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Prologue

Nidhi walked into the gym with a look of stoic resignation. Hearing her footsteps, a gleam of devilry appeared on Pavan's handsome countenance drenched in sweat. His plump lips twisted into a smile as he switched off the treadmill. He snapped his head to the side to face her and for a minute, his heart skipped a beat looking at the vision she presented. Pavan's eyes roamed over her frame that was draped in a Kerala sari. His eyes crinkled with admiration at her resolute body language as she stared him in the eye. 

“Last I heard you were getting married today,” Pavan's gruff voice did not try to hide the sarcasm at all. 

Nidhi balled her fists even as her face remained impassive. But Pavan could read the fire raging in her eyes. 

“Is this all about your obsession to never lose? Am I a win you are desperate for? Because I cannot convince myself that the Pavan Thampuran would go to such lengths for a mere girl like me when he can have throngs of women at his disposal,” she shot straight. 

Pavan let out a loud rumble of laughter as he reached for the bottle of water on the table. He took his time to quench his thirst before he meet Nidhi's razor-sharp gaze. 

“I don't mind losing, Nidhi. And the streak of wins I have had makes me bored,” he drawled as he plonked down on the bean bag that was placed directly in her line of vision. Biting his lips in an attempt to conceal the fun he is having at her expense he continued, “You will simply have to convince yourself that I am desperate for you. That I want to play with you rather than against you.” 

His eyes danced with mischief as he took in her balled fists and the way her doe eyes turned hard as granite. 

“So,” he drawled, taking a sip from his bottle, “can we discuss the terms and conditions of our deal?”

“You bought him because you couldn't buy me. What makes you think you can buy me now when I have nothing more to lose?” Nidhi challenged him with spite. 

Pavan took a pause to answer that but the glint in his eyes was hinting at confidence. “Because you stand to gain a lot if you lend me your hand, Nidhi,” he said with calculated precision. “You made a wrong choice by pledging your dreams and ambitions for love. The sacrifice you are making is not worth it. I want you to choose wisely.” 

“And that wise choice is supposed to be you?” Nidhi's voice shook with derision. 

Chuckling darkly Pavan said, “Unfortunately for you, yes.” 

Nidhi gritted her teeth as a violent urge to slice out the smug expression on his face roared through her entire being.  

As if reading her thoughts, Pavan's grin grew wider. 

“Quit the act, Nidhi. You know I am right. The real question is how long you are going to take to accept it.” Pavan raised his arms to support his head. 

Nidhi slammed her eyes shut, trying to rein in her emotions. After a beat, when her doe eyes reappeared, they were crystal clear. 

“I guess I'll not make you wait anymore. I'm ready to accept your deal.” 

“Not so soon, sweetheart,” Pavan said with a smirk, “you delayed this decision a little too much to my liking, not to forget insulted me when I proposed the deal. So I've made amendments to the deal I placed before you.” 

“You are a monster,” Nidhi roared out as the last vestiges of her control snapped.

Whenever I am around this obstinate man, I lose my calm and collected persona and transform into a girl who has raw emotions and violent streaks to offer. She was breathing hard and her eyes had turned blood- red as she stared him down. 

If looks could kill, Kerala would have been mourning the death of a superstar today, Pavan mused with a carefree grin. 

And that grin grated on Nidhi's already fried nerves. She was about to launch into a tirade when she noticed the glint in Pavan's eyes. He was clearly enjoying sparring with her. Nidhi quelled her murderous instincts just to deny him the satisfaction that he sought from her outburst. Closing her eyes, she inhaled and exhaled slowly, willing herself to think with her head and not heart. Several minutes of thick silence ensued as Pavan coolly waited for her to collect her bearings and agree with him simply because he had left her with no choice. 

She lost in love today. It is an ordeal that has filled her with a bitterness that is hard to clamp down. Today, she won't prioritise her emotions but what really matters to her. Nothing and no one should matter more than her ambition to her, I'll make sure of that. And for that ambition she will conform to the absurdity I've concocted for us. At the end of the day, she will win in life and I'll win alongside her, Pavan's conscience rang clear despite the devious designs he was canvassing around Nidhi's existence. 

Their eyes locked in a battle of wills as his gaze became impenetrable and hers turned inscrutable. A few days from now Pavan and Nidhi would be a married couple who would still be waging wars at each other but the newly formed bond was sure to define some ground rules for them. Rules that would bind them together for good or worse, only time would tell. 
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Pavan Thampuran 

4.55 a.m., Calicut Beach 

The nightly blue ambience enhanced the entrancing spell of the foamy waves as they rushed onto the powdery sand. The wind danced in abandon, spreading the scent of salt into the endless canvas. Despite the ungodly hour, the serene beach was not shorn of human beings. A bunch of kids were spiritedly engaged in a football game on one end, contrasting the silence of the sea with a roaring chaos. There were few locals and non-locals who had found a spot on the velvety sand to enjoy the early morning. While the scene rolling on the beach was a typical one of  gushing waves and slippery sand, there was a something distinct about this usual layout today. At one end of the beach, at the freedom square stage, a film shoot was going on. The technicians were blocking the scene and marking the ambient light to capture the right frame for the scene they were about to shoot. Few of the onlookers were intrigued by the scene and had surrounded the area to catch a glimpse. 

Sharadha Mohan, manager of Pavan Thampuran, the golden star of Mollywood, was dressed in a pair of grey slacks and a bluish-coloured hoodie owing to the odd timing of the shoot. The director had blocked a few scenes for dawn and since they couldn't wrap it up the previous day before sunrise, they were there again to finish the remaining scenes. Pavan was waiting in his caravan for the shoot to get ready and Sharadha was on ground to check if there were going to be any more delays. 

“Shaan, we better wrap it up today. Pavi must travel to Kochi today for an inauguration and has a few commitments there so he won't be back for a fortnight. You have to make sure the shoot commences and ends on time,” Sharadha was instructing Shaan Goel, one of the assistant directors of the film who was also a close friend of Pavan. 

She was done dealing with the extreme perfectionist tendencies of director Shekhar who was dragging the shoot endlessly and messing with Pavan's call sheet. As Pavan's manager, she could not afford any more discrepancies in his aforementioned commitments. 

Shaan quickly reassured her, “Don't worry. We will wrap it up on time. The setting is almost done; you can ask Pavan to get into costume. We will be rolling soon.” 

Nodding her approval, Sharadha made her way to Pavan's custom-built luxury caravan. Standing in the doorway, she spotted Pavan's five feet nine inches frame resting languidly, his face upturned, on the reclining seat before the 55-inch television. The screen was playing The Crown, season 4 on mute and Pavan was lost in deep slumber. With his face muscles dissolving in sublime peace and his long thick lips slightly ajar, Pavan was a picture of calmness. His crooked nose flared occasionally in tandem to his soft snores. The dark circles under his eyes were testament to the busy life he led where sleep was essentially a luxury he could afford only in pieces. He was a perfect specimen of conventional beauty with a face that was made for the silver screen and an authentic grace that glittered luminously on the big screen. 

Sharadha reached him and glanced down at Pavan affectionately. She had been associated with him since the start of his career. Her father was the manager of Ashok Thampuran, Pavan's father. When it was time for Pavan to start off, Sharadha and Pavan came together as a team quite naturally. 

Coming from a legendary filmy family, Pavan was the third generation of the Thampuran family's existence in Malayalam cinema. His grandfather, Narendran Thampuran, was one of the most legendary actors Malayalam cinema had ever witnessed. His glory and fame transcended generations, and despite retiring from the silver screen, his impact on the Mollywood celluloid history was revered till date. His son Ashok Thampuran, though, could not live up to the legacy of his father. An average actor with poor script choices, he faded away with time despite the kickstart he had with his father's name and influences. Along with his own decline, he also pulled down the Thampuran Films production company that Narendran Thampuran had built. The decline of the Thampuran family was monumental and well-documented in the history of Malayalam cinema until Pavan came along. Decades after his father's unsuccessful stint in cinema, Pavan started off with little ammunition but had a meteoric rise next to none. Having worked as a child artist in his young days, he forayed into the silver screen with determination when he was merely twenty-one. With good looks coming to his aid and having inherited the genes of acting from his grandfather, Pavan carved a niche for himself pretty soon. Within a decade, he became the golden star of Mollywood, his fame and fanbase spreading across the borders of his state. 

While his professional rise was stupendous, Pavan's personal life was tangled in discord from every end. An offspring of divorced parents, Pavan went through the usual drill of his childhood being divided between two homes. While his parents' divorce was not underlined with acrimony, the reality of his life had shaped up his ideologies and thought process to a large extent. And then there was the downfall designed by his father's incompetence, which brought them to the road literally. In addition to the insurmountable debts incurred by his father, he added on to the pile a tragic end with his unchecked obsession with alcohol. He walked himself to an early grave, too lost in his own tragedy to spare a thought for the son he was leaving behind. Pavan's mother, Priyadarshini, did take care of his education, sending him to a boarding school in Ooty and being a stable part of his childhood but she was more invested in her second marriage. Pavan's childhood and adolescence streamed through these ups and downs, shaping him as an individual. 

“Pavan,” Sharadha murmured, trying to wake him up. 

Pavan snapped his eyes open in a jiffy. The honey-glazed orbs could make any girl go weak in the knees with their allure even in their drowsy state. Taking in his surroundings, he quickly wiped the drool at the end of his lips. Stretching himself, he asked in a gruff voice, “Shoot ready?” 

Nodding her head Sharadha said, “Almost. So you better get into your costume. We don't want delays from our end too,” she huffed in annoyance. 

Pavan's eyes danced with mischief as he said, “Shekhar sir has really gotten on your nerves.” 

He took a jibe at the power struggle going on between the director and Sharadha over his call sheet. Dressed in a casual moss green t-shirt and beige trousers, Pavan oozed effortless charm. He sauntered through the caravan, his gait resembling that of a panther, smooth and suave. 

“Of course,” Sharadha grunted, “you have to be in Kochi today and I cannot shuffle your commitments anymore. He better get his 'perfect shot' today,” Sharadha said in an acerbic tone, air quoting the words 'perfect shot' for a dramatic effect. 

“Relax Shrads,” Pavan crooned out the nickname he had for her. “We have managed it before, we will manage it again.” He flipped her nose lovingly, making her smile. 

“You can use that charm before the camera, now go get dressed.” She almost pushed a chuckling Pavan to the bathroom inside the caravan. 

He spun around with a fake hurt expression. “It stings my ego that you are not affected by my charm, Shrads. Women of all age groups fawn over me. But despite being around me 24x7, you are immune to me.” 

Sharadha chortled as she plonked herself on the recliner seat and mumbled over her shoulder, “That's exactly the reason, Pavi, that I'm around you round the clock. Take it from me that you are insufferable despite all your handsomeness and charm.” 

Slanting a brow arrogantly he asked, “You mean no girl can tolerate me 24x7? 

“Oh plenty will.” Sharadha flayed her hands in the air. “There are a plethora of girls out there waiting to be Mrs. Pavan Thampuran and would even stay with your obnoxious self for what you offer.”  

“Buzz off,” he yelled, humouring her before closing the door on her laughing face. Sharadha knew that though Pavan handled life with an easy demeanour, that was just a front. Deep within, there was a depth that was unseen to the rest of the world. He didn't show it to the outside world and no one paused to acknowledge it either. Even his line of work didn't allow him the flexibility to showcase his real self. 

Facing the large-sized mirror in the bathroom, Pavan ran his gaze on his reflection. He rubbed his hand on his clean-shaven jaw and assessed the fatigue that was reflected on his features. Inhaling deeply, he splashed cold water on his face. The honeyed orbs stared back at him with nothingness when he raised his head again, drenched in water droplets. The deep sense of vacuum he felt within gnawed at him occasionally but his career offered little time to fret over it. Running his long-fingered hands over his face, he wiped the moisture droplets and tamped down the unpleasant feeling rearing its head. His gaze darkened with an unreadable look. He soon busied himself in the cliched routine of his life, as if a switch had been flipped on inside him, where he became characters that had emotions to deal with, something that he lacked in his own life. 

****

A while later, Pavan was dressed in a brown shirt and white mundu, a staple dress code of Kerala. His stylist had draped the mundu around his fleshy abdomen with precision. The shirt hugged his shoulders in a snug fit. He sat down on the revolving chair before the large mirror in the built-in makeup room in his caravan that was fitted with mood and star lighting. The makeup artist began the touch up and Pavan sat through the motions silently with his eyes closed. The eyebags were concealed and the blemishes on his skin hidden under layers of makeup. In less than an hour he was ready, with his luminous face and regal aura, to face the camera. 

I enjoy this aspect of my reality where I can be everything I want to be and enjoy it sans the hassles that come about in real life. This blurring of fiction and reality that my profession offers me gives me a sense of power that is highly addictive. My life that comes with nothingness in its menu has different ranges of emotions to play with when I'm before the screen—a few moments of insanity when I become someone else and feel something. 

He took in his new reflection for a long beat before tearing his gaze away and getting up on his feet to deliver the beats that were expected of him. As he sauntered towards the door, it swung open, revealing Shaan. 

“Right on time,” Pavan drawled with an easy smile at Shaan. 

“Shoot is ready, sir,” Shaan returned his smile. 

Getting down the steps of his caravan with a hurried gait, he reprimanded Shaan, “How many times have I told you not to address me as 'sir'.” 

“I'd like to keep my job.” Shaan rolled his eyes. 

Director Shekhar was finicky about professionalism and had personally asked Shaan to not display his friendship with Pavan on set. Shaan and Pavan had studied together in Boston. Pavan loved challenging himself and when he had some free time he had taken up acting classes and filmmaking studies around the globe. When he started out, he had little practical knowledge at hand. Once he tasted success and that success started becoming a constant phase of his life, he found time to evolve his craft in numerous ways. One such pursuit brought him closer to Shaan as they bonded in a foreign land over their mutual love for cinema. Shaan wanted to be a filmmaker and owing to opposition from his family he was struggling to make it big. Though he wanted to work in Bollywood, currently Shaan was looking out for any work opportunity that could come his way to earn money and gain experience to aid his journey ahead. Pavan had readily lent a helping hand by getting him on board as an AD for this movie under the masterclass director Shekhar GK. There was much for Shaan to learn under him and Pavan used his influence to make it happen. 

As they started walking forward, Pavan placed a hand around Shaan's shoulders. 

“Pavan,” Shaan mumbled.

“What, Shekhar asked YOU to not display our friendship on set. He would not DARE to ask that of me. So chill.” He threw Shaan a conspiratorial wink, making Sharadha, who was following them, chuckle. Shaan rolled his eyes but as Pavan thumped his shoulders, he let go and guffawed while making their way to the spot. 

****

Minutes later, the scene was rolling and Pavan passionately mouthed the romantic dialogue to the side actors who were working in the scene with him. His eyes sparkled as he gazed into the camera, knowing fully well of the hypnotic power they held to the audience who saw him through celluloid. A romantic bgm worked in the background, adding an extra layer to the moment as Pavan immersed himself in the role and became the character, forgetting everything else. Sharadha, who stood on the side, watched with marvel the ease and effortlessness Pavan embodied every time he was before the camera. Equally enamoured was the small crowd that surrounded them. But Pavan was oblivious to others' emotions as he delved deep into the character, feeling deep within the dialogue he was sprouting, making the character feel organic and at the same time enjoying his passion to the hilt. Seconds ticked by and soon it was time for a wrap. As the director yelled the word 'wrap', a deep sigh left Pavan's lips.

He stilled for a minute, taking in the crew and onlookers scattered around. He noticed Shaan walking off to the other end of the beach swiftly and saw Sharadha give him a chef's kiss. With a sparkling smile, he faced the crowd that was cheering for him. He made a move towards them. That instantly alerted Sharadha and she and his bodyguard, Anirudh, followed Pavan as he made his way to the crowd. He put on his charm and smiled for the selfie requests and shook hands with a few and exchanged a word or two before Sharadha tapped on her watch with purpose. Nodding at her, he made his way back to the caravan. His gaze moved to the rising sun glimmering with an orange hue. A twisted smile made it to his lips. 

One more dawn. Long list of commitments awaits. No change in routine. My reality today is the permanence I seek in life.  Pavan Thampuran orchestrates his life to his tunes. Nothing and no one can alter the plans I have made for myself. 
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Family Dynamics

Pavan reached Thrissur early in the morning after having wrapped up his commitments in Kochi. After taking a quick nap in his luxury penthouse apartment, his personal sanctuary, he got ready for the lunch appointment he had with his mother. Clicking his Bluetooth into place he dialled Sharadha's number as soon as he got into his car. Sharadha had just about got a little shut- eye when her phone rang loudly, disturbing her sleep spell. Annoyed, she swiped the screen and seeing Pavan's name, she swore. 

“I can bet on my life that you are the biggest nemesis of my life,” Sharadha groaned into the phone. 

Smirking, Pavan spoke with his trademark arrogance, “You should consider yourself blessed to have Pavan Thampuran as your nemesis.” 

“Urgh,” Sharadha snuggled back into her pillow as she said, “whatever. Why did you call me?” 

Pavan took a sweeping glance at the bustling traffic as he said, “Nothing. I'm going for lunch at amma's house. Wondered if you want to join.” 

Sharadha's eyes cleared as she understood his unasked question.

“As you always say, Amma's food is going to compensate for the drama. Are you positive Sachin and Ranjini are in town?” Sighing, he posed another question for her. 

Cradling her head in one palm, Sharadha spoke, "They are way too predictable to not be.” 

“Ok, I'll call you tonight to regale you with all the drama. I'm almost here,” Pavan said, his tone laced with humour. 

“I'll wait for that call, mister,” she crooned into the phone before he ended the call.  

Pavan cut the call as soon as the car drove into the porch of Dharshanam, his mother's abode. A two-floor mansion done in white and grey exterior stared back at him coldly as Pavan swaggered out of his car. The house symbolized a lot many things to Pavan; it stood as a reminder for Pavan to what he still had to achieve in life—a home and family. 

Pavan's parents, Ashok and Priyadarshini, came from families of equal standing and had had an arranged marriage. While Ashok instantly took to his wife and loved her with all his heart, Priyadarshini could not reciprocate his feelings because she had already shared her heart with someone else. They compromised through their marriage for half a decade before Priyadarshini took matters in her hand and went back to her college sweetheart, Soman. Ashok let her go, his selfless love for Priyadarshini egging him to set her free. Priyadarshini got married again to the love of her life and shared Pavan's responsibilities with Ashok alongside building her life with Soman and their son, Sachin, from that second marriage. 

Priyadarshini Soman, Pavan's mother, came out instantly on hearing the sound of his car and embraced Pavan. 

“I missed you, Pavi,” Priyadarshini said with a genuine smile.

Pavan smiled back as he said, “I missed you too, Amma.” 

“Come inside, I've prepared all your favourites today. It's been a long time since you made some time for me,” Priyadarshini complained in a sweet tone. 

Pavan chuckled darkly as he walked into her house and said, “That was my line for a long time, Amma,” hinting at how she used to have very little time for Pavan through his growing years. 

Though she felt a sting, Priyadarshini shrugged her shoulders as she said, “I guess  it is payback time for me then.” 

Pavan was quick to hug her as he said softly in her ears, “I'd never do that to you. You know I'm happy for you.” 

Priyadarshini came out of his hug with a smile and cupped his cheeks lovingly. “I know. And I can't thank you enough for being so understanding and accommodating. It wouldn't have been easy for me otherwise.” 

Pavan smiled indulgently before draping a hand over her shoulder and guiding her to the dining table that was already laden with dishes. 

“Let's zip the serious matters and just dig into the food that awaits. I've seriously missed your food, Amma. This is the only thing that I'm miffed with you about. I don't get to eat your delicacies quite often,” Pavan said in a light vein. 

“Unfortunately for you, that is one luxury you can't seem to afford despite being 'the Pavan Thampuran',” a gravelly voice echoed behind them. 

A sly grin broke out on Pavan's face as he recognised the owner of the voice and the unchecked rivalry that oozed out of his tone. Priyadarshini and Pavan turned around to face Sachin who was coming down the stairs. While his mother smiled endearingly at her second son, Pavan had a bored expression on his face as he readied himself for Sachin’s display of one-sided enmity. 

Reaching closer, Sachin purposefully pulled Priyadarshini out of Pavan's arms and hugged her possessively from behind. “That is one thing where I trump you. I get to eat our mother's food daily.” Though his words sounded childish, the dark glint in his eyes was unmistakable.

Pavan was well aware of Sachin's dark side. He had harboured an unhealthy competition with Pavan since their childhood. While Sachin had a much better childhood with his loving parents and was literally the apple of their eye, Pavan's presence always threatened him. Being an overtly possessive persona, he always felt the need to underline his place in Priyadarshini's life before Pavan. In their childhood, it did get them into physical brawls. Over time, Pavan realised it was a waste of time. Having had to grow up quickly and on his own, Pavan recognised the triviality of such an enmity with his step brother and acknowledging that those scuffles with him pushed his mother away from him more, Pavan adopted an unaffected stance towards Sachin. 

But that enraged Sachin as he fought for a reaction from Pavan every time they crossed paths. When Pavan did not take the bait, he began to compete with Pavan on an aggressive scale. When Pavan became an overnight sensation on celluloid, Sachin forced his parents to launch him as an actor. While Soman, a businessman, had no access to the movie world, Priyadarshini could make it happen for him with the few connections she had made while being a Thampuran. But his debut crashed historically and he found no takers after that. Grudgingly, Sachin went back to his father's business but his ego and complexes drove him to a maniacal pitch as time flew by. 

He has everything, everything that I wanted, yet he feels an unnecessary itch to win over me. Why? I never understood it but I learnt his sickening ways early on and learnt to dodge him like a squeaky pest whenever he locked horns with me. 

“Well I'm a man who is happy with what I have,” Pavan shrugged and that veiled insult swelled Sachin's irritation. 

Priyadarshini squeezed Pavan's biceps before moving around the table to get the lunch rolling. 

“Don't be so sure, Pavan,” another voice drawled from the top of the stairs. 

Pavan and Sachin glanced up to spot Mrs. Ranjini Sachin who stood at the top of the stairs with a killer smile. Dressed in sleeveless blue top and white capris, Ranjini looked ever so gorgeous. Completely confident in her sex appeal, Ranjini glided down the staircase, taking her time. Her presence heightened Sachin's ire but Pavan looked nonplussed.

Swaying her hips sensually, Ranjini reached Pavan, the gleam in her eyes announcing her intentions clearly. “Sometimes it is good to have regrets. Makes one want to correct our mistakes, you know,” Ranjini drawled but Pavan stared her down with indifference.

“Missed me?” she asked with a cocked eyebrow. 

That made Pavan let out a wry chuckle as he deadpanned, “Sorry to disappoint you, Ranjini, but I never will!” 

To that Ranjini laughed. “Never say never, handsome!” 

Priyadarshini, who was witnessing the entire scene, had a stern expression on her face. Her eyes moved to the fisted hands of Sachin and then to Pavan and Ranjini. She knew it was time for her to intervene. 

“Why don't we start lunch,” her voice brooked no argument as everyone took their seats. 

Priyadarshini served Pavan with affection and he enjoyed his mother's attention as he satisfied the greed of his taste palate to his heart's content. Ranjini's gaze was solely focused on Pavan as she took in every minute expression of his. Sachin, who was observing the same, could barely make it through the torturous lunch. 

Ranjini Prabhakar, who was now Ranjini Sachin, was the only victory Sachin had gained over Pavan. Ranjini was Pavan's ex. A popular actress back in the day, her affair with Pavan was the talk of the town. With a scintillating chemistry onscreen, they had soon become a popular star couple who were on the verge of getting hitched. But Sachin took to his crooked ways and ensnared Ranjini at the first chance he got. By making her the brand ambassador of their textiles, Sachin forged an acquaintance with her and later pulled her into his web of love and lies. Ranjini, who was a narcissist, clearly basked in the attention she got from Sachin and it made her rethink her relationship with Pavan that was often riddled with arguments owing to their incompatible personalities. After the initial flare of interest died down, Ranjini and Pavan had stuck together only because it was mutually beneficial for them. And when Ranjini felt Sachin was a better catch for her, she switched partners. 

It created a huge uproar in the gossip columns and in their families. Priyadarshini was vehemently against accepting Ranjini into the family, not wanting to hurt Pavan. Soman, however, had to relent to his only son's wish but put forth a condition before Ranjini that she should quit acting. Completely enamoured by Sachin's deceitful designs, she readily agreed and that sealed the deal. Ranjini became Mrs. Ranjini Sachin and that was the biggest gloating moment of Sachin's life against his step brother. But the high lasted only a few months as Ranjini realised the blunder she had made. Sachin's gentlemanly facade crumpled soon enough and once the flame of lust was quenched, Sachin lost interest in her. Thereafter, the couple had their back and forth in private and public. 

Pavan continued to soar high in his professional life and Ranjini realised she'd made a wrong choice. She wanted to get back with him but Pavan held her at a distance. As for Sachin, he expected Pavan's ego to be hurt but when Pavan coolly faced the scandal and even openly acknowledged and blessed the couple, without showing any heartbreak, it all felt like a meaningless mess. 

“Pavan, I had contacted Sharadha. Did she let you know?” Ranjini asked with an urgency as they were winding up the lunch. 

Not looking up from his food, Pavan nodded, “Yeah she told me.” 

“And what is your answer?” Ranjini persisted eagerly. 

Pavan threw a quick glance at his mother and then Sachin before asking her, “Is your family okay with it?” 

“Okay with what?” Priyadarshini asked Pavan. 

Pavan moved his gaze to his mother, “Ranjini wants to get back into the movies and wants my help for the same.” 

“What!” Sachin charged up as he snapped his head around to face Ranjini. “Why wasn't I consulted before this request was made?” 

Ranjini did not even glance at Sachin as she faced Pavan nonchalantly. “I'm a woman of today's generation, Pavan. It was my foolishness that I agreed to quit movies. I'm clearly wasting away my talent. I hope you won't hold grudges and help me out, like an old friend.” 

Before Pavan could respond, Priyadarshini intervened, “Soman did not want the daughter-in-law of this house to be an actress. If you want to continue in this house you will not step into that line of profession,” she said tersely. 

Locking gaze with Priyadarshini, Ranjini said challengingly, “Achan is no more, Amma. I cannot let a dead man dictate my life. My peak years are fading away and soon I'll be left with no chance. I'd rather focus on my profession than this relationship that is taking me nowhere.” 

And with that, she flung her chair back and walked away rudely, making her point. Sachin rushed after her in agitated strides. Priyadarshini sat there stricken at the mention of her dead husband. Soman had passed away the previous year in an accident and Priyadarshini still mourned his loss. Pavan glanced at his mother's broken visage as she reeled in the memories of her husband. 

The love she has for that man trumps every relationship in her life. That love defines her existence and being. And just because Sachin is a symbol of their union she cherishes his presence in her life. Whereas, Achan never managed to create a space for himself in her heart and mind despite his unconditional love. And as I am a symbol of him, she can never love me fully. I'm the symbol of everything she was forced into, of the chains that enslaved her until she broke free. While today she loves me, it is never going to be enough for my soul that still craves infinite and unconditional love. 

Priyadarshini got up, asking Pavan to finish eating and excused herself.

Yes, it is never going to be enough. 

****

Later that night, Pavan was at his ancestral house to spend the night with his grandfather, Narendran Thampuran. The grandfather-grandson duo had a great bond despite having just a few  encounters with each other during Pavan's growing up years. During Pavan's childhood, Narendran was a busy actor even in his sixties. Taking up character roles that redefined him for the new age audience, Narendran had little time to spare for his grandson. And later on, he was entangled in clearing up the financial crisis precipitated by his son. His son's early demise and subsequent financial liabilities forced Narendran to seek out cinema with more vigour for a way out financially and emotionally. With Priyadarshini taking up Pavan's responsibility and his boarding school education, they saw less of each other. But whenever he got his downtime with his grandfather, Pavan valued it immensely. For Narendran was the only parental figure in his life who gave him quality time. While the recurrence of their downtime was less frequent, whenever he came to stay with his grandfather through his adolescence, Narendran made sure to keep that moment aside for Pavan completely. Later, when he expressed his wish to foray into acting, Narendran was his mentor who started off his trail of glory. Today, he was his grandfather's pride in every sense of the word. 

“How did it go?” Narendran asked about the brunch invite at his mother's house as Pavan lay on his lap.

“Why do you keep asking when you know it is the same old story every time?” Pavan responded with his eyes still closed. 

Narendran smiled indulgently as he combed Pavan's hair with his frail fingers. “She loves you.” 

“I know that,” Pavan mumbled. And then he glanced up at his grandfather and said, “But sometimes that's not enough.” 

“Hmm,” Narendran sighed. “That's why I keep telling you to get married.” 

“And here we go again,” Pavan muttered resignedly. 

“You need a wife, ASAP, to suffocate you in her love, so that you won't ever have to measure the love you get to reassure yourself,” Narendran said in a soothing voice. 

“I have you and Sharadha for that. Yet the vacuum within me remains intact, Muthacha. How will a girl's love bring about any difference?" Pavan raised a brow challengingly. 

Narendran had a knowing smile as he said, “You are going to answer that yourself when you find her.” 


3

Nidhi  

At the same time, kilometres away, a girl was peering out of the window at the full moon. Lying down in her bed, she was listlessly watching the moon with a gentle smile on her lips. Nidhi Shankar was listening to the universe that was trying to speak to her. Staring into the darkness, Nidhi lay motionless thinking about her future. Suddenly she flipped her head around and smiled (at the readers).

“Hello readers, welcome to my story.  I'm going to tell you my side—my thoughts, my feelings and my stances in a way that I won't be able to tell aloud to my family and friends. You will be a mute witness to everything that unfolds within my heart—the joy and the scars. You will traverse through all the curves with my mind and heart as your companion. I hope you will love me without judgement.” Smiling softly she say, “So let's begin,” clearing her throat for effect, “I'm Nidhi Shankar. I'd like to describe myself as a girl with not just dreams but a purpose in life.” Turning to the full moon shining bright in its silvery essence, she continued, “Right now what I want to share with you readers is that,” she paused to inhale deeply before continuing, “I can feel it in my bones that my life is about to change. I will achieve my dream,” she smiled endearingly. “I have done everything in my power to attain it. The day isn't far when I'd wear the coveted white coat and serve people. I'll ensure a secure future for my family. I'll take care of them, giving amma the rest she deserves and my sister the security she deserves.” She sighed loudly before smiling again, hope twinkling in her eyes. “Krishna would hold my hand through all hurdles and take me to my dream destination. It is coming, the universe is preparing itself to turn around my life for the better.” Her  cupid bow lips remained alive, the zigzag array of teeth adding to her charm. 

“As a staunch believer of Lord Krishna and his magic, I always held a positive outlook on life. Despite the adversities that coil around my life I always believed that I was born for greater things. Being born into a lower middle-class family, dreams and ambitions are nothing but a luxury that a girl of my stature cannot afford. But I dare to dream and I dare to turn my dream into reality day in and day out,” Nidhi said with pride. “My existence is predominantly saturated with my ambition to become a doctor. As the first-born of Nalini and Shankar who were junior artists in Malayalam cinema, my ambition is next to impossible, you'd say,” Nidhi gauged the readers reaction. “Actually, after my father's demise at a shooting location, the constraints increased but I sailed through with determination. If we wish for something sincerely and set about with dedication and determination to achieve it, nothing can stop us. I'd prove that to you readers,” she said, smiling confidently at the readers. 

The readers will find themselves nodding with her soon enough. With just months left to turn eighteen, she was mature beyond her age, and her intelligence showed through in her academic excellence and her sensibility in the way she dealt with day-to-day life. Born to be an achiever, no chains could restrain her. But to reach her goal, she would have to make some unconventional choices and twist her life upside down; and those unfamiliar tides of change are going to take Nidhi on a rollercoaster ride of emotions.

*****

It was the wee hours of the morning and Nidhi was studying. Her sister Neetu was sleeping on the bed beside her. Sitting under the blinking yellow bulb, Nidhi was preparing for her exam.  It was hard to find Nidhi without her books. Whenever possible, she was lost in studying and was looked upon as a nerd by her sister and friends. But her hard work always reflected in her grades. Nidhi never gave Nalini a reason to worry on her behalf. She was the responsible daughter who managed home in Nalini's absence when she was away shooting. Nidhi looked after Neetu affectionately even as they bantered and pranked each other endlessly. Nidhi had grown up faster after her father's death two years ago. She had stepped up and shouldered the running of the rented house with Nalini, giving her some respite from the turmoil in their lives. 

Nidhi was halfway through her chapter when she heard the doorbell ring. Neetu immediately bolted out of bed as if struck by lightning, and hurriedly taking out her books, pushed Nidhi out of her shaky chair to pull the act of a studious girl. Laughing, Nidhi made her way to the door to open it for her mother who was back home after a night shoot. Nalini smiled despite her exhaustion before moving inside.

Seeing Neetu reading aloud from her book, Nalini shared an amused look with a mischievous looking Nidhi. 

“Read a little louder so that Ganeshan uncle can also hear you reading,” Nalini mocked her, making Nidhi erupt into giggles. 

Neetu had a sheepish smile plastered on her face as Nalini shook her head and made her way to the only bathroom in the house.

Facing the readers with a ready smile, Nidhi spoke, “We live in a colony that is in the outskirts of Thrissur. We had taken this house on rent since the time I was a child and had practically spent our entire life in this unkempt building. This house holds a lot of sweet memories for us.” She blinked her eyes at the readers. 

When Nalini came out later, Nidhi was already rolling out the dosas as Neetu gobbled hers sitting on the floor. 

“Rakesh chettan must have had a hard time managing the food stall alone yesterday, right? But what can I do? These days night shoots are increasing,” Nalini mumbled as she took the plate Nidhi offered her. 

Nidhi worked part-time in the food stall owned by Rakesh, Nalini's brother. He lived in the same colony and his roadside stall was in the highway a little ahead of their colony. Nidhi helped out at the stall in the evenings to earn some extra bucks. 

“It is okay, he understands. Plus, it is not every day that you have to shoot this long. The pay is also good and prompt. We will manage, Amma. I'm using that time, instead, to study. So no worries.” Nidhi pressed down on her shoulder with a comforting smile. 

Nalini toiled day and night to provide her two daughters with the education they deserved but Nidhi's goal was something that transcended her realm of reality. Without any coaching and endless striving, Nidhi was working towards her goal. Nalini was unsure if Nidhi would be able to fulfil her dream. Nidhi believed in destiny—the magic of the cosmos and she truly believed the stars would align for her to reach her goal. Nalini was proud of her but also paranoid about what  she would do if Nidhi did manage the unachievable.

“Oh I forgot, today is your exam, right? You will be late again. Is Gautam at home? Ask him to drop you in school if he can,” Nalini said, diving into the food. 

“Okay,” Nidhi said with a grin. Neetu winked at her at the mention of Gautam and Nidhi blushed. 

“I wish that boy would settle down fast. It's been long since he has been running after his CA dreams. Instead of finding a job, he is wasting his time. Tell him to settle down fast. It won't be long before you push twenties and then you are his responsibility,” Nalini muttered, acknowledging the romantic relationship between Nidhi and Gautam. 

Turning to the readers, Nidhi explained with a glowing smile, “Gautam is our neighbour Ganeshan's son. Ganeshan uncle was achan's friend and I had practically grown up with Gautam. Gautam has an elder sister Gauri who is pushing marriageable age and their family is still dependent on the earnings of Ganeshan uncle who works as a bus conductor. Gautam's mother, Rukmini, is not really fond of us because amma and achan worked in movies. This profession is often looked down upon, you see,” Nidhi scrunched her eyebrows in irritation. “Gauri was also not friendly because she detests my  beauty and brilliance,” Nidhi rolled her eyes, “whereas she hates Neetu's fierce tongue.” Nidhi heaved a sigh but a slow smile etched onto her face before she spoke again. “But Gautam is worth the hassle, I'd say. He is a calm guy who lives a simple life. He has ambitions for himself just like me and is trying his best to uplift his family with his growth. But he hasn't been able to clear CA yet and is still roaming around without a job,” Nidhi sighed. “But it is okay, we will find a way through all the hurdles to our happily-ever-after,” she chuckled. But before she could continue, she heard Neetu's scream from the bathroom telling her the water had stopped. Nidhi closed her eyes in exhaustion as problems always kept increasing no matter how much she tried to stay calm and happy. 

****

Nidhi was waiting in front of their colony for Gautam. “Since Rukmini aunty and Gauri chechi were not really fond of me, we try to keep our equation out of their vision almost always,” Nidhi explained to the readers. “While they are aware of our relationship and Neetu always stays at their flat during the nights I work with Rakesh uncle at the food stall, we try our best to not flaunt our moments before our families as much as we can. Ganeshan uncle is fully supportive though,” Nidhi said, winking at the readers. 

A Bajaj came to a halt before her and Gautam smiled at her warmly. “All prepared for the exam?” he asked with authority. 

“I'll ace it as always,” Nidhi said with a smug smile, making him chuckle. 

“Hop on then, let's not get late,” he said, adjusting his specs. 

Nidhi admired Gautam. The specs he wore, his deep baritone and the way he oozed authoritativeness around her always gave her goosebumps. He respected her and considered her on par with him despite the five-year age gap between them. He treated her as an equal and that's what Nidhi loved about him. Nodding, she got on his bike and they were off to her school for her plus two finals exams.

He was not the typical romantic guy that guys of that age tended to be, and that's what attracted Nidhi to him. Decent looking, gentle in behaviour, the way he cared for his family, and his brilliance with numbers was too amazing a combination to resist. He had tall aims just like Nidhi and together they envisioned a decent future where they both succeeded in their goals and built a life of familiarity and understanding. 

I'm not sure if I can describe my relationship with Gautam with the rosy ink of romance. But there is comfort, balance and reliability in our equation and that is more than enough. Love is all about accepting each other with their flaws and we have already been able to do that. The romance we read about in books and see in movies is not practical. For us, romance is our ability to negotiate our daily life that is mired in harsh realities and simple practicalities. In that zone, Gautam and I are a perfect team that can handle any storm that befalls us. 

Little did she know that the future she was chalking out was vastly different from the one that awaited her. 


4

The Can of Worms

Pavan was shooting a fight sequence on the road. Dressed in a police uniform, he was engaged in a fist fight and was landing quite a few punches on the supposed villain of the movie. Though it was night and the crew had taken necessary permits to shoot in a public place, crowd management was an issue.  Security personnel were having a tough time managing the cheering crowd who was watching the shoot enamoured. The stunt master was shouting out instructions on the mike and the whole crew was attuned to capturing the best shots that would lead to a spike in adrenaline of the audience. With one main shoot done, it was break time. As Pavan made his way to the caravan, Sharadha approached him. 

“Amma is in the caravan,” she mumbled only for his ears as the fans yelling for attention milled around. 

Pavan scoffed, “That was expected.” He wiped his sweat using the towel Sharadha handed him. 

Ranjini had managed to bag a movie opposite Pavan. While Pavan had signed on the dotted lines earlier, the director was searching for an apt casting for the heroine part and Ranjini managed to slither into the framework with her previously engineered goodwill and portfolio of work. 

“If you are not in the mood for an argument, I can manage her,” Sharadha offered diligently. 

Pavan took a deep breath as he came to a standstill before his caravan. “Nope. I'm fully in the mood for it,” he quipped. 

As he made a move to open the door, Sharadha held his hand and Pavan flipped his head back to her with a quizzical gaze. 

“You look smoking hot in this police uniform,” Sharadha said with a wink, making his lips curl upwards. 

“Flattery from Sharadha Mohan, do I have to fear for my kidneys?” He gave her a roguish grin. 

“I was just appreciating the packaging. Product quality is not up to the mark, I happen to know.” She fluttered her eyes mockingly. 

Laughing loudly with her, Pavan opened his caravan door. Standing on the steps, he turned around to wave at the crowd cheering for him with a practised smile before disappearing inside. Sharadha got a call that kept her busy until the showdown between the mother-son duo was done. 

****

Walking into his van, he acknowledged Priyadarshini whose face was a picture of restrained anger. 

“Hi Amma,” Pavan greeted her cheerfully by hugging her. 

Returning his hug half-heartedly Priyadarshini immediately plunged into the reason for her visit. 

“Is it true that Ranjini has signed a film with you?”  

Letting out a hollow laugh, Pavan said, “It has been a long time since you came to my set, Amma. No matter the reason, I'm glad you could make it.” 

“Don't deflect from the topic, Pavi. I want an answer,” Priyadarshini persisted. 

Taking a deep breath, he faced his mother, “Yes you heard right. Ranjini will be part of my upcoming film with Das Sir.”

“So your brother is right. You haven't let go of your grudge with him for marrying Ranjini,” Priyadarshini chewed out her words in rage. 

Pressing his hands flat on the surface of the console table behind him, Pavan retorted, “No Amma. My step brother is wrong. He or his wife don't evoke any emotion in me, let alone hate.” 

“Then why are you letting the rift between them get deeper?” Priyadarshini almost yelled. “You heard me when you came home last time. Raghavan did not want Ranjini to work in this field and it had nothing to do with this line of work but you. He wanted to avoid these very same situations. He foresaw the mess that would follow. He was right. Two brothers fighting over a woman.” She sighed loudly before sitting down on the recliner seat agitatedly. 

Pavan scoffed as he said, “If I had to fight for a woman with him, it would have been you, Amma. And if I don't do that anymore, rest assured, Ranjini is no bone of contention between us.” 

“Then why are you letting her work with you? Why are you supporting her knowing fully well of her intentions and how this would affect your brother's marital life?” Priyadarshini raised her pitch. 

Pavan's expression darkened. “He did not spare a second thought to my life or the scandal I had to face when he hijacked my girlfriend. Why should I return the concern that was not spared for me?” 

“Sachin is right,” Priyadarshini shot up angrily. “You see him as your step brother, because you are not bound by blood and treat him unfairly because of the one mistake he made. Falling in love is no crime, Pavan.” 

Pavan closed his eyes in ire, but his voice was perfectly calm as he said, “I have accepted that fact long back in my life, Amma. If I could understand you choosing love, I can definitely handle my ex choosing the same for the right reasons. Stop pinning his mistakes onto my head.” 

