand scale by Murugan to celebrate his son's big day and show off his power within the industry. Kalki had to agree to one day of ostentatious display in exchange for her dream of a low-key, simple marriage.

Vaiga and Gautam were assisting the bride and groom through the ceremony. Gautam had eyes only for Vaiga throughout the event. Dressed in a kasavu sari, a staple look of Kerala women, Vaiga looked beautiful. She had accessorized the look with gold ornaments and a string of jasmine around her hair bun.

Vaiga was aware of Gautam's intense glances but paid no heed to him throughout the event. She could hear her heart crying within and her mind bristling with rage every time she encountered him near her. She wanted to throttle him, squeezing the life out of him but also hug the living daylights out of him. Her mind and heart were wrestling it out where Gautam was concerned and Vaiga felt exhausted.

She was careful not to be alone and to not give him a chance to approach her with formal apologies or formulaic friendly pieces of conversation. But when it was time for lunch, Gautam grabbed the chance to sit beside Vaiga and she could do nothing about it. She tried to focus on the food, royally ignoring his tall male presence.

“Are you okay?” Gautam began tentatively.

Taking her time to chew the food in her mouth she said, “Yes.”

“I'm sorry, Vaiga,” he said sincerely but Vaiga did not react.

“This is the best for us, Vaiga. You will realize it one day,” Gautam said in a soothing tone.

“One day you will realize how foolish it was to let go of Vaiga Murugan,” she tossed back.

Before Gautam could respond, she got up from her seat, excusing herself. For the rest of the day, she made sure she never had to entertain Gautam, whereas she mingled with everyone else, amplifying the uncomfortable feeling in Gautam's chest.


Chapter 10

Rocky and Kalki's reception was underway. Rocky was expertly maneuvering the crowd reaching them as Kalki sweated with discomfort at having to face such a large crowd. Murugan had gone all out with the reception since he couldn't orchestrate the wedding. Shobana and Ponnu were consistent with Kalki, assisting her through the function.

Vasundhara and Vaiga were busy greeting guests just like Murugan. After endless hours of courting the guests, Vaiga and Vasundhara managed to sit down on two vacant seats. But it turned out to be a huge mistake. At one end, a few young girls were ogling Gautam, and on the other side of the table sat Soundarya Shetty, Gautam's mother. She gave a courtesy smile to Vaiga and Vasundara before continuing her conversation with her friend Latha, another prominent socialite.

Vaiga had two options—either butter Soundarya up to win her son or leave the table. Too tired for drama she chose option two. But just as she was about to leave, she heard bits and pieces of their conversation. The said conversation centered around Gautam's marriage to Latha's daughter. Apparently, the initial steps had been completed and their marriage had been fixed.

Vasundhara squeezed Vaiga's shoulder, lending her support. She knew how devastating this news would be for Vaiga as Vaiga had narrated the proposal disaster to her. She was already dealing with rejection. Now, so soon after that, knowing the guy she loved was getting married to another girl was a blow that she would find hard to recover from.

When Vaiga stood up on shaky legs, Vasundhara intervened, “Where are you going?”

“I need a drink and I need it now,” Vaiga whisper-yelled only for Vasundhara's ears.


Chapter 11

A few hours later.

Gautam was out in the lobby to see off one of his close family members who had come for the wedding. As he was making a beeline for the elevator, he saw Vaiga making her way to the elevator but her footsteps revealed her tipsiness. She stepped into the open elevator and Gautam immediately followed her.

Vaiga saw him and felt a wave of rage rushing through her. The talk upstairs and their last encounter filled her mind.

“Congratulations on getting engaged,” Vaiga said baldly.

“Excuse me?” Gautam looked confused.

Sniggering, Vaiga said, “You rejected me because you had already found your girl.”

Her tone and words didn't make sense. Despite it, Gautam read her well.

“When did you start believing gossip?” Gautam asked plainly.

That irked Vaiga. She leaped forward and held the lapel of his shirt.

“Since when did your mother become the mouthpiece for gossip?” Vaiga hissed.

“Amma said that to you?” Gautam furrowed his brows.

Pushing him away, she took the support of the wall behind her. “How does it matter? You are getting engaged,” she said with a shrug.

“No, I am not.” Saying so, he stopped the lift mid-air. “And even if I am, why are you getting drunk? That too on your brother's reception. I expected better from you, Vaiga.”

“Why on earth are you expecting things from me when you don't want me?” Vaiga asked with a wry chuckle.

Gautam ran a hand through his hair, unable to answer that. Vaiga observed him silently for a minute.

“Tell me why I'm not a good candidate for you,” she said softly. “At least you owe me a legitimate reason.”