Priyadarshini realised she had stepped a line in her accusation. She moved closer to Pavan and cupped his face tenderly. 

“I didn't mean to hurt you, Pavi. But I seriously can't see you and Sachin being estranged. Already there is a lot of distance between the both of you, I just don't want it to increase. You are all I have, and I want you both to be at peace with each other,” Priyadarshini said as a plea. 

Pavan's lips stretched in a sad smile as he said, “I have always been mindful of that fact, Amma. Just that you never realised it.” 

Priyadarshini inhaled shakily as she asked, “Can't you stop her?” 

Pavan face drew a blank as he said, “Ranjini is a talented girl, Amma. If she has put her mind to return to work, she will find her way no matter what. And she has. Das sir wanted a younger girl for the role but Ranjini has managed to convince him. She will see this through.” 

Priyadarshini sighed worriedly with a faraway look. “I'm worried for Sachin. He is not going to take this lightly.”

“He has pushed thirty, Amma. He ought to start behaving like an adult. Ask him to grow up and work on his marriage before it is too late.” Pavan's voice turned frosty. 

Priyadarshini concurred but the worried look did not leave her face. “I always advise him to do that.” 

Pavan sighed as he encircled his mother's shoulder with his arm, “Then tell him to take that advice seriously this time.” 

Priyadarshini turned to him beseechingly, “Ranjini is not doing this for the right reasons, Pavi. I want you to promise me that you won't let her win with her nefarious intentions. I can't bear to see Sachin in pain.” 

Looking down at his mother, Pavan paused for a moment. The worry lines on her face were prominent and the plea that resonated in her eyes was genuine. Wordlessly, Pavan nodded, acknowledging her request. Right at that moment, Sharadha walked in. 

“Sorry, but Pavi, the shoot is ready.” Her eyes scrutinized the mother-son duo's expressions and she could read the mood clearly. 

“Ok I don't want to disturb your shoot.” Priyadarshini moved out of his arms gently. “When I learnt you were in town to shoot, I just couldn't hold back my urge to confront you. Now that the purpose is served, I'll go back home. See you later, Pavi,” she said with a soft smile, brushing his hair. 

Pavan nodded but said nothing. Sensing the distress in his demeanour, Sharadha intervened with the request that was at the tip of his tongue. 

“Aunty, why don't you wait for some more time? I mean, now that you are here, you can watch Pavi act and you could probably have dinner together once the shoot wraps up,” Sharadha put forth Pavan's unsaid wish. 

“No, Sharadha,” Priyadarshini instantly refused. “You know I'm not a fan of this shooting and stuff. I'll get bored. And Sachin is alone at home. He will be miffed if I'm not home for dinner. Ranjini is also not in town,” she finished with a smile. 

Sharadha's gaze swivelled to Pavan's stony face. She had nothing more to say and Pavan knew it too. 

“You leave, Amma. As it is, the shoot will get late. Can't keep you waiting until then.” Pavan gently guided her out. 

With a goodbye kiss and hug, Priyadarshini went her way. Pavan turned back into the caravan as Sharadha stood on the side-line, unsure of the right words for the moment. 

“Pavi...” 

Without turning back to her Pavan said with a stoic stance, “I'll be out there in five minutes.” 

Understanding his need for space, Sharadha walked out, leaving him to his painful ruminations. 


5

First Meeting

Pavan was driving at 140 kms/h through the darkness. Soon after the shoot wrapped up, he mechanically got out of his costume and cleared off the remnants of the character from his body and face before speeding away in his car. Sharadha had insisted on joining but he cut her off with an icy glare. Sharadha understood his need to be alone, so stepped back in silence. But she made sure his security team followed him discreetly. As he drove through the empty highway, Pavan's mind churned out bitter memories that threaded the timeline of his relationship with his mother. 

It is not that she did not care. But, she never cared enough. Every emotion, every thought of hers centred around HER family, her husband and her son. I was always on the periphery, waiting to be wanted in the way my heart craved. But it never happened and I accepted that reality to set my soul free of the trappings of hope. And then comes days like these when the harshness of that reality cuts through and bleeds my heart. I'll never be loved. If my parents, the ones who created me, couldn't find it in them to love me, how can I expect it from anyone else?

The foot on the accelerator increased the pressure and the car zoomed through the lonely highway. Like a kaleidoscope, his mind whirled with memories that haunted his restless soul. The vacuum that overwhelmed him in that precise moment made him feel breathless in its impact. His vision clouded as his mouth parted to release hot puffs of air to ease the knot in his chest. The pain that threatened to break free of its chains swirled in his mind's eye and he gripped the steering wheel tight. He had decided long back to not let emotions hold any power over him but there were some moments when that iron-clad grip loosened, leaving him vulnerable. 

Suddenly a dog jumped right in front of his car and his eyes widened at the momentary distraction. When he tried to press  on the brake he realised the brake had been tampered with, and that put him on high alert. Swerving the car to avoid hurting the dog, he pressed on the accelerator and zipped through the dark road. At the same time, he speed dialled Sharadha and told her of the situation and she immediately informed his security, giving them the location he'd shared. Right after turning a corner, when he noticed the absence of any vehicle, he let the car crash against  a tree on the side of the road. The impact was harder than he'd expected, leaving him with bruises. The air balloons blew up, cushioning the impact but Pavan felt crushed to the bones. He could taste blood in his mouth as his eyes glazed with pain. Groaning, he tried to open his seatbelt in semi-consciousness when he felt lithe fingers cover his hand. When he looked up, he saw a pair of doe eyes laced with concern staring back at him, leaving him transfixed.

It was the first time he was peering into them but the sensation that assailed him felt eerily familiar to him, as if he had seen those eyes before, as if he had stared into those very same eyes before, in some other life on some other timeline. A strong emotion took its roots as the cosmos aligned to play out this scene. 

He could see the girl trying to say something but his buzzing ears could not make head or tail of her words. He saw her huffing in annoyance and then leaning forward to help him with the jammed seatbelt. As soon as she flicked the seatbelt off, Pavan's security team's van came to a halt behind them. His entourage instantly got into action as they pushed the girl away from him and tried to help him out of the now damaged car. 

Pavan felt an instant flash of rage course through him when he saw his bodyguard pushing the girl. She stumbled onto the roadside and Pavan found himself yelling, “Careful.” 

That got everyone's attention and one of them rushed to assist the girl to get back on her feet. A man in his fifties stood next to her, obviously worried for her.  Despite the dizziness he felt, Pavan tried to force his attention on the girl. Dressed in a simple red cotton salwar kameez, with plaited hair and no accessories or makeup, she looked effortlessly beautiful to Pavan's mesmerised eyes. Her beauty was accentuated in his watchful eyes when he saw her glare at his bodyguard for pushing her down and then frown at another member of his gang that had reached to pacify her. As he was being moved from his vehicle to the security van, Pavan found his dazed eyes darting back to the girl in red again and again. He saw her gaze flicker back to him equivalently and each time around, the concern he saw reflected in her doe eyes sent a zing of excitement coursing through him.

Pavan was pushed into the van and the security took complete charge of the scene. Just as the van revved its engine, he managed one last glance at her. Before giving into complete darkness, he felt the beating pulse of his heart, loud and clear, in a symphonic rhythm that was new to his ears— rhythm he was sure he wanted to hear again. And then it was darkness. 

****

When he woke up next, he was on a hospital bed, swathed in bandages. Sharadha on the lounge bed beside his was gobbling a plate of fruits as she scurried through official calls. 

“What time is it?” Pavan asked through parched throat. 

Sharadha got up to pour a glass of water for him as she said, “Four a.m.” 

Taking a sip of the water she offered he asked, “How bad are the injuries?” 

Sharadha rolled her eyes. “Not as much as I would have liked them to be, but enough to mess with your call sheets and thereby increase my BP.” 

Pavan couldn't help a chuckle. 

“Yeah, go on and laugh. Put your life in danger for people who don't care and harass the living daylights out of people who are dependent on you,” Sharadha said in an accusatory tone. 

Pavan closed his eyes in defiance, not wanting to continue this conversation. 

“Your vehicle was tampered with right under our nose. Shouldn't we be doing something about this? Sachin is really getting out of hand, Pavi. We need to take this seriously.” Sharadha could not hide her worry. 

“Yup, make sure our team is more vigilant in future. Sachin is frustrated and the disturbances he tries to orchestrate in my life when he gets frustrated is nothing new. We simply have to up the game at our end,” he replied silkily. 

“Why did you give Ranjini a chance? That is his current trigger. I'd never have questioned it if Ranjini was being earnest about it. She is another headache to deal with,” Sharadha huffed out her annoyance. 

“You know I like to play with Sachin,” Pavan drawled with a smirk. 

But Sharadha had a serious expression on her face as she said, “But he is no longer playing a game, Pavi. He is after your blood. And this is too dangerous a game.” The warning in her tone was solid. 

Pavan clucked his tongue and looked away and Sharadha knew it was a waste of time to engage in a verbal spat with him. She knew she had to upgrade his security measures to avoid such situations and was already chalking out plans for it. She plonked down on her bed and continued to munch on her fruits. Suddenly the flash of red from yesterday night flickered in Pavan's mind and he swiftly turned around to Sharadha with a query. 

“What happened to that girl?” He could not hide the eagerness in his tone.

Sharadha's eyebrows creased in confusion as she asked, “Which girl?” 

“The one in that red salwar, the girl who saved me,” Pavan explained, impatience to know about her evident from his eager query. 

“We will convey our gratitude to her. The security team can track her down,” Sharadha said, observing him. 

“They were mean to her,” he seethed. “Make sure that never happens again.”  

Sharadha's eyes widened as a slow smirk made its way to her lips. “You mean with only her or in general?” 

Pavan clenched his jaw at her jibe but ignoring it he posed another question for her. 

“Did you get her details? What was she doing on a lonely highway at that odd hour?” Pavan asked urgently, piquing Sharadha's interest. 

Grinning from ear to ear she said, “What exactly is going on here, Pavi? You are too eager to know about your girl in red.”

Pavan's lips flattened. “Do you have the answers or not?” 

Sharadha studied him for a minute with an amused glance before giving in, watching his impatience increase. 

“She lives in a colony close by, and was out with her uncle who runs a street food outlet on that road. He was part of your rescue mission, but probably you were too busy to notice him,” Sharadha said with a sly grin. 

Pavan tried to recollect if he had seen anyone else. 

There was a bright light at one end of the road that I had registered before the dog jumped before my car. But I couldn't make out for sure if it was a food stall. And when I was being rescued, my sole attention was on her. I did see a man beside her, maybe that was her uncle. 

“You should have warned her not be out so late in the night. What if my car had skidded to the opposite end? I might have taken her to heaven with me,” Pavan said gruffly. 

The last line, though, took his mind on an entirely different tangent. As if catching onto his nefarious thoughts, Sharadha laughed out loudly. 

“Relax, grumpy old man. It is a free country and you don't get to tell today's woman what she is supposed to do or not. And Pavi,” she paused purposefully, observing his expressions, “she is too young for you.” 

Pavan scoffed but said nothing. Sharadha shook her head knowing that was the end of the conversation because Pavan had no response to offer. She knew it was not normal for Pavan to be intrigued by a girl and she knew him enough to read his interest went beyond concern. In a different scenario she would have been excited about this development. But from what she could gauge from the security person Anirudh's words, the girl was  young, probably a teenager. Sighing, she went back to her fruits as Pavan chose to stay quiet after that. A different chaos was taking place within his heart though. He wanted to ask Sharadha to get more details on that girl but he was aware of how Sharadha would see through him. 

She has already figured out my interest in that girl. But if she asks me more questions on it, I have no answer to offer. What if she asks me why I want to know more about her? Can I tell her that I just want to see those doe eyes once again? Naah, she would certify me mad and I'd not hear the end of it for the rest of my life. Also, she is right, the girl did look way too young for me. What is wrong with me? I should just let it go. As it is, I'm never going to cross paths with her again. 

With that determined thought he went back to sleep, reining in his heart that was galloping towards unchartered territories. But little did he know that the doe eyed girl was soon going to be the centre of his universe. 


6

Lost in Each Other

Weeks passed by while Pavan occupied himself with the memory of the girl drenched in red from that stormy night. He didn't make a move to pursue her but stored her thoughts and the sensations she evoked in him as a priceless treasure. While he found it hard to label his obsession for her, he knew thoughts of her had awakened his soul from the abyss of nothingness. The monotony of his lifestyle had been taking a toll on his existence for some time now. She whooshed into the dry plains of his life and helped it blossom into an inexplicable craving; a craving that he recognised had no chance in the real world for he did concur with Sharadha when she'd said that the girl was way too young for him. But in his mind, he delved into his desires and dreams of tomorrow with her unabashedly, satiating his mind and soul. But his heart said that that wasn't enough.

She is a treasure that is tempting me to go on a hunt for her but that quest can lead to her losing her entire world to merge into mine. Will she be willing to partner my complicated persona if I dare pursue her? Will I ever see her doe eyes shade themselves in passion when they anchor on me? Will I be privileged to hold her close and read the nuances of her mind to my heart's content sometime in the future? Will she feature in the real realm of my life, satiating and purging my soul with the contentment and peace that I always chased after?

He let himself wonder what it'd be like if he were to seek out his salvation. And naturally, the thoughts and doubts that rang in his mind didn't allow him to be at peace, and with each unfolding day, his fervent feelings gained ground . The craving for her kept strengthening in his being. 

****

Nidhi was waiting at the bus station. Gautam had promised to pick her up after the entrance exam. Her gaze flicked to the hoarding on the other end of the road, the one that held her attention every time she was at this bus station since the last few weeks--precisely since the day she had laid her eyes on him, Pavan Thampuran. On the hoarding, Pavan was in a sleek business suit avatar, presenting himself as the model for a luxury brand car. 

His regal aura and powerful persona has been magnified with this power dressing. But that day, this larger-than-life man looked frail and exhausted, as if he was in the depths of his lows, as if he was drowning in a point of no return. 

Her mind went back to the visuals of that night when her path had crossed his.

I remember that night all too well. I was helping out Rakesh uncle with his street food stall as usual. The rush hours were done and we were winding up the shop when we saw a car speeding through the highway. The haphazard motion of the car indicated that something was wrong and before I could give further thought to it, the car swerved and crashed right into the tree that stood on the opposite end. It took a dive down before smashing into the tree trunk, leaving the car in a slanting position. Rakesh uncle and I immediately ran to the damaged vehicle and saw none other than actor Pavan Thampuran in the driver's seat, bleeding to his bones. He was trying to get his seatbelt off but failing. Rakesh uncle pulled at the door and I stepped in to get the seatbelt off. 

She shuddered at the thought of what happened next. 

When he gazed up at me with a blood-scarred face, his honey orbs looked empty before glimmering with a shine that was unreadable for me. What was that look in his eyes? Why did it make me conscious and aware of myself? Why did it leave me in knots over the whole encounter? 

Her pale skin turned pink as her subconscious mind whirred to answer those questions for her. But she did not open that pandora's box of emotions even in her solitude. 

I can never forget the soul-stirring gaze he threw my way when I helped him out of the car. Our questions and words of reassurance went unheard as he continued to stare at us, or rather me, cluelessly. We had almost got him out of the vehicle when his security van came to a halt behind his car. Soon they took charge and we were literally thrown out of the scene. 

She chuckled lightly and the blush on her face intensified. 

But that got his attention and he yelled at his men who accidentally pushed me down in their haste to secure him. His loud baritone rang loudly in the silence, arresting attention. One word was all he said. But that angry concern made my heart skip a beat. Why, I don't know. Never want to know either. 

She took in a shuddering breath as she amalgamated her ambiguous emotions. 

What is so special about this man that I cannot ignore his existence? Because the truth is, he did not resonate in my life in any capacity. But since the second I peered into his honeyed orbs, I've not been able to stop thinking about them. They haunt my nights and my heart weaves hopes and dreams that aren't meant for me. I was never a star-struck teenager; neither did Pavan Thampuran seize the attention of my hormones whenever I witnessed him explode into varied palettes of emotions and characters. There was never a fascination nor an inclination to that all-male presence until I was in his space and he in mine. 

A bus passed her with a loud horn but Nidhi remained lost in her ruminations. 

What I saw that day was a man with open wounds on his soul who could not snap back to his facade for those few moments of unexpected encounter. And that rawness about him was magnetic; it had the power to slither past the rights and wrongs in my life and hold my attention hostage to this unreachable man. But these rambling thoughts have home only in my head because I'm already in a committed relationship and I intend to honour that. Even if he was a man that could walk into my life, I'd never break the bond that I've already built. Gautam is my home in this life; that familiar but unknown man has no space in my life. He is a beautiful memory and has to remain just that, a memory. 

In cue to her thoughts, Gautam's bike came to a halt before her and she smiled endearingly before getting on the bike and zooming away, talking nineteen to the dozen with the man she had given her heart to. 


7

Randomness 

Sachin was completely frustrated. Despite his objections, Ranjini had taken on the movie offer opposite Pavan and was now back in business. He tried to create hurdles along the way but nothing deterred her from her aim. It was not her being back in acting that bothered him, but he knew Ranjini well enough to understand that her ultimate goal was not just her career. That was only a part of it; the other part was Pavan. She wanted her career as well as the life she'd lost with Pavan. 

Getting back on track with her career was her first step of freedom from their marriage and Sachin was not ready for it. Not because he had any soft corner for Ranjini but because he hated losing out to Pavan. He was aware Pavan was not interested in Ranjini anymore but he couldn't strike out the possibility of him getting back with Ranjini just to annoy him. He needn't  entertain a legal association with her; he could always mock Sachin's existence by having a fling with her. Even their coming back together onscreen had created an uproar among their fans and Sachin was losing his marbles over the imaginary plots he had in mind of Pavan's retribution against him. 

He didn't even have to entangle himself with Ranjini to stir shit in my life. Already media portals and our extended families are looking down at me like a laughing stock. The win I had against him when Ranjini chose me over him has now lost its sheen. Now I'm the clown that's getting played by my wife and step brother. And I hate living through it. 

What didn't I try? In utter frustration I even tried harming him physically to drive my point. If he gets eliminated from the earth because of it I couldn't have been happier. Though killing him is not the joy I'm after. If I can't win against Pavan in life I'd rather have him out of my way forever. I instigated Amma against him and even that emotional weapon did not work out as he readily signed the film opposite Ranjini. Now, everywhere I go, all I get to hear about is Pavan and Ranjini. 

The coffee table before him went flying in the air before crashing down with a loud noise. Hearing the crash, Priyadarshini came running to his room. 

“Sachin, what happened here?” She stopped short at the sight of the broken table.

The upheaval in the room and the raging waves emanating off Sachin told her more than enough. Sighing, she moved closer to Sachin and made him sit down on the bed. 

Caressing his hair, Priyadarshini spoke, “You need to stop your rage and jealousy from driving you. It is only leading to your own destruction. Not anyone else's. What you do in your haste and hate will reflect on your health, Sachin.” She sighed helplessly, holding his fisted hands. “If you think Ranjini will come back to you with such behaviour then you are losing out, Sachin. It's time you act mature and take your marriage seriously. Sort out your issues with her and support her career if that's what she needs. Work out your marriage rather than letting it destroy you.” 

Sachin rose to his feet agitatedly before facing his mother. “Do you think I'm going mad over her? I couldn't care less about her existence, Amma. I'm just concerned about how she and Pavan are painting me before the public. When she wanted me, she used me and I became the evil step brother who stole my brother's girlfriend. And now she is back with him, parading herself on his arm and yet again I'm facing the repercussions. I am the laughingstock before others. Nobody is pointing a finger at him or her,” he bellowed. 

Priyadarshini shot back, “Relax, Sachin. I did try to make them see sense. I don't know about Ranjini but I'm certain Pavan would cause no chaos in your life. He will respect my wish to see you at peace.” 

Sachin scoffed, “Yeah sure. After all, he is your son. You will believe him. But I don't trust him, Amma. He has always seen me as his nemesis because I got to live the life he desired. I have got your love more than him. He always despises me for it. And Ranjini has just added fuel to that fire. Now he is trying to avenge himself. But I won't let him.” 

Seeing the cold look in his eyes, Priyadarshini said with a stern look, “If you believe so and have no feelings for Ranjini then I'd suggest you let go of this marriage, Sachin.” Her words and stance had the desired impact as Sachin instantly recognised his mother was not buying his agitation anymore. “You are wasting your best years getting caught up in a storm that is pointless. If you don't love her anymore and you want to get rid of the label of being her husband, then let go of her. Let go of this marriage and start afresh.” 

“Amma, you are not getting it. Even if I do Pavan would still continue—”

Priyadarshini did not let him continue. “Pavan will never play antagonist in your life, Sachin. I have that assurance. Yes he is my son and so are you. And for the sake of peace between both of you I have overlooked a lot of things. Sometimes I've ignored his needs and pain to cater to your emotions. Because yes, I do love you more than him. Alas, I wish that is enough for you. But you have let this enmity drag to the point of destroying your own character,” Priyadarshini said in a sad voice. She cupped his face tenderly, “It is still not too late, Sachin. Let go of the negativity you hold against him. It is okay if you both can't embrace each other sincerely but the least you can do for your Amma is let this go. Divorce Ranjini if you want, I'll stand by you. Restart your life focusing on your career. Pavan has already done that. He has gotten over all the itches in his life on his own while you are still struggling to do that with me by your side.” 

That  comparison cut through Sachin as his hatred for Pavan soared higher. Hearing his mother taking Pavan's side was something he could never stand. Priyadarshini knew it and had always entertained his whim but today she wanted Sachin to face the mirror. But that did not sit well with Sachin.

“He has no family or life apart from his career, Sachin. He is simply living his life focusing on his professional goals. Now he is going to revamp Thampuran Productions that had bitten the dust because of his father. He is revitalising his legacy and at least living his life with a purpose. You ought to do the same too,” Priyadarshini said, lovingly cuddling his cheek. 

Sachin said nothing but hugged his mother silently. What Priyadarshini said had set the wheels turning in his head. She had inadvertently delivered an opportunity before Sachin to be one up on Pavan. Sachin was aware how important his legacy was to Pavan. Reviving Thampuran Productions was his dream but he was too caught up in his career to find time for it. It was yet another milestone and achievement Pavan was after and Sachin hardened his mind to not let him achieve that. 

I'm going to ruin this for you, step bro. I couldn't stop Ranjini but I'm going to destroy this dream of yours. Be prepared for the hurdles I throw your way. You won't achieve this, not on my watch. 

****

It was a monumental day in Nidhi's life. She had scored a rank in the entrance exams, making her eligible for a degree in medicine. Achieving such a feat with no coaching, Nidhi had set an example of how hard work paid off. She was closer to her goal of becoming a doctor. Nalini, Gautam, their relatives and acquaintances were extremely proud of Nidhi. The euphoria in Nidhi's humble abode refused to die down. 

“I have no words, mole,” Nalini said with joyous tears in her eyes as she embraced an overwhelmed Nidhi. 

“I couldn't have done this without your support, Amma. After achan passed away, you slogged through the years to get us educated,” Nidhi said emphatically. 

Nalini shook her head. “I did the bare minimum. But you rose above the constraints and limitations we have and excelled brilliantly in your studies. Today if you stand close to your dream, only you own the right to that success.” 

“Exactly. Look at me. Despite everything Amma did, I'm struggling with my boards,” Neetu quipped, earning a whack from Nalini. 

Nidhi laughed through her tears as family and friends celebrated her win. Everyone was huddled in their house after the news broke out. 

“Now the next step is her further education. She will get admission in a good medical college. But what are we going to do about the fees, Nalini?” It was Rakesh who spoke. 

Rakesh had raised the one thought that had been running through Nalini's head since the announcement of Nidhi's result. The worry lines that marred Nalini's face didn't go unnoticed by Nidhi. For a moment she wondered if she had put more pressure on her mother with her success. 

“True. Her education is going to get costlier. Even if we avail a loan, it is going to get hard to survive with Nalini aunty being the only earning member,” Gautam also opined. 

Nidhi stared at Gautam, his words getting her thinking. She was aware that Gautam was a practical man who lived more by logistics than emotions per say. 

He is happy that I achieved success and would be proud if I become a doctor one day. But his practical essence is already calculating the figures that has to be arranged for my education. It is his concern and maturity, but I can't help but feel a tinge of sadness that he isn't as enthusiastic as I would want him to be. Her gaze shifted to her mother who looked uncertain herself. Am I piling onto Amma with this achievement? I've tried my best to not augment her struggles but I cannot deny that my goal is not something we can manage on our own. Will I have to let go despite reaching halfway? 

“We will cross that bridge when we come to it, Rakesh chetta. I do have some plans. I have made few contacts in the industry in all these years. Nidhi has earned such a massive win. We cannot let it go to dust. I'll definitely find a way out. You don't worry about it,” Nalini said affectionately, patting Nidhi's shoulder. 

Neetu came to them with the laddoos their neighbour Suma had brought and fed Nalini and Nidhi, lighting the moment. But Nalini and Nidhi's minds were heavy with the concerns about the next step. 


8

Second Meeting

The location of the shoot today was the famous traditional mansion, Varikasheri Mana. Nalini was part of the Thampuran Productions film. She was doing the role of an extended family member to Pavan's role; basically one face among the junior artist crowd present for the shoot. She made sure Nidhi tagged along with her so that they could speak with Pavan and other acquaintances on the set for help regarding her further studies. Nalini had only recently been told by Rakesh about Nidhi and Pavan's chance meeting. When Nalini was worried about seeking financial help, it was Rakesh who narrated the incident to her. Nalini felt hopeful after learning about it. Pavan's charity foundation funded the education of many hapless children. But reaching him was difficult. Fortunately she landed this movie right on time. Nalini decided to utilise the opportunity well. She deliberately asked Nidhi to accompany her to the shoot. Nidhi was not sure if Pavan would consider it cheap that she was trying to cash in on the small help that she had offered him that day or think that she is using that one incident to get access to him. But to achieve her dreams, she was ready to cross any sea. 

The shoot was going on for hours. Nidhi watched with amusement her mother do the dance steps as the team was shooting the crowd scenes first. Pavan was already on set but hadn't stepped out of his caravan yet. When he did, he was already in costume and looked regal in a long tangerine kurta and kasavu mundu. His charisma held her in thrall. As he strode towards the scene blocking, he smiled and greeted the crew warmly. 

The geniality he infuses into his interactions seems infectious as everyone responds warmly to him. His entourage accompanies him as he moves forward. The formidable aura that surrounds him is enticing to me. Her observant eyes were taking him in, and strangely, she felt a flutter in her heart. It is not his handsome face but the aura he carries and the persona he presents that garners eyeballs. His gait that resembles the slickness of a panther is a sight to watch. No wonder he is the dream of many women! 

Nidhi chuckled to herself at that last thought. Right then, Pavan's gaze flicked to her side but for some odd reason, she shielded herself behind a pillar. She was not ready to face him yet. She was aware her mother had already put in a request to Sharadha to meet Pavan personally after the shoot, citing the reason as her daughter's education. She decided to watch him from afar until it was time for them to meet in person. Pavan came to a halt before the director. He interacted with the junior artists jovially as the ADs explained the shot to him. He handled fame casually and it showed in his demeanour. They were shooting Pavan's intro song as he interacted with his onscreen family inside his palatial mansion decorated for a festive occasion. 

Soon a celebratory song played in the background as everyone got into their positions. Pavan lead the dance moves and stood in the centre. Nidhi's eyes were stationed on Pavan as he fluidly blended into the choreography. He was not a great dancer, but his enthusiasm and effortless charisma made it a cakewalk even as he did the steps wrong or modified them to his comfort. 

The onlookers had a besotted expression on their face as the shot was progressing and Nidhi was no different. But suddenly, she noticed the chandelier that was hanging in the hall, right above his head, dangling in an odd position. Even before she could alert someone about it she saw the hook of the chandelier coming off. Without wasting time, she sprinted in his direction and right into the shoot, pushing him out of harm's way. The chandelier smashed to the ground and shattered into pieces, creating a loud commotion. The cacophony of noises that followed was inevitable as the cast and crew scattered in fear. 

Nidhi raised her head as soon as the chandelier crashed down and her orbs hooked onto those of the man who now lay under her.  Pavan's honey orbs glimmered as they rested on Nidhi's face. He could not believe that the girl of his dreams was now lying atop him, yet again donning the cap of his saviour. The thought made him draw his lips back in a sexy curve and it robbed her of her breath.  

Peering into his eyes again warranted emotions that she was not prepared for and her heart thudded loudly inside her chest. Pavan, who had her plastered to his chest, could almost hear those rhythmic beats and found his own heartbeat sync with her wild beats. His gaze scanned her features, the fullness of her eyebrows, the arch of her chubby cheeks and her cupid bow lips, as if memorizing them for later reference. Reading his action, unknowingly Nidhi did the same, tracing the seams of his pillowy lips, the tilt of his crooked nose, the thickness of his moustache and the shade of honey that encapsulated his orbs. 

But suddenly, she found those eyes smiling and her gaze shifted to the wrinkles that formed at the end of his eyelids. Then her gaze swiped down to his thick lips that were drawn apart to reveal a set of pearly teeth that was arrayed in a neat row. Colour rose on her face as she realised he had caught her gawking at him. Nidhi immediately looked around and realised that people had surrounded them with words of worry and caution. She immediately tried to sit up but the movement led to her pressing even harder on Pavan, leaving her embarrassed as she felt his manly presence intimately. She got back on her feet in a split second and Pavan followed suit. 

Sharadha and Anirudh surrounded him along with the director and the producer, concern writ heavily on their faces. He was immediately moved away from the spot but his eyes were trained on Nidhi who was now cocooned in her mother's arms as Nalini checked for any wounds on her. Nidhi was quelling her worry with assurances and resolutely did not look in the direction of the man that had managed to churn her insides with inexplicable emotions. She was simply not willing to read the inviting allure in his gaze, something her mind's eye had caught onto in the few minutes they were secure in each other's arms. 

While the set vibrated with chaos, the DOP of the film was calm as he scanned the visuals he had managed to capture a few moments ago. He knew he had something potent in his hand and couldn't wait to discuss it with the team.


9

The Bait 

What followed that was a 360 degree turn around in Nidhi's life. Once the chaos settled, Narayan, the DOP of the film, discussed his finding with the director and producer. The visuals spoke for themselves and they found themselves agreeing to the solution put forth by Mahesh. They connected with Pavan who was also staying in the same hotel and things began to pan out quickly. The visuals were of Nidhi saving him and how they lay enclosed in each other's arms. The chemistry that shone bright in those visuals was telling a tale in itself. So it only made sense for the director and producer to harp on the readily available option before them. Nidhi had captured Mahesh's attention earlier in the day as she roamed around the set and he had effectively captured her candid images. Her beauty and the striking pair she made with Pavan was swoon-worthy and fit in perfectly into the narrative of the film. With the current actress having met with an accident, they were on the hunt for a replacement as they progressed with the shoot. Nidhi perfectly fit into the need of the moment.  

Pavan jumped on the opportunity that had now presented itself before him. After this second encounter with Nidhi, Pavan was simply not ready to let go of her. Though he had not tried to pursue her so far, she occupied a pivotal space in his thoughts since the day their paths had crossed. He was not sure how to navigate his emotions pertaining her until he saw her again that day. The circumstances that had landed her in his arms made his mind and heart resolute about the next step as far as she was concerned. 

Letting her go is no more an option. By saving me, she has inadvertently locked her destiny with mine. She has harnessed the untameable depths of my being; now I'll not settle for anything less than homing myself in her heart, mind, body and soul. You brought me back to life, Nidhi, now my life is yours for keeps. 

***

Nidhi was in a fix. The unexpected boon that had fallen into her lap had become a bane to her existence. Her dreams, ambition and life trajectory had been turned upside down. And she had no clue how to turn it back again. She had called up Gautam to inform him of the new turn of events. He had vehemently asked her to refuse the opportunity that now lay on a golden platter before her, with the power to change her life and her family's future. He had even gone so far as to say he would come and pick her up if her mother was not letting her leave.

“That career path is not suitable for you, Nidhi. You are a bright student. We will somehow arrange the fund you need for education. We can arrange for a loan perhaps, let me see. But you are not going to enter that line of profession on my watch,” those were his exact words. 

Nidhi was chewing on her nails as she paced the length of the room that was assigned to her. Nalini was asleep after taking her BP medicine. The whole day, Nalini had been trying to drill it into Nidhi's head how this was a lucky break that did not come about every other day. She illustrated in various ways how their life would change with this one step. Overruling her daughter's attempts to resist, Nalini adamantly stood by her stance. She simply did not let Nidhi get a leeway with her logic. 

“Despite having no means to support you I had set about begging and borrowing for your sake, Nidhi. I wanted you to achieve your dreams. But right now your ambition looks trivial in comparison to the opportunity that you have landed. It is not every day that you get such a chance. You have no idea how much your father and I had waited to get chosen like this. Our entire existence withered away in that hope.” Nalini brushed Nidhi's hair lovingly as she said, “You have landed it without as much as a try. You might not realise its value now. But when you have secured your future and Neetu's future, you will definitely understand my adamance and persistence. I simply cannot let you walk away from this golden chance, Nidhi. You will have to do this, for our family's sake. I hate doing this to you but you will understand me someday.” 

And that left Nidhi in a dilemma as she understood her mother's words. She did infer how this one film could turn around their lives for good. While she was not confident of her talent in acting, she knew the entry that was presented before her was her best shot if she wanted to make a living out of this industry.

I can definitely try to sail through it, only that my heart isn't in it. And then there is Gautam who is pressuring me from the other end to call quits on this right away. But what bothers me the most is my ambition; one that is now unlikely to be fulfilled, no matter whichever route I embark on. Whether I lucked out in the movies or walked away from it, there is no way that my dreams would materialise now. 

Her mind was in disarray when she heard Nalini's phone ring. Seeing an unknown number flash on it she did not pick the call. But when recurrent calls came through from the same number, she reluctantly took the call. 

“Hello”

“Hello Nalini ma'am?” the female voice from the other end asked cautiously. 

“Urmm…amma is sleeping. Who is this?” 

There was a break in the voice at the other end before the female voice came through again. 

“Hello, so you must be the new heroine of Pavan's film?” the voice asked cautiously. 

Feeling uneasy at the definition, Nidhi barely managed to ask, “Who is speaking?” 

There was a pause before the lady spoke again, “I'm Sharadha, Pavan's manager. Sir would like to meet you now, for a discussion. Can you come to his room?” 

Nidhi was alarmed by the direct request. She had seen Sharadha today on set. The woman was warm and courteous. Suddenly, the wheels in her brain started churning around and Nidhi formulated a plan in her head. 

With new hope she spoke into the phone, “Ma'am, actually it is great that you called. I would like to meet you.” 

There was a pause before the voice came through again, “What's the matter?” 

Turning around to look at her mother's sleeping form, Nidhi moved away a little as she spoke discreetly, “Ma'am, I'm not interested in acting in this film. Can you please help me out?” 

There was a shuffle of voices on the other end and Nidhi waited patiently for the lady to speak again. 

“Why don't you tell your mother about it?” 

“I did,” Nidhi's octave rose but alerted by her mother's presence in the room, she lowered it again and said, “But she is not ready to let go of this opportunity. And I….I really need to get out of this situation without upsetting her. Can you somehow help me?” Nidhi asked in desperation. 

It took almost a minute before the lady's voice came through again. 

“The best way for you to get out of this situation is to ask Pavan directly for help. Dupe your mother and come to his room right away. I'm here, I'll help you convince him.” 

Nidhi was not sure of the suggestion put forth. 

“Going to his room at this late hour, without amma that would be…,” Nidhi voiced her hesitation. 

“If anyone can help you right now it is Pavan. Choice is yours. I'm in his room, we can discuss this together. I hope you won't miss this chance.” 

And with that the line went dead. leaving Nidhi to her confused musings. 

****

On the other side of the call, a woman turned to the man next to her after disconnecting the call. 

“That was easier than we thought,” Swati chuckled, staring into Sachin's eyes. 

Sachin grinned. Swati was one of his old friends whom he had sought out to carry out this plan. Ranjini was right now shooting with Pavan despite all the hindrances Sachin had put up against their film. He was helpless in that aspect so he decided to strike elsewhere. Sachin managed to make the actress walk away at the last minute by orchestrating an accident. He thought he had succeeded in creating a crisis for Pavan when he learnt that the director had managed to lock in a newbie at short notice. That's when his evilness kicked up a notch higher. He decided to create a scandal by linking this new girl with Pavan and thereby undermining his chances of commencing this film on time. Any disruption that was possible to hurt Pavan was agreeable to Sachin. He had actually asked Swati to call up the heroine's mother and ask her to send the girl to Pavan's room at this odd hour and circulate the CCTV visuals of the hotel they were staying in to cause a scandal. But when the girl herself conveyed she wasn't interested in doing the film, he changed gears. 

“But wouldn't it have been easier to get the girl connected to Sharadha for real. She would have really helped the girl out, stalling the shoot anyway,” Swati opined. 

Sachin shook his head, as he lit a cigarette, “He would still manage a way out, like he always does. But now the girl will surely go to his room and we will have the scandal we want.” He grinned crudely. “Pavan will not be able to shake it off this time. This scandal would hamper his chances with another new heroine for at least sometime. Thampuran Productions' first film, Pavan's dream project, would nosedive without a trace. Luck is a major factor in this industry. Pavan will have roadblocks ahead and even if he gets past them,  I will be creating new ones for him.” 

Swati took a swig of her drink as she said, “Poor girl, though. She will simply get caught between the crossfire of you step brothers and get burnt for no good reason.” 

Sachin shrugged carelessly as he said, “Collateral damage,” before laughing viciously. 
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Bait Taken

Nidhi stood before Pavan's room. It took her some time to convince herself to take this step but once she made up her mind, she did not hesitate to leave her room and take the elevator. But now when she stood before his door, Nidhi felt a sense of foreboding filling her senses. She could not clear the cloud of uneasiness that weighed down on her. 

What other choice do I have? Either way, I stand to lose out on my dreams. But maybe, if I let go of this opportunity, Gautam would find a loan option for me? Or maybe I can convince Pavan sir to aid my education. Maybe as a loan? Too low a chance but I’ll not know until I try. 

With that pep talk to herself, she knocked on the door. Right at that moment the door swung open with force and she saw a disoriented Pavan staring at her in surprise. His body was swaying a bit and his eyes were glazed, making Nidhi wonder for a moment if he was drunk and the thought immediately put her on high alert.

“What are you doing here?” His words were slurred, heightening her suspicion. 

But before she could reply, Pavan gave in to the exhaustion taking over his body and fell down in a heap on the ground. Startled, Nidhi immediately stepped into the room to break his fall but could only manage to hold him in an upright position without letting his head get hurt by a collision. The door of the room closed behind them, enclosing them in Pavan's room. She took in Pavan's sweaty face and eyes that were slowly losing focus as if he was becoming unconscious. 

“Sir, sir, what happened?” she asked with concern, checking his forehead for temperature and examining his body for any injuries. She couldn't spot any . 

“I think my pressure...” Pavan mumbled but could not complete the sentence as he fell on Nidhi's lap, losing control of his body. 

Though flustered when he fell into her lap Nidhi, recognising his dizzy spell as low pressure,  instantly tried to lay him on the ground in a sleeping position. 

“The heart can pump blood to the brain when both are at the same level,” she explained to a half-conscious Pavan who could do no more than listen. 

Nidhi struggled with his body weight but managed to get him into position. She got up on her feet and tried, with much difficulty, to raise his legs in the air. She was aware that it would help the blood flow to his brain and quicken his recovery. Pavan lay motionless, allowing her to aid him. His blurred vision was stationed on Nidhi who had taken charge of the moment. Nidhi glanced at his tired face, and seeing him powerless and weak did something to her heart. Even as she went about the first-aid meticulously she was confounded by the stress and concern that assailed her with regards to this man.

It's a mystery how I get to play saviour to this powerful man. The hero who fights gangs of goons on celluloid and carries an authoritative aura wherever he goes, gets presented to me in his weak, vulnerable moments. I get to see his pain; I see this larger-than-life man in all his rawness. Why? What connects me to him? Why am I always a witness to his vulnerability? And why is it creating an unfathomable knot in my heart? Who is he to me? 

In a few minutes, Pavan felt a little better and tried to sit up; letting go of his legs, Nidhi assisted him. 

“Sit with your head bent into your knees so that the head and heart are at the same level,” Nidhi instructed him with authority and Pavan followed her word by word. 

Noticing the paleness on his face receding, Nidhi spoke, “Is there something to drink inside?” 

Pavan nodded his head slowly and tilted his head in the direction of the bedroom where his dinner lay. Nidhi immediately got onto her feet and made her way into the bedroom. She came back with a glass of juice and knelt down before him. 

“Here, drink this,” she said softly, bringing the glass to his lips. 

Pavan slowly sipped it and Nidhi cradled his head with one hand as she held the glass tightly in the other. Halfway through the juice, Pavan's hands enclosed hers on the glass and he drank greedily from her hands. His touch on her skin felt intimate and Nidhi immediately recognised the state they were in. It was only then that she realised that Pavan was just in his slacks and his upper body was bare. His skin was still damp from the recent shower he must have had.  His curly hair was free of the gel that usually kept it in place and the mussed mane tickled Nidhi's senses. She hadn't noticed those details when she had rushed in to help. But now aware of their proximity, she slowly shifted away as he finished drinking. 

Pavan's eyes cleared as he rested his palms on the floor and took in deep breaths, steadying his frayed nerves. Nidhi discreetly pushed herself away from his half-naked body and Pavan noticed that action of hers. He stared into her doe eyes and felt the flare of attraction between them sing in his blood again. 

What is it about her that is luring me in? Though she is quite the looker, it cannot be her beauty because beauty has never baited my attention like this. The sense of familiarity I feel when I drink her in is surreal. It is as if we have a past connection from a different era. I feel a charging current through me when I see the concern and worry on her furrowed brows and doe eyes. I've always been alone in managing my miseries and have gone past the need to have someone to take care of me. I am the giver, never the taker. But then why is a deep longing lodging itself within me when I bask in her care? Why is her concern and aid rekindling a dead hope in my heart? 

“Are you alright, sir?” Her soft voice sliced through his ruminations. 

Feeling better, he nodded and tried to get up. She immediately assisted him and their eyes clashed. His eyes softened as he gazed into her innocent eyes. Just like his, her orbs swirled with unsaid emotions and it thrilled him. Noticing the smirk on his lips, Nidhi realised she was still holding onto his bare bicep even as he steadied himself. As if scalded by his skin, she removed her hands off him, avoiding his knowing gaze. Extremely pleased at knowing she was affected by him, he moved to the adjacent couch and sat down on it, facing her. He observed her as she stood in one corner of the room, nervous.

Quite contrary to the commanding picture she painted a while ago, he mused.  

She looked tiny in the large room but her presence had somehow turned the large room, luxurious but cold, to cosy and domestic for Pavan. 

“Can you please get my dinner laid out over there? I skipped my meals today and had a long day at work. The exhaustion obviously got to me,” Pavan posed in a sincere voice.

Nodding her head, she rushed to his bedroom to do as per his orders. Pavan grinned to himself as if holding a secret within. When she came out and started laying out his dinner diligently, Pavan's eyes remained steadfast on her with reverence. He never once tore his eyes off her and his honey orbs studied her emotions that were quite transparent owing to her age. He observed the shivering hands and cautious body language but still the domesticity and intimacy of the moment called out to the deeper yearning within him. His affectionate glance catalogued the moment into his mind's eye. He knew this sight was something he was going to hold dear for a long time. Nidhi was aware of his intense gaze on her and it unnerved her. But she recognised the fact that his gaze did not make her uncomfortable; rather she felt a compelling need to stare back into his honey orbs and read the secrets he stored in them. The unfounded feeling made her fumble, as she struggled to call her practical side to her aid. When she offered him his plate, he accepted it with gratitude. 

“Make a plate for yourself too,” he insisted as he began to fork his salad. 

“No, I had my dinner,” Nidhi denied. 

“Sit,” he said without raising his eyes. 

When he saw her still standing, he stopped eating to face her. “Sit, Nidhi. You helped me today, I owe you a treat. Sit with me and share my dinner.” 

With those words, he got up from the couch and holding her wrist, made her sit on the adjacent couch. The simple touch affected them both but they didn't acknowledge it openly. Inhaling deeply, she sat before him, wondering what other surprises awaited her tonight. Ignoring her pleas of resistance, he began filling her plate with the salad. 

“Sir, I hate salads,” Nidhi managed the words wondering if she was being impolite.

Pavan smirked as he tilted his chin to the soup, “Some soup then?” 

Nidhi had a sheepish look as she refused that too. Pavan smiled endearingly, realising she was not used to the diet-oriented meals he was fastened to because of his profession. 

“What will you eat? We can order on room service,” Pavan said. 

“No sir, I'm okay. Please finish your dinner peacefully. I'll take your leave now. Should I call Sharadha ma'am for any further assistance?” She tried to make a move to get up. 

“Sit down, Nidhi,” he commanded in a soft but firm voice which she readily complied to. “If you came to my room at this odd hour, there has to be a reason. We still haven't discussed that, have we?” 

Nidhi hesitated, “But sir, you are not well. And Sharadha ma'am is not here. I think I'll come at a better time.” 

Pavan asked firmly, “Tell me what is it?” 

When Nidhi remained a picture of hesitance, Pavan spoke again, “I don't peg you as a girl who would go knocking on an unknown man's door late in the night. So out with it. Remember, I owe you one, so you can ask me anything.” 

That gave her some confidence and after a few minutes of contemplative silence, she shared her dilemma with him. 

“Sir, I acknowledge that the opportunity I have got is a dream to many. But I don't think I can shoulder it.” She paused to read his reaction but Pavan had a neutral expression as he heard her. She continued, licking her lips, “I have scored a good rank in the medical entrance exam,” Pavan's eyes widened a fraction, “and my ambition is to become a doctor. But my family's financial situation, as you can assume, is not favourable for me to pursue medicine.” She pressed her nails together absentmindedly, her posture suggesting helplessness. “The reason why I was on set today was because amma wanted to seek help from her acquaintances on the set for my education. She was even planning to talk to you about it and had asked Sharadha ma'am for a few minutes after the shoot. But then everything toppled over.”

Pavan quietly listened to her as he ate his dinner. He showed no external reaction and Nidhi was not sure how he was taking her words. Nevertheless, she spilled her heart out now that she had the chance. 

“I don't think cinema will work for me, sir. I'm aware this is an opportunity that many  dream of. But my heart isn't in it,” she said quietly and Pavan was impressed by her courage to convey her feelings. Nidhi drew in a shaky breath. “I know my stance is going to again upset your plans. But if you can understand my position, I would like to make a request as well.” Pavan nodded wordlessly asking her to continue, already aware of what she was going to ask. “I have heard that the Thampuran Foundation does a lot of charity. That was the reason why amma asked me to come meet you in the first place. I would like to study further, sir. Can you help me with it, sir?” Her voice resonated as a plea.

Pavan understood her request and her reasons behind it and was also impressed with her wish to study further and actually advocate for it. Having charted his life on his own, he appreciated her drive to do the same. Minutes ticked away as Pavan sat with an unreadable look on his face, having finished with his dinner, while Nidhi sat opposite him with a galloping heart, waiting for his verdict. 

“I have a proposition for you, Nidhi,” Pavan began, holding her attention. “I'm sure your mother told you how we have already begun the shoot of the film and the actress got into an accident, altering things for us. Finding a replacement at such a short notice is not easy. The director is quite convinced about you, so I'm not sure we can let you go.” His words made her heart plummet. Her drooping shoulders and the gloom that descended on her face did not go unnoticed by Pavan. “But I cannot overlook your passion to follow your aim. So let's make a deal, one that is beneficial to both of us.” 

Nidhi wordlessly waited for him to finish but the hope that now danced in her eyes was unmissable. 

“Be my partner for this one movie and I will sponsor your education. I'll make sure your dream, your ambition come true and your drive and determination don't go to waste. Help me out and I'll help you back, what say?” Pavan laid down his proposal. 

Nidhi's eyes glistened with hope as she finally got a leeway to go ahead with her goal. She knew this was the best bet to achieve her dream. 

I can go back to the life I want once I finish the commitment to this film. I can also realise my dream with this move. It is a 10/10 solution, perfect for everyone involved. But Gautam…

Her heart knotted again as she wondered how Gautam would react to this new development. Pavan, who was scrutinising her expressions, found his gaze darkening as a realisation dawned on him. 

“Why are you hesitating? This is the best I can offer and you know that,” he paused for effect before saying, “Your boyfriend is not okay with you becoming an actress?” 

Nidhi's eyes widened at his sharpness. Her expression told him that he was bang on with his assumption. A twinge of annoyance swam through him, and unknowingly, his fists curled while violent thoughts raked his mind as he tried to visualise Nidhi with another guy.

“Look Nidhi, if he actually loves you, he is going to understand your reasons for doing this. You are simply making sure you achieve your goal. It is ultimately going to benefit your future life which may feature him. So convince him; let's see if he is an ideal boyfriend who knows when to stand by his girlfriend,” Pavan finished, his voice deceptively calm.

Nidhi had a thoughtful expression on her face and Pavan could literally see the wheels churning in her head. He knew he had her tangled in his web. He had her exactly where he wanted her and as for the rest, he knew how to gamble his way to win. 

It is only a matter of time, a twisted smile broke out on his lips. 


11

Aftermath 

As soon as Nidhi walked out of his room, Pavan dialled Sharadha on speed dial. Sharadha was halfway through her late but heavy dinner in her hotel room when his call came through. Surprised by the odd timing of the call, she immediately took it. 

“What's wrong?” she asked with furrowed brows. 

“Nidhi was in my room,” Pavan began without preamble. 

Sharadha raised a brow in surprise as she said, “Okay, and?” 

“She came to me because you apparently called her to my room to discuss the film,” Pavan said dryly. 

Sharadha's eyes widened as she got what he was implying. 

Pavan inhaled deeply before saying, “There is foul play and I want you on it, ASAP.” 

Already on her feet to wash her hands, Sharadha said into the phone, “I'm on it. Where is the girl now?” 

Pavan inhaled deeply before saying, “I sent her back with Anirudh to her room.” 

“Okay I'll be there with the details soon.” With those words, she hung up. 

Pavan sighed as he continued to restlessly pace through his room. 

****

The man behind the CCTV monitor grinned as he recorded the data that was asked of him into a pen drive. Everybody liked some easy money and he had almost hit a jackpot with this small assignment. But just as he was about to dial the number of the person who had assigned him this work, he felt a heavy hand land on his shoulder with a thud. When he turned around, he came face to face with Anirudh, Pavan's bodyguard. The guy gulped visibly at Anirudh's tough build. Behind him, Sharadha stood with a sarcastic smile. He didn't have to be told he was screwed.  

****

A while later, Sharadha handed over the pen drive to Pavan. 

“Don't you think Sachin is getting out of hand lately? It is becoming tiresome dealing with his shenanigans,” Sharadha said with rising ire.

Pavan said nothing but his honey orbs were focused on the pen drive that rubbed against his thumb. 

“And how could that girl be stupid enough to come to your room at this odd hour without her guardian? Even if she assumed I made the call, she should've asked her mother to accompany her,” Sharadha said flatly. 

That got a reaction out of Pavan as he turned to her with a half-smirk, “She naturally couldn't bring her mother along when she was here to ask me to push her out of the film.” 

“What?” Sharadha's brows shot up.

“Yup,” Pavan said carelessly as he sauntered through the room. “She is not interested in becoming an actor. She is a rank holder and wants to pursue medicine.” 

Sharadha regarded the information with interest as she hummed in agreement. “The director did mention to us she came seeking help for her further studies. In that case we should let her go. What do you think?” 

“I can't let her go,” Pavan replied in a beat and the desperation that seeped into his tone did not go unnoticed by Sharadha. 

“What do you mean?” Sharadha asked directly. “I understand finding a heroine in the last minute is a tough task. But we will manage if the girl really wants her freedom.” She observed  Pavan's silence as she suggested, “We can offer to aid her education too.” 

“I've already done that,” Pavan said silkily. “Nidhi will do this film opposite me and I will fund her education.” 

Sharadha concurred in agreement, “That's a good deal for both the parties. Well done. Has she agreed?” 

“She has to convince her boyfriend,” Pavan's tone soured but he continued, “But rest assured she will convince him. She is an ambitious girl who is smart and intelligent too. She will not let such a golden opportunity pass by.” Pavan's voice held a calculative edge. 

Sharadha studied him for a minute before asking, “What are you playing at, Pavi? What's the outcome you are after? Just a heroine for the film?” 

Pavan faced her point-blank as he said, “I want Nidhi.” 

Sharadha slanted a brow asking him wordlessly to explain. Pavan found his lips curving as he said, “I want Nidhi, for myself.” 

Sharadha's eyes widened a fraction and she couldn't help the statement that left her lips next nor mask the incredulity she felt at his obstinate statement, “But she is too young for you.” 

Pavan shrugged as he said, “Not denying that. But I want her in my life.” He observed Sharadha's stupefied expression. “Nidhi is my girl in red, from that accident day.” 

The coin finally dropped for Sharadha as she pieced the puzzle together. Pavan's reaction at seeing Nidhi today, his eagerness to unveil more about Nidhi after the accident, all flashed through her mind. 

“Are you in love?” Sharadha asked flabbergasted.

Pavan chuckled darkly as he flipped around to face the floor to ceiling windows of his hotel room that painted a canvas of darkness illuminated with occasional headlights from the cars zooming down the road below. 

“I'm not sure of the tag that I can attach to the feelings she has managed to invoke within me with just a few encounters. All I can say is I want her, with me, at any cost,” Pavan said emphatically. 

Sharadha was left speechless as she tried to figure out her friend whom she had always read like a book. 

“But you just said she has a boyfriend,” Sharadha was still trying to process this new development. 

Pavan threw her a mischievous glance as he said, “A minor inconvenience that can be sorted out by the time we finish this shoot.” 

Sharadha couldn't help sniggering at the devilish gleam she recognised on his face. She knew that he meant what he said and he was going to turn the world upside down to reach his desired destination. The man was set in his ways and Sharadha knew him enough to know he was going to make his way into Nidhi Shankar's life now that he had set his heart on her. And somewhere, in a tiny corner of her heart, she rejoiced at the fact that Pavan had found a glimmer of hope in life to toil ahead. The emptiness that had seized his heart since infinity was on its way to swallow him completely. The entry of Nidhi Shankar has definitely shaken up things. 

“So you are now going to charm her socks off during this shoot?” Her voice held amusement. 

Pavan sat down before her on the couch with a wild grin as he said cheekily, “Yes, that's the plan.” 

“God save the poor girl,” Sharadha cackled loudly. “She has no clue about the hurricane that's about to hit her life.” 

Pavan continued to smirk but said nothing. Sharadha did not ask more either. She never questioned his decisions once she understood he knew what he was doing. While on the surface, Pavan's sudden interest in this young girl looked absurd, Sharadha knew him enough to understand that if Pavan is going after her, he actually has strong feelings for her. She was also used to his twisted ways of going about things. She was certain Nidhi was going to be Mrs. Pavan Thampuran soon. Sharadha only hoped that when that happened, Nidhi would be able to accept this complicated man wholeheartedly.

“Ok I'll call it quits then. By the way, the CCTV guy would let Sachin know that the girl did not come to your room. I've asked manipulated visuals to be sent to Sachin. As it is, if she is going to do the film, Sachin would believe that lie,” Sharadha said as she got up to leave, followed by Pavan. “What do you want me to do with the pen drive? You want me to destroy it?” Sharadha asked, eying the pen drive in Pavan's hands. 

With a calculative gleam in his eyes Pavan said, “It might come handy sometime in the future. I'll keep it.” 

Sharadha shook her head, knowing Pavan too well. She understood that Pavan would go to any length to get Nidhi. All she could do now was pray for her friend to find the happiness he was thirsting after without much chaos. 
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Cracks

“What do you mean?” Gautam's decibel rose as he heard Nidhi. 

After she came out of Pavan's room, she thought about all her options at length. Once she reached a conclusion, she shared it with Gautam over phone first. 

“Gautam, you know this is the best option for me,” she whispered into the phone patiently. 

Gautam was in the bathroom of his house and the eerie quiet of early morning did not allow him the space to yell at Nidhi as much as he desired. 

“Nidhi, you went there to ask for help for your education. Try to convince Pavan Thampuran of your credentials so that he is ready to invest in your studies without any favour in return. And if he is trying to exploit your situation, then I don't think you should take his help,” Gautam asserted. 

Nidhi closed her eyes in resignation, “Gautam, we can't blame him. He is in a tight spot. If it wasn't a dire need, I feel sir would have helped me.” 

“Why are you siding with him?” Gautam hissed. “He is using you for his benefit when he can easily help you. Don't make him a saint.” 

“Nobody is a saint here, Gautam. Even I'm seeking his wealth for my goal. Maybe if I can do this as a favour I'll feel less like a beggar,” Nidhi said in a quiet voice. 

Nalini, who was asleep, stirred in her sleep, alerting Nidhi, but she went back to sleep almost immediately. Gautam was silent and Nidhi felt exhaustion taking over. But she tried nonetheless. 

“Gautam, if we look at the bigger picture, this can result in a secure future for us, where we get the opportunity to fulfil our goals. If you love me, you should support me,” Nidhi beseeched. 

“Now you doubt my love for you because I can see the practical hassles ahead with this one step of yours,” Gautam's voice was sardonic. “Nidhi, one movie or hundred, being an actor comes with a lot of baggage. You won't be able to handle it, I won't be able to handle it. Don't do this to us,” he said in a low voice. 

Nidhi inhaled shakily. “I do reckon the challenges, Gautam. I'm aware this step is going to have repercussions. But I'm going to focus on the positives because I cannot walk away from my dream when I'm so close to achieving it. We may face some hardships ahead but we will survive, Gautam. I have faith in our love.” 

Gautam was silent for a beat and then the line went dead. Nidhi felt a twinge of pain which morphed into guilt. 

He is not wrong. A movie actress tag and all that it entails is not easy to manage for me. It is going to be daunting beyond my expectations. But I cannot let go of the only chance I have to live my dream. I'm not choosing my goal over you, Gautam; whatever decision I take, you feature in it with me till the very end of our lives. Hope you will come around soon and see this from my perspective. I'm choosing to be selfish now. Forgive me. I'll erase all your pain with my love once we build our future together. With a deep sigh, Nidhi stared out through the window listlessly. 
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Watching Her

Things rolled out quickly after that. Nidhi was able to convince Nalini of her decision. Nalini was happy that Pavan came up with a solution that brought the light back into her daughter's eyes. She was feeling guilty for pressuring Nidhi into this career but given their circumstances, she had to take a practical stand for both her kids' future. Now that things had worked out for Nidhi, Nalini decided to fully support her through this movie shoot and future plans without any hindrance from her end. 

Nidhi was slowly getting into the groove a week into the shoot. Initially it was hard for her to ignore the camera and crew that surrounded her while the scenes rolled. Shrugging off the consciousness from her body language was difficult for her and after two scenes, the director and the team decided to start with a song shoot. Though not a trained dancer, Nidhi had the required grace and was a quick learner. That block helped her build her confidence and work on her shyness before the camera. 

They had already shot two scenes of the song and Nidhi was halfway through the rehearsal when she saw Pavan walking into the set. Already dressed in the costume of the character in a black designer kurta and white mundu, he sauntered in as if he owned the place. His eyes scanned Nidhi who stood in a black and red half sari. She glowed in the traditional attire and it accentuated her beauty to his mesmerised eyes. The hint of an unknown emotion touched her heart as his smouldering gaze remained unwavering on her. The director immediately stood up to acknowledge his presence and it broke Pavan's focus on Nidhi. Greeting everyone with an ever-ready smile, Pavan brought a wave of energy into the room. A chair was immediately arranged for him but Pavan refused and stood beside the monitor watching the scene. 

Nidhi continued with the rehearsal as dance master Lata tutored her the steps a final time as Pavan watched the already shot clips and discussed them with the director. Nidhi could not hear them but her eyes kept flitting to Pavan's face as he studied the visuals that were shot that day. His face was serious and gave away neither appreciation nor disapproval and Nidhi felt a sudden interest in knowing his reaction. As if he had heard her, Pavan glanced up directly at her. When Nidhi did not avert her gaze, a smile touched his lips and that enigmatic smile made her heart flutter a little. 

Right then, the director called for a take and the junior artists took their position behind her.  Nidhi mentally shrugged off her shyness to focus on the shoot and began to sway in tune to the music that was played in the background as the director and cameraman captured the visual. She was getting the steps right but her body was tightly coiled while anxiousness swept her being as Pavan stood there watching her with intense eyes. While his face was impassive, his honeyed orbs glittered with unreadable emotions as they stationed on her. 

Why is he looking at me with such rapture? Am I doing it right or getting it all wrong? Is he enamoured or laughing within? What is going on in his head and why am I bothered to learn about it? 

His ardent gaze distracted her and Nidhi found herself faltering in her steps. 

“Nidhi, left hand,” Lata instructed and Nidhi became alert as the take was cut short. “Nidhi, you were doing it right during the rehearsals,” Lata said disapprovingly and it made Nidhi all the more cautious. 

“Relax Lata chechi,” Pavan drawled, “she has just started off. Don't you remember how many takes I used to take in the beginning? And as for dance,” he elaborated in a light vein, “do I have to remind you of that horror?” 

His words made everyone laugh as Lata playfully slapped his bicep. “The trauma of teaching you dance still weighs heavily on my soul, Pavi. Don't scratch the old wounds,” she said with a chortle. 

The set reverberated with laughter, taking the edge off the moment. Nalini had come to stand beside Nidhi and asked her to calm down and focus only on the shot. Sharadha, who stood beside Pavan, was watching the entire scene with utmost amusement; she caught herself smiling  at the realisation of the undercurrents at play here. Lata explained the step once again for Nidhi and before there could be a retake, Pavan removed himself from the scene. Nidhi saw him walking away and felt an equal mixture of relief and wariness. Pavan turned around to stare into her doe eyes and when he read the cautiousness reflected in them, he blinked his eyes once reassuringly. That instantly cooled her for some reason. Sporting his mysterious smile again, he walked away and Nidhi stared after him, his panther-like gait getting all her attention. Her mind was quiet as her senses were completely anchored on him but her heart was humming a cacophony that she was yet to get familiarised with. 

Before the shoot could roll, Pavan made himself scarce and as the music began to play and they crossed the door, Sharadha mumbled, “Smooth. Round 1, success,” making Pavan chuckle darkly. 
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Photoshoot

Today they were shooting some stills of Pavan and Nidhi together for posters and publicity content. Nidhi had completed the song shoot and a couple of easy scenes and was slowly easing into the narrative. The daily grind on set was becoming her new normal and she was learning to adapt. Today it was a new ordeal for her as she learnt the process of photo shooting. The lawn area of Varikasheri Mana, which was their main shoot location, had a wide expanse of greenery with a boundary wall of roses on all sides. It was the perfect backdrop and the still photographer, Praveen, had all instruments ready. 

Nidhi was dressed in a yellow half sari with magenta motifs and Pavan was looking dapper in a matching hot pink designer shirt with kasavu mundu. They posed intimately as the camera man went clicking. This was the first time she was letting someone into her personal space while shooting. Nidhi and Pavan had so far only done conversation scenes together and suddenly having him in her space ruffled her. 

“Is my touch making you uncomfortable?” Pavan asked huskily in between the clicks. 

Nidhi was startled by the question he'd whispered into her ears. In response, she paused for a second and observed their stance. Pavan's arms encircled her waist as he pressed her to his chest in an intimate hold. 

The position is indeed intimate and it does unsettle me because I'm new to all this. I had had such moments only in private before, but now I was hugging a man in broad daylight with onlookers peering at me. It is obviously unsettling. Also, when I embrace Gautam, it never raises such volatile reactions in me. It is always simple, sweet and calming with him. But when Pavan sir is hugging me, it feels like I am engulfed in something dark and deep, something that has the power to swallow me. The feeling is throwing me off. But am I uncomfortable by his touch? Not really, because I can gauge the touch as unmalicious. 

She shook her head in denial to his response. “I can make out the difference between good touch and bad touch. I don't think uncomfortable is the word here.” 

Her smart reply impressed him. “Is it the people staring at us that is bothering you then?” he asked, changing the pose as instructed by the photographer.

Pavan was determined to find the root cause of the stiffness in her form as she stood caged in his arms in various poses the cameraman had suggested. He wanted to read her reaction to his presence and he was going to draw it out of her; she was like an open book to his all-seeing eyes. 

Nidhi's gaze acknowledged the photographer and entourage that surrounded them. She assessed their faces and could only see professionalism as they went about their work methodically. 

They were not friendly or making me feel comfortable with the process but neither were they jeering or passing ludicrous looks. They understood this was part of work and was giving it the dignity it deserved. 

“Being in the spotlight is not my cup of tea. I enjoy being invisible,” Nidhi said emphatically, amusing Pavan. 

Sitting down on the swing in the lawn together, they posed with a smile. As the lights were getting adjusted amidst clicks, Pavan asked curiously, “But being a doctor will have you facing a sea of faces every single day. How would you manage that if invisibility is your thing?” 

“That's something I love to do. It changes the scenario completely,” Nidhi instantly replied. 

They stood up as instructed and hugging her waist, Pavan drew her closer. He stared right into her eyes as he asked, “Are you telling me that the key to make you comply with uncomfortable situations is coaxing love in you?” 

His question made her brows shoot up and left her dazed for a beat, making her blurt out frankly, “I have never hugged a man so publicly before with witnesses to mark it. It is obviously throwing me off. I don't think love is going to change any of that.”

Pavan admired her straightforwardness despite the situation threatening her bearings. With a smile in his voice he said, “I beg to differ, Nidhi. Because odds are that you will get used to hugging me, and then it won't matter,” Pavan's voice held a finality. “And about love, it has been turned into too much of a cliche with dialogues, so I prefer action when it comes to that one word.” He winked as a smirk tugged at the edge of his lips. 

The way he intonated the sentence made Nidhi feel things she was not supposed to feel, and she felt befuddled by the sensations that assailed her at his words and the look in his eyes. Pavan noticed that the pin that held the pleats of her half sari in place on her shoulder had unbuckled. Nidhi was too lost in his question to assuage her wardrobe malfunction. As the momentary shock faded she tried to move out of his arms but Pavan held her in place. Staring right into the doe eyes that stared at him with a half-glare and half-confused gaze, he moved his hands discreetly to buckle the pin back in place. Nidhi was left confused by everything that was happening around her. Shyness cascaded on her features and Pavan freed her from his arms. The photoshoot was done and as soon as the photographer confirmed gave them the nod, Nidhi moved away with her thoughts in disarray. She could not fathom the ambiguity posed by Pavan. 

He is obviously flirting with me, isn't he? But right when I was going to give him a piece of my mind, he stumped me with his gentlemanliness. Which is his real version? The man who gorges me with his gazes and unsettles me with his charming presence, or the man who treats me with understanding and protectiveness and leaves me speechless with his grace? 

Nidhi was getting lured into the paradoxical man and his difficult to comprehend layers and she had no idea what she was walking into. 


15

Trying to Work it Out

It was a schedule break and Nidhi was back home. After she began shooting for the film, there was complete silence from Gautam's end. He had neither called nor responded to her calls or messages. She kept him updated about everything that was happening around her religiously but received only cold silence in return. So now that she was having a few days break before the next schedule rolled, she had made up her mind to pacify Gautam. So in the evening she made way to the terrace of their building which was their usual hangout spot. But he was not there. Nidhi knew he was at home so she messaged him to come up and stayed put until he made his way up an hour later. He made a long face and barely acknowledged her as he came to stand beside her. They stood in silence for a few moments as Nidhi gathered her thoughts to speak to him. 

“Still angry?” she asked softly, holding the sleeve of his shirt. 

“No, simply unaffected,” he replied dryly. 

Nidhi had a playful smile as she slid next to him. “Unaffected, really?” she played with the hair sprinkles that showed through the V-neck of his shirt. 

But Gautam barely reacted to her ministration, leaving Nidhi forlorn. 

“If you don't get me who will, Gautam?” she said, pulling his arms to turn him around to face her. “We dreamt of a life that scaled over our realities. We broke our back trying to make that dream a reality. Now when I'm so close to it, do you want me to give it up for consequences that won't figure in our life after a point?” her voice rose. 

“The consequences would resonate louder than you expect, Nidhi,” Gautam was unrelenting.

“Not if we won't allow it to,” Nidhi was adamant too. 

“It is not that easy, Nidhi. Some things are just not in our hands,” Gautam shook his head. 

“Gautam,” Nidhi said softly, cupping his face, “I'm aware of the pressure on you at home. I can imagine the things aunty and Gauri chechi might be coming up with. I know it's tough, but you can understand my decision for what it is, right? I am choosing our future. If I let go of this opportunity I would have wasted away my toil for nothing. I'd forever regret it. And that would reflect on our life too. If one of us gets secure, then there is a guarantee that we will see this through, with our professional and personal life safe. I was looking out for us. Don't you get me?” 

Her soft voice and matter-of fact-perspective did loosen the grimness on Gautam's face. He relaxed into her hold and Nidhi felt relieved. 

“I do. If anyone gets you, it's me. In fact, one part of me is proud of you for being practical. I've always advised you to be practical and when you followed it, I should have been happy but I reacted like a typical male. I'm sorry,” he said, enveloping her in a hug. 

Nidhi rested her weight on him with a light smile. “It's okay. Let's not let this drive a wedge between us, Gautam. I understand your concerns and I promise to do my best to not let this one decision alter our life in anyway. I'm yours and I'll always be yours.” 

Gautam felt a smile bloom on his lips at her words. 

“By the way, is this a romantic movie?” he asked with a hint of jealousy in his voice. 

Nidhi laughed as she faced him. “It is a family drama but with enough romance.” 

“Hmm,” Gautam grunted, making her laugh. 

“Don't worry. Except for a song shoot, there are barely any intense romance scenes in the script. We can sail over this one easily,” she winked before cocooning herself in his arms.

Gautam did feel restless at what lay ahead for them, but for now he tried to blank out his mind and take each day as it came. Basking in her warmth and with the promise of a secure future, he was able to do it. 
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Gratitude or Penance 

Pavan was shooting a scene which had Nalini in one of the roles. It was a two-scene shot and after the first shot the crew was adjusting the light and setting when Nalini approached Pavan. 

“Sir.” Her voice got Pavan's attention and he instantly turned to her. “Sharadha ma'am, gave me the first instalment of the money you promised. Thank you so much, this means a lot to my daughter and me,” she said with folded hands. 

Pavan quickly covered her folded hands with a smile. “Nidhi has earned this chance with her talent. You have nothing to be grateful for.” 

Nalini shook her head. “That's your magnanimity, sir. I'm aware Thampuran Foundation does a lot of charity. Your graciousness allows people like us to have a better shot at life.” Her voice rang with genuineness. 

Pavan chuckled as he said, “Don't make me into a God, Nalini amma. I'm neither one nor intend to be one.” 

Nalini did not understand the context of his words but she smiled nevertheless. 

“I've heard about Shankar sir from mutchachan. He was a long-standing member of this industry. It is sad how he had an unfortunate end. When I told mutchachan that Nidhi is his daughter, he was eager to meet her,” Pavan said with a soft smile. 

“Yeah, he had worked with Narendran sir in a lot of movies. Though he had small roles, Narendran sir always treated everyone equally on set and he was able to experience his graciousness many times,” Nalini said with a fond smile. 

“I'm proud of you, Nalini amma,” Pavan said with sincerity. “The way you turned your life around after Shankar sir's death and how you've brought up your daughters is commendable.” His words surprised Nalini. “When Nidhi came to me with that request I could sense the upbringing in her; to stand up for oneself and for one's rights bravely is not easy. You have brought up a gem.” His words echoed with sincerity, making Nalini's eyes mist up. 

“Thank you,” was all she could manage again with folded hands. 

Pavan pulled her hands down, with his enigmatic smile intact, before walking away. Nalini looked on affectionately as he made his way out of her vision. By appreciating her late husband's craft and acknowledging her struggle to bring up two daughters with this job, Pavan clearly made an honest impression in Nalini's mind. When the axis tilted in the future, this moment of good deed was going to favour him. 
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Watching Him 

The next schedule ensued and Nidhi had major portions to shoot this time. She was familiarising herself with the character and picking up techniques to act from the director and other seniors on the set. While her camera consciousness had reduced considerably, being organic with the emotions of the character was still a hard call for her. But on the third day of the schedule, she got a first-hand learning experience of it from none other than Pavan. 

It was early in the morning and Nidhi was just making her way into the house they were shooting in. She could make out that the shooting was going on upstairs. She was aware that Pavan would join the schedule that day but was amazed to find the superstar on set so early. She tiptoed up the spiral stairs, eager to catch a glimpse of him. Before her mind could voice the question  'why', her heart hushed that conversation, easing her conscience for the moment. 

Pavan was shooting a scene of angst. His sister in the film had eloped with her lover who was a sworn enemy of their family. With his acting, Pavan was enunciating the desolation the character was facing at the betrayal of his darling sister. The scene was a long monologue but Pavan maneuvered the scene in his own way. 

“Mahesh, I'm going to do this my way. See if it is okay,” he informed the director who readily agreed as they were aware of the impact of Pavan's improvisations while doing a scene. 

They were rolling for the take when Pavan's bloodshot gaze landed on Nidhi. Nidhi's lips tipped up in a smile to greet him but she was not bestowed with his usual charming smile in acknowledgement. In fact, his intense face and brooding look made her nervous. Pavan looked away, smoothening his moustache as he readied for the shot. Nidhi felt slightly miffed but waited to see Pavan perform with giddy excitement. The scene rolled again and Pavan lived the beats of the character effortlessly before the camera.

Pavan's gaze zeroed in on the water jug placed on a table and a calculative gleam entered his eyes. With unsteady steps, he moved towards the coffee table on which the jug was placed, his shoulders hunched in defeat. Instead of charging up with the heavy dialogues written, he wordlessly picked the water jug in slow motion and drank from it endlessly, wetting his chocolate brown kurta sporadically, before smashing it on the floor as his face crumbled in pain. Varied emotions warred for prominence on his face as he gave in to the haplessness that defined the moment. Nidhi was left in a state of trance as Pavan transformed himself into the character.

The angst that reeked off his body language and the torment that reflected in his honey orbs were so authentic that it was difficult to perceive it as an actor performing a scene. Even with the crew surrounding him and the presence of a camera, I could not take my gaze off the man who stood before me. I was spellbound by the Adam's apple that moved restlessly in his throat and the tears that slid off his eyes without the use of glycerine. The sheer helplessness that poured out of his being made the soul of the character come alive. Pavan sir dissolved into the devastation of the character that there was no essence of him left behind. Good lord, how can one possibly act like that? 

The impact of the visual was so poignant that the director readily okayed the take. Pavan sighed loudly and wiped his face tiredly. The set resounded with applause and Pavan acknowledged the praise with a half-smile. It was evident that he was emotionally drained. His gaze swivelled to Nidhi who stood still with amazement brimming in her eyes. Despite his exhaustion, Pavan felt a thrill run down his spine at the realisation of being Nidhi's sole focus. He walked up to her with the charming smile that she was used to seeing on his face, one that she had missed seeing minutes back. 

“Hi,” he said conversationally and Nidhi couldn't hide the fascination swirling in her eyes as the man she had witnessed minutes ago evaporated into thin air and the real Pavan made his presence felt with that easy smile and confident gait. 

With a look of wonder she asked, “How do you do that?” 

Pavan titled his head with a questioning look instead of answering. 

“The man I saw there,” she motioned with her eyes to the place where the scene was shot, “and the one standing before me are not the same. It almost feels like shapeshifting.” Her voice was tinged with amusement, making Pavan's lips curve. 

“That's my profession, Nidhi. What you saw there is the collective effort of the director, cinematographer, scriptwriter and technicians,” Pavan explained patiently as he strode down the winding stairs with Nidhi close on his heels.

“Modest are we?” Nidhi asked with sarcasm, making Pavan's eyes twinkle. The days they got to spent together on set had removed her guardedness around him and nowadays she responded sportively to him. Except for the strange emotions that swirled within her at times, Nidhi was completely at ease in his presence. 

“I agree it's a team effort but then the eventual product depends heavily on talent. I mean if I was to stand there, the tragic scene would have turned into a comedy,” Nidhi admitted jovially. 

Her words elicited a chuckle from Pavan. “All you have to do is feel the emotion the character is feeling to translate it. Feel it to make it feel real. What if you were going through those beats in real life, how would you react, how natural would your response be to the person standing opposite you? Define your performance with realness and then it becomes easy.” 

Nidhi listened attentively to Pavan but she had more queries for him. “But how to cut off when the director calls cut? Isn't that too abrupt, the transition, especially in scenes like these?” 

Pavan and Nidhi had reached the end of the stairs and Pavan pivoted to face her as he said, “While the camera is rolling one needs to blur the line between fiction and reality in our mind and when the shot ends unblur the same line.” 

Nidhi frowned. “You make it sound so easy.” 

“Practise makes one perfect; years of experience you see.” He winked at her. 

That one action almost always rattled her composure and it seems like Pavan was aware of it and was astutely using it to charm her at every chance he got. But Nidhi had a practical way of handling those wayward emotions; she feigned ignorance to the stirring within and focused on her doubts. 

“Has it ever happened to you that the character refused to leave your system?” Nidhi posed another question.

“Not for me,” Pavan instantly denied. To the question in her eyes, Pavan elaborated, “Because my characters have emotions to feel and audiences to witness it. In my life, there is no scope for either.” 

The sincerity in his voice unveiled a deep pain for Nidhi to decipher even as his tone remained light and a smirk played on his lips. Winking at her yet again, he strode out, leaving her to her musings that were slowly but surely getting centred around one man these days. The larger-than-life man was beckoning her curiosity and giving birth to a desire to unravel the infinite layers within him. Where that would leave her was something she was unsure of, but curbing the intensity of that desire was becoming increasingly difficult as days spent in his presence mounted. 
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Simmering Beats

Nidhi was completely disturbed. She was worried about the scene they were shooting tomorrow. The setting of the scene was the pond behind the mansion they were shooting in. Nidhi was supposed to take a dip in the water as Pavan makes his way down to her and have a romantic conversation with her. The scene required a subtle amount of nudity from her side and she was not comfortable with it. Though she conveyed her discomfort to the director, he brushed it off by conveying that minimal crew will be present for the shot and the shot won't be flavoured with vulgarity. It was supposedly a cosy moment between the leads which was crucial for the plot. Instead of the blouse-less mundu attire that was initially finalised for the shot, the director gave her permission to wear a proper Kerala sari for the shoot. Though her modesty was not on display in that attire, still she was not quite comfortable with the scene. She spent the entire night worrying about it, not realising that the next day the scene was going to play out completely different. 

****

The scene blocking was done and the actors were ready in their costumes. Pavan was dressed in a kasavu mundu and veshti that adorned his torso gracefully. Nidhi was in an off-white Kerala sari with a golden blouse. Nidhi was rigid as the time clocked in for the shoot. Pavan was keenly observing her from the moment she appeared on the set. He had noticed the change in costume and had discreetly asked the director about it. The latter had conveyed Nidhi's reluctance to do this scene. Pavan had a calculative gleam in his eyes as they readied for the shoot. 

“Mahesh, what if I take Nidhi's position?” His sudden suggestion got everyone's attention. Nidhi, who was avoiding eye contact with everyone, instantly glanced up at him, realizing the implication of his words clearly. “You will get the same scene you wanted, maybe with much better impact,” he winked, deliberately rousing laughter all around. 

Though Mahesh wasn't convinced about how he would work the sexual tension needed for the scene in this format, he reluctantly agreed with Pavan to try it out for a take. Pavan gazed right into her doe eyes with a killer smirk on his lips as the director okayed the suggestion. Nidhi felt her heart expand in her chest and her breathing laboured as happiness and relief, like never before, coursed through her. With just one sentence, Pavan had turned around everything and eased Nidhi off something that was bogging her down.

I am used to uncomfortable situations in life and no matter how hard I try, most often I find myself succumbing to those moments or fighting alone to overcome them. But right now, by indirectly standing up for my comfort, Pavan sir has homed himself in my heart. It is simply not in my power to resist that space for him as he has rightfully earned it with his action. 

Nidhi's gaze glazed with devotion as she watched Pavan getting down the steps to the pond and ready himself for the shoot. As he stood on the last step, Pavan pursed his lips, hiding a discreet smile as he revelled in the admiration he saw glimmering in Nidhi's gaze.. He removed the veshti that was draped over his shoulder and his bare skin glistened under the bright sun. Nidhi averted her gaze as a tinge of awareness coursed through her. Gulping down those emotions, she observed the shoot rolling and Pavan's confidence in his physicality before the  camera. 

With a robust gait, he entered the cold water purposefully. Slicing ripples through the water with his hands, he positioned himself within the area marked for the shoot. As the director yelled for take, Pavan immersed himself in the water for one whole minute before he rose from the clear green water, sending waves splashing in all directions. His naked torso and face glistened with dripping moisture as he ran his hand through his wet hair. The visual was so feral and regal in equal proportions that Nidhi unknowingly parted her lips, his manly presence and formidable aura duelling for her attention. 

Shaking off the moisture obscuring his vision, Pavan's honey orbs latched onto her enraptured face and he could read the swirl of desire in her eyes. 

This, is exactly what I wanted, Nidhi—your eyes to echo the emotion that echoes in mine. I want you to have sleepless nights because of me. I know you are affected by me but you try your hardest to ignore the charging chemistry between us. After today, it won't be that easy for you, Nidhi. His eyes twinkled mischievously. You thought I was doing you a favour. But in actuality I was doing myself one. 

With a devilish smirk, Pavan moved out of the water slowly, as instructed by the director, and Nidhi watched with fascination his lazy panther-like gait magnifying its magnetic hold on her. 

It is not the first time I'm seeing his after-bath glow. That night in his hotel room when he was just out of a shower, I had felt his damp skin under my palm and seen the glow on his skin up-close. If I thought that had shaken me up back, then I don't know how to describe what I feel right now. How did his other heroines manage to remain unaffected by such raw magnetism? What was the trick? Somebody tell me before I lose reason and sanity over this unpredictable man. 

Pavan paused to pick up the veshti he had removed earlier and draped it around his wet torso. The drenched mundu gave out the outline of his thigh muscles vividly as he made his way up the steps. Sharpening his moustache with his index finger and finger-combing his wet hair, he reached Nidhi with a sly grin on his face. Nidhi gulped visibly as he towered over her. 

I hope he cannot hear the thudding of my heart. Her mind whispered helplessly, and as if he had heard her, his smirk widened. 

“Dry my hair,” Pavan commanded in a low grumble, looking straight into her eyes. 

Shaken by his audacity, Nidhi gasped, “Huh?” 

“Cut,” the director yelled, startling her. “Did you forget the dialogue, Nidhi?” 

The coin dropped for Nidhi. Since they had changed the layout of the scene, Nidhi was now supposed to pat dry his hair as they delivered a romantic dialogue.

“Sorry,” she said sheepishly to Mahesh, before darting a glance at Pavan who had a knowing smirk. 

“Okay let's roll again,” Mahesh commanded. 

Nidhi closed her eyes for a beat to compose herself. Pavan, who stood very close to her face, admired the transparency of her emotions and the naiveness that was natural to her age. When she opened her doe eyes, Pavan could read the lurking fluster and desire in them but outwardly, Nidhi braved herself for the shoot that was going to test her tolerance level. When Mahesh called for action, Nidhi brought the towel in her hands over Pavan's head. Avoiding eye contact with him, she focused on patting his hair dry. But because of their height difference, their position was not right. Even before she could voice it out, Pavan moved a step down to level his face with her, wordlessly allowing her to continue the shot uninterrupted. As he smiled into her face, relishing the feel of her fingers on his scalp, Nidhi felt her heart beating to an odd rhythm. 