Her feeble voice and the vulnerability on her face were more than Gautam could handle. Inhaling deeply, he tried to call in for patience and wisdom as he opened his mouth to convince Vaiga.

“Vaiga my mother wants a housewife for me,” he began slowly.

“Will a trophy wife do?” Vaiga asked with a hollow grin. “With my background, wealth, and professional connections, I can certainly be categorized as one.”

Her words cut through Gautam. “Never label yourself like that,” he said in exasperation.

“But it's the damn truth,” Vaiga asserted loudly. “Ultimately my father is going to find a man who is beneficial for his legacy and I'm going to be offered as a trophy wife.”

“Ask your father to give you the freedom to choose the guy from the list of suitors he brings,” Gautam suggested.

“Done. I select you,” she said tongue-in-cheek. “My father would be incredibly happy too. After the stunt Rocky pulled, my marrying Gautam Shetty will be the cherry on the cake for him. I can appease my father and marry the man I want.”

Gautam felt tongue-tied.

“I failed to find another man who looks at me as if he can see through my soul. Your gaze is priceless when they are anchored on me, Mr. Shetty. So, tell me where I should adjust. Give me a deal. Let me work out the details,” Vaiga suggested earnestly, breaking Gautam's heart.

“If you marry me your dream of acting will never happen. You will not be able to handle my mother. Even your CEO responsibilities can be affected. It isn't going to be rosy,” Gautam said in a matter-of-fact tone.

“I can renounce the CEO post,” Vaiga said in a blink. “It is anyway something that was thrust on me. And about your mother, yes it could be true. But if you can mediate that, it will work perfectly fine. And about acting, I don't see that wish ever materializing. So that's not even a reason for me to let go of you,” she said in a soft voice.

“Why do you want to lose so much by choosing me?” Gautam asked astounded.

“Because I love you,” Vaiga asserted, flaying her hands in the air.

Gautam felt his heart skip a beat. He stared at Vaiga unblinkingly. Her love for him was leaving him speechless.

“I was trying my best to let you live a peaceful life. But if you are such a big fan of saas-bahu drama then so be it,” Gautam drawled, igniting her heartbeats.

With a smirk, Vaiga asked, “So what's the deal?”

“The deal is to love me forever,” he said with a tender gaze.

“Manageable. Have been doing that for some years now.” Vaiga chuckled.

Gautam could not hold back anymore. His lips touched Vaiga's and the rest was history.


Epilogue




A year later.

Vaiga got married to Gautam soon after they confessed love. Murugan had no qualms regarding their union whereas Soundarya did play tough in accepting the alliance. However, Gautam sorted it out with patience and perseverance.

Gautam wanted to encourage Vaiga to act but Soundarya and Murugan came down hard on the matter. Vaiga chose a middle ground and opted to continue as CEO of Vijayalakshmi Films. Gautam felt guilty but Vaiga reassured him that she was happy with the choices she was making.

Rocky and Kalki were going strong as a power couple. Vaiga and Gautam also held that title in their professional realms. They often found themselves on opposite sides while they pursued potential projects for their production houses. But nothing diminished their passion for each other.

Vaiga was back after a tiring day at work. Gautam was having a scheduled break and was at home to welcome her. They were staying in his penthouse in Chennai after 

marriage as it helped Vaiga manage her work. Soundarya was not happy with the decision but couldn't fault it for its practicality.

As soon as she entered, Gautam pulled her into a hug and began kissing her neck.

“I'm tired to the bones, Gautam,” Vaiga half moaned at his delicate caress.

Looking up, he said with a grin, “Memo understood. Today the workload in the bedroom would be mine. All you have to do is relax and let me take charge.”

“Sheesh,” Vaiga blushed hard. “Can you switch off that one-track mind please?”

“Never happening around, you,” he quipped.

Pushing his arms away she made her way inside, with him in tow.

“Dinner is ready. You can freshen up and help yourself,” Gautam informed.

“Yeah, I'm famished. I'll take a quick shower and then,” she paused for effect, standing on the stairs, “discuss the night's agenda.”

Gautam's face brightened up. “Maybe I can help with the shower,” he offered generously with a sly smirk.

Vaiga threw up her hands. “Nooo, then I might not make it to the dining table.”

“Never say never, darling,” he said with a crooked smirk before chasing a screeching Vaiga to the bedroom.

Their life was filled with laughter and teasing. Despite the odds, they always tried to keep the love alive. Vibing with each other was their favorite thing in the world. They continued to create beautiful memories together, making their acquaintances jealous of them.




                                             THE END 











SHOWBIZ Series

A  series centered around the world of cinema. 

Stealing You Away

He was her seek and she was his treasure.