I do reckon that I'm getting attracted to Pavan sir. That's quite natural, given the circumstances. What matters is I don't let it prevail in my head and thoughts for long. I should just finish this shoot and run to tame my wildly beating heart and the wanton thoughts ruling my mind. This is all just an infatuation, something I can get over once I'm out of this situation, this setting. 

Trying to gather her nerves she said the mugged-up dialogue in a mock-stern voice, “Stop looking at me like that, Hari.” 

The naughtiness on his face rose a notch as he drawled, “Can't help it, Sathya. When you are before me, my eyes get a mind of their own.” 

Unknowingly, a blush crept up on her face as she moved her mouth to parrot her dialogue, “Why are you trying to hook me to your life? I'm too simple to match your sophistication.” 

Pavan tilted his head, twisting his lips. “I don't remember asking for your permission to love you. I love you and that's all that matters.” 

Nidhi felt something flicker within her as she heard him.  

It is the exact same dialogue in the script. But when he says it, with so much conviction, it doesn't sound like a dialogue….no, no Nidhi. Don't think on those lines. He is a prolific actor. He is a pro at enacting genuineness. You shouldn't read too much into it. 

As if sensing her confusion, Pavan said, “Never doubt the authenticity of my feelings for you.” Darting his gaze from one orb to the other he said, “It is beyond your imagination,” he whispered hoarsely. 

Mahesh called for a cut but Nidhi and Pavan stood rooted to their spot. But unlike Nidhi who was caught in the moment, Pavan was well aware of his surroundings. 

“It is dry now,” Pavan said with laughter in his voice. 

Nidhi scrunched her eyebrows as she couldn't decipher his words immediately. 

“My hair, it is no longer damp.” His words instantly alerted Nidhi who took her hands off his head. 

Even though she heard the shoot ending she had forgotten that her hands were still on his hair. Blindsided by the emotions and confusions fiddling with her mind, she absentmindedly continued to dry his hair. 

“Thank you,” Pavan said, a teasing lilt to his voice. 

Nidhi could barely look him in the eye and she quickly made her way out of the scene, fearing embarrassing herself further. Pavan stared after her, thoroughly pleased with the entire outcome. The director and crew got busy wrapping up the scene and Anirudh moved near Pavan and handed him his phone. He saw Sharadha's messages on the phone. She was in Kochi for a discussion with one of the brands Pavan was endorsing, as its contract required to be renewed.

Sharadha: How did it go?

Pavan typing back, smirking: How do you think? 

Sharadha instantly replied back: You owe me one, rascal. If I hadn't overheard Nidhi's conversation with Mahesh about the shoot you wouldn't have had this chance. 

Pavan: You earned it, bae. Name your price. 

Sharadha: Good result? *laughing emoji* 

Pavan: You bet. 

His eyes trailed after Nidhi who was walking away swiftly with her mother in tow. Pavan was setting the foundation right with each passing day he got with Nidhi. He was confident of her interest in him now. All he had to do was cook it to serve himself with his forbidden delight. And he had the recipe down to the last dot. 


19

Conversation 

Nidhi and Pavan were shooting for a scene. The setting was the naalukettu within the Varikasheri Mana. Another co-artist, Renuka, who plays Pavan's mother in the film was also part of the scene. Pavan and Nidhi were already in their costumes. Pavan was in a white kurta and kasavu mundu look and Nidhi was decked up in a lavender-white combination half sari. They were ready for the shoot when an assistant director pointed out Renuka was doing a continuity shoot and had to alter her costume to that of the previous scene shot.  Renuka apologised for the mishap and quickly went to change her costume. Nidhi plonked down on one side of the naalukettu and Pavan followed suit as he sat beside her with his legs dangling into the naalukettu. 

Raising a brow, Nidhi asked, “Not going to the caravan?” 

Pavan had an easy smile on his face as he said, “It's very breezy here. I'll enjoy the few moments I have at hand here.” 

Nidhi smiled back as she said, “Such things must be a luxury for you.” 

Pavan shrugged, “I do take out time to sit and enjoy the outdoors whenever I can.” 

Nidhi nodded and remained silent after that, playing with the glass bangles on her hand absentmindedly. Pavan had his eyes on her and he quietly watched her getting lost in thoughts. 

Wanting to break through her thoughts, Pavan asked, “Why did you choose medicine?” 

Nidhi glanced up to meet his curious gaze and her lips stretched in a beautiful smile as she collated her thoughts to answer him.

“This line of profession offers me a sense of power,” she said in a quiet voice with a faraway look in her eyes, “a power that can change lives and alter destinies.” Pavan listened to her attentively. “I don't know if you will get this,” Nidhi said with a shaky smile as she continued, “but that's a rare phenomenon in my life, or of anyone who belongs to the strata of society I do.” 

Pavan's gaze was thoughtful as he said, “I never gauged you to be so intense.” 

Nidhi laughed. “Don't get me wrong. Power, as I define it, is about having control over something. As a doctor I can, to a large extent, bring about a change in a patient's life. By curing or reducing their condition, or sometimes literally saving a beating heart or a blooming life. For someone who often finds herself helpless to navigate the daily grind of her life smoothly, having that sense of authority to wield is highly addictive.” 

Though her words carried a weight that was hard to follow for a normal person, someone like Pavan could assess her words in the right sense for he too had waged a long battle for that same control over life once. Through the chaos his parents had flooded his existence with, Pavan had fought hard to find a source of light. The sense of power he experienced when he finally took charge of his personal and professional life was something he truly valued. He completely understood Nidhi's perspective and he realised that it is no wonder that he felt drawn to her instantly. 

Despite the chasm of differences that prevails on the surface, deep down there is a oneness between us.

“What made you choose acting as your profession? Because it was running in the family or…” Nidhi asked suddenly and her curiosity to know more about him intrigued him. 

When will you understand the reason behind your curiosity to unravel my mysteries, my treasure!!! 

With a ghost of a smile on his lips, he replied, “Mutchachan's connections made it easy for me to foray into this profession but I did not take it up because it was a readily available option.” Nidhi listened attentively with unwavering gaze as he leaned on the pillar behind him, spreading his legs out. “I chose to be an actor because this profession enables me to feel.” 

The way he said it pulled at Nidhi's heartstrings. His charming smile held a tinge of sadness as he explained, “For a long time I had a lot of emotions lurking within me that badly needed an outlet. I chose the wrong means at first,” his voice was sincere and Nidhi quietly heard him pour his heart out, “but mutchachan shoved me in the direction of art. He asked me to channel it all into beauty and I did.” His smile was intact and his eyes clear but Nidhi read his unsaid pain. Folding his arms above his head to rest on the pillar behind he continued, “And when there was scarcity of emotions in my life, my work made it easy as it filled that vacuum effectively. I am someone with a truckload of attachments and feelings to explore when I stand before the camera. That's the power I'm after.” He winked at her, cutely shifting the solemn mood that hung around them. 

“Wink all you want, Pavi but we ain't falling for that phony charm of yours,” Sharadha opined with a sly grin as she appeared behind the pillar. Nidhi got out of the intense haze Pavan had pulled her into at Sharadha's voice whereas Pavan was unperturbed. “For Nidhi is a smart girl just like me,” Sharadha said acerbically. 

Sharadha's words brought a ready grin onto Nidhi's face. 

“Jealous.” Pavan placed his left arm around her shoulder, bringing Sharadha to eye-level. 

“Plueezzz,” Sharadha imitated a puking action and then chortled at her own joke. 

Pavan joined her laughter and they began talking nineteen to the dozen as Nidhi observed them with a fond smile on her face. Even as her gaze held an admiration, Nidhi felt a pinch within her heart. 

No, I'm not jealous of their bond. But a part of me holds a wish to share such an intimate bond with Pavan sir. A bond that will have me close to this enigmatic man, help me understand him better but not ask more of me. For I cannot wish for more, not in this lifetime at least. Her heart sighed. 

Sharadha was discreetly observing Nidhi's reaction to her proximity with Pavan. While Pavan was confident about winning Nidhi, Sharadha as a woman could read the look on Nidhi's face for what it was. 

No matter how enamoured she is, Nidhi is not the kind of girl who would surrender to maddening ecstasy. Her practicality and sincerity would pull her out of the magnetic pull she has towards Pavi. And if she doesn't comply with his wish, how far would Pavan go to win her? Sharadha gazed down at Pavan who was lost in admiring Nidhi who was now rehearsing the lines before the next shoot. This will take a long time to reach the happily-ever-after destination. But reach it will, because Pavi will not rest until Nidhi is his. I hope he doesn't have to delve into the darkness within him to win her over. If it comes to that, will Nidhi ever find it in her to love Pavi? 

Sharadha was unsure of what the future held for them but she hoped it worked out for their best.
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Waterfall 

Athirapally Falls is known as the Niagara of India. The location is so beautiful that it has served as a setting for many blockbuster Indian movies. Today Pavan and Nidhi were shooting at this majestic waterfall. The river water gushing down the rocky landscape surrounded by lush green mountains was a delight to witness. Nidhi was completely enamoured as her gaze traced the gushing silver cascade of frothy water. Pavan had shot at the location multiple times and was now immune to the beauty of the roaring falls. But he found himself getting captivated by the canvas that now lay before him. 

An enraptured Nidhi relishing the curtain of silver cascading water that is thundering down the rockface is a blissful sight for my mind's eye. The visual is serene and sensual in the same beat. Her childlike excitement is in direct contrast to the nymph-like vision that she is presenting to the onlookers as she stands before the fall. And she has no idea what she is doing to me.  

Nidhi and Pavan were dressed in white against the rocky backdrop drenched in silver foams. Nidhi was in a white sari with glass motif details whereas Pavan was in a white sherwani  that complimented Nidhi's outfit. The main romantic song of the film was being shot from this backdrop. Nidhi and Pavan were stationed on the huge slippery rock close to the gushing waterfall. Lata master had fine-tuned light choreography to go with the romantic mood of the song. Nidhi had got all the steps right with the rehearsals done before they ventured to the location whereas Pavan was still struggling to get one step right. While the choreography was simple, it had one playful step which was messing with Pavan.  No matter how hard he tried, he was getting it all wrong despite multiple takes. 

“Pavan sir, you have to just move your body in tandem with mine,” Nidhi instructed him when he got it wrong the fifth time. 

“I'm aware of the theory behind the step, Nidhi but the practicals are turning out to be messier than I had anticipated,” Pavan said with a sigh, irritation marring his face. 

Watching him frown like a kid made Nidhi's lips move and a giggle left her lips, catching his attention. 

“You are enjoying my plight, aren't you?” Pavan asked, narrowing his eyes playfully. 

“Pardon me but it's not every day you get to see the Pavan Thampuran flustered. I am indeed enjoying the view quite a bit, sir,” Nidhi winked at him, making his eyebrows shoot up. 

Nidhi was slowly but surely opening up to him and their acquaintance had already taken the hue of friendship as they easily bantered and bickered these days. Nidhi still addressed him respectfully and made sure to hold that respect in her conduct but at times she was unwary around him and the frequency of such moments was increasing, much to Pavan's delight. He watched with fascination as she laughed cheekily, her twinkling eyes on him. 

Her doe eyes reflecting my face is slowly turning out to be my favourite vision these days. From being conscious and taut in my presence, Nidhi has now eased and accepted my presence around her. I'm chasing after the normalcy of seeing myself mirrored in her eyes and she in mine as we smile and laugh through the days and nights. I'm living it now through these shoot days but it is not enough. I want our exchange to resonate beyond friendship but I'm nowhere close to achieving it. Except for a few moments when I see her eyes linger on me a little longer or her lashes hide her doe eyes from me so as to not reveal the emotions glimmering in them, Nidhi has hardly given me the green signal that I'm so desperate for. 

Standing very close to the waterfall, they were already drenched in the mist, and cold to the bones. The jackets that they were wearing in-between the takes were also wet now. As the director yelled for another take, they removed their jackets and handed them over to the crew boys.  

Nidhi's nose and face had turned red from the biting cold owing to the flimsy sari that she was wearing.  But despite it, her spirit was unhampered. Her gaze kept cataloguing the luscious fall and her arms splayed around, enjoying the cold breeze even as she readied for the shoot. As her body swayed with the cold breeze, a sudden desire coursed through him—a raw need that shouldn't be unleashed but at this precise moment he had no power to restrain himself.  

Before he could think through the consequences, Pavan acted on it. Even before the director called for a take, Pavan moved closer to Nidhi, startling her. Stepping into her space and looking at her with his smouldering honey orbs, he pulled her wet form to his chest. Nidhi stiffened  as her eardrums echoed with the loud thudding of her heart. She looked up into his amorous gaze, stupefied. Her lips parted as she gasped out loud at the dark hunger that lurked in his orbs. The shot had rolled and the music was on simultaneously. Shocking everyone Pavan began to move with Nidhi in his arms. The step that was not working out for him, he twisted it in such a way that now Nidhi did the step and he moved in tandem with her but with her body plastered against his, raising the hotness of the shot.

The desire to hold her close was eating through me from the moment I saw Nidhi in a saree. The six yards of silk was draped around her willowy form sexily and it accentuated her curves beautifully. And when she stood under the roaring waterfall, the sari clung to her form, the moistness in the air drenching it. The no make-up look and lack of accessories heightened her appeal as her dark dripping hair covered her face haphazardly. It was getting to be too much of a torture to keep my hands to myself yet I tried hard. I focused fully on the choreography and refused to entertain the desires that seared through my brain and heart. But she kept drawing my attention to her as she smiled, laughed, teased and joked, completely unaware of the impact of her womanliness on me. I tried to leash the hungry monster within me but when she lifted her arms to enjoy the breeze, the sari shifted and I got a peek of her wet navel. That was it. I wanted a taste, consequences be damned. 

The others hadn't fully realised what had happened. When Pavan pulled her form towards him, he pressed his hot palms on her round hips. Discreetly, his thumb moved towards her navel as he began to move, rendering her speechless at the onslaught of sensations that fought for her attention at his touch. She felt the spark of a forbidden desire take root within her when his thumb pressed down on her navel. Nidhi did not know how to respond to her own body's reaction let alone to the hunger she saw flaming in his orbs. She realised something had shifted but couldn't clearly place her finger on what it was because her emotions and feelings were splattered in all corners as her nerves took over. 

The shot fell through right and the improvisation done by Pavan was yet again readily okayed. Nidhi was still in a state of daze as she pushed his chest away and made a move to get down from the rock they were stationed on. But in her haste, her feet slipped and Pavan instantly wound his strong forearm around her belly, holding her in place. The force of his pull pushed her against his chest yet again and Nidhi was scared for a beat as she feared to face his scorching eyes once more and relive the forbidden moment again. 

But pure concern laced his orbs as he peered down into her doe eyes. “Are you okay?” 

Nidhi managed a nod in response but when she tried to put distance between them, she yelped, holding her left leg. She had sprained her leg and Pavan immediately got on his knees to check on her, flustering her. 

“Sir, it's okay,” Nidhi tried to restrain him but Pavan was undeterred as he examined her leg, not caring about the onlookers around. 

Nalini reached the foot of the rock, her face a mixture of concern and panic as she realised the unwanted attention and murmurs that had ensued. 

“Nidhi, here, hold my hand and try getting down. We will try to walk back carefully,” she instructed Nidhi who tried to reach for her hand. 

But before she could take her mother's support, she was swung up in the air as Pavan lifted her in his arms, startling everyone. The murmurs grew as Pavan gazed down at her intensely and Nidhi found herself getting scared by the minute as she feared his and her own reaction to the moment they were in. 

Turning to Nalini, he muttered, “She has sprained her leg. Walking through this rocky terrain is next to impossible. I'll carry her to the bank and you can take it from there to the resort.” His voice brooked no argument and Nalini nodded helplessly, her worry mounting. 

As Pavan made his way through the rocks unfazed, with Nidhi in his arms, several mobile cameras recorded the moment. The Showbiz team that was on set for Pavan's interview was also covering the visuals. But Pavan was unbothered as he securely held Nidhi in his arms and moved through the small crowd in a heroic gait. Sharadha, who stood on the side-lines alone, had a knowing smirk on her face. She was aware of Pavan's tactics. He had asked her to get the Showbiz team on set during the song shoot at the fall to get some scintillating images of Nidhi and him floating in the public realm. But luck favoured him a bit more when Nidhi faltered and their chemistry offscreen shone even more brightly for all to see. 

The news will get spicier, just like he wanted. Lucky smartass, Sharadha mused with a dry chuckle, taking in the cinemascope scene unfolding. 
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Romance Brewing 

The cover page of the latest issue of the magazine Showbiz featured Pavan and Nidhi from the photoshoot done earlier with the tagline: 'Fresh Chemistry Brewing on and Maybe Offscreen Too!!!'

The content read:

Pavan Thampuran is creating a screen sizzler with his fresh pairing in the movie, Shwasame. Debutant Nidhi Shankar, despite being a newcomer, is standing shoulder to shoulder with the stalwart in the movie as the industry rumour goes. 

But the latest buzz around the film is centred around the leaked offscreen visuals of Pavan Thampuran playing saviour to Nidhi as she slipped on a rock while shooting for a song and sprained her leg. Pavan carrying her in his arms, with the Athirapally waterfalls playing backdrop to the cinemascope moment, has elicited murmurs of approval for their chemistry that is rocking beyond the on-screen dynamics. 

Are we about to be bestowed with an on and off-screen power couple to relish? Let's wait for the movie to release to witness their chemistry explode on the celluloid and maybe off it too. By the way, the song is said to be one of the hottest songs to release off Mollywood. Watch this space for more updates. 

****

Gautam was silent as his mother and sister went through the current gossip item regarding Nidhi. They were relentless in name-calling Nidhi and he could barely sit through it. Right on cue, Nidhi's call vibrated on his phone. A senseless rage assailed him and he instantly cut her call. He knew he could not take her call now because he did not trust himself at the moment. While there was no folly on her part, the spotlight in Nidhi's life is getting to him. The scrutiny and public interest was overwhelming for an ordinary man like him. Though he knew Nidhi would come back to her old life after the movie was done, Gautam was not sure if anything would be the same again. The distance between them was widening and he was not sure if it would ever stop. When he saw Nidhi's call ringing again on his phone, he cut the call and switched off his phone before leaving his house that was reverberating with taunts about Nidhi. 

****

Nidhi stared at the phone in her hand. Gautam had switched off his phone. The messages she had sent remained unseen and the calls unanswered. 

The distance between us is surmounting, her heart wept. How will I go back to fixing all this once I'm free of the obligations that have tied me down? Will it ever be the same again? 

Her eyes strayed to the television that was now booming with the news of her accident. The channel was playing the clips from the shoot that day where Pavan had saved her. Media was adding the needed flavour and spice to garner eyeballs. Not just the accident but some clips of their song shoot was also out and the visuals brought goosebumps to her skin.

Is that how we looked before the camera? 

She could hear the rapid beats of her heart as her eyes were stationed on the visuals. Dressed in matching white against the dark grey rocks, their intimate pose as Pavan ambushed her with his needy eyes looked even more primal.  

What was he thinking? Isn't he aware of the public gaze much more than I am? Why did he do it?

Nidhi felt restless as an unease swept her entire being. Nalini was taking a shower and was still unaware of the news. Neetu lay asleep beside Nidhi unaware of Nidhi's turmoil. 

The emotion that glittered in his eyes as he gazed down at me, the touch that spoke of possessive passion, the heartbeats that I felt syncing with my own hammering heart as my palms rested against his chest….

With difficulty Nidhi acknowledged aloud, It was no mistake, it was not a momentary thing. I had seen his gaze on me through the entire day or rather the way he refused to look my way as if he could not bear to look at me, as if he was affected by my presence, it was there all day. 

Nidhi gasped aloud as her chest felt constricted at the truth she was finally accepting to herself.  

The shade of honey his orbs took today was not unfamiliar to my eyes. I'd seen them glimmer in that hue many times before. But I had refrained from acknowledging it, brushing it off as my naive heart's vain readings. But today, I cannot fool myself. He couldn't have been clearer. 

Her eyes darted back to the screen and she watched the concern and attentiveness on his face as he tended to her. 

The way he lifted me up in his arms as if I weighed nothing, his stoic determination as he walked through the crowd, cocooning me in his arms as if I was his priceless treasure, as if I was his….Nidhi stilled at the picture that was taking shape in her head. What was he trying to do? Was this a careless lapse where he could not rein in his feelings? Was this going to repeat or will he go back to being the gentleman I'm accustomed to? Where does this one incident take us to?

Nidhi bit her nails restlessly. Her mind was in chaos as she rewound and dissected every moment she had spent with him. Under the scanner, all those moments were coloured in a different shade, leaving her confused. 

What is Pavan sir seeking out of me? He can have a plethora of women at his disposal. Why would a man of such a powerful stature lose his composure for a mere girl like me? Why would I affect him so much that he couldn't care about the spectacle he was creating? Or was that intentional? Her mind whirled with different possibilities. But why? What does he stand to gain? 

The answer reverberated within her but she refused to voice it even in her mind. Nidhi took a deep breath, closing her eyes. Her body became tight in tension as the revelations her mind presented her with left her speechless. She cupped her elbows protectively as she willed her mind to silence from the chaos that was taking over. 

No, no. I'll not think along those lines. I don't care if my mind's ramblings are true or not because it doesn't alter anything in my life. I don't want to know why Pavan sir did what he did. The why changes nothing for me. His answer is not going to create any ripple in me. I'll finish this film in eight days and I will be gone from his life. I'll go back to Gautam, to the life I'm accustomed to, the life I dreamt of. Pavan Thampuran has no role to play there, so for now I'll ignore the chaos he has unleashed in my life. 

Her thudding heart slowed as she chose practicality to deal with the unexpected situation that had unfolded before her. 

I don't intend to be a plaything to a celebrity who is used to having women at his beck and call. Neither do I want to tag my identity with a man that is way out of my reach even if his intentions stem from something pure. It doesn't concern me because Gautam is the destiny I chose for myself. My career, my life, my partner are all aligned differently from Pavan Thampuran's king-sized life. He cannot fit into my small canvas neither can I fit into his mould. This is best left this way. The friendship was beautiful for the days it lasted. But now it is time to set boundaries and walk away before I get swallowed into the unruly feelings that are taking over me when I'm around that man. He cannot have me, I'll not let him have me. We are not meant to be and we will not be. She told her mind determinedly, preparing herself for the next eight days ahead of her. 

****

In another room of the same resort, Pavan was thinking about her. 

The events of the day has indeed caused a stir and it has indeed placed me a step closer to Nidhi. She is now aware of my feelings. The ignorance game that she has going on cannot stand after the moment we shared today. She cannot pull it off anymore, I will not let her. Pavan was confident as a smile tugged at his lips. I quit playing your friend today, Nidhi. I know that you are aware of it too. I'm eagerly waiting to see how you respond to me now. How are you going to conceal the emotions and reactions that are always threatening to break free off you the moment I'm in your vicinity, Nidhi? How are you going to push me behind the armour of respectful distance and friendship when every time your eyes lock with mine now, you'll be reminded of my touch? How will you play dumb to the sensations I arouse in you, the ones I saw gleaming in your eyes today despite the innocence and the fear in your eyes at your own wild reactions to me? I have eight more days with you, Nidhi. You will have to choose me. I'm not going to leave you with any other option. And if you don't, I'll compel you to pledge yourself to me against your will. Let's hope you won't increase the bandwidth of my villainy especially when your heart mirrors mine, Nidhi.

Pavan chuckled lazily as he sipped on the hard drink in his hand while watching the television scroll of him and Nidhi at Athirapally. 
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Circle of Life 

When Nidhi glanced up, Pavan locked his gaze with hers. His gaze was intense and hot, awakening goosebumps on her skin. Not wanting to stir the cauldron of desire that swelled within her at his feral glance, Nidhi tried to walk away. But as she crossed him, Pavan held her wrist, halting her in tracks. 

“Let me go,” Nidhi whispered, throwing her perplexed gaze around. 

But instead of obliging her, Pavan twisted her around to collide with his chest. 

Enveloping her in his warmth, he whispered huskily, “I can't.” 

By then everyone was staring at them, bewildered. Their intimate pose, as Pavan's arms wound around her waist, spoke of an authoritative right. 

“What are you doing?” Nidhi stared at him with horror in her eyes. 

“Bringing you where you belong.” His voice held the note of passion. 

Nidhi glanced around to see everyone staring at them with a vivid bewilderment.

“You love creating a spectacle, don't you?” Nidhi hissed right on his face. 

“Where you are concerned, I have no control, pardon me,” Pavan's lips pulled into a twisted smile. 

Trying to loosen his tight grip on her waist without success, Nidhi gritted out, “What do you plan to achieve with these tactics? I will never be yours. My heart is not up for sale.” 

Pavan chuckled darkly as he titled his head down to peer into her doe eyes, “I don't remember asking for its price. I don't want to buy your heart, but earn it, darling.” His words resonated with an understated honesty which immediately held Nidhi's attention despite their circumstances. “Give me a chance to do this neat and you'll know I'm the only man for you.” 

“CUT,” Mahesh yelled as the shot was completed beautifully. 

Nidhi's cheeks were flushed as she came out of Pavan's hold. She refused to have eye contact with him once the shoot was done. Nidhi felt that the dialogues he spouted were directed at her, and she did not dare gaze into those honey orbs again to find out the truth behind her assumption. Pavan's gaze remained on her like a slow caress even as she moved away from him to her mother who stood on the side with the crew. The co-artists who were part of the scene moved away as the technicians discussed the details of the scene. 

Nalini had an unreadable look on her face. She was aware of the flames of gossip that were rising with each passing day, much more than Nidhi was. She was getting asked about it directly and indirectly from all quarters. She was no longer sure if bringing Nidhi to this field was the right choice or not. 

I'm aware this line of work comes with its pitfalls. I had considered every thought and possibility in my head before I made Nidhi commit to this film. One film and she can live the life she desires. Her education will be settled; it was an irresistible bait. The actors and technicians working on this film were safe. That was another reason of guarantee for me. But still somewhere it all turned topsy-turvy. Nalini's mind whirred restlessly. Ganeshan chettan had called me last night, something that I have hidden from Nidhi for the time being. Her future with Gautam seems dicey with the opposition to their union increasing.  

Nalini's gaze flicked to Pavan who was making no bones about hiding his feelings as he stared after Nidhi's retreating back. What is his intention behind sponsoring Nidhi's education? He never had the reputation of a womaniser, neither have I seen him gazing at Nidhi with wrong intentions. But one thing is clear, he is not immune to Nidhi or rather, he has something going on in his mind as far as she is concerned. And Nidhi? 

Nalini darted her gaze to Nidhi who had reached her, flustered and cold as ice. Nidhi refused eye contact with her and was blabbering randomly to thwart the tension that was still humming through her body. 

Nidhi hasn't realised yet but between the two she is clearly more enamoured by Pavan than he is of her. Someone who doesn't know her would not get this detail, for she is doing her best to protect her character. She is running away from her own feelings for she has promised herself to Gautam. Her naivety is not enabling her to accept the grey in her feelings and she is desperate to move away from this ambiguity at the earliest. As her mother, I can understand her conflicting emotions than she herself can. But where does that leave her? What's her future and who is supposed to feature in it? 

Nalini was not sure anymore as she saw the discreet glances Pavan and Nidhi were throwing each other's way. She silently prayed for destiny to unfold its plans graciously for her daughter. 
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Birthday 

When Narendran Thampuran walked into the set, he immediately garnered attention. Crew members stood up in respect to greet the legend. Even Nalini and Nidhi smiled at him with reverence. Pavan reached him with happiness in his eyes. 

“Amma,” Pavan queried as his gaze traced behind Narendran to spot Priyadarshini. 

“She couldn't make it,” Narendran said with a sad smile. “Sachin got into some ruckus at a bar and she had to go get him.” 

Pavan nodded, a shutter falling on his face. Others could not make out the disappointment and sadness that threaded his features. But Narendran and Sharadha, who were accustomed to the neglect Pavan endured at his mother's hand, felt empathetic to his silent pain. Nidhi, who was witnessing this scene, could read the shift in his expression. Though the context was lost on her, she recognised the deep-rooted pain that took hostage of him at that moment. A sudden need to console him swam through her and as soon as her mind registered that thought, Nidhi quelled that desire instantly. 

What am I thinking? I want to put distance between us yet I get caught in his storm at every turn. Why is my mind and heart working against me? But why is he sad? Why hasn't his mother come? What's special today? 

Despite her rationale to stay clear off him, her heart kept circling around him. Soon it became clear why Narendran was on set when one of the crew members announced that it was Pavan's birthday. They were doing a night shoot and as soon as the clock struck twelve, it was his birthday. 

His first birthday with me, as soon as that thought took shape in her mind, Pavan glanced her way. The smile on her lip froze when she saw Pavan smirking at her as if he had read her mind. 

He is intentionally trying to fluster me. How would he have any idea what I'm thinking of? No Nidhi, don't give in to his mind games and screw up. The shoot is almost ending, you are nearer to your freedom. Just go ahead with your plans rather than sinking down into this complex man. 

No matter the pep talk, Nidhi found her gaze straying back to the said complex man and following him everywhere as a cake was laid out and everyone gathered around him to cut it. Narendran and Sharadha flanked his sides as Mahesh and other top technicians surrounded the round table to celebrate their hero's birthday. Pavan had eyes only for Nidhi even as he stood in the crowd and it unnerved Nidhi. 

Why is he intentionally giving fodder to the gossip by glaring at me every now and then? Hasn't he realised yet that I'm not interested in a link up with him? I'm not giving him mixed signals, am I? Or his thick-headedness is deluding him? 

Noticing their intense eye game, Sharadha quickly donned the role of cupid. She rushed to Nidhi's side and pulled a reluctant Nidhi to stand beside Pavan to cut the cake. 

“Sharadha ma'am, what are you doing?” Nidhi was miffed. 

“C'mon Nidhi, we cannot miss such a golden photo op moment. You standing beside Pavan is good publicity for our movie, right Mahesh?” Sharadha asked in a sing-song voice. 

“Absolutely.” Mahesh beamed at the idea. 

At the nod of approval from everyone, Nidhi had no option. Pavan smiled at Sharadha for her thoughtful act and glanced down at Nidhi ardently, utterly pleased with the setup. Nalini felt her chest tighten at the sight before her. Her heart and mind could not reach a conclusion on the problem that was glaring at her face and she helplessly stood in the crowd, witnessing the unfolding scene. 

Pavan cut the cake amidst the cheers and fondly fed a piece to his grandfather and with airy arrogance stuffed Sharadha's mouth with one large slice, earning snickers from everyone around. Even Nidhi couldn't help a giggle at their camaraderie. But she stopped laughing when Pavan presented a slice before her lips. Conscious of the crowd around, Nidhi obediently took a bite and tried to be obscure by moving back in the crowd. But Pavan was having none of it. 

“Arrey, nobody is bothered about feeding the birthday boy,” he said loudly, garnering attention. 

Sharadha, catching the hint, instantly mumbled with the cake in her mouth, “Nidhi, push this slice into his arrogant mouth so that we will have peace for a few minutes.” She thrust a piece into Nidhi's hand. 

When everyone around accorded with Sharadha's suggestion, Nidhi had no choice but to come forward again. Wielding her doe eyes as a sword, she reached him. She was angry at being pushed to a corner and Pavan was enjoying her predicament. The rosy tint on her cheeks and her flared nose enticed the devil within him. Pavan's honey orbs glinted with naughtiness as he waited for Nidhi to feed him. And she did, with hesitance. Pavan took a bite from her fingers and accidentally bit a corner of her finger. While it was a mistake, he was absolutely glad about that perfect mistake whereas Nidhi glared at him indignantly, thinking that it was all his game. 

Narendran was silently taking in the unfolding scene too. He was used to seeing gloom in Pavan's eyes on his birthdays and on every special occasion. He had witnessed it a few minutes back too on his face but now, as Pavan geared up to cut the cake, he had a pleasant disposition. The way he looked at Nidhi was not lost to the wise man's eyes. He was aware of the rumours but never thought much of it until today when he witnessed them with his own eyes. 

There is a major age difference between them and somewhere the girl doesn't look entirely comfortable in his presence. But as for Pavan, his face transformed spectacularly when she stood beside him. The way his eyes lit up as he cut the cake and fed her the piece, it was different. The gleam was vivid and potent in his eyes. Is there a scope here? Can she be Pavan's salvation despite the odds? 

Narendran was lost in those musings and hadn't noticed the person who had made an entrance. Ranjini Sachin stood at the doorway, taking in the situation. Like Narendran, her hawk eyes did not miss the details as she glared at Pavan and Nidhi's closeness. 

Did the rumours indeed carry weight? her mind was fraught with concern at the thought. But she quickly recovered from it. No, I'll not let his passing fads shake my resolve. Pavi, I lost you once, and I will never again repeat that mistake. You are mine, you will remain mine. It is time I remind you what you are losing out on. Her eyes scanned Nidhi from head to toe as she made her way to the gathering. She is beautiful, young. It is not like Pavan to be bewitched by beauty. Neither will he get fascinated with immaturity. Then what holds his attention to this girl? 

Ranjini restlessly searched for answers as she stared hard and fast at Nidhi. Nidhi was the first one to spot Ranjini as she stood before the cake on the other end of the table. Seeing her attention snagged elsewhere, Pavan's eyes pivoted to the source too. 

“Happy Birthday, Pavi. I guess I'm on time for the party,” Ranjini said with a smirk. 

Pavan's face was impassive but an instant displeasure washed over Nidhi at Ranjini's grating presence. Nidhi was already boiling because of the tough spot she had been pushed into by Pavan and Sharadha, and seeing his ex worsened her mood, the reason for which she did not seek from her agitated mind. 

“I don't remember inviting you,” Pavan said wryly to Ranjini's elegant face. 

“I don't need an invitation where you are concerned.” Her smirk grew wider as their sparring always enlivened her. 

But Pavan was completely immune to Ranjini. For him Ranjini was an unwanted parcel that kept delivering at his address every now and then. He saw the way Ranjini's gaze kept swivelling to Nidhi and the malice that resonated in them. It made Pavan fist his hand involuntarily. He took a glance at Nidhi and was surprised to find Nidhi glaring back at Ranjini with intensity. 

My, my, now what was that? His mind leapt at the blatant jealousy that shone on Nidhi's face. Maybe, this time your arrival is not going to be a waste, Ranjini. 
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Distractions 

Pavan did not give Ranjini attention though she tried her best to grab it. By blatantly displaying her familiarity and non-existent closeness with him, Ranjini created a spectacle and tried to garner publicity with several social media photo ops. Her intent was multiple: she wanted to send a loud message to her husband, claim Pavan before the world, and show Nidhi her place. Though annoyed by her antics, Pavan did not fully throw her on her face. His focus was entirely on Nidhi; her transparent face unveiled every complicated emotion that roared through her mind as she observed Ranjini's antics. 

While I've seen Nidhi flustered by my presence, rattled by our chemistry often, the sight of her angry face at Ranjini's show of right over me truly takes the cake. No wonder jealousy is often used as a trope to fuel the passion between lovers. 

While Nidhi remained oblivious to his watchful eyes as her energy was fully concentrated on Ranjini's debauchery, Ranjini did not miss the detail that was glaring right on her face.  

The interest in Pavan's eyes as he gazed down at Nidhi is reflecting more than mere lust. The intelligent woman that she was, she grudgingly accepted the fact for what it was. And then all the wheels in her head started turning as she tried to find a solution for this new hurdle before her.

****

Much later, when Pavan entered his caravan, Ranjini was lounging languidly on the couch inside, waiting for him. Sharadha, who had followed him, had a sour expression on her face. 

“I didn't know,” she muttered behind him. 

Sharadha and Ranjini never got along even when Pavan was dating her and it only got worse after their breakup. Normally Sharadha would excuse herself out of Pavan's drama but this time she chose to stay and Pavan did not ask her to leave either. The makeup man who stepped in behind them was asked to leave though. Irritation marred Ranjini's face as she saw Sharadha following him in but she restrained herself. 

“Why aren't you out of here yet?” Pavan asked dryly, striding into his caravan without caring about her presence. 

Pavan went straight to the makeup area of the caravan and began using on his skin the cleanser Sharadha offered. Ranjini read the dismissal clearly but she stood her ground. 

“Do you really think Nidhi is the girl for you?” she asked without preamble. 

While she expected Pavan to go still, he continued his action undeterred. Sharadha too didn't glance at her as she stood in between them as if protecting Pavan from her vile energy. 

“Why should I answer personal questions to a stranger?” Pavan asked baldly. 

“I'm no stranger,” Ranjini asserted with agitation. 

“Yeah,” Pavan paused to gaze at her as he continued, “you are my brother's wife.” 

“I'd like you to describe me as your once supposed-to-be wife,” Ranjini said arrogantly. 

“Not really. Though you are one of my exes, I never saw you in the role of my wife, Ranjini. I never gave you the ring of commitment,” Pavan shot back silkily. 

Sharadha snickered, increasing Ranjini's anger. 

Ignoring her, Ranjini straight-shot, “And you see Nidhi in it?” her eyes reading his reaction intently. 

“What she is to me is not your concern,” Pavan said without glancing at her, finishing the work on his face. 

“Fair enough, but what you are to me is my concern. And I'm here to talk about that,” Ranjini was not ready to back out. 

“That's not my concern though,” Pavan scored in a beat, making Sharadha whistle in delight. 

Ranjini was pissed by the duo but she did not want her anger to drive her at the moment. She intended to lower Pavan's confidence and create a fissure in his plans with Nidhi. 

So she charged on in her planned route when she said next, “A girl like Nidhi can never love you, Pavi. The darkness in you would scar that naive soul.” Her words had the desired impact as Pavan stilled and the veiled anger on Sharadha's face became prominent. “Your mother's selfish streak is running through your veins too, Pavi. For a simpleton like Nidhi, that version of you will be unacceptable and you cannot hide it from her for long. And then what?” 

She hit right at his insecurities and Sharadha swore loudly. Ranjini enjoyed her reaction and Pavan's passive stance as he continued with his work but at a slower pace. Ranjini made her way to Pavan and pushing past Sharadha she stood close to him, staring into his reflection in the large mirror. 

“Whereas I'm an equal player for you, Pavi. I can manage that darkness within you because we both harbour selfishness within. We are both self-centred and that will make it easy for us to co-exist beautifully,” she laid out her proposition smoothly.

Sharadha was about to give her a piece of her mind, but Pavan raised his hand, stopping her. Turning around to face Ranjini, he said, “You'll get the first invitation of my wedding with Nidhi, whenever it happens. Now please make yourself scarce or you need the specific words?” 

“He is asking if we should spell out ‘get out’ to your face,” Sharadha smirked, adding her two cents to insult Ranjini. 

Ranjini was furious but she bit out, “We will be selecting the wedding card together Pavi. I like my touch in every detail of my wedding.” 

Her arrogance was met with a dismissive tilt of the head by Pavan and sniggering by Sharadha. 

“Quit living in the archaic times, Ranjini. You are too modern a girl for that,” Pavan drawled before shutting the door of the makeup room on her face. 

Ranjini skewed with rage at his insult and dismissal. Her mind coiled with tension as she sensed Pavan's seriousness about Nidhi. She was clueless on how to work around that. 
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What Next 

Pavan nursed a drink as he lay on the recliner in his hotel room facing the pitch-black darkness outside. He had heard the click of the door opening but did not respond as Sharadha made her way inside. She took one glance at his silent form and sighed. Moving to the open bottle on the coffee table, Sharadha made a drink for herself. 

“She is going tomorrow,” Sharadha began the conversation, her eyes levelled on him. 

“Hmm,” Pavan nodded, staring into nothingness. 

Sharadha sat before him at the coffee table. “Can you let her go?” 

“No,” he replied in a beat, looking at her. 

“But can you do what is on your mind now, to her?” Sharadha titled her head helplessly. 

Pavan sighed deeply as he gazed down at the drink in his hand. “If that's the only way I can have her, then I will.” Saying that, he gulped down the drink. 

“Pavi, you may get more time with her but the damage this action might cause to whatever was blooming between you two can be irreversible,” Sharadha cautioned him. 

Pavan got up and walked to the floor to ceiling glass windows that were shaded black by the night. He knew Sharadha was right. Ranjini's words also haunted his mind as he planned his future with Nidhi. After a long beat of silence, Pavan spoke. “I don't set myself up for failures, Shrads. If I got down to playing this game, then I intend to have her at all cost. Nidhi is not something that I can afford to lose. I'll win her, no matter what route I have to embark on to make her my final destination.” His voice was confident. 

Sharadha inhaled deeply as she explained, “But you might stand to lose her for real this way. You may win a right over her but lose the way to her.” 

Pavan shrugged. “One step at a time, Shrads. I can work on that once I have her, right next to me.” A calculative gleam entered his eyes. “At the end, aim justifies the methods.” 

Sharadha was not okay with the trajectory Pavan and Nidhi's life was taking, but she had no other role than to be a mute witness to how their journey was destined to pan out. 
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The Calm Before the Storm

Nidhi had wrapped her shoot a few days prior to the final wrap up. Bidding goodbye to everyone, she came back home with her mother and sister in tow. Sharadha had promised to be in touch to discuss the Thampuran Foundation related logistics for her education. Everyone had been emotional when it was time to bid farewell; even Nidhi found tears in her eyes by the end of it. 

From something that I had to take up with no choice to feeling like a part of me was being torn away, this journey indeed proved to be special. I have memories worth a lifetime and an experience that will remain with me and shape me as an individual always. There were a lot of lessons I learnt, of professionalism, punctuality, dedication –ones that I'll carry forward to my chosen career path. 

Her lips stretched in a beautiful smile as she took in the roaring waves of the ocean before her. She was at the beach with Gautam. He had been reluctant to engage with her, especially in public, but she purposefully dragged him out to ease the tension that had crept into their relationship. But even while sitting next to him, her mind kept going back to a face that had all her attention these days. A man who had carved himself into her heart with the green ink of permanence. 

Pavan sir had made himself obscure after our last scene together on his birthday. Most of our scenes after that was with other co-stars and we rarely saw each other. But was it only because of that or because of the presence of his ex that day? Unknowingly, Nidhi's mood soured. While she is now his sister-in-law, there are strong rumours that she is heading for a divorce. Also, I heard that it was Pavan sir who helped her get back into movies. Is he back with her? Isn't that….incest though? I mean with their familial equations now! Ah, who am I to bother about their life. But if he is indeed connecting back with her, then what were those moments between us? Did he really perceive me as a passing fancy? One that he can engage with and throw off later? How dare he?

Nidhi was indignant at the thought, but while her mind focused on the surface level reasoning, her heart was skewed at multiple layers unbeknownst to her. 

“Where are you lost?” Gautam's irritated rap sliced through her thoughts. 

“Sorry,” she smiled apologetically, warding off the thoughts of that elusive man from her mind. 

But before she could speak, a few college students who were on the beach approached her. 

“Excuse me, Nidhi Shankar, right?” one of them asked with absolute glee. 

Nidhi smiled in return with a shake of her head. That instantly charged up the girls as they chorused in excitement, “Ma'am, we are in complete awe of your performance in the movie. Can we get a selfie?” 

Nidhi's movie had hit the theatres a week back and earned the blockbuster tag and rave reviews. Nidhi garnered appreciation for her acting and was easily getting noted in public these days. The popularity left her amused most of the time and she engaged with it gracefully. She obliged with their selfie request and even spoke to them for a few minutes, increasing Gautam's ire. He was still not able to wrap his head around Nidhi's new-found fame and struggled to acknowledge it. 

“Ma'am, is it true that Pavan Thampuran and you are dating?” one of the fans asked, fuelling Gautam's anger. 

Nidhi sensed his mood shift and quickly tried to end the conversation. “No. Thank you for your kind words about my performance,” she dismissed them with courtesy. 

Even before she could perch herself on the sand beside him, Gautam hissed, “I'm not liking this, Nidhi.” 

Nidhi sighed as she said matter-of-factly, “We knew the cons, Gautam. This is something we have to override.” 

Gautam turned around to face her, his face livid, “Handling your fame in itself is getting daunting, Nidhi. Now I have to sit and hear your name being linked to that man. I cannot tolerate this.” He stared back at the sea, the rage waves emanating off him. “The kind of lewd talk I'm subjected to because of you among friends and family is taking a toll on me, Nidhi. I'm not sure how long I can handle this. Now you are going to study with his foundation's help and the  rumours would intensify until your course is over and we become one.” 

Nidhi slowly laced her arms around his bicep, pushing herself onto his arm. 

“I have a solution to your concerns,” she said quietly. When he gave her a half-hearted side eye, she said with a smile, “Let's get engaged.” 

“Have you gone insane? Engagement when you are just eighteen and I'm jobless,” he scoffed. 

Nidhi, however, cupped his face and turned it towards her. “I'm not saying this on a whim, Gautam. When I committed to this movie, I had thought of all exit routes long and hard. If matters came to it, I had envisioned an engagement right after the movie's release to lay the wagging tongues to rest.” 

“Nidhi…” he began, only to be cut off by Nidhi. 

“Gautam, I'm aware of your home situation. Ganeshan uncle had spoken to amma recently. He told her that our marriage would be a question mark if something is not done at the earliest. I have discussed this with amma. And she approves of my decision,” Nidhi said patiently. 

“But, you are too young and what will people say? I'm yet to settle down in my life.” Gautam's practical side took over as his mind calculated the risks. 

“We are only getting engaged, Gautam. It doesn't even have to be elaborate. A small ring exchange ceremony would certify me as your girl before the world. And then the chemistry people saw in the movie or the rumours that floated around will all become irrelevant. The public would acknowledge me as your fiancée and then when I seek Pavan sir's aid for my education it won't be coloured differently. My identity will forever be linked to your name with this perfect solution. Amma will be talking about this with Ganeshan uncle soon,” Nidhi finished with confidence. 

Gautam considered her suggestion, his mind whirring about the possibilities and detractions. He did not readily agree as his mind was weighed down with this monumental decision to make. Nidhi, however, had vastly different thoughts running in her mind. While on the surface what she told Gautam held true, there was another reason why she was pushing this agenda. Pavan has been ruling her mind even in his absence. These unwanted feelings that had erupted in her heart was tearing through her conscience. She could neither deny nor accept them, and guilt gnawed at her heart every time she faced Gautam. 

I've been missing him a lot. While I do understand my emotions can be easily compartmentalised as a meaningless infatuation, the effect of it hasn't been waning off even as days pass. I thought when I finally walk away from the movie, from him, it will get easier. The attraction would fade, his thoughts will get lost in oblivion as I gear up for my further studies and cocoon myself in Gautam. But that hasn't been the case. I have started to miss him harder, wishing for some sort of connect with him in my weakest moments, and the nights are laced with sinful thoughts that are bringing me to shameful depths in my own eyes. I need to get out of this vicious circle. By getting engaged to Gautam, I will be sending a clear message to everyone that is linking me to Pavan sir, including my own mind. Also, if there is any scrap of interest left in him it will hit the dust with this announcement. But obviously he is not interested as he hasn't tried to contact me after the shoot. It is as if I never existed in his life and I was a means to an end. So that is how I will define him in my life too. Pavan Thampuran is a chapter that has been done with in my life. It is time to move forward and I will, with this step. 

****

Pavan was swimming through the pool at his penthouse late at night. His mind was vibrating with the news Sharadha had shared with him a while ago. Sharadha was in touch with Nalini and was informed by the latter about Nidhi getting engaged soon. Pavan came out of the water and rested his forearms on the side of the pool. 

Though I had made up my mind to carry forward my dirty plan, I had not been able to do so. I could have easily done it around the time of the movie's release and blamed it on the publicity team if things spiralled out of control. But I held back, wanting to win Nidhi without tricks and trade. But it seems like this is my only option. Because that chit of a girl doesn't want me to have even the slightest chance with her. Pavan pinched the bridge of his nose in annoyance. She thinks she can outsmart me with this step. If she is trying to push me away then she has another thing coming. Nidhi, you are yet to realise how territorial I can get. I would have waited it out and charmed your socks off if not for this gimmick from your end. Now pay the price. His honey orbs turned dark as an evil glint entered them. If I have to wage a war to win you, I will, Treasure. Even if it is you at the opposite end, I'll wage and win this war. Bring on your A game, we are now going to play. 
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Scandal Outbreak 

It was a relatively chaos-free afternoon for Nidhi until a video clip started circulating in social media. Initially, she was unaware of the tornado that was snowballing her way.  She was at home with Neetu and the sisters were selecting the hairdo and costume for Nidhi's engagement. Suddenly their phones vibrated with numerous calls and messages. Neetu saw the video clip her friend had sent her as Nidhi was answering a call. She immediately brought it to Nidhi's notice, eclipsing the axis of her life. 

The video clip that was getting circulated was the CCTV visuals from back in the day when Nidhi had gone to Pavan's room to talk about her lack of movie aspirations. The same clip that Sachin had tried to orchestrate to destroy Pavan, which the latter had savoured with purposeful intent, has now leaked on social media. Obviously theories and narratives began, interpreting the visual in twisted ways. But every narrative zeroed down on linking Nidhi to Pavan irrevocably. Only the nature of that connection varied on different lips but the content was absorbed with interest and delight by one and all. 

Nidhi watched her world turn upside down right in front of her eyes. The visual and the story it wove were crystal clear. Her impending engagement and repercussions of this scandal weighed on her mind as she scurried for an escape route. Despite being overwhelmed, she dialled Sharadha's number. 

“Nidhi,” Sharadha found it difficult to speak to the girl. Her eyes darted to Pavan who was in the backseat of the car as they drove to the airport. Pavan had his eyes on her. 

“Sharadha ma'am, the video…,” but Sharadha cut her off, not wanting her to spell it out. 

“I know, Nidhi. We are on it,” Sharadha said reassuringly. “The video will be off the media in five minutes.” Her stern gaze connected with Pavan's nonchalant one in the rear-view mirror as the driver drove them to their destination. 

Nidhi cupped her head anxiously as she asked shakily, “How did this happen? Why now?” 

Sharadha closed her eyes as she said, “We don't know for sure but it has to be Sachin, Pavi's step brother. He always has nasty tricks up his sleeve to disrupt Pavi's life. This could be yet another sick game of his,” Sharadha finished with difficulty. 

“Ma'am,” Nidhi wet her dry lips as her eyes watered, “what next?” 

Sharadha could hear the pain in her voice and she locked her jaw. 

“We are formulating a plan, Nidhi. I'll get back to you as soon as I have something solid. For now, rest assured that the video will be wiped off,” with that assurance, Sharadha abruptly cut the call. 

“You are not a good actor, Shrads. Nidhi might have already turned suspicious,” Pavan complained with a smile.

Sharadha twisted in her seat to pin him with a stony glare. “You are a rogue, Pavi. It would have been better if you kidnapped that girl and locked her away in your house instead of this.” 

Pavan cupped the back of his head with both hands as he said with a silly grin, “That's not my style, Shrads. I intend to bring her home as my life partner with full dignity.” 

“Dignity?” Sharadha charged up. “God, you are insufferable, Pavi.” 

“Easy tigress, it is just a matter of time before I clear Nidhi's name and bind her to me for eternity. In fact,” he chuckled, “she is already inked in my name now.” 

Sharadha turned away from him, terribly pissed. 

“Despite the romantic hero tag, he couldn't charm his way into a girl's heart and is now arm-twisting her into his life. But the arrogance is intact,” she chewed out. 

“I heard that,” Pavan retorted. 

“Good,” she yelled back, making him chuckle as they reached the airport. 

Things were moving according to plan and despite not being in agreement, Sharadha was making sure things smoothed out for Pavan and Nidhi at the earliest. Sharadha prayed for the girl who was getting tormented to find it in her to fight back when it was time. 

****

The scandal did shake up things at every end. Gautam was left aghast when he saw the clip. He was with his friends and was discussing his impending engagement when one of his friends showed him the viral clip. While some showed concern for him, Gautam could read the malice that was taking shape within them about Nidhi. Unable to face them, he swiftly made a move to get his bike and rode away aimlessly. 

Priyadarshini was reading a book when Sachin came running to her room and switched on the TV inside. Though the clip had been removed from social media by then, media channels had hatched onto the controversy and was discussing it nineteen to the dozen. While rumours were part of a celebrity's life, the intensity of it and the mudslinging directed at Pavan with this controversy worried Priyadarshini. She tried to call Pavan and Sharadha but could not get through them and it left her worried. 

On the other hand, Sachin was confused as to why he hadn't got hold of this clip earlier. He  suspected Pavan was involved in hiding and now leaking this clip all of a sudden. He tried to work his brain to find out the reason why. 

Ranjini was in-between shoots when her makeup artist alerted her to the controversy and she immediately surfed the internet. The clip was off but the scandal was on fire. Ranjini was already suspicious about Nidhi's presence in Pavan's life and now that fear augmented. 

Everyone closely connected to Pavan and Nidhi were alarmed by this unexpected controversy and waited with bated breath to see what would follow suit in the coming days. 
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Next Step 

“What will be your fate now?” Nalini's voice was hoarse with tears. 

Though the visuals that went viral were pulled off air in minutes by Pavan's team, it garnered widespread attention and turned into dinner table conversation all across Kerala. Pavan and Nidhi's pairing was much loved after their movie's release. Their fans and detractors were going for each other's throat on social media pages. Neutral audiences were either ignoring the hullabaloo or engaging in the popcorn entertainment for fun. Celebrities were always treated as an alien species and any catastrophe that struck them was fodder for gossip. Their rise and fall were destined to be dissected elaborately. This case was no different. Media houses were having a field day as they strewed speculations in the air, discussing and debating the endless possibilities pertaining to the issue. Pavan was unavailable for comments and reporters swamped Nidhi's colony. But Sharadha had made sure Nidhi's family had enough protection even though they were locked in a house arrest situation. 

After the initial shock wore off, Nidhi could read the situation clearly. Her brilliant mind pieced together the full picture and it left her astounded. She could not bring herself to accept her own conclusions, and the emotions that assailed her numbed her. Though Sharadha had told Nidhi that this was all done by Sachin to spite Pavan, she thought something was fishy. 

While her lie sounded believable at first, the more I think about it, the more I gauge the lack of truth behind it. If Sachin or anyone at the hotel wanted to do this for spite or for some quick bucks, they would have done it immediately. The visuals would have come out sooner. If it was someone from the marketing team of the film, they would have aired it around the movie's release to create hype out of a controversy. Right now, if this is happening now, it can only benefit one person, Pavan Thampuran. Her mind firmly asserted. He must have learned from Sharadha that I was planning to get engaged. Her heart blazed at that realisation. I would be lying if I said I didn't see it coming. Her heart and mind went still as she acknowledged that one truth she had turned a blind eye to.  I had deluded myself into believing that it was all in my head. I had even overlooked the answering heat that balled into a furnace within me every time I saw his eyes shine with that darkness. I had read the need for me in his eyes and I had to restrain my heart from responding to it because I was committed to Gautam. She inhaled shakily as a teardrop made its way down her right eye. But never did I think he would stoop this low. Why? Why did he distort the image I had built of him? Why did he cheat me of my understanding of him? Why couldn't he be what I thought he was? Why can't he let me be what I want to be? A simple girl with a simple life. Why is he trying to uproot me from my life and plant me in his canvas when he has read it in my eyes that it scares me. 

“I need to do something about this,” Nalini said, wiping her tears. 

As Nidhi and Neetu watched, Nalini dialled Sharadha's number. “Sharadha, I want to meet Pavan sir.” 

Nidhi went rigid as volatile emotions swam through her. She waited patiently for Nalini to finish. As soon as the call ended, Nalini made a move for the door, taking her purse in her hand. 

“Where are you going?” Neetu voiced the question on Nidhi's lips. 

Nalini threw a sharp gaze in her daughter's direction as she said, “Bolt the door and be safe. I'll be back in an hour,” and with that she left, banging the door. 

Nidhi sighed and her knees gave away as the events unfolding were becoming clearer and utter helplessness weighed her down as she contemplated her options. Neetu sat beside her comfortingly as Nidhi worked her mind to find a way out of the mess. 

****

True to her word, Nalini was back home in an hour. Neetu opened the door for her and Nidhi silently observed the relief that was now etched on her face. 

“Did you meet Pavan sir?” Neetu asked anxiously as Nalini poured herself a glass of water. 

With her eyes trained on the jug, Nalini said, “I went to meet Narendran Thampuran,” she said in a neutral voice. 

Nidhi's eyes widened a fraction. 

“Why?” she asked in a low voice.

“He is a generous man.” Nalini faced Nidhi. “Your father had worked with him in some movies before. He acknowledged the acquaintance and listened to my concern. He has promised to do what is right.” 

Studying her mother's face, Nidhi asked, “Means?” 

Nalini inhaled deeply as she stared up at the ceiling. Nidhi waited patiently for Nalini to face her again and she did. 

In a firm voice, Nalini said, “I don't know how to say this to you, Nidhi. But it is better you learn and adapt to this at the earliest. I've asked Narendran sir to ask Pavan to honour and protect you with marriage.” 

Nidhi stared sharply at her mother but uttered no word. Neetu, however, could not hold back her reaction. 

“How could you even make such an absurd request? Didn't he throw you away?” Neetu asked incredulously. 

Nalini faced Neetu sternly. “He did not because he understands a mother's concern. He has promised to speak with Pavan.” 

“Amma, what are you doing?” Nidhi asked through parched throat as her shoulders slumped with defeat at the realisation that hit her. 

She understood Pavan's game plan and painfully recognised that her own mother was now a willing pawn in his wicked scheme. She could understand her mother's reasons but it broke what was left of her as betrayal laced the bonds that were precious to her. Nalini understood the torment that was eating into her daughter. But she hardened herself, for as a mother she could only focus on her daughter's bright future for now, not her emotions. Nalini lumbered towards her daughter and sat down before her, holding her hand. 

“Nidhi, when you told me about the scholarship Pavan promised, I agreed considering it is your ambition and I respected your dream. If you had continued as an actor we could have settled in our lives earlier but still I let it all go for your happiness.” She swallowed the lump in her throat as she saw Nidhi's eyes misting. “But Nidhi, now if you study with Thampuran Foundation's help, do you realise the name calling and labels that would befall you? Do you reckon the severity of the damage that has been caused to your reputation? Can you walk out of this house without getting cat calls and comments that colour you as a…,” Nalini couldn't continue as tears clogged her throat but she continued firmly,  “So as a mother I did what I deemed right. Now whatever unfolds you will quietly accept it.” 

“No, I won't,” Nidhi's voice was feeble but her words rung with finality. “I did not do any crime and I will not get punished for something that I've not done. If someone wants to call me names or tarnish my identity then let them. I'll not let it affect me because my conscience is clear. And as for marrying Pavan sir, it is never going to happen. Even if he agrees, I'll not agree.” 

“Have you gone mad?” Nalini asked in a vexed tone. 

“No, if anything, I can see things clearly now. This is all a farce that's been construed to trap me. I'll not let myself walk into this web, into his web.” Nidhi's voice hardened.  

“Whose web?” Nalini asked in confusion. 

“Pavan Thampuran's,” Nidhi declared his name as her culprit. “He engineered this scandal. I'm certain of it.” 

When Nidhi saw the confusion and surprise on Nalini's face, she realised Nalini had not yet discovered his mask. 

He might have got to amma through Sharadha ma'am. She must have made this idea infiltrate into amma's mind as a solution while he himself remained elusive after laying out the trap. 

Nalini heaved a loud sigh as she sat down with her head in her hands. Then she looked up straight at her daughter. “And why would he do that? What would he gain by tarnishing his own hard-earned reputation, let alone ruin yours?” 

“He wants me,” Nidhi said without hesitation and her confidence stumped Nalini and Neetu. 

Nalini moved her gaze to Neetu as she warned, “Make sure your sister doesn't go out until we hear back from the Thampuran family.” She completely ignored what Nidhi said as she addressed Neetu. 

“Amma, you are not listening,” Nidhi tried to explain but Nalini raised her hand. 

“I don't want to hear another word, Nidhi. You better understand that your destiny is sorted now and accept that it is for your own good. This conversation ends here,” and with that Nalini walked into the bathroom, shutting the door and Nidhi's one-sided conversation.

****

Nidhi was trying Gautam's phone the whole day but he neither called back nor replied to her endless messages. Well past midnight, she got through him on phone. 

“Hello,” his voice was slurred and Nidhi understood that he was drinking. 

“Oh, so that's why you did not respond.” Nidhi's voice held an accusatory note. 

“No,” he denied, “I simply did not want to talk.”

Nidhi willed herself to be calm to not mess with the situation anymore.

“Gautam, you are well aware of why I went to his room that night and what happened there. I don't care what the world thinks but despite knowing my truth, how can you behave like this? I needed you the most today,” Nidhi said in a controlled voice. 

Gautam ran his hands over his face as the bartender served him with another drink. “Nidhi, I'm not in a mood to talk now. If I do, I'll end up hurting you with my words. So let's talk tomorrow.” 

That riled Nidhi and she fired into the phone, “What do you mean by that? You know I'm innocent.” 

“It doesn't matter,” Gautam yelled, making Nidhi go still at the aggression in his voice. “Everyone right now believes you slept with that bastard. No matter what tale you weave, nobody is going to believe your innocence.” He gulped down his drink before charging on, “On top of that, you are going to study under his foundation. Great. Explains the context clearly for onlookers.” Poison dripped off his words and scalded Nidhi's soul as she listened to him quietly. “As if that film, the songs, the intimate scenes and roaring chemistry were not enough, now this! Why should I be saddled with all this and be a laughing stock in front of others?” 

Nidhi wiped the tears cascading down as she said, “You are right. You have no business getting humiliated in this scenario. So what if your girlfriend's image is ruthlessly tarnished for malicious intentions, so what if she stands to lose more than you? It is your male ego that has been hurt and that's what matters the most. Standing by your girlfriend when your male ego has taken a beating is too much to ask for,” she scoffed. 

“Nidhi, I don't have time for your sarcasm. We will talk later,” he dismissed her and it tore through her. 

“Go to hell,” she yelled into the phone before disconnecting the call. 
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Why

Pavan was in a new movie discussion in his house at Kochi when Sharadha alerted him about a call from his grandfather. They both shared a knowing look before Pavan concluded the meeting and rescheduled further discussions to another day. As soon as he was alone with Sharadha, he dialled back his grandfather. 

“Good morning Muthacha,” he greeted his grandfather warmly on the phone. 

“Is it a good morning for you?” Narendran Thampuran's baritone was measured.

A playful grin appeared in the corner of his lips as Pavan retorted, “Why wouldn't it be? I was in a new movie discussion. The concept is unheard of in the Malayalam cinema milieu and have the potential to garner pan Indian appeal. If things go as planned, this movie would be a milestone for Thampuran Productions and for the industry as a whole.” 

“I'm glad to hear that your professional life is taking an interesting turn, Pavi. But what is even more exciting for me is the entertaining twists in your personal life,” Narendran said as his eyes remained focused on the now muted television that was running the scandal news. “Who is Nidhi to you, Pavi?” Narendran asked point-blank. 

Pavan's mischievous gaze darted to Sharadha who was yet again on a call where she was being asked about Pavan and Nidhi's relationship. There was pressure for a bite from Pavan on the scandal. 

Dodging the question, Pavan replied, “Oh so that's the entertaining twist you are after. But Muthacha, you never ask me for explanations for the rumours that float around about me.” 

“Exactly. I never asked because they were baseless rumours,” Narendran deadpanned. 

“And you think this is not?” Pavan's tone was challenging. 

Narendran leaned back on the rocking chair he was sitting on. “The visuals are pretty clear, Pavi. And today the girl's mother was here asking me to save her daughter's reputation.” Narendran paused for impact before saying, “She wants you to marry her daughter to save her from disgrace.” 

Pavan worked his vocal chords into a laugh. “What did you say? Did you offer my hand in marriage?” 

“I did,” Narendran retorted coolly. 

Pavan's long lips curled naughtily as he asked, “So I've been sold, just like that, for a scandal's sake?” 

Narendran chuckled darkly as he said, “If anyone is being sold out here it is that girl, Pavi. It is her life that is being threatened by this scandal. I sensed a good rapport between you and her when I saw you together at the shoot. A synergy that went beyond usual chemistries; one that I'm not used to seeing in your life. But Pavi, was this the only way?” Narendran could not hide the disappointment in his voice.  

Pavan understood that the wise man had analysed the facts clearly. Pavan never intended to keep him in the dark but was waiting for the right time. 

Taking a deep breath, Pavan said, “I'd say she left me with no choice.” 

Narendran's brows shot up. “Are you telling me you couldn't charm your way into her heart?” 

Pavan smirked. “I'm trying to do exactly that.” 

“With this arm twisting?” Narendran shook his head. 

“Everything is fair in love and war, Muthacha. After all I learnt that valuable lesson from my parents’ life,” Pavan said without an iota of guilt. 

Narendran took a beat to respond to that. “You can't let their actions dictate your life, Pavi. If your mother sought out her love, you must remember that it was returned as well. Neither did your father try to hold onto someone who did not love him,” Narendran said in a soothing voice. 

Pavan hummed in response but confidence rang in his tone as he said, “Everything that I have gained so far is a result of my go-getter attitude, Muthacha. Life never offered me on a platter what my heart longed for. It is simply no different in Nidhi's case too. But she is going to be the most beautiful chapter of my life because I'm the one writing it. If I'm allowing the grammar and syntax to go a little wrong in the first few lines, it is only to make for a prose that is going to be exceptional.” 

That quelled every word of advice Narendran had ready on his wisdom-laden lips. He comprehended the depth behind Pavan's words. Over the years, he had wished for Pavan to settle down with a girl who would purge his soul with the love he longed for. But when the years went by, he was unsure if Pavan would ever find the peace he deserved. When he saw Pavan and Nidhi together, he had assumed that she was the missing piece of his grandson's life—that one piece that could complete him. He had high hopes for a roaring affair and a scintillating wedding paraphernalia featuring them. But the scandal overturned his fool-proof dreams for Pavan and Nidhi. Though he did not agree with the turn of events, he decided to be a silent witness to their saga that was bound to leap through waves of hate before it settled into the sea of love. 

As soon as the call disconnected, Pavan heard Sharadha say, “He figured it out, didn't he?” 

Pavan concurred with a shrug, “It is not easy to pull wool over his eyes.” 

Sharadha snickered. “That was never your concern though. Your concern,” she air quoted with a smug smile, “is convincing your girl.” 

Pavan sported a half-smirk as he draped a hand over her shoulder, “That's where I have you.” 

“Ah, I should have seen it coming.” Sharadha rolled her eyes. “Bring it on, tell me the role I have to play in this dark romance.” 

Pavan's thick lips twisted, revealing the cunning designs he had engineered in his mind. And, the glint in his honeyed orbs was the hint of things to come. 
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Deal

Sharadha was in Nidhi's house. She had made her entry inconspicuous owing to the surging media interest around Nidhi and Pavan. Nalini welcomed her warmly and was positively beaming when Sharadha explained her reason for coming to see them. When Nidhi came out after her bath, she was greeted with the sight of Sharadha and Nalini engaged in an animated conversation as Neetu stood in one corner mutely watching their exchange. They fell silent when they spotted Nidhi's presence in the room. 

“Nidhi, Sharadha is here to see you,” Nalini informed enthusiastically before turning back to Sharadha. “Now you guys talk. I have a shoot today. I was just leaving.” 

“I'll ask the driver to drop you,” Sharadha offered, making Neetu and Nidhi share a look. 

Nalini was obviously happy but refused, “No madam. First let my daughter regain the brain she has lost in the haze of love. After that I'll rightfully ask for a lift.” 

Neetu sniggered, earning a glare from Nalini while Sharadha's gaze was stationed on Nidhi's impassive face. Nalini left soon after and the room hung heavy with an uncomfortable silence. Sharadha was confused by the cold look in Nidhi's eyes and for a beat she felt sorry for doing what she was doing to Nidhi. While it catered to her friend's best interest and the turnaround would ultimately impact Nidhi's life positively, as a woman Sharadha did gauge the dilemma that was lurking behind Nidhi's indifferent stance. But when she thought back to the moments when she had observed Pavan and Nidhi together, her resolve strengthened. 

They had something between them and if that was the salvation Pavan deserved then Nidhi would have to forgive this selfish friend for what I'm about to do. 

“What has happened is extremely unfortunate, Nidhi. But what is done is done. Now we have to decide what's next. And that's why I'm here,” she paused but got no reaction from Nidhi as she stood with her arms crossed in a gesture of defiance. Cracking her knuckles absentmindedly Sharadha continued, “Your mother had met Narendran sir. Owing to all that Pavan has made a decision for both of you. If you are okay with it, we can get things rolling soon.” 

This time Sharadha waited for Nidhi to react and she did when she asked in an evasive tone, “What's the decision he has made?” 

“He wants to acknowledge publicly that you are his girlfriend,” Sharadha said with emphasis and noticed the way Nidhi recoiled and ground her teeth. Sharadha had expected this reaction but she continued nonetheless, “He believes it is the best solution for both of you.” 

Suddenly Nidhi chuckled. “Making me his girlfriend for optics is a good option to honour my lost pride. Agreed. But how is this arrangement going to benefit the Pavan Thampuran?” Nidhi stressed his name, leaving Sharadha with no doubt about Nidhi's emotions. 

“You'll have to ask him that directly,” Sharadha said in a neutral voice. 

Nidhi concurred, “Okay, please get me connected to him on your phone.” 

Sharadha hesitated for a beat before she swiped her phone. When she pressed the call button, Nidhi intervened, “Make it a video call. I'd like to have this conversation face to face.” 

Sharadha couldn't help a smile as she did what she was told to do. 

“Nidhi has questions for you,” Sharadha said, giving Pavan a half-smile before handing over the phone to Nidhi. 

Nidhi boldly took the phone in her hand and saw he was in his car. She was seeing him after days. When the scandal broke out she had tried to reach out to him but he was unavailable and now when she saw his face again, Nidhi found all her pent-up emotions coming to the fore. Pavan smiled, reading the rage on her face. 

“Sorry Nidhi, I know we should have done this discussion in person but I had prior commitments to fulfil and this couldn't be delayed any further. I understand you have questions, shoot them, I'm all ears,” he said smoothly as if he was not talking about faking a relationship before the entire world.

Nidhi was boiling within and was yet again tormented by the realisation that Pavan always managed to draw out a wildness from within her which never existed prior to his presence in her life. Beside her, Neetu grinned from ear to ear as she heard Pavan's voice. 

Channelling her agitation into her tone, Nidhi said loudly, “I won't proclaim you as my boyfriend.” 

Neetu frowned whereas Sharadha leaned back in her chair, watching the unfolding scene with interest. 

“May I know why?” Pavan asked in an amused tone. 

“You forgot I have a boyfriend,” Nidhi asked indignantly. 

“He still exists in the picture,” Pavan raised a brow, “even after the scandal?” 

Nidhi seethed silently as she couldn't answer that in the affirmative. After their last argument, though she'd made several attempts to reach out to Gautam, he was never available. 

“Look Nidhi, with the way things look now, I think your best feasible option is what I'm offering you,” Pavan said, adopting a serious tone. “I had promised to support your education and I want to honour that. By being linked to me, you can secure your goal and wipe out this scandal like a bad dream.” 

“And what do you stand to gain?” This time Nidhi's voice held a calculative edge.

Pavan smirked, “You.” 

Nidhi's heart skipped a beat at his answer. Even Neetu and Sharadha had amazed expressions on their faces. 

Pavan continued, undeterred, in a cheesy tone, “I stand to gain Nidhi Shankar, a beautiful, intelligent lady. I'd consider that quite an honour.” 

“You engineered this, didn't you?” Nidhi's voice rose as she couldn't hold onto the restrained facade anymore. “You orchestrated this entire charade, and now you want to play saviour. But I don't want any part of it, Mr. Pavan Thampuran. So my answer is a no. A big fat NO.” 

She was breathing hard as she stared at Pavan's deceptively calm face. For one straight minute, no one spoke. And then Pavan smiled, his enigmatic full-blown smile that set hearts ablaze. Despite her lividness, Nidhi did feel a tightening in her gut as an answering response to his devilish grin but she hardened herself before his watchful gaze. 

“I did expect you to figure it out sooner but had selfishly wished for it to be delayed for my benefit. Nonetheless, I'll not insult your intelligence, Nidhi. You are bang on.” He laughed, and the rumble of his silky laughter instigated a mixed reaction in her. 

Halting her confused train of thoughts, Pavan said, “Yes I engineered this. Ask me why,” he drawled and Nidhi felt conscious all of a sudden. A part of her was not ready to hear it out loud. It was a truth that she had seen in his eyes but she never acknowledged it even in her mind. 

But Pavan was unstoppable; he said it out for her, “I want you, Nidhi.” 

His words paused her world and for a fleeting beat, Nidhi was not sure if the moment was real or unreal. But his next words brought her back to her senses. 

“You have conquered my thoughts and dominated my feelings. So I have no choice but to bind you to me,” he admitted shamelessly. 

That enraged Nidhi as she fired back, “I understand that for an aristocrat like you, the world does revolve to cater to your whims and fancies. But there are still some things that money and power can't buy, Mr. Pavan Thampuran. And I'm one such entity for you. I'll not toe the line you command.” 

Pavan smiled his infamous twisted smile again as he said, “I concur. But I'll be damned if I let you slither through my fingers. You are born to be mine and soon you'll be mine.”

The possessiveness in his voice raised goosebumps on her skin and she hated her body's reaction to him. She could not fathom the contradictory emotions he evoked in her and it threw her off before the completely confident Pavan. 

“I know my method has not been right, Nidhi. But I did try all the nice tricks with you. And somewhere, I do believe you were charmed by me.” His all-seeing eyes stared deeply through the phone and Nidhi felt a shiver cascade down her spine. With a discerning twinkle in his eye, Pavan said, “But you are too good a girl so you never acknowledged it to your own self.” 

His words had the desired effect as Nidhi's lips parted and she gasped aloud at his audacity. Sharadha had a knowing smile on her face as she watched Pavan work his magic and manoeuvre things his way, as always. The girl who was charging like a bull until now was reduced to a puddle of nerves by his expert manipulation. Neetu was taking in the entire scene like the giddy teenager that she was. The scene looked straight out of a romantic movie to her, albeit a bit dark.

“So I decided to be the bad guy who would whisk his girl away and lock her up until she sees sense.” He chuckled darkly and that brought back the fire in her. 

“I'm no damsel in distress that can be forced into submission, Pavan Thampuran. Nor am I a starry-eyed fan of yours who would get carried away by your practised charm. I can see right through your bullshit this time so you stand no chance to win,” she said coldly. 

To that Pavan laughed again. “And that's exactly why I want you, Nidhi. You are different from everything that I've seen. You are a challenge that is worth the fight. So my ruthlessness is going to cross all boundaries to earn you. Sorry in advance,” he drawled into the phone screen. 

“You cannot bend me to your will, I won't let you,’ Nidhi said squaring her shoulders, refusing to back down. She then disconnected the call. 

She was practically seething as Pavan's devilry, which she had deduced, turned out to be true. And facing his darkness upfront left her rattled as rage and betrayal seared through her. She was well aware of the tactics and limits a powerful man like him can manoeuvre to get what he wanted. Her mind and heart were cautioning her for what lay ahead. Beside her, Sharadha had a solemn expression as she realised the moment was inked with wrong elements but the back and forth she had seen now convinced her that Nidhi was indeed right for Pavan. The tiny fraction of confusion she had ebbed away as Nidhi challenged his darkness daringly and stood her ground. The rest was going to be their destiny, she concluded. Neetu, though, was completely enamoured by the scene as her rosy-eyed lenses equated Pavan's possessiveness and dominance with romance.  On the other end, Pavan chuckled mischievously. He was impressed with Nidhi's spirit to fight what was coming. 

I'm sorry, Treasure. While I'm enjoying your rage, I'd rather enjoy it more after you become my wife and fight me in close quarters. So be ready for Pavan Thampuran, darling. This hurricane will not die down until you are mine. 

Now that the truth was out of the bag, the rules of the game had changed. With Nidhi and Pavan adopting opposing stances, the journey to the altar was going to turn dicier. Would Pavan overrun Nidhi's resoluteness and thump his victory or Nidhi would bring Pavan to his knees with her adamance was yet unknown. 
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Practicalities

Gautam was taking slow and deliberate puffs of the cigarette in his hand. Standing on the terrace of their apartment building, he was staring into space, lost in deep thought

“I knew I would catch you here,” Nidhi's tone was icy as she came to stand beside him. 

Though her words broke his line of thought, Gautam did not seem to be surprised by her entry. This spot was one of their romantic hubs; the moss-covered half walls and floor had witnessed some of their few passionate moments together. Since their last fight, Nidhi had been trying to reach him but to no avail. Gautam had completely shut her out, leaving her in despair. 

Nidhi had challenged Pavan with the faith she had in her love, but when Gautam refused even proper communication between them, doubts crept into her mind. She had been coming up to the terrace every day in the hope of talking to him but he was rarely at home these days. Whenever she tried to directly seek him out at his house, she was greeted with derision from his family. Today, when she saw him up there in their usual spot, she was relieved but anger and disappointment swelled within her. 

“I denied the financial help Pavan sir had promised for my education,” Nidhi informed him, staring into space just like him. 

Gautam listened quietly and his lack of reaction pricked her. 

Turning to face him, she spun him around forcefully to face her. “Don't you have anything to say?”

Gautam let out a smoky breath as he asked, “What do you intend to do now about your studies?” 

“I'll study some course that suits my pocket; also find more part-time jobs on the side,” Nidhi said with a straight face even as her heart bled.

Gautam shook his head in disapproval. “Practically that is not a wise choice, Nidhi.” 

“I know,” Nidhi yelled. “But the only options before me right now is seeking his help or continuing with the movie offers lining up for me. But I want to do neither, Gautam.” She let go of him and faced the darkness again. “Amma wants me to either agree to his proposal or take up the movie offers. But both these options would leave me in the periphery of Pavan Thampuran and I don't want that to happen.” 

Nidhi felt her skin react to his name, as always, with a little shiver. She did not understand her own reaction to him. They had gone well past the nicety and were now on a warpath yet his name, his thoughts, evoked ambiguous emotions in her. She still felt affected by him and it confused her wounded heart. Gautam had a poker face that revealed nothing as Nidhi poured out her pain. 

“I want to wipe out his shadow from my life, Gautam.” Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. Flipping around, she held his hands. “Help me, Gautam.” 

Gautam's brows furrowed as he asked, “How?” 

A glint of determination entered her eyes as she said, “Marry me, tomorrow.” 

“What?” Gautam's pitch rose. “How could you even come up with this suggestion in the current scenario?”

Nidhi's gaze narrowed as she asked, “What do you mean by current scenario?” 

Gautam averted his gaze. Nidhi felt a sharp shard of pain cut through her. Gulping down her emotions, Nidhi tried to use the voice of reason to tackle Gautam. 

“You very well know why I was in his room that night. You are also aware of his nefarious intentions towards me now. I messaged you about my confrontation with him. You know I'm innocent, Gautam,” she beseeched him.

“I know, Nidhi,” Gautam retorted loudly. “I know you are innocent but the problem is only I believe you. Not even your mother seems convinced that you are not interested in Pavan.” Nidhi balked at his words. “How am I supposed to convince my folks of your innocence and take you home with me? And I've still not settled in my life. Marrying you right now when we are both unemployed would be preposterous.” 

Nidhi had a stricken expression on her face as she said, “I'm not that senseless, Gautam. I heard you have landed a good job opportunity.” Gautam flinched, for he had not yet revealed that to her. “I know marrying right now is not a feasible option. But given the current scenario,” she stressed on his earlier words, “I think that's the best shot we have for our future. No matter what rumours are scattered around us, by binding myself to you, my identity would be defined by your name.” 

Gautam side-stepped her as he could not counter her. Nidhi slowly walked to stand beside him again but her body language looked defeated. 

“The allegations would lose weight once the public realizes I'm married to you. It would probably take time to completely wash off the scandal but with our love we can make an earnest effort. I can stay at home and focus on my studies and our life together can begin when we are both on equal footing. I'm only asking for a commitment right now, Gautam.” She tried desperately to chalk out the plan she had for them.

Suddenly they heard a clap from behind and spun around to see Gauri standing with a spiteful smile at the doorway of the terrace. 

“A commitment would no longer be enough, Nidhi. Even if you marry my brother the whole world will connect you only with one man's name, Pavan Thampuran,” Gauri gloated, displaying the newsreel running on her phone. 

Showbiz channel was airing their interview with Pavan Thampuran who was addressing the scandal for the first time. The scroll beneath read as, ‘Yes Nidhi Shankar is my girlfriend’: Pavan Thampuran. Nidhi felt like a lightning bolt had struck her. 
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Last Nail

“The interview is detailed, they are now rerunning it live,” Gauri said gleefully, thrusting the phone into Nidhi's hand as Gautam stood mute. 

Anchor: Recently, the scandal that was splashed across the media had shaken up the Mollywood industry. Fans and well-wishers were going berserk over it. The audience would like to know your reaction to it or the truth behind it.

Pavan had a serious expression as he addressed the camera: I usually don't make an effort to clarify rumours or address the attempts made to tarnish my reputation. But this time I have to because it is not just me, but my lover who is also being thrown into this puddle.” He took a pregnant pause before continuing. “Yes, Nidhi Shankar is my girlfriend. We have been dating since the time she saved me from the road accident that happened last year.

Anchor: Oh, now that's something new. But you had never mentioned this before. 

Nodding, Pavan said: Yes, because we did not want our private life to be fodder for the public. Nidhi is very young, she needs to settle in her career first. So I wanted to give her space. But alas, here we are.

Anchor: Can you explain the context of the clip that was aired? 

Pavan inhaled deeply as if reining in his agitation: Nidhi had come to meet me at the Shwasame set because I had told her that I wanted to assist her in her education. She is a rank holder as you all know. But her financial standing was not secure. Nidhi was reluctant as she did not want to take favours from her lover. Thampuran Foundation had always backed talent, so I had gotten her mother on my side who was also part of the film and we were on the sets of Shwasame together to discuss the same. 

Anchor: But in the clip, Nidhi came to your room alone.

Pavan's restrained anger was clearly visible: Yes. Because things took a different route on the set. Our DOP, Narayan, had seen Nidhi and felt she would be a perfect cast for the role of the heroine. We were in a tight spot after Avarnika's accident and her call sheet being cancelled owing to her surgery. All our hopes were pinned on Nidhi. Even her mother felt it was for the best. So she sought me, her boyfriend, out alone to discuss the turn of events. Now if that CCTV visuals were misconstrued and our privacy was violated, is it right to malign our reputation and dignity without checking the facts?

Anchor: Indeed, it is wrong. And I'm glad you've chosen the platform of Showbiz channel to put your truth out there. So what are your plans ahead? Also can we know a little bit about your love story?

Pavan sighed: Sorry, I'm not here to sell my life story. If I'm sitting before you today it is only to honour my girl's dignity. She has been the most beautiful chapter of my life so far and I desire it to remain untainted and protected. The last few days have been terrible for my lover and family. So I felt that addressing the audience with my truth is the only way. I hope the media would refrain from painting the narrative in indecent colours and present facts as facts hereon. Please retract the witch hunt and let my girl live her life in peace. I hope, he said facing the camera with a discerning sharpness in his gaze, the message is quite clear.

With that loud statement, Pavan has inked Nidhi's name with him effortlessly. For a week the media had gone berserk to get a reaction from Pavan and his team and now that he had given a full-on interview to reveal his feelings for Nidhi, he left no doubt in the room that Nidhi Shankar belonged solely to him. Following the interview, there was an additional clip of Nidhi's mother addressing the media with an eager smile and affirming the statements made by Pavan, cementing the lie as a truth from both ends. Nidhi's face blanched as the betrayal tore through her. Gauri enjoyed Nidhi's plight as the latter struggled to contain her tears. Without a word, she sprinted from the terrace as screams reverberated within her, ones that she could not voice aloud. 

Flicking her gaze to a quiet Gautam, Gauri said, “I hope you are not foolish enough to get into this mess and ruin your future. They are big league people. If Pavan Thampuran wants Nidhi, he is going to get her. She is no match for him. By standing in his way you would only cause damage to your life. So think practically like you always do.” She pressed his shoulder as she said, “Not just yours but our entire future depends on your sane decision. Never forget that.” 