Pavan Thampuran and Nidhi Shankar come from two different worlds. She was aware of the onscreen dynamic hero long before she met him,but had no space for him in her life. Nidhi was never affected by his charisma and magnetic aura until he was in her space. And once he crossed paths with her, there was no erasing the intrigue that he crafted in her heart.

Pavan had nothing to go after until he saw her. And when he did, there was no stopping Pavan from hunting down his treasure into his life. For his soul recognized her as the oasis his parched soul sought after.

Their destinies aligned beautifully despite the odds, and they became the lead characters of a beautiful saga of love. A love story that had it all was embellished with obsession and hatred, passion and betrayal, and a bond of courtship that defied all norms.

Look forward to the swag of the alpha hero, sizzling chemistry between the leads, and a cinematic backdrop in Pavan and Nidhi's story.

Let's Mess It Up

STAR vs ACTOR

He is a man of the masses and she is the act in an actor through and through. He is loved on celluloid and she is respected on celluloid. He has throngs of fan crowds while she is respected for her authentic acting by stalwarts.

These opposites come together for a maverick moviemaker's masterpiece. For Kalki it is her first chance to work with her dream director and for Rudra it is his chance to break the mould of mass hero and prove himself as an actor.

But the catch, Kalki had voiced a strong opinion and criticised mass movies as irresponsible which has enraged Rocky. Rocky wants this movie at all cost to clap back against that criticism and Kalki Krishnan but is frustrated to learn Kalki is the heroine and it is a bloody love story to act!

Book 2 of showbiz is bringing together a Kollywood Hero and a Mollywood Heroine.
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MELT INTO ME: The Goel Heir and Raichand Sisters series Grand Finale

Shaan Goel and Thanushree Raichand who belong to two prominent business empires find their paths colliding more than once. And each time that happens, the chemistry between them roars. But are their interludes impromptu or planned? Is their bond tethered by the thread of love or deceit?

To embrace the surging love existing between them they have to tide over a chasm of deceit, betrayal, and heartbreaks. Will they reach the finishing line?

Get ready for a rollercoaster ride that brings together the Raichands and Goels. Shaan Goel from The Goel Heir series and Thanushree Raichand from The Raichand Sisters series are coming together for an epic tale of love and deceit bringing together their families for a befitting finale. MELT INTO ME is tying together both my series; and my very own multi-universe madness.

BURN WITH ME: The Goel Heir series Book 1

Burn With Me is not just any romance book. It is a gripping tale of power-play within families, manipulation, forbidden love and much more…

The Goels and the Bakshis are two prominent business titans in Delhi with a history of rivalry. Amrita Goel and Arnav Bakshi come across each other under circumstances they have no control over. Their connection is spontaneous but the timing is wrong, thwarting any chance of them being together.

Years later, when they cross paths again, they realize that whatever is brewing between them is promising but it could challenge the circumstances that bind them. Throwing caution to the wind, they embrace a torrid romance. But will they be able to overcome the obstacles in their path?

Amrita, who is denied her legacy, has to fight for it and also find her way to the man she loved and lost. She has to wage a war against her family to win what is rightfully hers. Whether she succeeds in her battles and at the same time wins back her man is for the readers to find out.

If Book 1 of the ‘Goel series’ sees Amrita fighting for her rights, Book 2 of the series will follow the story with Amrita's brother, Shaan Goel, entering the war to gain the CEO hot seat while discovering his own love story along the way.

PS: Book 1 of The Goel Heir series can be read as standalone romance.

LOVE GUARANTEED: The Raichand Sisters series Book 2

Dhruv Sethi, a well-known cricketer, is noted as unflappable, talented, and skilled. His clairvoyant choices have made him a sports sensation.

A one-night tryst with an enthralling woman has left him craving for more. He couldn't get her blemished skin and charcoal-grey eyes out of his mind.

After two years he runs into her again and realizes that her eyes are still piqued for him, but she refuses to entertain him in her life.

Tanisha Raichand, empress of the Raichand dynasty, is tenacious, pragmatic, and owns a formidable aura. She carries herself with grace. Tanisha has renounced love for reasons best known to her. Her number one priority is to spread the Raichand dynasty over the globe.

Tanisha's fortuitous meeting with National icon Dhruv Sethi has left an indelible imprint on her soul. But she refuses to participate in his amorous plans. What is holding her back?

Dhruv is an obstinate man; he seeps into Tanisha's life with love and patience. Together they build a love cocoon that allows them to let down their shields and share their hearts. They are set to sail for a lifetime, basking in a companionship that translates into camaraderie, togetherness, fulminating passion, and profound understanding.