Gautam raised his burning eyes to meet Gauri's. A small part of him ached for Nidhi but he knew Gauri was right. Caught in a dilemma, he wondered what should be his next step and where it would take him. 

****

Nidhi refused to speak with her mother and stayed cooped up in the bathroom despite Nalini's attempts to pacify her. Neetu tried to get her to eat something but all they got in return was silence from Nidhi. Fearing the worst, Nalini tried to break open the door and then Nidhi yelled at them to leave her alone, asserting that she was no coward to choose self-harm. That angry tirade from her assuaged their fears and they let Nidhi have some space after that. 

Unchecked tears streamed down her face as Nidhi wallowed at the misery that had befallen her. She could not find a way to navigate through this mayhem and she wondered if she would get lost in this maze or rather, be a prey to Pavan's evil designs. That was unacceptable to her. 

I'll not let him manoeuvre my life. I have to somehow convince Gautam to think about our marriage. That is the only effective clapback I can give Pavan Thampuran. Once I declare myself married to Gautam, the joke will be on him. He will regret the day he chose me for himself. 

With that determined thought, she typed into her phone. 

Nidhi: Gautam, I'll wait for you tomorrow at the Shiva temple. If you want me in your life, you would come for me. Tomorrow can change our destiny if you choose to stand by my side. Don't make me wait for too long.

The message was seen as soon as she sent but despite minutes ticking away she got no response. But Nidhi did not allow that to deter her as she decided to find a solution once and for all the next day. Whichever path it took her on would be God's design, she assured herself. 
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Closed Door 

Nidhi was waiting at the temple. The Shiva temple was located just behind their colony; it was a small temple and the crowd was slim. Nidhi was getting recognised everywhere she went these days so she had taken extra effort to hide from prying eyes. In fact, after Pavan's interview, there was an obvious interest in her from the media circle. But somehow she had not been ambushed yet and Nidhi believed it had something to do with Pavan's influence. 

He is trying to protect my privacy after making my life a public joke. 

Her hate for Pavan was increasing with each day and somehow that was making her think about him more these days. Unknowingly, she was even aligning her moods and actions around those thoughts. Even now, this abrupt decision to fasten herself to Gautam was somewhere rooted in a deep need to resist him.  

At times I wonder how that enigmatic man was able to churn such volatile reactions in me. I was a balanced person per say; emotions never drove me but these days, after his rollicking entry into my life, I've been reacting spontaneously and spiritedly to the events of my life. Even my emotions have taken on an ambiguous texture and I'm unable to define them clearly. At first he was a curiosity for me and something about studying his layers gave me an adrenaline rush. And when I unravelled that grey tint of his existence and witnessed his utter shamelessness when confronted about it, it left me appalled. I couldn't believe the man I had begun to adore could hold such darkness within. I hated being cheated of my thoughts and it is evoking a wild response from my soul, where I want my actions and words to inflict the same pain on his soul that were carved into mine at his truth. Realising she was yet again absorbed with Pavan's thoughts, she physically shook herself out of it. Today is all about me and Gautam. I will not let Pavan sir dash into what is supposed to be our moment. 

But when an hour clocked, and there was no sign of Gautam, Nidhi was slowly losing hope. She was aware of Gautam's practical streak but she had dared to hope that, for once, he would choose his emotions, chose her. But acknowledging that it was never going to happen, she got up to leave the premises of the temple, feeling dejected. Nidhi was not someone who resisted what unfurled in life once she realised it was no longer in her power. She would fight until there was hope but once that hope vanished she made sure to sail through by accepting rather than challenging the flow of the cosmos. 

As she began to alight the steps she saw Gautam making his way up. The gloom that was eating into her vapourised in a jiffy and her eyes misted with happiness. Her face lit up with a bright smile when she saw Gautam making his way to her with purposeful strides. Joy like never before enveloped her as she relished the thought that Gautam had indeed chosen her; that he had enabled her to win this war with his love as her shield. When he reached her, she hugged him tight with happiness glimmering in her eyes. 

“I knew you'd come,” she mumbled against his chest, relief coursing through her in heaps. 

Gautam did not hug her back but did not resist her as well. Nidhi did reckon his reluctance to reciprocate her affection but she shoved the warning bells ringing in her mind to the background and came out of the hug with a beaming smile. 

“We are already late. I have informed the pandit about wanting to get married today. Come, he has it all arranged for us,” Nidhi informed him and tried to drag him up the steps but Gautam stopped her by holding her wrist. 

“Nidhi, I want to talk to you,” he said in a tone that made Nidhi uneasy. 

But plastering a smile on her lips Nidhi insisted, “We will. But let's get done with the ceremony first.” 

Gautam shook his head. “No, Nidhi. No ceremony is taking place today.” His quiet tone had a chilling effect on Nidhi. 

Despite having sensed this coming, Nidhi went completely numb and Gautam took her momentary freezing to lay out his perspective. 

“Nidhi, we have loved each other for a year now. We both know each other enough to realise I cannot be saddled with a life that comes with setbacks more than growth. If I marry you, I'll neither have a professional life nor personal life that is worth living for.” Nidhi balked at that and Gautam heaved a sigh, trying to make the blow softer. “Nidhi, you are an ambitious girl. Right now you have the chance to pursue your goal. You must take it rather than ruin your entire future over a relationship that might not blossom beautifully with time,” he tried to explain sincerely. 

Nidhi's eyes widened and a sickening feeling developed in the pit of her stomach as she realised Gautam was asking her to concur with Pavan and play out the script he had dangled before her. 

“I know how this sounds,” Gautam sounded exasperated for once as he tried to drive his point home. “But right now, coming together would serve neither of us well, Nidhi. I have to chalk out my career and secure my family's future. And it is the same goal for you. By walking away from each other we are going to make it happen, Nidhi. Try to think logically rather than emotionally. This is the time for you to be wise.” 

His calculated cold facts rolled like acid on her skin and then it struck her. 

“What did he offer you?” she asked, and when she saw Gautam avert his eyes guiltily, she knew she was right. “This job, it is his benefaction, right?” Her tone dripped with derision. 

Gautam moved afar as he said, “I'm a practical man, Nidhi. And you've always known it. I cannot honour the promises I made to you when it comes with the baggage of your name and identity being entangled with such a famous person.” His words tore through her despite her mounting rage but she listened to him mutely. “I would still have done it, but right now, when life is offering me a better option, I know I'd regret it if I did not choose it.” 

Nidhi inhaled deeply, trying to rein in her rage. “I don't want to be a regret in anyone's life, Gautam. So I'm setting you free. You can go.” Her hollow voice almost sounded indifferent. “Gautam Ganeshan, you no longer feature in my life,” she promised herself. 

An uncomfortable silence ensued as Gautam was left with nothing more to say and Nidhi refused to waste her words on him. That chapter was over, and instead of the heartbreak she had anticipated, Nidhi was left with an utter sense of bitterness in its wake. A bitterness that she promised to pour into the life of the cruel man who had infiltrated her life with the darkness that coursed through him. 


34

Deal or No Deal

Nidhi was instantly allowed entry into Pavan's penthouse. The maid recognised her and ushered her in the direction of the in-house gym, offering to bring her juice and delicacies. Nidhi walked into the gym with a look of stoic resignation. Hearing her footsteps, a gleam of devilry appeared on Pavan's handsome countenance drenched in sweat. His plump lips twisted into a smile as he switched off the treadmill. He snapped his head to the side to face her and for a minute, his heart skipped a beat looking at the vision she presented. Pavan's eyes roamed over her frame that was draped in a Kerala sari. The pleats were pinned to perfection and the six yards accentuated her supple body. Her chest was encased in green brocade, his favourite colour. His eyes crinkled with admiration at her resolute body language as she stared him in the eye. 

“Last I heard you were getting married today,” Pavan's gruff voice did not try to hide the sarcasm at all. 

Nidhi balled her fists even as her face remained impassive. But Pavan could read the fire raging in her eyes. 

“Is this all about your obsession to never lose? Am I a win you are desperate for? Because I cannot convince myself that the Pavan Thampuran would go to such lengths for a mere girl like me when he can have throngs of women at his disposal,” she shot straight. 

Pavan let out a loud rumble of laughter as he reached for the bottle of water on the table. He took his time to quench his thirst before he meet Nidhi's razor-sharp gaze. 

“I don't mind losing, Nidhi. And the streak of wins I have had makes me bored,” he drawled as he plonked down on the bean bag that was placed directly in her line of vision. Biting his lips in an attempt to conceal the fun he is having at her expense he continued, “You will simply have to convince yourself that I am desperate for you. That I want to play with you rather than against you.” 

His eyes danced with mischief as he took in her balled fists and the way her doe eyes turned hard as granite. 

“So,” he drawled, taking a sip from his bottle, “can we discuss the terms and conditions of our deal?”

“You bought him because you couldn't buy me. What makes you think you can buy me now when I have nothing more to lose?” Nidhi challenged him with spite. 

Pavan took a pause to answer that but the glint in his eyes was hinting at confidence. “Because you stand to gain a lot if you lend me your hand, Nidhi,” he said with calculated precision. “You made a wrong choice by pledging your dreams and ambitions for love. The sacrifice you are making is not worth it. I want you to choose wisely.” 

“And that wise choice is supposed to be you?” Nidhi's voice shook with derision. 

Chuckling darkly Pavan said, “Unfortunately for you, yes.” 

Nidhi gritted her teeth as a violent urge to slice out the smug expression on his face roared through her entire being.  

As if reading her thoughts, Pavan's grin grew wider. 

“Quit the act, Nidhi. You know I am right. The real question is how long you are going to take to accept it.” Pavan raised his arms to support his head. 

Nidhi slammed her eyes shut, trying to rein in her emotions. After a beat, when her doe eyes reappeared, they were crystal clear. 

“I guess I'll not make you wait anymore. I'm ready to accept your deal.” 

“Not so soon, sweetheart,” Pavan said with a smirk, “you delayed this decision a little too much to my liking, not to forget insulted me when I proposed the deal. So I've made amendments to the deal I placed before you.” Nidhi's gaze narrowed and her body language turned defensive as she waited for the new cunning curve Pavan had planned for her. 

Reading her diligently, Pavan worded out her death knell with the next statement, “Now it will no longer be enough for you to be my fake girlfriend; you have to be my legally wedded wife and there is no room for falsehood in this amended contract.” 

Nidhi balked as if she had been physically struck, whereas Pavan was completely unapologetic in his stance. While initially he did not want to coerce her into a wedlock when she was so young, her resistance, and the complications that might arise with time, put him on guard. 

I needed a fool-proof plan to ensure Nidhi's destiny to be tied down to me. So like a kingmaker, I struck when the iron was hot. 

“You are a monster,” Nidhi roared out as the last vestiges of her control snapped.

Whenever I am around this obstinate man, I lose my calm and collected persona and transform into a girl who has raw emotions and violent streaks to offer. She was breathing hard and her eyes had turned blood- red as she stared him down. 

If looks could kill, Kerala would have been mourning the death of a superstar today, Pavan mused with a carefree grin. 

And that grin grated on Nidhi's already fried nerves. She was about to launch into a tirade when she noticed the glint in Pavan's eyes. He was clearly enjoying sparring with her. Nidhi quelled her murderous instincts just to deny him the satisfaction that he sought from her outburst. Closing her eyes, she inhaled and exhaled slowly, willing herself to think with her head and not heart. Several minutes of thick silence ensued as Pavan coolly waited for her to collect her bearings and agree with him simply because he had left her with no choice. 

She lost in love today. It is an ordeal that has filled her with a bitterness that is hard to clamp down. Today, she won't prioritise her emotions but what really matters to her. Nothing and no one should matter more than her ambition to her, I'll make sure of that. And for that ambition she will conform to the absurdity I've concocted for us. At the end of the day, she will win in life and I'll win alongside her, Pavan's conscience rang clear despite the devious designs he was canvassing around Nidhi's existence. 

After what felt like eons, Nidhi spoke. “I will marry you,” she stated tersely. Pavan felt his heart take a leap at her words and relief coursed through him. But he knew he'd not have it easy from Nidhi, and he wasn't disappointed. “We will be the picture-perfect couple before the world and our families. But…”

“But you will keep resisting me within the four walls of our room,” Pavan completed for her with a chuckle. “Nidhi, I've done this scene a hundred times already before the camera. I expected novelty from you. ” 

“Trust me Mr. Pavan Thampuran, I'll offer a completely novel experience in our marital life together,” Nidhi chewed out the words indignantly. 

Pavan laughed out loud. “I'll hold you to that promise.” 

Their eyes locked in a battle of wills as his gaze became impenetrable and hers turned inscrutable. A few days from now Pavan and Nidhi would be a married couple who would still be waging wars at each other but the newly formed bond was sure to define some ground rules for them. Rules that would bind them together for good or worse, only time would tell. 
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Wedding 

A flush of tangerine smudged the skyline with dawn. The sun broke out soon after, glowing red before a fluorescent tint took over. The wind whistled in chorus to the sounds of nature as the cosmos decked up for the day’s events. Nidhi watched the bright skyline and the wind playing with the trees as she dressed up for her wedding. The wedding was happening today at Pavan's ancestral home in Trissur. 

Nidhi's wedding sari was golden hued, instead of the current trend. All her ornaments were tastefully done designs keeping in mind her preference for simple and unique pieces of jewellery. Despite her misgivings, Nidhi could not help admire the craftsmanship behind them. She was not a jewellery person but the pieces that she was adorned with today were carefully curated to her taste. Her inputs were neither asked for nor did she bother to give them but when she saw the jewellery  she was impressed. Her mother was going all out to cater to her interests except for the choice of groom. A sarcastic smile pulled at her lips. Neetu pressed down on her shoulder empathetically. Nidhi raised her eyes to meet Neetu's. 

“Why are you spotting a long face? I know you are happy with this marriage,” Nidhi's voice tinged with accusation. 

Neetu felt guilty. She was indeed happy that Pavan and Nidhi were uniting but she also could not bear to see the emotionless face of her sister. The poor girl was torn and had no words to assuage the raw wound that was blistering on her sister's soul. Nalini walked in with a beaming smile that faltered a little when Nidhi pivoted to stare right into her mother's eyes. Nalini shrugged off the feeling of guilt that was instigated by her daughter's glare and reached to ward off evil eyes. 

“You look like a queen, Nidhi. The most beautiful bride I've ever seen,” Nalini gushed happily. 

“An unhappy bride can never look beautiful, Amma,” Nidhi said in a hollow voice. 

Nalini sighed, “It doesn't matter if you are unhappy as a bride, Nidhi. What matters is that you remain happy as a wife.” 

Nidhi stood up with scorn. “By happiness you mean this,” she pointed at her bridal finery. “This jewellery, the luxury that I'm getting married into? Is that the happiness you are referring to?” 

Nalini smiled sadly as she cupped Nidhi's face, “I'm referring to the love I see shining in Pavan's eyes for you.” 

“And the silence in my eyes doesn't bother you?” Nidhi asked in a feeble whisper. 

Nalini shook her head. “No, because I know my daughter more than she knows herself.” That silenced Nidhi as she went cold. “I know you are judging Pavan and me right now. But Nidhi,” adjusting her mangtikka Nalini said, “the day isn't far away when you would thank me for the decision I made for you.”

Nidhi had no response to offer. 

****

Pavan was already seated in the mandap. Dressed in a golden kurta and kasavu mundu that matched Nidhi's attire, Pavan looked as elegant as ever. The traditional attire illuminated his aura and grace as he patiently waited for his bride to make her descent down the steps. 

This was the same house that witnessed my father and mother's failed marriage; also my solitude and anxieties. Today I'm rewriting history as I begin the new chapter of my life under this very roof, with Nidhi, my treasure. The house that haunted me with bitter memories is now being rebranded with the beautiful memory of Nidhi becoming mine, for eternity. 

Right on cue to his thoughts, Nidhi made her way down the long winding steps, flanked by her mother and sister. Pavan's honey orbs melted as he admired his bride with reverence in his gaze. From her sharp eyebrows to the subtle flare of her nostrils that indicated her anger, her pursed lips, downcast eyes and tightly wrought fingers, nothing missed his observant eyes. Nidhi was aware of his intense eyes on her but she resolutely refused to look at him as she made her way towards the mandap. Pavan smirked softly as he read the tautness in her body language as she glided towards him. Soon they were made to sit together and the pandit began the rituals. Pavan's gaze caressed her from time to time but she remained impassive to his passionate glances, stoking his amusement. 

Nidhi felt tension coiling within her as her heart and mind waged a war. Her mind could not accept what was happening around her and abhorred the weakness she felt within. The sense of being a putty at the hands of the man she hated ate into her. But unsettling her frayed nerves, her heart began beating loudly every time Pavan's warm gaze washed over her. She was well aware of his manly presence beside her. His largeness that went beyond his broad shoulders and encapsulated his all-male essence overwhelmed her as she sat beside him as his to-be-bride. The conflicting emotions that assailed her every time she was in his presence escalated to a higher pitch as the minutes ticked by and she inched closer to becoming his wife. 

Why is this man affecting me still? I hate him, yet he is able to get under my skin and rattle my composure. I could face Amma and Neetu with coldness and indifference but around him I feel like I'm about to combust into a fiery tirade of emotions. Emotions that would trail me down the path of destruction along with him. Why can't I hate him, plain and clear? This marriage is not my desire but his. Then why am I getting embroiled in sensations that I don't want to harbour around him? 

As Nidhi fought the myriad tonalities of her complex emotions, Pavan experienced a symphony of silence in the deep recesses of his mind and heart. The silence, unlike the ones he was used to, did not leave him feeling empty but whole. A serene peace enveloped his senses as he followed the instructions of the pandit that was meant to bind him to Nidhi. His soft glances swept over Nidhi's rigid stance from time to time and he couldn't keep his amusement in check as he read the contradicting emotions warring within her. He could literally hear her thudding heartbeats that were echoing in rhythm to his own. 

Priyadarshini had a worried expression on her face as she gauged the happiness on Pavan's face and the sadness that laced Nidhi's face. Individually, they were telling contrasting tales and she wondered what would be the conclusion that awaited them. 

Sharadha, who stood beside Pavan assisting him with the rituals, echoed the same thoughts in her mind. While her heart pinched for the forlorn looking Nidhi, she could not help but rejoice for Pavan that he had indeed secured the future, the joy he had sought. Silently, she prayed for Nidhi to find it in her to accept him and love him for his myriad layers that she was yet to discover. 

Sachin and Ranjini skipped the event. Ranjini was shooting and chose obscurity since the time Pavan announced his wedding. Sachin, on the other hand, was annoyed at having been one- upped by his step brother yet again. By now he had realised Pavan had purposefully misled him and tactfully used the trap he had laid out for Pavan to his benefit. He abhorred the fact that he had actually made it easy for Pavan to gain what he desired, Nidhi. Despite his frustration he managed to goad Ranjini with Nidhi's name and tried to celebrate the small win he had in the draw.

Soon it was time for tying the nuptial chain and the pandit handed him the thali that held the thread. Pavan darted a glance at Nidhi and found her still refusing him eye contact but he noted that her eyes were rapidly moistening. In a beat he leapt forward and Nidhi's watery eyes laced with rage collided with his intense orbs. But it did not deter Pavan and he tied the nuptial chain around her neck, leaving her speechless even in the wake of the angst that roared through her. Looking her in the eye, he tied the knot with precision. The thread that now hung around her was weightless but she felt the heaviness it symbolised outweighing the ornaments she has worn today. The reality she had feared all these days did not feel ominous for some reason when it happened. Instead, Nidhi felt an eerie numbness take over her as she stared at the man who has now become her husband.  

As rose petals rained down on them in blessing from relatives that surrounded them, Pavan saw the teardrop that was about to make its descent from the corner of her eye. Inconspicuously, he moved his thumb to wipe that moisture, making her eyes go wide. And then he smiled, the enigmatic smile that always played with her heart strings against her will, a smile that defied his villainy and painted him in a light that she wanted to view him in, of innocence and vulnerability. Before the beautiful curve on his face could lure her into a point of no return, she averted her gaze. Breathing deeply she tried to steady her heartbeats.

"Now, you are mine to cherish," Pavan's hoarse voice whispered very close to her ears, making the hair at her nape stand. "From today, you have no place to hide, wife," he drawled, twisting the knife in further with his words and breaking through the torment engulfing her. 

His gloating awakened the feistiness in her as she whispered only for his ears, "If I intended to hide, I'd not be sitting here as your wife. But let me remind you once again, I'll resist you at every step ahead, Mr. Pavan Thampuran. You may have bought me, but you'll never earn me," she said softly with a promise in her voice.

Pavan inched forward and removed a rose petal that had settled on her ear, tickling her and evoking hoots and whistles from all around.

With a full-blown grin, Pavan said, "I'll love challenging your resistance at every step we take together hereon, Mrs. Pavan Thampuran. And I promise you, I'm going to earn you, the whole of you—body, mind, and soul and you'll not be able to do anything but concede when I mark your heart with my name." He winked, making her gasp, aghast.

Their eyes remained locked as the ceremony proceeded. Despite the contrasting feelings that swam through them, their hearts beat in unison as they completed the rituals. As he adorned her with sindhoor, he noticed the faraway look in her doe eyes.

“Excited about sharing a room with me from today?” Pavan whispered huskily, startling her from the trance.

Nidhi went beet-red at his words but hissed, "Only for tonight as we are staying at your ancestral home. Tomorrow when we shift to your penthouse, I'll be taking a different room," she promised, garlanding his neck as instructed by the pandit.

"My wife will sleep in my room, on my bed, next to me and that is non-negotiable," Pavan's tone left no space for argument as he garlanded her.

Nidhi spiked scarlet at his unabashed words. But she shot back, nevertheless, in a sardonic tone, "And when you are out shooting, will I have to join you for shoots to share the same bed?"

Pavan's lips twisted mischievously, "Does that mean you are agreeing?"

Nidhi inhaled sharply as she found the man twisting her words to suit his agenda. Their gazes locked horns as Pavan manipulated her sadness to rage directed at him and smeared it further with the chemistry between them to enliven Nidhi to the moment that marked her as his before the world. 

Narendran Thampuran had a solemn face as he watched his grandson embark on this new phase. The half smirk on his face and the passion that shone bright in his glances as they stationed on Nidhi told him that nothing would stop Pavan from carving his happily-ever-after now, contrary to Narendran's fears. His gaze moved to the demure girl sitting beside him who, despite the agitation warring within her, was a picture of calm for the audience. The girl's resilience and grace at the face of adversity filled Narendean with hope that Pavan would indeed find his peace now. 
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The News

Kerala was abuzz with an unexpected news. The news scrolls had been hinting at a rumour that was circulating on social media since the previous night about superstar Pavan Thampuran's marriage. While the news initially sounded bogus, speculations were rife considering the ongoing scandal and Pavan's reaction to it that was still hot on social media. There was a palpable excitement in the air as Pavan's fans waited for official confirmation from the actor's manager. The media was trying every trick in the book to get a scoop and had even managed to camp around Pavan's ancestral home which was said to be the marriage venue. But despite wasting hours under the burning sun, all they could manage as bytes was Pavan's family and close friends making it to his house. The place was heavily guarded and the media could not go past the gates or catch a glimpse. Late in the afternoon, Narendran Thampuran came out to address the media himself. Before the media circus could begin he spoke genially. 

“I understand your excitement and I'm aware of how much Pavan's fans have waited for this moment. So here I am to share my happiness with you.” His words had the desired reaction as reporters silenced themselves for clear audio for the live reporting on ground. “Yes, Pavan is now a married man. He quit his station of bachelorhood for good and tied the knot with his love, Nidhi Shankar, today with his family and friends blessings.”

Immediately questions arose as reporter after reporter kept barraging the legend with questions. 

“Why such secrecy, sir?” 

“Pavan wanted an intimate affair. While I would have loved a festive atmosphere, kids these days want to keep everything low key. In Pavan's case I'm just glad he got married. I'd let him have his way for it.” Narendran winked at the audience and they guffawed with him. 

“Recently Pavan acknowledged Nidhi as his girlfriend. And today they are married. Was the hurry because of the scandal?” one reporter asked with malice in his voice. 

“Of course it is because of the scandal,” Narendran's assertion drew eyeballs. “Nidhi's life had become a freak show after the scandal broke out. Pavan thought acknowledging her as his girlfriend would settle things but instead, it heightened her problems. Her security and privacy was becoming a concern and both the families jointly decided it was better to make things legal so that we are in a better capacity to safeguard Nidhi's best interests.” 

“We heard Nidhi had another boyfriend. Also Pavan was in rumoured to be with another actress as well,” another reporter tried to stir up a controversy. 

Narendran raised his hand. “Sorry I'm not here to address baseless rumours. I have informed you of the happy news that has taken place in my family today. That's all; do have the sweets being served,” Narendran signalled the entourage to see to the distribution of sweets. 

“Sir, can we get a picture of the newlyweds?” The reporters were not ready to let him go. 

“You'll get your photo op moment once the couple comes out after lunch. Thank you.” With that repartee, he folded his hands, cementing the news of Pavan's marriage. 

****

Ranjini was watching the news on her phone. She was at Kannur for shooting and was cooped up in her hotel room as the shoot was scheduled for late night. Sachin had already informed her of this development to rip her apart with the small win he had gained over her. He was well aware of her plan to reconcile with Pavan and now that he was hitched, Sachin did not lose the opportunity to rub salt on her wounds. 

“You are getting old, Ranjini, onscreen and offscreen. Even now look at the roles you are getting,” he said, his tone reeking of mockery. “Technically they are heroine roles but your characters are in their thirties and forties. Soon you'll find yourself getting typecast into sister and mother roles.” He laughed cruelly into the phone. “Seems like Pavan realised it too. So he chose a very young girl for himself as you have turned stale for him. Now, before I ditch you too, better pack your bags and come back home, leaving your cinema aspirations in the dustbin.” 

Ranjini could never get that voice message out of her head. Despite Sachin rubbing it off on her face, a small part of her had hoped for a miracle. But hearing Narendran's words made her dreams collapse. Her eyes moved to the pastries she had ordered ignoring her diet chart. She began to stuff her mouth with one delicacy after another with a vengeance to wipe out, with the saccharine taste of the goodies, the bitterness she was feeling within. 

****

At Gautam's apartment the news channel was on as the family was having their lunch. Without a doubt, Nidhi's marriage was the focal point at the dining table. 

“A week back she was begging you to marry her and today she is Mrs. Pavan Thampuran,” Gauri sneered at Gautam whose gaze was fixed on his plate. “You dodged a bullet,” she opined loudly. 

Gautam stilled but said nothing.

His mother added her two cents too. “I always knew she was not right for you. But who listens to my words in this house. Father and son were hellbent on bringing in that characterless girl into my house. Thank God we got saved.” She heaved a loud sigh. 

Gautam took his glass of water and washed his hands into the plate without finishing his food. Against the protesting voices of his mother and sister he walked into his room and closed the door shut. Ganeshan, who was a mute witness to the scene, was worried about his son. But he did not forget to secretly pray for his late friend's daughter's well-being. 
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First Night 

The hullabaloo of the day receded into the background as night fell like a cosy curtain on nature. The throngs of relatives that had attended the event had left and the house was silent after the monumental day. Nidhi's family had been moved to a better apartment complex by Pavan and he made arrangements for Nalini and Neetu to be dropped home safely. 

Though their wedding was a private affair, Nidhi was tired as the day wound up. The constant spotlight and scrutiny, the new setting and its props, overwhelmed her. The rage and angst that weighed down on her lost their impact as a strange numbness descended on her. The high voltage stress and the charged sparring session with Pavan faded into oblivion as a loud silence took root within her soul. She was left to her means late at night to change for her first night with her husband. 

Standing inside the luxurious bathroom, Nidhi felt lost. The bathroom was fragrant with Pavan's essence even though he rarely stayed at his ancestral home. The cosmetics and toiletries marked the air with his strong presence. The luxurious golden fittings and dark green titles mocked Nidhi with their grandeur. She felt like a flaky wallflower in comparison. The reflection that stared back at her in the mirror above the sink was of a woman she did not recognise. 

Draped in a tangerine silk sari with kochampalli border and brocade blouse, I look rich. Some antique pieces of jewellery that were handed over to me by his mother are draped around my neck and wrists. The long nuptial chain lies proudly on my chest, resembling the powerful aura of the man himself and his now captive hold on me.

She inhaled shakily, taking in the pinch of sindhoor that now adorned the partition in her hair. The silence within her mounting to a feverish pitch, she began to undress. Minutes later, she stood under the shower relishing the harsh blow of the hot water, letting it wash away the bindings that had cuffed her existence that day. Her mind whirled with bittersweet memories—happy moments shared with her mother and sister, the romantic escapades with Gautam and then to his cold refusal to hold her when it mattered the most. Then the kaleidoscope of memories shifted to the enigmatic man who was now her husband. 

Our first meeting now feels like an ominous sign, threaded together by a catastrophe! The many gazes that felt like soft caresses that I refused to acknowledge, the twisted smirks that sent my heart on a skipping spree, the carefully curated winks that brought a grey tint into my black and white mind, his mind games and manipulations that layered every shared moment and now culminated in tying my existence with him. Was this Krishna's plans for me, or even the Universe had no choice but to dance to his tunes? 

Her restless mind searched for answers, ones that she never got. 

*****

When she stepped out of the bathroom an hour later, she was wearing a breathable salwar-kameez and stripped bare of all ornaments and makeup. Her hair was pulled into a bun at her nape and her mood was unreadable. Pavan was half-lying on the ornate ancestral bed that was now strewn with flowers. Jasmine threads hung around the bed poles and the flowers had also been sprinkled on the dark maroon sheet, adding to the allure. Pavan was lying on his side, and supporting his weight on his elbow, was typing away on his phone. In his white silk kurta and kasavu mundu, he was a sight to behold. 

As Nidhi's natural fragrance wafted in the air, he glanced up to spot her demure figure. Her natural beauty always had an enticing effect on him. But now the impact intensified as he took in the nuptial chain on her; the territorial man in him was immensely pleased to see her marked with signs that bound her to him. But he was not oblivious to the exhaustion that hung on her features and his sharp gaze traced the dried tears in her eyes. The sadness that laced her soul did not sit well with him. 

I'll not let you wallow in sorrow, Treasure. When around me you should either glow with happiness or turn crimson under my ministrations. And if these two options are not possible, then I'll make you explode with fury that would fuel you to take me on. 

Wordlessly, Nidhi made her way to the bed. While outwardly she moved with purpose, Pavan could deduce the tightness in her gut as she tried to look at ease. 

“Tired?” Pavan started in a conversational tone but was rewarded with silence as she dusted the jasmine from her side of the bed. 

With amusement in his glance, he observed Nidhi adjusting her pillow and getting into bed. The tautness in her body did not make the entire ordeal easy though. When her body touched the mattress, Pavan brought his head close to her, resting it on his forearm.  

“How about we begin our first night with a kiss?” he demanded shamelessly.

Nidhi froze and she tilted her head to glare at him silently. 

“You can choose where,” Pavan offered generously, “anywhere you desire,” his tone laced with humour at her agitated face. 

Nidhi closed her eyes and counted up to ten to rein in her rage. When she opened her doe eyes to stare into his impish face, her voice was clear.

“I agreed to your condition of sharing the same bed. However I have a condition to put forth too.” Pavan nodded indulgingly, asking her to continue. “You will not touch me without my consent.” 

Pavan mock-frowned. “What if I can manage the consent halfway through?” 

Nidhi felt that she was losing control on her fury as it threatened to erupt again while  Pavan bit back a smile. Nidhi turned her back to him, covering herself with the furry maroon  blanket. But Pavan was not ready to let go of their sparring yet. 

“I thought you'd create a scene and demand to sleep on the couch or build a pillow wall between us,” Pavan drawled. 

“The only perk of marrying you is this luxury,” Nidhi said sharply with closed eyes. “Why should I compromise on the only good thing?” 

“Aren't you afraid to sleep in my bed? Or is it that you trust me?” Pavan asked, thoroughly enjoying himself. 

“I trust myself,” Nidhi asserted, without turning back. “And I know how to safeguard my modesty if it comes to that.” 

Pavan rolled back on his back, laughing loudly. The rumble of his laughter echoed in the room and Nidhi knotted her ankles together, a tingling sensation stinging her being. The closeness of his manly presence was sending a spark of awareness through her the entire time but she was trying to hush her body's responsiveness with calculated coldness on the exterior. But his laughter cracked through the icy texture of her resolve and Nidhi felt shaken. Her naive heart picked up speed as she waited for his repartee with bated breath. 

“When you said you were going to present me with a novel experience in this marriage, I trusted you Nidhi,” he said close to her ears, evoking goosebumps on her skin. “But I never anticipated how much I'm going to enjoy this though. Thank you for brightening my horizon,” he said sincerely before dropping a soft kiss on the side of her forehead, turning her body into a log of wood. Pavan noted her rigidness and said with a sly smirk, “That's merely a kiss, Nidhi,” he drawled before leaning closer, letting his breath wash over the sensitive spot behind her ear as he whispered sexily, “What are you going to do when I have my way with you, wholly and completely?” 

And then he rolled back on his side, leaving Nidhi in a heap of sensations. A pang of desire coursed through her at the dark promise in his voice and she felt an answering desire swell within her. Pavan did not disturb her after that. Content with having Nidhi beside him and having maneuvered her melancholy to a delicious lane, Pavan closed his eyes and slept off easily whereas Nidhi remained awake for most part of the night, tangled in conflicting emotions. 

If he can melt my coldness with such precision in just our first night, how long will I be able to resist him? 
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Penthouse 

The next day they started for Pavan's penthouse as soon as breakfast was over. Narendran tried to engage them during breakfast but Nidhi hardly spoke and Pavan barely focused on anything other than Nidhi. Narendran decided to let them go at the earliest so that the newlyweds could utilise their time better. Nidhi was silent throughout the car ride and Pavan was on back-to-back calls responding to the wishes that were pouring in from acquaintances for his marriage. The genial tone in his response grated Nidhi's nerves but she kept her ire silent. When they reached the penthouse, Pavan led the way for Nidhi to her new home, filling her in with the details of passcode and access to his private heaven. Nidhi mutely listened to him without giving much of a reaction as the domesticity of the moment overwhelmed her. 

But when the door opened and Pavan strode in casually, Nidhi couldn't stop the query on her lips, “No aarti?” 

Pavan halted in his stride and pivoted to face her.

“You were welcomed at my ancestral home traditionally,” he said with an amused smile. 

“Yeah but this is where we are going to live. So technically we should enter auspiciously,” Nidhi spoke, not stepping inside. 

Strolling towards her, Pavan drawled, “For a marriage that you don't respect you sure want to follow the traditions pertaining to it. Good start I'd say.” 

Ignoring his smirk, she asked, “Your mother did not come?”

The light in Pavan's eyes dimmed a little and Nidhi caught that. But he responded smoothly, “She knows I'm not into rituals and stuff.” 

“And Sharadha,” Nidhi was not done.  

At Sharadha's mention Pavan threw his head back in a laugh and the sight still mesmerised Nidhi despite her honest hatred towards him. 

“She’d kill me if I asked her to do that.” Looping his fingers with Nidhi, he pulled her inside. “C'mon, lemme show you around. Your questions can wait.”  

Pavan led Nidhi through the hallway to an open layout hall with a fully-equipped kitchen and dining area on its farthest ends. The large balcony with the wide city expanse on display and the private pool on the side of the dining area caught Nidhi's attention. Her eyes took in the details; how the open layout enhanced space and light within the room while the outer square feet was practically utilised with swings on the balcony. The small garden around the pool added to the positive vibes. Despite the black and gold theme, Nidhi felt a breathing pulse in the design of the penthouse.

I had imagined a luxury-coated apartment that would swallow me with its cold grandeur and suaveness just like the man who owns it. But the library space that I could spy at the top study corner, the swings on the balcony and the mirror artifacts really vibe with my taste. 

“I'm glad you like our home,” Pavan said in a silky voice, coming to a halt before their bedroom.

“I did not say anything.” Nidhi furrowed her brows. 

“Your face did,” Pavan said with a smile in his voice. 

Nidhi averted her gaze to avoid answering that and realised they had now entered Pavan's bedroom. A chill went down her spine as she realised that now it was supposed to be her room too. Pavan's eyes were focused on her and he was reading the myriad emotions flitting across her face.

Squashing down the velvety tingling that was taking over her, Nidhi asked in a matter-of-fact voice, “Is the same room clause non-negotiable?”

“Absolutely,” Pavan affirmed. 

Sighing, Nidhi said, “Then I have a condition too. I don't want you to be in my space while we share this room.”

Pavan chuckled as he came to stand before her, “Now that you are my wife, no space in your life will be vacant of me.” 

“You can't arm-twist me at every turn,” Nidhi said indignantly. 

“Neither do I want to. So it would do us both good if you can oblige to my earnest requests, Treasure.” Pavan winked, relishing the feel of the nickname he had for her on his lips. 

Nidhi's eyes narrowed but she refused to take that bait. Instead, she laid out her opposition in broad strokes.. “I won't agree to this Pavan sir,” she said in an agitated tone. 

“Stop calling me sir. I'm your husband. Call me Paviyetta.” Pavan took on a  tangent. 

“No,” Nidhi hissed. 

Tilting his head, Pavan asked, “Why?”

“I want my small wins too,” Nidhi said, tipping her nose up.

Pavan's face broke into the enigmatic smile that always had Nidhi's heartstrings in disarray. 

“Each time you call your husband sir, your mouth will be punished with a kiss,” Pavan laid down the ultimatum. “Choice is yours. I stand to win either way,” Pavan shrugged. 

Nidhi's doe eyes widened at his threat. She brought her hands up to throttle him, leaving him grinning at her antics. Closing her eyes, Nidhi restrained herself.

Stop reacting to him, Nidhi. He wants exactly that. He is aware that he cannot get loving words and gestures out of me and neither is he expecting that. But he wants spontaneous reactions and organic responses from me. He wants me to entertain him with my presence. Dare I give you that satisfaction, Mr. Pavan Thampuran? 

“Fine. Paviyetta, it is,” she said, chewing out the name, conceding defeat rather than igniting the furnace of chemistry he was stoking. 

At the same time, Nidhi felt cornered and uneasy addressing him intimately. The name sounded alien on her tongue and the reflection of their bond in that address bothered her no end. 

“You'll never hear me take your name with true affection,” she said in an angry whisper, unable to contain her frustration.

Pavan was thoroughly enjoying the power struggle within her, as her brain asked her to go on autopilot when around him but her heart kept reacting to him at every turn. 

Stepping into her space, flustering her, Pavan breathed, “The day isn't far when this name would be a prayer on your lips.” Pavan's voice held a promise. 

His words sent a shudder through her as Nidhi gulped visibly. The hatred she was collating within her hardly came to her rescue when Pavan moved his tongue. And the feeling of weakness did not bode well with Nidhi. 

Refusing to clamp down, Nidhi demanded, “Now that I've allowed you to bulldoze me in this matter, you must promise me I'll be safe with you in this room. You won't force me for intimacy.” 

“I won't force you,” Pavan promised in a beat but Nidhi knew there was more coming. And Pavan did not disappoint as he said with an impish smirk, “I'll make you beg instead.” 

“You are incorrigible,” Nidhi again felt helpless as rage assailed her.

“That I am, Treasure,” Pavan said in a sexy drawl. “Domesticity comes with its share of intimacy between a husband and wife and I want it all.” Pavan's tone was unyielding even as Nidhi's gaze burned with rage and passion. “But certain lines will not be trespassed until you lend me the rights for it.” 

Nidhi's shoulders relaxed at the sincerity in his voice. She was not sure if she could trust Pavan blindly but somewhere she felt she could and his next statement cemented that belief. 

“You are my Treasure, one that I hunted down. But I will never conquer you, not without your will,” Pavan said in an utmost serious voice before walking away, leaving Nidhi to her thoughts. He turned at the door to deliver one extra line, “I like my woman fawning over me. The day you do that, there is no stopping me, Treasure. So make sure you are ready for me before you show the green signal,” and then he walked away with a whistle on his lips and a spring in his steps. 

Nidhi was left to her musings that now featured certain explicit images that were not there in her mind until he planted them with his words. Nidhi was losing the battle to him and she hardly knew it. 
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Do You Trust Me?

“What about you? You used the trap I laid for you to your benefit. You wanted Nidhi and you ensnared her in your web purposefully. You are as evil as I am,” Sachin sneered in a loud voice. 

He was at Pavan's penthouse and having a heated exchange with him when Nidhi walked in from her classes to overhear the last statement. Sachin was a picture of aggression while Pavan, as always, had a calm disposition. 

“What I did was for the right reasons, Sachin. It didn't just benefit me but has impacted Nidhi's life positively. Today she is focused on her goal, has better means to achieve it and a man who would turn the world upside down for her, beside her,” Pavan deadpanned smoothly. 

Nidhi abhorred Pavan's lack of guilt in his actions and her face contorted with outrage. Sachin spotted Nidhi's presence in the room and his brain instantly cooked up a wicked plan. 

“She could've had it all without the additional baggage of a man eighteen years older than her thrust on her. She could've lived her chosen life with the Thampuran Foundation scholarship and kept her boyfriend too,” Sachin insinuated, his eyes on Nidhi who stood behind. 

“The one who easily let her go for his benefit? She deserves better than that. What's the point of being with someone whose goodness doesn't extend to you? My devilry towards her has benefitted her more than his so-called love has,” Pavan stated with smooth confidence.

Nidhi balked at the truth in his statement. While all along she had hated Pavan for arm- twisting her out of her love story, today, as she heard him speak his mind, Nidhi wasn't sure if her love story was actually worth the pain she carried within. 

Gautam did let go of me at the very first chance he had, for his benefit...and this man grabbed the chance to harness me into his life even at the cost of his image. 

Sachin could see the expression shift on Nidhi's face and he felt his temper rise. While he wanted to create a misunderstanding, it felt like he was actually clearing up his brother's way yet again. Nevertheless, he threw one last line in derision towards the couple. 

“Maybe you should ask her if she feels the same,” Sachin sneered before walking away. 

Only then did Pavan notice Nidhi who stood in the hallway. A silence ensued in the room after Sachin left. Pavan and Nidhi stared at each other in solemn silence. Pavan shoved his hands into his pant pockets, waiting for a fight or flight response from Nidhi. He could read the cocktail of thoughts churning in her mind on her face. After a beat she removed herself from the scene without a word. As she crossed him to take the stairs, Pavan sighed. He was aware that it was not easy to thaw Nidhi's mind at one go but he was glad that with each day, the fissures in her hatred were narrowing. 
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Was It Loss or Gain?

Standing on the vast balcony of the penthouse, Nidhi was staring into the abyss. Her mind was vacant as she watched the dusk settle down on Thrissur. The new lifestyle and setting she found herself in was not as unsettling as she had expected but neither was she able to sink into its folds seamlessly. The contrast in her life was evident and Pavan's looming presence in her life was becoming louder with each passing day, giving her little time to escape his charm. Breaking her reverie, she heard the doorbell ring and soon heard footsteps behind her. Nidhi turned around to come face to face with Sharadha who had walked in with Anirudh in tow. Anirudh had in his hands a packet and Nidhi's gaze zeroed in on the brand label on it. Reading the name she realised it was the custom-made designer costumes for their reception.

Sharadha approached her with a cautious smile. “Your costumes for the reception are here. Have a look and if there are any alterations needed we can let the team know,” she said in a pleasant tone. 

“Are you now, by default, my PA too?” Nidhi countered acerbically. 

Sharadha shot her a smile as she said, “Yes ma'am, and by default,” Sharadha air quoted, “I can be your friend too.” 

Nidhi clucked her tongue. “You can never be my friend after what you've done to me.” 

Sharadha felt a pinch at Nidhi's cold tone but she nodded, accepting her words. 

“And by upholding his wrong decisions you did not prove to be a good friend for him either,” Nidhi said in an accusatory tone. 

Sharadha took a beat to respond but when she did, her voice was clear, “As his friend I know Pavi has his own way of doing things. They do not sit well with me all the time but I know his heart lies in the right place. So I'd stand by him through his right and wrong decisions, if it would benefit him.” 

“I thought you'd have a little shame left after what you've done. But you are as shameless as him. No wonder you both get along,” Nidhi bit out in rage. 

“I'm truly ashamed of being his partner in sullying your image, Nidhi.  I'll not excuse his wrong as right. But I'm not sorry for bringing you into Pavi's life. The man you loved let you go because it benefitted him. I'd say you were saved from him,” Sharadha stated softly. 

“Instead, I got trapped with a man who saw me as his benefit,” Nidhi scoffed. 

“Yet what has he gained?” Sharadha asked in a quiet voice. “Does he have your love or respect?” 

“Do you think he deserves it after the stunt he pulled?” Nidhi asked challengingly.

“He deserved a chance to earn it,” Sharadha ascertained. “Because to him, you are priceless.” 

Sharadha's words silenced Nidhi's icy tirade. 

“Today it might feel like you've lost everything and whatever has flowed into your life is not to your taste. But the day isn't far away when you'll realise that it's your destiny that has brought you here.” Sharadha's voice was a whisper. 

The maid came out with refreshments and Nidhi instructed her to serve them in Pavan's study upstairs. It was Nidhi's curt way of dismissing Sharadha. The latter understood and was about to go upstairs when she heard Nidhi's words from behind. 

“Why do you have pista pastry in refreshments? Aren't you aware of sir's allergy of pistas?” Nidhi hissed. 

“But ma'am, sir asked the cook to prepare them for you,” the maid whispered hurriedly. 

“Then keep them for me in the refrigerator. Don't mix it with the other refreshments. He might not notice and consume them accidentally,” Nidhi's voice was fraught with angry concern.

The maid nodded and Nidhi saw Sharadha staring at her from the top of the stairs with a ghost of a smile on her lips. 

“If you both can keep your egos aside and nurture the love that is obviously lurking within you, then maybe this would not be such a disaster as you're making it out to be,” with that smart repartee Sharadha walked away, leaving Nidhi speechless. 
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Getting to Know the Inner Layers  

Nidhi and Pavan were in his jaguar. They had been invited for lunch at Priyadarshini's house, which was a ritual where the newlyweds were invited by relatives for a meal. Nidhi was in auto pilot mode as she got ready and started their journey. But halfway through it, she realised that someone else was in autopilot mode too. While Pavan didn't reveal what was in his mind, there was a closed off energy about him today. Nidhi could not decipher what made her reach that conclusion because there were no visible signs. Outwardly he was sitting calmly, surfing his phone. But she could read the undercurrent of some deep-rooted restlessness within him. When he felt her gaze on him, he threw her a quizzical glance. 

“What's wrong?” he asked with a raised brow.

Nidhi wanted to repeat the same question to him but she shook her head and peered out of the window, refusing to indulge his emotions. 

If something is bothering him, good for him. At least something affects that thick skin! Nidhi, his problems are not yours. Stay away from this paradoxical man as much as you can if you don't want to get sucked into him, her mind whispered. But her heart thumped with revolt inside her chest. She ignored the blood pumping organ for the rest of the ride. 

****

As soon as the car drove into the patio, Pavan got out of his car and came around to open the door for Nidhi. She had already opened her door, and when she saw Pavan extend his hand for her to alight, she ignored it royally. Pavan smirked at her subtle rebellion.

“Ignoring my chivalry will only amount to your loss, Treasure.” The weight that had descended on his features lifted organically as he bantered with Nidhi. 

“Nothing new. The list of my losses are increasing after I met you,” Nidhi served him with a jibe. 

“Ouch, that's a direct hit on my ego.” Pavan chuckled with mischief as he led her inside. 

“That ego deserves a beating once in a while. The inflation is insurmountable at times,” Nidhi said baldly, making Pavan laugh a thunderous laughter. 

They walked into the house like that, with Pavan laughing and Nidhi showing an air of authority despite her demure stature against the powerful man. His laughter immediately garnered eyeballs as Sachin and Ranjini, who were surfing their phones, took their eyes off their phones with wonder. Priyadarshini, who stood beside Sachin asking him to change into a better attire, also had her mouth agape. They had hardly witnessed Pavan smiling, let alone laughing, and the sight invited varied reactions through the room. Ranjini's face darkened and Sachin's clouded with fury whereas Priyadarshini's gaze was filled with pleasant surprise. 

“Welcome children,” Priyadarshini immediately moved to welcome them. 

Nidhi bent down to touch her feet and Priyadarshini pulled her into a hug after blessing her. 

“I guess marriage is doing you both great,” Priyadarshini said with a smile, checking their expressions. 

Pavan grinned whereas Nidhi gave her a tight smile in return. 

“Come, lunch is being served hot. Let's eat,” Priyadarshini ushered them in the direction of the dining room. 

“Why don't we sit down for a while,” Nidhi suggested, eyeing the wall clock. 

“We will, after lunch. Sachin likes to eat his lunch early,” Priyadarshini informed jovially. 

“But Paviyettan had his breakfast late as he woke up late after the night shoot. I think he will like some time before lunch,” Nidhi explained cautiously. 

Pavan's brows shot up in surprise at Nidhi's concern. But then it did not shock him completely. Despite her defiance and supposed hatred, she often showed genuine care on his account and he was aware of her little gestures. The extra effort by maids to make sure he ate his meals whenever he was home or his lifestyle details being in order now amounted to Nidhi's diligence, he knew. Though she kept herself clear of his path, he did reckon her silent presence at every turn. For someone who had walked through the parched sands of a desert, even a tiny oasis was perceptible from a distance. 

“He knew he had to have lunch here. And he is aware of my habits. He should have adjusted his timings accordingly,” Sachin said arrogantly. 

Priyadarshini tried to shush him but Nidhi beat her to it. “In any house, guests are treated with more regard than the hosts. Priorities should be aligned as per the guests needs, not the hosts,” Nidhi said, throwing a pointed glare at Sachin. 

“You are not a guest here,” Priyadarshini said with urgency. Enveloping Nidhi in a bear hug, she continued, “In a family sometimes we have to let go and fall in line to keep peace.” 

“Correct advise, Amma,” Nidhi said with a smart tilt of face to Sachin. “That line is for you Sachinetta.” 

Pavan twisted his lips in mirth, thoroughly enjoying the scene unfolding. He was astounded by Nidhi's vociferous stand for him. It sent adrenaline rushing through his veins in exhilaration. It was not every day Pavan Thampuran had a human armour safeguarding him, and for once, he enjoyed the protection to the hilt. 

However, everyone else in the room reacted to Nidhi's gesture with contempt. Ranjini reckoned the depth of Pavan and Nidhi's bond and couldn't supress her anger and jealousy. Sachin felt his rage mount higher as he could not take Nidhi's casual insult lightly. But Priyadarshini glared at him, making him retract the words on his lips. Nidhi's attitude sent a wave of displeasure through Priyadarshini as well. Ranjini had already increased the rift between her sons and now she was worried Nidhi would fuel it further. 

****

After Nidhi's statement, Priyadarshini sat them down for chitchat for the sake of it for a few minutes. When she saw Sachin losing his temper and the stilted conversation and icy glares that was being sent in all directions, she ushered them to the dining table again. 

“Just like you, your family is not giving a warm vibe,” Nidhi said, as they sat down for  lunch. 

“Don't worry, the food served will be warm enough,” Pavan drawled humorously. 

“How come Pavan Thampuran is satisfied with only that much courtesy? The man I know takes whatever he wants, not accept what he is served,” Nidhi taunted him in hushed whisper. 

Leaning towards her, Pavan mumbled only for her ears, “That is Mrs. Nidhi Thampuran's husband we are talking about. This concession doesn't extend to you. With my wife, I want everything and in abundance,” he enunciated each word with precision, inviting goosebumps to take hostage of Nidhi's skin. 

Realising he has gotten into the mood for word porn with her, she straightened in her seat and dug into the food, avoiding him. Pavan chuckled before following suit. Halfway through  lunch, she noticed Pavan licking his fingers with satisfaction and it made her frown. 

“You eat the same dishes at home and honestly, they are tastier than this,” Nidhi whispered her confusion, leaning into his ear.  

Smiling, Pavan looked into her eyes, “Not denying that but those chef-curated meals lack one ingredient.” 

“What?” Nidhi asked in confusion.  

“Love,” Pavan said with a shrug.

Nidhi was taken aback. While his response could be deemed as corny, Nidhi understood the weight that the monosyllabic response carried. She remembered Pavan's grandfather telling her the day after their marriage how Pavan's life lacked the taste of love and that he expected Nidhi to compensate for it now. While it was a normal statement and Priyadarshini's past an open book, Nidhi never really acknowledged how much Pavan was affected by the grim realities of his life. Her heart pinched a little when she saw the longing in Pavan's eyes as Priyadarshini fussed over Sachin to eat more. While she courteously served Pavan it was very obvious that the apple of her eye was Sachin. 

Ranjini was observing Nidhi and how she was analysing the family dynamics. Ranjini also noticed the not so discreet glances Pavan sent her way. Usually Pavan got lost in his pain when around his mother. But Nidhi's presence was bringing about a light in his eyes despite the sadness and Ranjini's laser gaze did not miss this detail. Nidhi served a spoon of extra rice on his plate wordlessly and Pavan sent a surprised glance her way. 

“If I knew my mother's food would get you to behave like a wife, I would have brought you here earlier,” Pavan said with laughter in his voice. 

“Please, I can't wait to get out of here,” Nidhi rolled her eyes. 

“Same feeling,” Pavan deadpanned.

“Then why do you torture yourself?” she asked in a low murmur. 

With a sly grin Pavan said, “Humans are complicated beings. Let's say I'm a bit more complicated than normal,” Pavan winked, flustering her. 

Nidhi understood his unsaid words and also reckoned his attempt to dilute the intense moment with his charm. 

“You like the food. So eat,” she commanded, ignoring his wink.  

Pavan's eyes smiled and his focus shifted from his mother to his wife after that. A while later Priyadarshini also noticed it. Nidhi was making sure he ate well and engaging him in random conversation, ignoring the rest of the crowd. While it pleased her to see Nidhi showing affection towards Pavan, it also awakened a twinge of possessiveness in Priyadarshini. For, she had seen Pavan gaze with such undivided attention only at her and never at another woman. But with Nidhi, his stance conveyed that in her presence he noticed nothing but her. 

*****

“So you've fully entered domesticity? Can't believe it,” Ranjini came to stand beside him as he wound up a call. 

As they were having desserts, Pavan had received a work call and had moved to the hall to attend it. Ranjini followed him to have a private conversation. He barely looked in her direction and was typing away on his phone as she continued. 

“For how long? What after she stops being a challenge for you?” Ranjini asked, the derision in her tone blatant. 

Ignoring her, Pavan pocketed his phone and began walking back to the dining room, only to be stopped by Ranjini's words. 

“A powerful man like you cannot anchor down on a meek girl like Nidhi. This relationship is meant to be doomed,” she said, her voice laced with contempt. “Whatever she is offering might seem different and enticing to you now. But soon it's going to lose charm and she is going to lose charm in your eyes just the way it happened between you and me and every other girl that walked into your life,” Ranjini said with smug satisfaction. 

Pavan pivoted to face her with his killer smirk intact. 

“Don't measure my relationship with my wife with my meaningless flings. What Nidhi is to me,” he took a pause for dramatic effect, “and what I foresee with her, trumps all your expectations.” He took yet another pause, igniting her ire. “Focus on your career, Ranjini. One has to find happiness somewhere. Your happiness is surely not in me,” he let the sentence hang in the air for long, with a lopsided smile. “If you try to come between us…”

But Ranjini did not let him complete as she scoffed, “I value myself more than that.” 

Pavan retorted, “Good for you.”  

Ranjini couldn't let him go without having the last word though. So she sneered, “I hope losing out on me was worth it for you. Otherwise it might be a regret you'll never be able to live with.” 

She made a move to walk away but Pavan's words halted her steps. 

“Nidhi is worth every priceless treasure in the world. That's why I call her Treasure,” and with that retort he moved back into the dining room with his panther-like gait intact. Ranjini did not join the luncheon after that. 
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Care

Pavan was back in the penthouse after an inauguration in Kochi. He had two movie discussions planned for the day and was back home to freshen up before heading to his office apartment in the same building. As soon as the door opened, he walked inside and instructed the maid to get his lunch ready.

“Bring my salad up, I'll be leaving in twenty minutes,” he demanded without looking up from his phone. 

“But sir, Nidhi ma'am has prepared a lavish spread for you instead of the salad today,” the maid said politely, halting Pavan in his tracks. 

He spun around with surprise written in his eyes. “She did what?” 

****

Seconds later, Pavan stood leaning on the half wall of the open kitchen, his left elbow resting on the wall and his face beaming with happiness as he took in the scene inside. Nidhi was giving the final touches to a payasam while an array of dishes rested in varied vessels beside her. Pavan's glance gleamed over them and he felt a giddy excitement take over him. He was aware that she could cook, but the fact that amazed him was that she cooked for him, on her own will. The happiness that bubbled within him was indescribable. 

Nidhi felt the air around her charge with a now familiar energy and she immediately realised his presence even before she saw him. Flipping her head to the side, she saw him resting languidly on the half wall with his ankles crossed and with his intense gaze latched onto her. The slight smile that played on his lips and the light that glimmered in his eyes sent a zing of exhilaration through her but she feigned indifference by quirking a brow. 

“What's cooking?” Pavan asked, his voice laced with amusement. 

Turning back to the vessel, Nidhi said, “What does it look like?” 

“I don't know.” Pavan's voice danced with laughter as he made his way inside. “This is such an unusual sight that I'm left in knots.” 

Stirring the payasam rhythmically, Nidhi said, “It is my sister's birthday today. Amma said I should make delicacies for you as it is a special occasion.” 

Standing behind her, he breathed down her neck, watching her. His looming presence enveloped her and it sent a flutter through her heart. She tried to feign nonchalance but as minutes trickled by, she became more and more aware of the heat emanating from him and the wild smirk on his face. 

“Don't you have a movie discussion to attend? Go sit at the table. I'll serve soon,” she said in a hurried whisper, trying to dispel the moment. 

“I've scheduled it for a little later,” Pavan mumbled, leaning against her, placing his palms flat on the kitchen slab on either side of her, locking her in. 

Nidhi took a deep breath and his cologne filled her nostrils, unsettling her further. She understood her act of cooking for him has given him extra confidence to ambush her with his seductive charm. 

“You are in my space,” she hissed, tilting her face slightly with accusing eyes. 

“That I am,” Pavan admitted in an innocent voice but his face was anything but innocent. 

“Move back,” Nidhi's tone rose further. 

“I will,” Pavan said, “if you answer my question.” His eyes sparkled with a challenge. 

“What?” Nidhi asked, her stance still rigid. 

“Why are you cooking for me?” Pavan's voice was soft as silk as his eyes scanned her side profile with intrigue. 

Nidhi turned back to the stirring as she answered hurriedly, “I already answered that. It is my sister's birthday. And..,” 

Pavan did not let her continue as he chuckled close to her ears, “Liar,” and the teasing lilt of his tone sent a shiver cascading down her spine. “You and I know what this is about,” he mumbled against her shoulder, not touching her skin, but she still felt his caress, forcing her to close her eyes. 

Her fingers were about to touch the hot vessel on the stove but Pavan held her hand, making her open her eyes. Stirring the payasam one last time, he switched off the stove with his other hand, his torso close to her backbone yet not close enough. 

“Thank you,” he whispered into the shell of her ears, his voice coated with deep emotion. 

When Nidhi turned around, Pavan was already out and waiting at the table. A faint smile tugged at her lips despite the lurking dark emotions within her about him. She made her move to set the spread for Pavan who was eagerly waiting at the table. As she sat down beside him minutes later, she saw him filling her banana leaf along with his. 

“I already ate,” Nidhi alerted him, stilling his hands. She hastened to explain, “I mean, I knew you'd come late from the inauguration.” 

Pavan's expression didn't change as he nodded, “That's okay. But eat a little more with me. I'd like company.” His voice had an air of authority but it was the silent yearning behind those words that made her obey. 

They ate in silence but the silence was not wrung with tension or discord. There was a peaceful energy in the room as they moved their fingers on the leaf. Suddenly, he brought his fingers laden with a morsel before her lips, surprising her. 

“Have it,” Pavan commanded, his eyes gleaming with a soft emotion. 

“No,” Nidhi refused his attempt to feed her. 

“I never had anyone to share a meal with,” Pavan said in a soft voice, holding her gaze steady. “Neither did I have anyone cook for me at my home. The only wish left is to feed someone a morsel of what I eat,” he said sincerely and the understated plea in his voice, which was imperceptible to normal ears but hers, pushed the walls she had built to protect herself from the charms of this man. Slowly, but surely, she opened her mouth for him and he fed her with a grin pulling at his lips. 

“Now give me a bite,” he demanded, his grin widening. 

Nidhi narrowed her eyes. “I have had my little sister to feed before,” she tried to counter his earlier plea, irritated at his nature of getting his way no matter what. 

“Good. So you have practise. Will serve our kids better,” he shot back nonchalantly, leaving Nidhi's mouth agape. 

Our kids? Where did that come from?

Her mind suddenly threw her a catalogue of images from the future where she was surrounded by four kids that eerily resembled Pavan. She had to literally shake herself out of that page from the future.

“I'm waiting,” Pavan leaned forward with the sly grin intact. 

Nidhi was annoyed at his high handedness but the childlike glee she saw reflected on his face thawed her defences. Reluctantly, she pushed a roll of rice soaked in curry into his waiting mouth, filling up his heart more than his stomach. Nidhi's fingertips tingled when his teeth grazed them and the tingling sensation vibrated through her body. The intimacy of the moment had her shielding her eyes behind her lashes as she focussed on the food. Realizing her shyness, Pavan didn't bother her further and they fell back into the serene silence that was becoming their new normal. Nidhi discreetly glanced his way, occasionally relishing the sight of Pavan gobbling up her delicacies. He even ate more than usual, Nidhi noted, and it filled her with a strange happiness to see him slurp the payasam to his heart's content. 

I had randomly made arrangements for a banana leaf layout for a traditional serving style but it seems like he adored the idea to the hilt. That day at his mother's house, I did sense his discomfort when he had to drink the payasam from a glass. Though he said nothing, it occurred to me that he preferred the traditional way of folding his fingers around the payasam and eating it from a banana leaf. That thought made me arrange for banana leaves today. 

She rapturously took in the way he worked his fingers on the leaf and ate the payasam off his fingers, literally. It clearly said her assumption that day was right. Her lips broadened with a satiated smile at sight of the happiness and contentment on his face. But soon the hue of her gaze changed as she took in the way his tongue darted out to lick the payasam droplets off his long digits or the way he wiped clean his thick lips with decisive strokes or the way his orbs dilated with satiation. Nidhi had to avert her eyes to dispel the sensual swirl that was taking root in her. 

No. That road is not meant to be taken, not with him. Never, she whispered harshly to her heart that was pounding wildly. But her heart had stopped listening to her long back. 
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Waking up 

Nidhi was in a state of bliss. She was feeling utterly relaxed as she pressed herself onto the warm mattress below her.  Pavan had the habit of adjusting his AC to very low temperature and Nidhi, who was not used to it, often found herself freezing despite the comfy blanket. Today, however, she felt cocooned in a halo of warmth and rubbed her face on the pillow approvingly. A slow caress on her scalp relaxed her even more and she basked in the pampering. A feather-light brush on her forehead, however, sliced through her sleepy haze. Having been familiarized with that brush of lips every now and then, she could recognise the stroker of that brush instantly. The now familiar strong scent of cologne hit her nostrils right that moment.  And that alerted her senses, waking her up abruptly. Her head snapped up to find Pavan's affectionate glance anchored on her. The sunlight was peeking through the heavy curtains and Nidhi could clearly read the look on his face. 

A mixture of reverence, affection and….passion. 

The last word pulled her out of the haze completely and she became aware of the intimate setting they were in. Pavan's proximity sent a shiver through her body. Nidhi was draped across Pavan's torso cosily, with her right leg dangling over him and her face and body plastered to him. Pavan had wound the arm she was resting her head on around him and was running his fingers lovingly through her hair. His other hand was busy too as his nails grazed the soft skin of her calf with leisurely strokes. He was absolutely pleased with the cuddling Nidhi had unknowingly bestowed him with. 

As soon as their position fully registered in her mind, Nidhi moved back as if electrocuted. She reckoned that she had moved to Pavan's side and literally ambushed him in his sleep. Unable to face him, she averted her gaze. Her flushed face and shy eyes egged Pavan to the path of sin as he lay there, staring at her crimson visage. He stretched his arms to ease the stiffness in them and Nidhi's gaze trailed back to him. She felt guilty for his ache and painful grunts. 

“I'm sorry,” she whispered urgently, “I have a habit of cuddling with Neetu. I was ensuring that it did not happen between us but I don't know what happened last night. I'll never repeat it though…”

Cupping her elbow, Pavan pulled Nidhi to him, cutting off her rambling. Startled, Nidhi fell over him. Before she could regain her balance, Pavan sat up and pushed their conjoined bodies to rest on the velvet green lux headboard behind. A dumbfounded Nidhi, in the next minute, found herself straddling Pavan as he sat there like the cat that got the cream. Mortified by their intimacy, Nidhi tried to get off him but Pavan placed his palms flat on her hips, pressing her down on him. His authoritative hold stirred something deep within Nidhi and she felt a drop of moisture at her core at his strict face and commanding stance. 

“Stop apologizing for something that is your right,” Pavan mumbled huskily once he had steadied her in his arms. 

Nidhi refused to look into his eyes even as his gaze caressed her face. Her eyes were trained on the soft curls of hair on his chest that were now visible because of his unbuttoned kurta. Somehow the entire experience left her flustered. Her heart pounded wildly in her chest and she feared he could hear it. Her shyness and naivety was making her react to the chemistry brewing between them despite her defiance towards him. A part of her felt submissive to him in that moment while the other half wanted to bolt right out of his lap.

Pavan had a beautiful smile on his lips as he teased her, “I had almost forgotten how to cuddle. Thanks for reminding me.”  

The teasing note of his voice awakened her feisty side and she made a jibe, “Now that sounds totally believable.” 

Pavan threw his head back and laughed. The sight  melted her from within. The way his body vibrated with laughter beneath her sent a tingling sensation coursing through her entire body. 

To feel someone's laughter so intimately is…strange. The combined effect of his handsome face transforming with unadulterated joy and his body resonating that rumble of laughter is leaving me breathless. The sight and feel of his laughter has me in a hypnotic haze, one that I hope he never knows about. 

Sobering up, Pavan said in a light vein, “I've had sex with countless women, Treasure. But when I say no woman has slept on my bed, you take my word for it.” Nidhi narrowed her eyes, not believing him and that made his lips twist further. “I've been sleeping alone for nearly three decades now, until you came along.” 

The way he said it shifted something within her. She trusted the honesty she saw reflected in his honeyed orbs. Though the layers to his complex persona still remained a mystery to Nidhi, she resonated with his raw vulnerability whenever she witnessed it. And right now, as she sat there over him, she could feel another layer of his vulnerability beneath her. His morning hardness was making his presence felt and Nidhi flushed harder. The feel of it brought a new array of thoughts for Nidhi to engage with.

Oh no, not now. Not when I'm perched over him in this precarious position. I might as well reveal my thoughts wordlessly if my satin pyjamas give away the moisture pooling at my centre. 

But as she tried to squirm out of his hold, his hardness brushed against her, sending her on a dirty tangent. Pavan was quick to read the visuals in her head on her expressive face. 

His eyes lit up with mischief as he asked silkily, “Want to turn those fantasies real?” 

The smouldering heat in his eyes hit her in the gut. Scalded by the visuals he effortlessly arrowed into her mind, Nidhi literally leapt out of his lap and scrambled out of the bed hurriedly. Pavan's laughter echoed after her as she hurried into the bathroom to steady her haphazard heartbeats. Clicking the door close she rested her weight on the door, breathing hard. The feel of him brushing against her flashed through her and Nidhi gasped as a sliver of desire rang loudly through her blood. 

He is trying every trick in the book to seduce me. If I don't hold myself against his expertise, this would turn into too easy a game for him and too hard a loss for me. I cannot let him manipulate me with intimacy. I need to beef up my reasons to hate him if I want to withstand the avalanche Pavan Thampuran is. 
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Kiss

Nidhi was skewing with anger. The latest issue of Showbiz magazine was out and it carried an elaborate interview of Pavan who was talking about his marriage for the first time. The cover page ran with the tagline—I hunted her down: Pavan Thampuran 

That one line alone unleashed unwanted sensations in her. The interview was detailed, with Pavan pouring out his feelings for Nidhi in poetic lines that were sure to establish their love saga in mushy ink. Nidhi was pissed at the narrative he was painting and was waiting for Pavan to return from the shoot to give him a piece of her mind. He was shooting in Hyderabad for an upcoming flick. This was his first long outdoor shoot after marriage and the first time they were separated for a week. After a week-long shoot, he was coming back home that day and Nidhi couldn't wait to go full barrel on him. While her mind asserted that the reason behind her eagerness was her urge to fight him, her heart was whispering another reason which she refused to entertain. 

Later that day, when Pavan made his way inside the penthouse, Nidhi was sitting in the living room with her books scattered around. The sight literally beat life back into him. The hollowness that he had felt in her absence evaporated and his world started looking lively again. Nidhi was a second late in spotting him, but when she did, her eyes sparkled and her heart skidded to a halt. A strong sense of happiness assailed her but  she masked that instant reaction behind agitation and made her way to him. Pavan, who was seeing her after a week, felt his chest expand and his heart thrum in a melodious rhythm watching her radiant face that was spiked with fury. 

Nidhi had prepared a full-length monologue to roast him as she came to stand before him. But even before she could open her mouth, Pavan bridged the gap between them, encasing her in his arms. Nidhi's eyes widened as his palms came up to cup her face. 

“You can kill me for this later,” Pavan mumbled hoarsely before capturing her lips in his. 

Nidhi's eyes widened further before they fluttered close. This was the first time Pavan was kissing her; though he had teased their boundaries time and again, never had he sought her out thoroughly, smudging her in his passion. But the separation had pushed against his own restraints and he scooped in to consume her at the very first chance he got. She dissolved into the passion that marked the moment.

Pavan worked his mouth masterfully on hers, the hungry strokes of his tongue imprinting a lasting impression on Nidhi. His full lips pressed and pulled urgently as he drew out a responsive flame of hunger from Nidhi. Falling prey to his ministrations, Nidhi responded fervently, diving deep into the swirl of passion he weaved. This was not the first time Nidhi was being kissed; she had shared enough kisses with Gautam but the one from Pavan trumped them all. As she had expected, when he came for her, she had no choice but to get sucked into his spell of passion. Every nerve ending in her body came alive and she felt the heat flooding her system reach a feverish pitch as his hands drew out the game further by mapping her body. When she felt his hand tread an uncharted territory, her haze cleared and she instantly pushed at his chest. Her lower lip stretched between his hungry mouth as she separated herself from his warmth. Breathing hard, Nidhi slapped him right across his face. The sound echoed through the room. Pavan's facet tilted to one side at the impact of it. 

“How dare you,” she roared. 

Embarrassment and anger fuelled through her as she admonished herself for responding to his kiss like a starved soul. 

Pavan's hooded eyes stared back at her wordlessly and the dazed look in them made Nidhi shudder. But she charged on, trembling like a leaf as her body still hummed with desire, “And what was that interview you gave to Showbiz? You presented all our encounters before marriage in a romantic light when there was hardly any association between us. How shrewd of you to twist the narrative? Those who know me, those who knew I was planning to get engaged to Gautam would call me a two-timer.” 

Nidhi was firing away her tirade but Pavan could barely focus on a word. All he wanted to do at that moment was lock that fiery mouth in his and he did exactly that. 

“What are you doing?” Nidhi squeaked as he pulled at her forearm, bringing her onto his chest.

“Shut down that practical mind of yours and kiss me back, Mrs. Thampuran,” he mumbled before planting his mouth on hers again. 

Unlike the heated kiss before, now his tongue worked in languid strokes and his teeth grazed the seams of her lips, deliberately teasing her. Nidhi felt liquid heat pool at her centre at his expert seduction. His sensual strokes ignited a dark need in her and unknowingly, Nidhi responded wantonly to the passion he was delivering with his sinful lips. She clutched at his hair as she let herself be swallowed into the heat of desire he was cloaking them in. A long while later, when they came up for air, Pavan rested his forehead against hers tenderly. Nidhi's eyes were closed as she tried to steady her heartbeat that was running a marathon. 

Cradling her nape in his palm, he rasped, “God I missed you. Now go on and roast me  with those thoroughly kissed lips, Treasure. Or slap the shit out of me. Kissing you is worth it all.” 

His words had the desired effect as Nidhi froze. She parted from him yet again, her eyes blazing. 

“You should stop playing these mind games with me,” she hissed, but the fire in her eyes held a tinge of the desire that was still thrumming through her. 

Sighing, Pavan pushed his hands into his pocket, “The anatomy part that is involved in this game is not my mind, darling. Do you want me to spell it out for you?” Looking at Nidhi 's thunderous expression, he continued. “Wasn't that interview a nice touch? Now we have literally painted the town red with our saga.” 

When he saw her agitated stance he murmured, “I was out of line. I apologise but I'm going to repeat it.” 

There it was, that twisted smirk, the one that I missed. God, why do I react with wild energy to him? Be it my anger or hatred or…passion, why do I have no control over my emotions when it is about him? Why does he render me powerless each time around? 

“The day you find the answer to that, we will enter the next phase of our marriage,” Pavan winked. 

Nidhi gasped. She wondered if she had voiced her thoughts aloud but she could swear that it was in her mind. 

Then how could he guess it? 

Moving into the house, with his luggage carrier in hand, Pavan threw over his shoulder, “No thought can lace your mind and heart without me having sensed it. So beware of your wanton thoughts, Treasure. A man can only control so much.” With that sexy drawl, he whistled his way inside, leaving a completely flushed and confounded Nidhi behind. 
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Lunch Box 

When the director yelled for a break, Pavan made a move to his caravan as he was famished. The next scene would roll after the lunch break. When he was about to open the door to his caravan, Sharadha, who had followed him, halted him in his tracks. 

“What, I'm hungry, Shrads,” Pavan said annoyed. 

He had found a new appetite for food after his mother-in-law started sending scrumptious homemade food to his set. The cherry on the cake was that she made sure Nidhi delivered it whenever she was available. He had already been notified by Sharadha that Nidhi was in his caravan with his lunch. He couldn't wait to have lunch with his wife. The moments he got with her had left him craving for more. With Nidhi having commenced her classes, he was getting very little of her, and that only made Pavan more impatient for her presence. 

“Oye, I'm well aware of your hunger pangs these days. But I stopped you to warn you of the scene rolling inside.” Signalling her head towards the caravan she said, “Your Amma is inside with your wife.” 

“Great,” Pavan chuckled. “Who would topple who, in your opinion?” Pavan asked with a grin. 

Sharadha rolled her eyes as she said, “if I were you, I'd not walk through that door.” 

“That's where we are different, Shrads. This is the exact drama I need in life. You have no idea how sexy my wife gets when she is taking on my mother.” Pavan thumped her back hard, earning a yelp from her. 

“Ouch, are you sure it is sexier than when she takes you?” Shradha asked tongue-in-cheek. When she saw him turn back to her with a glare, she said with an innocent expression, “Oh you wouldn't know. After all, she has left you in knots, as far as that is concerned.” Saying so, she snickered but Pavan had a smug expression on his face as he retorted, “Not for long though. You'll be playing with my kids very soon. Be ready to be a sweet aunt to them, Shrads.” 

That tickled Sharadha's laughter bones. “Good luck with that. But your over-confidence is not going to sell before your fiery Mrs. Thampuran. That girl is going to make you run helter- skelter like a headless chicken before she lets you anywhere near her.” She ruffled his hair before walking away.

As Pavan stepped into the caravan, his eyes sparkled with amusement as he saw the glare game his wife and mother were engaged in. While there was no obvious animosity between them, somehow Priyadarshini and Nidhi did not get along. On the few occasions they were in each other's vicinity, Nidhi understood first-hand Priyadarshini's neglect of Pavan over the years. She deduced that it was that neglect from his parents that propelled his actions towards her. On the other hand. Priyadarshini was not convinced about Nidhi being perfect for his son and oddly, held a grudge towards her for the apparent indifference Nidhi showed towards his adulation. They both were at loggerheads for the man who they selectively chose to neglect and it amused Pavan to no end. As soon as they saw him, both sobered down. 

“Hi Amma, what a surprise!” Pavan said gingerly, enveloping her in a hug as his eyes rested on his wife who was throwing daggers at him, as always, with her gaze. 

Priyadarshini returned his hug with a smile but complained, “You rarely come home these days. Even amma's food is not enough of a bait nowadays. So I had to come in person to meet you to know your whereabouts.” 

“That's because he is getting homemade food delivered on set these days, thanks to my amma. It is no longer a luxury that he has to strive hard for,” Nidhi said with a saccharine smile that made Pavan's eyes crinkle with mirth. 

Priyadarshini turned to her with a stony stare but said nothing. Nidhi managed to hit her ego with that one statement and Priyadarshini understood the implication behind her words. That, as a mother, she should not have made it a difficult happiness for Pavan to attain; she made him endure Sachin and Ranjini for that tiny scrap of joy. Pavan was thoroughly enjoying the undercurrents running in the room. The zing of thrill he experienced every time Nidhi stood up for him was overwhelming

It really feels good to not feel alone, his heart mused jubilantly. 

“Why don't you join us for lunch?” Pavan asked Priyadarshini as he made a move to wash his hands. 

“I had my lunch. I'm aware how your shoots run late,” Priyadarshini responded as she sat down on the sofa opposite him. 

Nidhi wordlessly began laying out the food on the makeshift table and Pavan joined her and placed two plates on the table.

“You did not have lunch?” Priyadarshini asked Nidhi with a quizzical gaze.

“Paviyettan hates eating alone,” Nidhi said baldly. 

Raising an eyebrow, Priyadarshini retorted, “I didn't peg you as a docile wife who would wait for her husband to eat.” 

Nidhi clucked her tongue as she said, “I wouldn't have had I not realized how much such small acts are rare in Paviyettan's life. Plus, I hate eating alone too so it's more of a self-service,” she added that extra bit throwing a cautious glance at Pavan, as if to tell him not to read more into her thoughtful gestures. 

But the glimmer in his honeyed orbs told her he was not going to buy her lie. She tore her gaze away from him and focused on her plate. Priyadarshini, however, had a stricken expression on her face. Every time Nidhi dropped a truth bomb on her, Priyadarshini found herself recoil in guilt, something that she had never been confronted with before. She always knew what she did for Pavan was not enough but not even Pavan had shown her the mirror with such exact clarity before. It disturbed her to the core. 

Priyadarshini saw Pavan holding a lump of rice in his fingers before Nidhi's lips. Priyadarshini closely observed their expressions. While the act did not seem unfamiliar by the expression on Nidhi's face, Priyadarshini could read the reluctance in her eyes as she opened her lips for him to feed her. Priyadarshini's gaze traversed to Pavan's face and saw the genuine happiness that transformed his entire face as he fed Nidhi. He then waited for his turn and Nidhi did not disappoint. She brought her fingers laden with a piece of grilled fish rolled in chappathi to his mouth that he gingerly bit into. The intimacy of the act did not dispel the thick tension that existed between them and Nidhi avoided his gaze after that. Pavan, however, had eyes only for her as he began to eat. 

“When are you going on a honeymoon?” Priyadarshini asked out of nowhere, making Nidhi choke on her rice. 

Pavan immediately patted her head before tenderly offering some water to her. As she stopped coughing, Pavan turned to his mother with an unreadable expression. 

“Her semester has just started. She needs to focus on her studies now,” he said coolly. 

“Her education is going to take up years of her focus, Pavi. She has just joined medicine. It will take at least six to seven years for her to settle down in her profession. You surely are not going to wait that long to make me a grandmother, are you?” Priyadarshini asked with a shrewd look, analysing the couple before her. 

Nidhi went rigid beside him but Pavan let out a throaty chuckle as he smoothly said, “I think you will have to wait longer than that, Amma. Frankly, we had no plans for marriage until she settled well in her career. But the situations demanded our union early and so here we are. Now that I have her beside me for life, I have no problem waiting. She can take all the time she wants to enter motherhood. All I want is her in my life.” His eyes glistened with the honesty in his words and Nidhi felt compelled to acknowledge it in her heart. 

“I understand, Pavi. But you are already inching towards thirty-seven. Nidhi is young but you will  have to wait for a long time for the life you desired. You always loved kids, right?” Priyadarshini asked with genuine concern. 

“I still love kids, Amma and I will surely have my own in future. But even if I don't, I don't think I'll be disappointed,” his honey orbs moved to Nidhi's expectant eyes as he said, “because I have Nidhi. She's my treasure in this life. She is everything and more than what my heart desired and my soul craved for. I know I'll be a happy man with her, no matter what.” 

The sincerity in his voice touched both the women in the room. Priyadarshini had no more questions to ask and Nidhi felt she could not deal with any more of his answers without weakening her resolve to hate him. 

A while later Priyadarshini bid farewell, asking them to come home for dinner whenever they were free. As Nidhi was collecting the used tiffin containers, she felt Pavan's arms snaking around her waist from behind. 

“You put on a good show today,” he mumbled into her ears, tickling the sensitive spot below her ear with his hot breath. 

“Unlike you, I don't know how to act out emotions. You get what you see with me,” she said dryly, internally willing herself to not react to his proximity. 

But the goosebumps that erupted on her skin was a tell-tale sign to Pavan's mischievous eyes. 

He chuckled darkly against her shoulder as he said, “I love that about you. But then there are times when you do try to ‘act',” he spoke with mischief in his tone, as he ran his palms along the goosebumps on her skin in reaction to his proximity. 

“That's pure biology. I have little experience in physical intimacy and my body naturally reacts to yours. No big deal,” Nidhi said challengingly, moving out of his arms. 

Pavan continued to smirk as he said, “It is good you are not immune to me physically.” 

Raising her chin in defiance she said, “But that guarantees nothing. I'm immune to you as a person.” 

Pavan bent forward, trapping her against the wall of the caravan with his hands as he said with twinkling eyes, “It did not seem so a while ago. While I did gauge the reason behind your actions when you first started waiting on me, it was nice to hear you acknowledge it out loud.” 

Crossing her arms to create a definitive distance between their bodies, Nidhi retorted, “That's basic humanity. I don't know any other way of being.” 

At that Pavan threw his head back and laughed. The sight of his laugh mesmerised Nidhi as she rarely saw him indulge in that act. When his eyes came back to rest on hers, he read the fascination on her face and it made his heart take a leap. Realising she had been caught gawking, Nidhi immediately schooled her expression and tried to move away, only to be halted by his husky words. 

“The day isn't far when I will turn your 'biological reactions' and 'humanitarian actions' to full blown desire and fully sealed commitment, Mrs. Pavan Thampuran.” 

The dark promise in his words hit a chord within her as she found her soul secretly wishing for the deliverance of that promise. But externally, she just shrugged and throwing an, “In your dreams,” over her shoulder, she walked out of the caravan, leaving a thoroughly pleased Pavan behind. 
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Vishu Part 1

“Do you have engagements on April 14th?” Nidhi's sudden query had Pavan's immediate attention. 

He raised a brow as he drawled, “I cannot have engagements if my wife wants me that day.” 

Nidhi's lips were laced with a mock smile as she said, “Unfortunately for you, it is not me but your mother-in-law who wants you to be free that day.” 

“What's the occasion?” Pavan asked with furrowed brows. 

Nidhi rolled her eyes. “I kind of knew you wouldn't be aware. That's why I mentioned the date.” When Pavan threw her a quizzical look, she elaborated, “It is Vishu.” 

Vishu, the Malayalam New Year, is a festival that is celebrated with great fervour and enthusiasm in the southern state of Kerala. It falls on the first day of the Malayalam month of Medam, which usually falls in the month of April. 

“This is our first Vishu after marriage and Amma has asked me to celebrate it in the way a Thampuran daughter-in-law would,” Nidhi air quoted her own words mockingly. 