Will their relationship be strong enough to withstand the damage that awaits them in the form of insecurities, secrets, and interferences? Will they be able to walk away with a happily-ever-after?

Wait for LOVE GUARANTEED to unfold and immerse yourself in a beautiful love story that has it all. Book 2 of Raichand Sisters series can be read as standalone romance.

LOVE CONTRACT: The Raichand Sisters series Book 1

Arush Goenka, a dashing and prosperous businessman, had no idea that a marriage alliance would take him halfway around the world to meet an actress. He has always held a negative view of show business and the women who work in it.

When it comes to the silver screen, no one reigns quite like Tara Raichand, who is both stunningly gorgeous and immensely kind and generous. She is passionate about acting and committed to her career.

Arush and Tara meet after being persuaded by their parents. But when they cross paths, sparks fly. Will they stay drawn to the chemistry between them, or will they be able to ignore the immediate connection they felt and go on?

Arush and Tara cannot be apart, but they also cannot remain together. Will Arush abandon his condition of never marrying an actress and make Tara his wife for life?
Or
Will Tara give up her acting career and passion for starting a life with Arush?

Will Tara & Arush make sacrifices for their love or sacrifice their love?

Book 1 of Raichand Sisters series can be read as standalone romance.

IT WAS ALWAYS YOU

Destiny is a powerful force. It can bring people together as well as take them apart too. However, what's meant to be will always find its way back into one's life. No amount of self imposed rules or distance will matter then. There is no stopping a love which is meant to be.

Ayaan & Nanda were inseparable in their childhood. A tragedy forces distance into their equation. She waited for him in his absence & he yearned for her despite the self-imposed distance. Years later they meet again for their cousin's wedding. Their hearts long for each other as they try to escape the inevitable.

Ayaan & Nanda can deny, ignore, or try to justify their feelings but a true love like that will always triumph over all odds. Love is a sweet pain as well as magic, it takes courage to admit and accept one's feelings and express them without any expectations.

Dedicated to all those who have at least once dared to love!

FOREVER

Broken in love, two battered souls get entangled in the knot of marriage, only to rise high in love together.

How will you feel when a lover who promised a lifetime together, disappears from your life suddenly?
Can you cope with that loss ever? Will memories of the bygone past hinder the future? Will you be able to love again?
How does it feel to realize your parents are not your real parents? How does it feel to bring up children that are not your blood? Are such bonds asserted only by obligation or are there chances for real affection and love?

Arun and Megha get pulled into marriage because they have responsibilities to fulfill. They need to get over their lost loves and find their anchors in each other. They have to create a home for three children, their blood or not. And those three kids need to accept them as their own. It is not an easy task for anyone involved. Join the Arora family to know how they etched out their happily-ever-after.

JOURNEY TO THE ALTAR

When a well-accomplished girl, from a traditional orthodox Indian family, falls in
love with a younger man, who is less qualified than her; society and families find it hard to accept their love as a right match. Meera and Vishal knew each other for years. They went from bickering to friendship and love with ease. But to enter matrimony, they have hurdles before them which a desi community can totally relate with. Journey to the Altar is a standalone romantic comedy.

BURNING HEARTS 

Falling in love is easy; walking away from it, hard" - Pallavi

"A part of me comes alive with you, only with you" - Pranav

"To know you are not loved is more painful than being alone" - Janaki

"Sometimes love brings about our selfish side" - Pranav, Pallavi & Janaki


Burning Hearts is a realistic take on a passionate love triangle that deals with an extramarital affair. The characters are the often judged other woman, the man responsible for the mess and the wife who pays the price.

YOU ARE MY PERSON

Friendship is a beautiful nostalgia for the majority of Indian women. Friends are like a second family; they understand you without words and accept you unconditionally. Yet for many women, friendship gets chucked out of their priority list after a point. It becomes just an ornamental courtesy.

Four individuals – Akhila, Diana, Gayatri, and Jewel – have distinctive personalities and different lives, but are bound together by a thread of friendship. When life chases them to particular crossroads, their friendship enlivens on its own.

If you have ever enjoyed worthy friendships in life, this story is for you.


AUTHOR'S NOTE




If you made it this far I hope you had a wonderful time reading this book and are leaving with a smile and some pleasant thoughts. I appreciate your interest in my work and your decision to read it. If you have read this book would you mind leaving a rating and review on Amazon or Goodreads? Thank you for taking the time to read and support my work; it means a lot to me. The most exciting and nerve-wracking part of this journey is hearing from my readers. The only reason I write is to entertain you.




You can connect with me using any of the channels below –

 

BLOG: https://adhitiworld.home.blog/

Twitter: @AuthorMusings

Instagram:@adhiti_mywritings
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