A lazy smile graced Pavan's face at her annoyance. “She is right, you know. The Thampuran family hasn't had a female figure to celebrate such festive events in a long time. The expectations from you are going to skyrocket,” he teased her.  

“Exactly Amma's point,” Nidhi whined, amusing Pavan. “I don't even know the full list of stuff needed to arrange Vishukani. I can manage lunch but will it suit the taste of your elite family…” Nidhi pondered loudly, biting her lip. 

Pavan instantly pulled her lower lip free. “The right to hurt them is mine,” he said in a sexy voice. 

Nidhi straightened her spine at his words and it was then that she realised she was sitting on the armrest of his sofa while fretting over her mother's demands. She tried to get up to put some distance between them but Pavan pulled her across his lap. Nidhi gasped as she landed on him. 

Though her cheeks turned pink, she managed to hiss, “You must stop  pulling me to your lap.” 

“My lap is yours to take until our kids come along,” Pavan said with a smug smile as he played with the thin bangle on her wrist. 

Not after that? The question almost left her lips but she restrained herself in time. 

Nidhi tensed as he cuffed her wrist on his shoulder and started playing with her bangle. But she recognised his game of seduction instantly and hurried to dispel the spell he was casting on her. 

“Don't think you can manoeuvre me around with intimacy. It takes more than that to win Nidhi Shankar,” she said tersely.

“I'll use every weapon I can wield to siege your heart, Treasure. End justifies the methods, even Bagawad Gita accords with that.” Pavan winked, sending her heart racing,. 

Nidhi wriggled out of his lap, trying to clamp down the fluttery feeling taking shape in the pit of her stomach at his wordplay. Pavan allowed her to get off but knotted her small finger with his, not allowing her to move afar. 

“And about Vishu, don't stress yourself. You can ask the maids to get things done. You have nobody to please here,” he said firmly, not liking her being worked up over traditions. 

“But I like to celebrate festivals. I whined because I didn't appreciate the added pressure of performance required by virtue of being Mrs. Thampuran,” Nidhi said, her voice soft. 

Pavan clasped her palm with his before standing up to face her. “And that's exactly why I said you have nobody to please. I don't remember celebrating Vishu ever,” he said carelessly but that hooked Nidhi's attention. “Except for a scrumptious meal there was nothing on the menu for me that day. So relax and enjoy that day; that alone would brighten my day as well. And if it makes you feel any lighter, you have Pavan Thampuran to co-host the event with you,” Pavan said with a smile in his voice. 

At such moments, Nidhi could not explain the inexplicable connection she felt towards the walking paradox that was Pavan. The way he wove his sadness and loneliness into parables in a matter-of-fact manner always touched her soul. Those moments made it difficult for her to define Pavan as the villain she had caricatured in her mind. 

Unknowingly, she vowed to herself to give Pavan a memorable Vishu this year. She wanted him to experience the little joys he had missed out on in life and it gave her a high that she could be the key to those moments in his life. The hatred that she had crafted in her mind for him was thawing and she had no clue. Neither did she question herself as to why she longed to see the glimmer of happiness in the eyes of the man she had vowed to hate for the rest of her life. 
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Vishu Part 2 

It was the night before Vishu. Pavan and Nidhi were engrossed in arranging the Vishukani, an assortment of the auspicious items like raw rice, golden hued flower (Cassia fistula aka Kanikonna, which blooms around Vishu), vegetables and fruits, coins and gold, along with the idol of Krishna. As per tradition, seeing the Kani first thing in the morning of Vishu is believed to herald a good year for the beholder. It is set up the night before Vishu by a senior lady member of the family. Nidhi got instructions from Nalini about the required items and she had them stocked. The maids had offered to help but Nidhi refused, wanting to do it on her own. Late at night, when she started setting up the Kani, Pavan joined her. Though she refused his help, he stayed put, adamant on assisting her. 

“If you see the Kani arrangements today then there won't be any surprise factor tomorrow,” Nidhi complained. 

“I don't care, I'm not leaving you alone,” Pavan stood his ground. 

“Why don't you listen to me once,” Nidhi sounded exasperated. 

“Why don't you say things I want to hear; then I might.” Pavan winked, annoying Nidhi. 

Huffing, she went back to arranging things. At first she placed Krishna's idol in the middle. Pavan followed her instructions in filling up the bell-shaped brass vessel called uruli with auspicious items. But having never done this before he messed it up, annoying Nidhi.

“It would have been easier if you hadn't volunteered to help,” Nidhi said with rising irritation. 

“Don't lie. I'm making it more entertaining for you. And this is fun, doing something together.” Pavan's tone conveyed his enthusiasm. 

Nidhi glanced at him affectionately, seeing the enthusiasm glowing on his face. 

“I can do with a little less fun,” she said sarcastically. 

“I'm a novice and you are an impatient teacher. One day when I tutor you on a subject you have little knowledge of, I'll show you how to be a patient teacher,” Pavan said with an innocent face. 

Though his expression was innocent, Nidhi could read the mischief glittering in his eyes. Her cheeks heated up on catching his innuendo but she refused to take the bait. 

“Finish arranging that uruli, there is still a lot of work left,” she said in a serious tone. 

Pavan could read her underlying emotions but didn't push further. He was happy having these little moments of joy with her and he sincerely took part in the arrangements. His life that was vacant and boring off the sets, has now started looking colourful and lively with Nidhi's presence in it. Having never had such celebrations of a festival in which he could be actively involved or engaged, Pavan was enjoying every minute of it. Nidhi was secretly admiring the happiness glimmering on his face. The childlike glee in his actions and words was amusing her and unknowingly, these moments were becoming special for her too. 

****

Pavan was fast asleep when he heard Nidhi whispering his name. 

“Paviyetta,” Nidhi mumbled, trying to wake him up. 

Stirring in his sleep, Pavan was about to open his eyes when Nidhi covered his eyes urgently. 

“No, don't open your eyes until you see the Kani,” she said loudly, slicing through his sleepy haze. 

Early on Vishu day, family members wake up with closed eyes and look at the Vishu Kani first thing in the morning to attract good luck and prosperity.  

“Come, I'll take you downstairs,” Nidhi held his hand once she was sure his eyes were closed. 

Pavan nodded wordlessly and followed her lead. Nidhi ushered him out of their bedroom and led him to the hall where the Kani had been set up the previous night. She turned around from time to time to check if his eyes were still closed, and guided him down the steps and through the hall, carefully holding his hand. Bringing him to stand before the Kani, she asked him to open his eyes. 

“Now you can open your eyes,” she said cheerfully. 

Pavan opened his eyes and saw the Vishukani. Though he had helped arrange the Kani, he was fascinated to see it now as, in the darkness, the lit lamps had created a halo-like effect around the Kani. The other lights in the hall had been dimmed to accentuate its beauty. The two halves of the coconut he had placed inside the uruli the previous day now had oil and a wick burning within them. The new kasavu mundu had coins and ornaments spread out on it. Lord Krishna's idol in the middle was adorned with Kanikonna flowers. The lit incense sticks added fragrance to the beautiful sight. Nidhi had held back some elements to keep a surprise element for Pavan in the Kani. 

The ornamental mirror, valkannadi, placed in the centre of fruits and vegetables, reflected Nidhi's face for him. Pavan pivoted to see Nidhi dressed in a traditional Kerala sari. Her hair was still wet from the shower she had taken early in the morning and her face was bare. The glow from the lamps created a halo around her too, just like the Kani, enhancing her natural beauty. Nidhi noticed the familiar swirl of desire in his honey orbs and a pang for something unknown lodged within her.  She quickly averted her glance to not get caught in his magic web. 

“The Kani is on the right,” Nidhi said admonishingly. 

Pavan kept staring at her for a beat before moving his hand to take a pinch of the sindhoor placed near the uruli. Nidhi's brows furrowed for a second and then they cleared as his fingers came up to fill her partition.  Nidhi's heart sped at his gesture. Pavan moved his thumb and forefinger along her maang, colouring it red. Nidhi's lashes fluttered close, feeling the moment. On the way down, he paused to place a horizontal line of red on her forehead. Next he placed his little finger in the kajal kept aside and brought his kajal-smudged fingertip to the level of her eyes.  Nidhi's eyes widened as she tried to read the man who stood before him. Wordlessly, he asked for permission and after a slight beat of hesitance, Nidhi nodded in acceptance. He moved his finger to kohl her eyes. He moved from one eye to the other diligently, with a pleasant countenance. Nidhi's heart was wildly racing as she tried to clamp down the fulfilling feeling that enveloped her. The moment was etched with serenity as Pavan gazed down at Nidhi's face that was now adorned with kohl and sindhoor applied by him. 

“Beautiful,” he murmured, mesmerised. 

Nidhi flushed, coyness stitched on her features as he gazed at her intensely. His act and the look in his eye kindled a new feeling within her, one she could not dispel as she always did. 

“Now that's the perfect Kani of my life,” he said in a soft voice that spiked up goosebumps on her skin. 

They stared into each other's eyes as the lamps glowed and Lord Krishna's idol with a beautiful smile stayed in the backdrop to their silent moment. A drop of solidarity in the ocean of rift was how one could define the Vishu of Pavan and Nidhi. Would this drop transform the ocean or get sucked in its vastness only time would tell. 
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Vishu Part 3

Later that day, Nidhi had invited both their families for lunch at their penthouse. Whenever he could, Pavan tried to eat a meal together at festivals at Priyadarshini's house or with his grandfather. He tried his best to avoid hosting as he had never found the completeness he was in search for.  Having that little time with his mother came at the expense of tolerating Sachin, and with Narendran, it was lacklustre with the same chef curated spread. 

But when Nidhi volunteered to host a luncheon for his family, he was extremely pleased.  He was touched that she had taken it upon herself to hold a family luncheon on his behalf. He expressed his gratitude by inviting her family to the gathering, extending the same care and respect to them. Indeed the gesture made Nidhi immensely happy. 

Pavan did not let her waste away in the kitchen at the expense of that invite though. He made sure she had enough help and was ready by the time the family made an appearance. Narendran was the first guest to arrive. Pavan greeted him at the door with a happy grin and Narendran's old eyes crinkled at the joy he spotted on Pavan's face. It was not just Pavan's changed disposition that Narendran noticed as he entered the penthouse; he could make out the little tweaks that had been given to the house. 

The open expanse of the penthouse layout was strewn with scented candles and flower arrangements, adding a sparkle to the gold and black theme. A new pooja room was now stationed on one end of the hall and the Vishukani was set there in all glory. The plain golden curtains and cushions in the hall had been replaced with pattern laced material, adding life to the room. While the long dining table remained, now a makeshift smaller round table was stationed at one corner of the open kitchen, promising a cosy time. The little changes that had come about spoke of a detailing that was missing in Pavan's life before. It was not just money-bought luxury but a human touch of love that reflected in the various corners. 

“Seems like marriage life has already changed your life for the better,” Narendran said with a smile in his voice. 

Pavan, who came to stand beside him, chuckled, “Monotony was getting boring, Muthacha.” 

“I'm glad you came to your senses,” Narendran opined as he saw Nidhi making her way down the steps. “But have you been able to progress?”

Pavan's gaze followed his and spotted Nidhi coming towards them with a pleasant smile. She was dressed in a Kerala sari with a kalamkari blouse and matching heirloom pieces of jewellery. Her face was done in subtle makeup, enhancing her appearance. 

“I'd say it's a work in progress,” Pavan said with smooth confidence. 

Just as Nidhi reached them, Pavan heard the doorbell. Even before she could move, Pavan said, “I'll get that,” and moved to open the door. 

Narendran faced Nidhi with a beaming face as she wished, “Happy Vishu, Muthacha.” 

She stooped to touch his feet with a smile but Narendran stopped her halfway. “My children will always have my blessings. There is no need for such gestures.” His words made Nidhi smile more genuinely. As she stood up, Narendran asked in a conspiratorial voice, “Is my grandson treating you right?” 

Nidhi threw a glance at Pavan who was ushering in her mother and sister warmly. Narendran was keenly observing her. 

“That man hardly knows how to do things right, but he delivers his wrongs so righteously that one is unable to define his actions in normal black and white shades,” Nidhi said in a soft voice. 

Her response made Narendran laugh out loud, drawing the attention of Pavan and her family. Narendran hugged her shoulders affectionately as he said, “You've got the basics about him right. I don't think you will need too much time to know him in depth.” 

Narendran's words flushed Nidhi. She understood that everyone was expecting a normal marriage from them and was already seeing the potential for one between them. However, Nidhi was not sure where she was headed with this marriage that most of the times left her unsettled but for a different spectrum of reasons. Narendran, however, was happy to discover the happiness in Pavan and the spark in Nidhi. 

The demure girl I saw at the wedding has evaporated and so has the looming sadness that glazed her eyes. Today I see a strong woman who has a clear idea of the war she is waging. As for Pavi, a relaxed energy permeates his being. While outwardly he always appeared cool, his soul was restless. But now his eyes reflect a serene calmness.  Today he looks like a man who has won the world and is on the way to win more. I hope they are headed towards the best of times in the coming days. 
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Vishu Part 4 

All family members sat down to enjoy a sumptuous Vishu sadya, which is a traditional feast served on banana leaves and includes twenty to thirty dishes. The feast includes a variety of mouth-watering delicacies. The Vishu sadya is a special part of the festival and is enjoyed by all with great enthusiasm. 

Priyadarshini was the last to arrive for the luncheon. Sachin gave it a miss as he was pissed with his mother for accepting Pavan's invitation. Priyadarshini tried to appease him but when she reckoned his petulant anger pointless, she left him to his devices. For the first time, she chose her elder son's happiness over Sachin's. Priyadarshini was aware that she rarely shared such festive occasions with Pavan. While Raghavan had welcomed his presence at festivals, Priyadarshini knew Pavan never felt included. He was an outsider to her second family and remained on the periphery, more so because of her lack of prioritisation. 

So when he sent her an invite for the first time as a family man, she wanted to go check on her son. Her innate need to know his marriage was shaping up well urged her to attend the luncheon. She was late, so right after she arrived, they were ushered in for lunch by Nalini who was actively helping her daughter out. Priyadarshini took in the spirited involvement of Nalini and felt a tinge of jealousy. Nalini was helping around like a family member, guiding Nidhi through the lunch and ensuring the comfort of the guests while Priyadarshini felt like a mere guest at her son's home. 

Was this how Pavi felt when he came home? A guest who had boundaries?  

The thought unsettled Priyadarshini and she could barely eat. 

“How's the kalan, Amma,” Pavan's voice cut through her ruminations. Startled, she looked around to spot everyone's eyes on her. 

Narendran said in a jovial tone, “Priya, guess what? Pavi's and your favourite dish is something that Nidhi excels in making. Taste and praise your daughter.”  

Priyadarshini mutely obeyed his words and acknowledged Nidhi's culinary skills positively, “It is good. I'm glad Pavi can now have his favourite dishes whenever he wants,” but her tone reflected disappointment, as she reckoned Nidhi's entry in Pavan's life was going to widen the distance between her and her son. 

Once the first round of serving was done, Pavan pulled Nidhi down beside him. “Now eat,” he ordered, pointing towards the banana leaf spread before her. 

“I'll eat with Amma later,” Nidhi said politely, not wanting to upset the gathering, though she wanted to pull his eye out of the sockets for his overbearing attitude. 

“There are maids around to assist with the second serving,” he said firmly and turning his gaze to Nalini he said, “Amma you should sit down too.” 

Narendran added to it genially, “Yes Nalini, the whole family must eat together,” noticing Nalini's hesitance.

At their insistence, Nalini sat down beside Priyadarshini with a hesitant smile. Nidhi loved the gesture but was filled with fury by Pavan's high-handedness. 

He could request, but nope, his highness has to order, she huffed in silence.  

“Stop glowering and fill that mouth with food, you are hungry I know,” Pavan muttered close to her ears. 

Nidhi sent a glare his way but at the same time she felt a warm sensation at his consideration for her comfort. Pavan smiled roguishly before digging into the food. 

Priyadarshini was trying to read Nidhi's body language. Nidhi's composure had an artificiality around Pavan as she struggled to rein in her anger and the looks she exchanged with Pavan were tinted with rage, whereas Pavan was a perfect husband who made sure Nidhi tried all the dishes and relished the experience of having sadya with his wife. Priyadarshini pondered if Pavan was yet again setting himself up for a relationship where he would get less than what he had bargained for. The thought bothered her to no end. 

When Narendran praised Nidhi for the sadya, Nalini said gingerly, “Hereafter, Nidhi will make sure to hold such festive occasions with traditional customs for the Thampuran family. After all, as the female head of the family, this is her obligation.” 

Nidhi wanted to pull her hair out at her mother's overdoing and eagerness to please and ease her into the role of the Thampuran daughter-in-law. But surprising her, Pavan said, “No more festivals will be organized here until Nidhi concludes her education. I allowed it this one time but hereafter, her studies come first.” His voice brooked no argument. 

Nalini was embarrassed at his direct statement but secretly she felt happy on Nidhi's behalf on landing a husband like Pavan. Priyadarshini offered no comment whereas Narendran looked utterly pleased. Neetu raised her brow at a blushing Nidhi who chided her with her eyes. Nidhi was indeed impressed that he didn't want her get bogged down into following traditions. But she would rather die than admit it. When Pavan turned his glance towards her, she shielded her eyes by diving into the payasam, earning a chuckle from Pavan. Her cute antics were amusing him to no end as she traversed the thin line of anger and adulation where he was concerned. He looked forward to every moment of it. 


51

Drinking 

Nidhi's first semester results were out and she had passed with flying colours. She had gone to Nalini's apartment in the evening to share the joy with her and Neetu. Late at night when Pavan came in for dinner she informed him of the result and he congratulated her. Once they wound up  dinner, Pavan placed a carton of beer cans on the table. Nidhi raised her quizzical glance to meet his smiling ones. 

“I know you celebrate your small wins with beer,” he said in an explanatory tone.

Nidhi's eyes widened, “Who told you?” she asked and then her brows cleared, “Neetu, right?” 

Pavan merely shrugged.  Nidhi and Gautam used to drink together at their happy moments and only Neetu knew about it. Nidhi felt a prick at knowing Neetu had betrayed her secret.  As she searched for a reason in Pavan's eager gaze, she realised he expected her to share that tradition with him but Nidhi was not comfortable with the idea. Pavan sensed her hesitation. 

“If you desire company, I'm near the pool. If not, you can drink alone. Choice is yours to make.” With a rap on the table he walked away, leaving Nidhi torn. 

An hour later, when she did not come to the poolside he accepted her choice with a sigh. Pavan wasted time in calls, giving her the time to relish her beer in peace before making a move towards their bedroom. But as he entered the room he was stumped by the sight before him. Nidhi was seated on the bed in her pajamas with the beer carton beside her. Nidhi relished the surprise on his face while her face wore a smug expression. 

With a raised eyebrow she asked, “You prefer drinking out of the can or glass?” Looking into his smiling eyes, she said with a tone of authority, “I decided to choose the setting as well.” 

A full-blown grin broke out on his face. Pavan was impressed by her attitude to trump him in some capacity. Even when he brought the beer, though he wished her to share her tradition with him, he knew it was a futile dream. It was too early, his mind had whispered, even as his heart yearned for it. But now that his wish was turning true, Pavan could not hold back the feelings bubbling within him as he moved into the room and into a night that was going to be memorable for them.

****

“Faith for me is complete surrender,” Nidhi's said with a soft smile, “knowing that I'll be safe in Krishna's hands.” Her voice was a bit slurred. 

Pavan gazed down at Nidhi, who was slightly high, with an amused look. She had downed four cans of strong beer and her system had started to show the effect whereas Pavan was hardly affected.

“When you had to marry me, wasn't that faith challenged?” Pavan made a sarcastic jibe. 

Nidhi's expression soured as she said, “I stopped talking to Krishna for days.” Pavan smirked at her pout. “But I couldn't stay mad for long. He always has a plan. I just have to trust him.” 

Her optimism and spirituality even as her senses were imbalanced made Pavan chuckle. 

“What do you think is his plan?” Leaning towards her, he asked with a conspiratorial smirk. 

“I'm not sure,” Nidhi furrowed her brows as a yawn widened her lips.

With mischief glimmering in his eyes, Pavan said, “Maybe our next generation is his plan,” he winked with a roguish grin.

Despite the slight kick the beer had delivered, his statement made her turn crimson. But the effect of the alcohol made her get on her knees to attack him. She pulled his hair and hit his biceps at the mortification he made her feel. Pavan laughed through her assault, trying to take control of her crazy hands. Once he got hold of them they lost balance and tumbled down on the bed in a heap. He held his body weight on his forearms, but did not move away. His stance definitely ruffled her but his next question rattled her more. 

“Did you think we would end up together?” Pavan asked, curious to see her reaction. 

Nidhi averted her gaze and her silence spoke volumes. Despite her diluted senses, the honest emotion on her face was transparent. 

Pavan's eyes brightened as he said, “When I first met you, I knew you were the one.” Nidhi's startled eyes rose up to meet his intense gaze. “The brake was tampered on purpose that day and when I realised it, for a moment I did not want to fight. I had nothing left to keep trying,” he said in a whisper. 

Nidhi's gasped at his confession. His revelation rendered her speechless. The agony and hopelessness that thickened his voice was unmissable. 

The emptiness I saw lurking in that otherwise charismatic gaze onscreen had seared right through my heart. It was exactly the same when I saw him again under that crashed chandelier. His orbs reflected an acceptance of the ending that was right before his eyes before they latched onto mine. What would have happened if we hadn't met when we did? Would he have given up on life because there was nothing worth living for? Was that Krishna's intention in bringing us together? Had I unknowingly given him a reason to live? 

“I never thought we would end up together,” Nidhi said in a quiet voice and Pavan listened to her intently. “But I knew there was something, some unsaid connection, an unforeseeable thread that connected me to you.” 

Nidhi took deep breaths as she opened up to an eager Pavan who wanted to hear her speak her mind about them. The alcohol she had consumed helped her unravel her feelings for him easily. 

“I couldn't stop thinking about you. I had to consistently remind myself that our worlds were different, we were never meant to align with each other but destiny threw us together over and over again.” 

Nidhi's eyes misted as she spoke her heart and Pavan moved his hand to wipe the drop of moisture that left her eyelid.

“I created some situations on purpose too, Treasure. I wanted you to notice me, walk towards me and choose me,” Pavan rasped into the shell of her ears huskily. 

Nidhi felt goosebumps erupt on her skin as his warm breath washed over her. As she inhaled, she felt his cologne fill her senses, weakening her. 

In a slurred voice, she continued, “Despite the signs, I tried to ignore everything and stayed rooted in reality. I chanted endlessly that you are not mine but my heart somewhere had its beat rhythming for you.” 

“You were enmeshed in every breath I took,” Pavan mumbled, staring down into her doe eyes. “I did not try hard to walk away from you, Nidhi, for I knew I wanted you and I'd be damned if I let you go.” 

Nidhi felt her pulse skip a beat at his passionate admission but despite her drunk state, she zeroed down on his errors sharply, “And you opted for every nasty trick in the book to make me yours. That scandal, you literally tore me apart to make me yours.” Her voice rang with accusation as her eyes glazed with more tears. 

Wiping away the moisture with the pad of his thumb he said, “I apologize for the miseries I caused in your life, Treasure.” A  lazy smile graced Pavan's face as he said, “I cannot undo the harm I caused but I can surely make you forget them. I'll correct the wrongs of the past with rights of the future, if you let me.” 

Nidhi's gaze shifted from one orb of his to the other as she searched his eyes and saw absolute honesty reflecting in them. In their life together she had already reckoned the truth behind his feelings for her. But she wasn't sure if that realisation was enough to give him the chance he asked for. Pavan and Nidhi stared into each other's eyes deeply for endless minutes. The mood was changing, they knew. The alcohol in their system had loosened their emotions. As Pavan gazed down into her eyes arduously, Nidhi felt a restless energy sweep in. She realised that the restlessness was not because Pavan was in her space; rather, it was because he was not close enough. She could read the dark designs weaving in his mind and she felt an answering urge within her as her core quivered in anticipation. A new emotion burnt within her which she knew he could ignite further.

Slowly but surely, Pavan inched closer, pressing down on her length. Nidhi gave in to the inevitable. With a thudding heart, she welcomed his weight and his amorous intentions as his lips fused with hers. Myriad sensations exploded within Nidhi as she enjoyed the sensual push and pull of his velvety lips on her. Pavan threaded his fingers with hers, deepening the kiss. Nidhi opened her lips for him and he ravished every inch of her pliant mouth. His tongue glided across the warm crevice in absolute rapture. Her accordance to the moment stoked his passion and his body craved for more. 

Disengaging his lips from hers for much needed oxygen, he mapped her face with fervent kisses as Nidhi dissolved into his passion, powerless to resist. He bit lightly on her round cheekbones and marked her jaw with love bites. Nidhi sank her teeth into the curve of his crooked nose as passions soared. 

Wanting more, Pavan breathed down her neck, rubbing his nose on her collar bones and basked in her natural scent. He pressed urgent kisses on the expanse of her neck and shoulder, leaving his mark everywhere his mouth brushed. Nidhi laced her fingers into his bushy mane, enduring his sensual assault willingly. As his teeth scraped the tip of her mounds over her loose t-shirt, Nidhi went rigid. He alternated between rubbing his crooked nose over her sensitive buds and running his pearly array of teeth all over her abundant bosom with a wildness hitherto unseen in his movements. Nidhi reckoned it was her moment to call quits if she did not want the moment to lead to something else. She understood Pavan was dragging the moment, allowing her a peek into his maddening hunger for her but also giving her the opportunity to retract if she wasn't ready. Her flimsy t-shirt was dripping with his saliva as Nidhi made a call. 

Her fingers spread across his back as she embraced him wordlessly, consenting to his delicious desires. Pavan stilled at her response and raised his eyes to meet hers. Her expression was as desirous as his and that was all Pavan needed. Nidhi felt her heart leap out of her chest at the smile he threw her way before he latched his mouth onto her fullness. 

A few seconds later, Nidhi had no coherent thought in her head and her eyes rolled back in utmost pleasure as Pavan finally got his leeway with her twin mounds that had been a significant part of his fantasies since long. Their lower bodies fused intimately over the clothes, stoking their passion to a feverish pitch. His ministrations grew wilder and Nidhi was left in a heap of nerves as she squirmed  in rapturous ecstasy. 

At times she felt his velvety lips on her navel and in seconds they were sucking on her sensitive buds hungrily. It took her minutes to realise she was topless and bare to his eyes except for the skin colour bra that still saved her modesty from his prying eyes.  She was getting lost in his fervent moves and could hardly respond to him beyond a few brushes of her lips on his torso or pressing down on his bicep in an answer to the ecstasy he was flooding her veins with. 

Her defences came crashing down when she felt Pavan wedging his knees between her thighs in a purposeful move. Nidhi blinked her eyes open, breathing hard, realising his intentions. But the sight of Pavan suckling her with no care in the world as his lower body prepared for the next step made the moisture at her centre flow harder. The man and his way of passion was new to Nidhi and she had no clue to put a lid on the onslaught of emotions that assailed her. Sensing her resistance to part her legs, Pavan reluctantly let go of her pebbled bud in his mouth to look at her with glazed eyes. 

“You are at the cusp of ecstasy, Treasure, don't deny yourself the pleasure,” Pavan drawled sexily, making all the fight leave her. “Relax,” he said tenderly, easing her, “and trust me,” he winked, making her go red. 

Pavan chuckled darkly and Nidhi closed her eyes, fighting the battle one last time with her mind before giving in. Her doe eyes turned translucent with desire. Her body relaxed slowly and she allowed his knee to nestle against her molten core. Pavan's face broke out into a silly grin as he swooped down to kiss her on her mouth hard. Her lips moved in tandem to his and her tongue draped intimately around his as she let go and surrendered to him. Before she knew it he was going down on her, marking his route with kisses and nibbles that were sure to mark her skin red. Nidhi sighed deliciously as he moved with intent towards her wetness. His hands widened her legs further until his face was at eye level with her triangle that was clad in silk pajamas. 

Nidhi almost buckled out of bed when his crooked nose brushed against her centre. The shiver that shimmered down her length had a lightening effect. Pavan rubbed his face cosily against her folds, rendering Nidhi helpless as she moaned loudly. 

“Take my name, Treasure,” Pavan growled as he pressed his thumb on her sensitive nub. “Own it to the world that Pavan Thampuran is making you come.” 

Nidhi had no power over the moment but she still refused to do his bidding and continued to moan sans his name. 

Pavan smirked confidently as he said, “You are yet again fighting a losing battle, Treasure. five seconds of my mouth on you and the only word on your lips will be my name.” 

Nidhi flushed at his words but she could barely manage a whimper as his thick digits pushed inside and delved deeply into her untouched folds. His mouth joined his fingers and Nidhi saw stars behind her eyes. Seconds later, the room echoed with her cries, and true to his word, Pavan delivered his promise as Nidhi chanted his name like a prayer while he worked his magic on her. 

****

An hour later, Nidhi lay satiated, her senses numb with pleasure. Her breathing was still laboured but her misty eyes anchored on Pavan who was observing every expression flitting across her face ardently. As he looked down at her, Pavan felt his heart combust with joy. He had craved to see Nidhi under him, her tresses scattered around his pillow, her face serene and her eyes echoing his pleasure. A deep sense of belonging, a feeling of knowing that she was his made his chest expand in joy. He experienced a peace that was inexplicable as he stroked her cheek lovingly. The smile that touched his lips echoed a deep sense of happiness at having lived a dream. Nidhi could read his emotions clearly and she was amazed by his happiness. 

He has had countless intimate encounters. Why would one such episode give him such a high? She felt his hardness poking her belly. He hasn't had his release yet, either. 

Suddenly Pavan moved away from her and it left her confused. 

“Where are you going?” she asked hurriedly. 

Pavan turned his gaze back on her and smiled. “I've only taken from you so far, Treasure. The next thing I'll take from you will be your heart, nothing before that.” 

His words left her stupefied. They spoke volumes to her and her heart began to pound louder. When she saw him moving away, it felt odd to her that she got her release while he was leaving empty-handed. It did not sit well with her. She felt obligated to please him. 

“I cannot let you go. This is…this is a two-way road,” she managed to croak out of her now thoroughly worked up throat. 

Pavan chuckled. “Exactly my point. We'll continue when this becomes a two-way road.” Seeing the unrest in her eyes, Pavan whispered huskily,  “I've never wanted anyone as much as I've wanted you, Treasure. When I make you mine not an ounce of you should doubt who holds your heart in siege.”

And with that, he got off the bed and walked to the bathroom to clean up, leaving Nidhi with kaleidoscopic thoughts. An ocean of emotions swirled within her and made her heart flutter at the thoughts of the man who had brought her to the pinnacle of pleasure and still left her wanting more. 
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The Talk

“Are you happy, Nidhi?” 

Nalini's abrupt question startled Nidhi. She had gone to Nalini's apartment after her classes. Pavan was away for an outstation shoot and she had decided to spend the night with her family as it was the weekend. 

“I don't know how to answer that,” Nidhi said in a quiet voice. 

“That's an answer too,” Nalini said with a knowing smile. “At least you have not been able to say a direct no. A few months back you wouldn't have hesitated to say that.” 

Nidhi heaved a sigh. “I've always tried to live with my reality, Amma.” 

“This marriage may have been a compromise for you initially, Nidhi. But now you cannot pretend it's still so. No other man can be Pavan in your life. His love for you is inimitable and you know that now. The joy I see reflecting in your eyes these days tells me more than your words can ever say, Nidhi,” Nalini said with a soft smile. 

Nidhi couldn't refute the truth in her words. Unable to respond, she remained silent. 

“The way he takes care of every little detail when it comes to you, everyone can see how much he loves you. He may be a man of few words but nobody can express love in style like he does. He may have usurped someone else's position in your life but he has made sure to design that life to your desired tunes. He has given your education prime importance and your comfort and needs are his first priority. You do the same for him too because reciprocating love comes easy to you, Nidhi. Now you know why I coerced you.” Nalini's tone was filled with happiness. 

“I'm still not sure of anything, Amma. He can have any woman. I'm probably just a challenge for him.” Nidhi's voice revealed her uncertainty. 

Nalini scoffed, “Anyone who stares into Pavi's eyes when he is around you will never have such a doubt, Nidhi. I recognised his feelings for you long back.” 

“And you pushed me headlong into him because he chose me.” Nidhi's voice held a tinge of accusation. 

“Do you really think I'd do that? I tied you to him because your heart desired it.” Nidhi's eyes widened at Nalini's blatant statement. “You'll kill yourself but not admit it, I'm aware. You wanted to take the righteous path and were torturing yourself while doing so. I couldn't stand that. You walked away from him at every chance you got, you refused to entertain the idea of him in your conscious mind. But as your mother, I knew where your heart lay. I just made it easier for you.” 

Nidhi was left speechless at Nalini's words. She felt transparent before her mother's knowing gaze. Never had she worded her emotions with such clarity in her own mind. But Nalini's words hammered into her mind, making her feel twin emotions of guilt and shame. 

She chose defensiveness to counter Nalini, “Loving someone is not wrong, Amma. But he used the wrong means to get me. I can never forgive him.” 

Nalini smiled. 

“Life is not written in black and white shades, Nidhi. It is vastly coloured in greys. His grey  is the hue of happiness in your life.” Her voice held a smile. 

“He wants me to submit to his designs. I cannot accept that as love. Love cannot be selfish.” Nidhi was adamant. 

“Withering away in hate will flood your life with darkness, Nidhi,” Nalini said placatingly. “He wants your love and he wants to give you love, plain and simple. Embrace him as the blessing of your life and you'll live the most fulfilling life. Love has a way of making life beautiful. Once you experience its richness you'll never want out of it. Love each other and witness your life transforming into the most beautiful story you have ever read.” 

Nidhi had no response to offer as she listened to her mother's advice. 

“The future I foresee for you is beautiful if you allow yourself to love and trust. Trust your Krishna to do right by you. If he has chosen Pavi for you, then he is your home,” Nalini delivered her words with certainty. 

Nalini's words left Nidhi speechless. She could neither overlook Nalini's words of wisdom nor could she act blind to her own feelings pertaining to Pavan anymore. He was making space for himself within her and Nidhi was finding it hard to ignore that truth anymore. 

****

Next morning, when Nalini did not come out for breakfast, Nidhi made her way to her room. The door was half-open and Nidhi entered the room to see Nalini sleeping. Finding it odd, Nidhi came closer to check on her and in seconds her world collapsed yet again. 
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Loss or Gain?

Nidhi had a stoic air around her as she sat before her mother's body. Her demise was so sudden that Nidhi couldn't fully grasp the reality. The previous night she was holding her mother's hand and talking about her future, and today, she was no more in her reality. The fact was too harsh to accept and Nidhi couldn't acknowledge it. Excruciating pain numbed her senses, enabling her to sit through the motions with silent tears. She didn't move except for the tears that rolled down her eyes endlessly. There was a hollowness that filled her from within, that allowed her to face the moment with a calmness that she did not actually possess. 

And that's how Pavan found her. He was halfway through a song shoot in Amsterdam when news of Nalini's demise was passed on to him. From then on his mind was in chaos, worrying about Nidhi and Neetu. He hated it that he was not there with Nidhi at this painful juncture. He made immediate arrangements to reach India. Sharadha had taken charge of the situation and managed the hospital and the ritual front, holding fort until Pavan took over. 

As he stood inside the hall of Nalini's new abode, one that he had purchased for Nidhi's family, he was besieged by the cold realisation of what had unfolded. A deep sense of sorrow lodged in his chest thinking how Nalini hardly got a few months of respite in a life that was full of  discomfort and hard work at every step of the way. He was able to settle her well but the duration of that period was so abysmally short that he couldn't derive any satisfaction from it. When his eyes landed on a despondent Nidhi who had her arms around a weeping Neetu, his heart constricted painfully. One glance and he knew Nidhi was broken from inside, though outwardly she looked calm. 

She has not acknowledged the loss, Pavan reckoned with painful clarity as he took in the mutely crying figure. 

Right at that moment, Nidhi raised her eyes as if she sensed his presence. Her doe eyes were filled with unreleased sorrow. The tears pooling in those doe orbs gave no indication of the agony that was tearing through her soul. Pavan's eyes burnt as he took in her shuttered face. She continued to stare at him blankly and Pavan nodded to assure her of his presence. 

The tears continued to cascade down her pale cheeks but with more vigour now. Her face remained impassive to the heaviness of the moment but her eyes had now found life as they acknowledged the pain. Pavan's presence cut through her numbness and she gave in to the tears that were stinging her eyes. Pavan had never hesitated to touch her but right now, as they stood diagonally at two ends of the room, Pavan feared to move towards her, worrying he might stamp all over her control and break her into submitting to the agony. So he stood there, watching her cry, while his heart bled at the helplessness that coursed through him. It was a moment of deep sorrow but it was destined to pave way for a greater good in the coming days. A chapter was ending but another chapter was beginning in Pavan and Nidhi's life. 
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How Was It? 

Nidhi lay staring at the ceiling with unseeing eyes. She was back at the penthouse after winding up the rituals. Neetu was also staying with them as Pavan insisted on not leaving her alone. He made the transition smooth for the sisters. As she lay on the bed lost in thoughts, Nidhi found her mind drifting to Pavan. 

Paviyettan did all the rituals for amma. He donned the cap of a son effortlessly in the last few days. Not just a son, he was a brother to Neetu, the responsible head of the house dealing with the situation with meticulous precision. It was as if it came naturally to him, as if he had genuinely cared for amma. I did not see tears in his eyes or grief per say, but the sadness was there in his gestures. The deafening silence from his end when he came back from the cremation and the way his eyes kept flitting to amma's huge portrait in our penthouse told me he missed her. And that realisation punches me in the gut. What was I supposed to do with that information? I did not know. My mind was empty and my heart locked under insurmountable angst. I had no space to offer him so I remained impassive to him. 

But he stood by my side like a guardian angel at every turn. He lent me a shoulder to cry on when the pain got unbearable, his affectionate caresses helped me sleep at night and his adamance in making me eat made food enter my system despite my unwillingness to cooperate. Not just me, he doted on Neetu as well. Paviyettan made sure to be there for her even though he had no words of consolation to offer or expertise in cheering up a broken teenager. But he made sure she was not left alone, and that she ate and functioned, to the best of his abilities. Unknowingly, he stepped into the shoes of amma, by being there for us and helping us cope with the situation. 

In cue to her thoughts, Pavan entered the room with a plate in his hand. Nidhi moved her eyes to rest on his face that had a solemn look. 

“When I came to call you for dinner you were asleep,”  Pavan said in a soft voice as he made his way into the room. “So Neetu and I had supper together. She went to sleep early as she is beginning her classes tomorrow. I brought your dinner here, so that you can follow suit. You have your classes to attend as well.” 

Nidhi kept watching him wordlessly, his care and concern leaving a lasting impression on her. Pavan came to sit beside her on the bed and Nidhi moved up to rest against the headboard. Pavan placed the plate before her but Nidhi surprised him with her words. 

“Can you feed me?” she asked softly. 

Pavan was startled, for that had always been his demand when it came to Nidhi. She never asked for care and consideration from him. Even in the last few days, he had to literally wrestle that right off her and now, to have her bestow it on him led to a warm feeling within him. Not wasting time, he broke a piece of the chappathi, dipped it in curry and brought it to her lips. As Nidhi swallowed the bite, Pavan had a beautiful smile etched on his face. A peaceful silence enveloped them as Pavan continued to feed her and she ate from his hands with a sense of fulfilment. 

“How was it for you, when your father died?” Nidhi asked in a quiet voice. 

Though her question was abrupt, Pavan had anticipated it. 

“I was a child then, obviously it was hard.” Feeding her another morsel he said, “But my immaturity blinded me to a lot of aspects of that reality. I wasn't aware of the exact measure of loss that was befalling on me. I guess that made the acceptance a bit less complicated.”  

“Wasn't acceptance harder, especially when you didn't understand fully?” Nidhi couldn't help asking. 

“Not really. When you are young you only recognise the immediate loss, you don't reckon the changes in pattern that life is about to adopt. You go with the flow with a numbness, not fully purging your soul from the pain.” Pavan's voice held a heaviness that Nidhi felt to her bones. 

“Which pain is better?” Nidhi's asked as her eyes misted. 

Pushing another morsel into her mouth, Pavan wiped her tears with his knuckles. “Pain has only one purpose, Treasure. But it will get better with time. Trust me.” His lips folded in a soft smile. 

His affectionate glance made Nidhi feel secure. His presence brought about a sense of comfort that Nidhi had never expected. The tragedy had indeed brought them closer, with Nidhi finding her anchor in Pavan and gradually accepting him as her safe haven in the midst of misery. In Nalini's absence Pavan felt more responsible for Nidhi and Neetu and found his protectiveness and possessiveness taking new leaps and bounds with each passing day. The tears in her eyes stung his heart and he dived into every trick in the book to pull her out of the depths of sorrow. With consistent care and concern he was healing her. Their bond was evolving and they were slowly walking towards their forever. The untoward situation paved the way for an emotional coming together of Pavan and Nidhi, enabling them to ride over the myriad differences between them and accept their oneness. 
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Realisation

Nidhi was having her evening tea perched on the balcony swing. The television in the hall was switched on and was running a promotion program pertaining to Pavan's new release, Surya Kireedam. Nidhi had her gaze fixed on her husband as she took slow sips of her hot ginger tea. 

His poise is regal as he sits there discussing his passion project with ardour. Dressed in a polka-dotted black shirt and olive-green suit, Pavan is a sight to behold. He hardly moves or has expressions to illuminate his words but the attention he holds is indisputable. 

Pavan was talking about the project and about his aspirations in cinema passionately with reporters, and Nidhi was listening to him rapturously. 

Though a man of few words, the clarity and raw honesty that resonates in his words always hooks my attention. He doesn't say things for the sake of saying it, he only words his beliefs and ideologies through his voice. 

She was lost in him when one of the press reporters present posed Pavan with a surprise question. 

Press: Sir, a rumour has been floating around that Mrs. Thampuran is pregnant. Would you like to address the truth behind it?

Nidhi almost threw up the tea on the carpeted floor at the question. Her eyes turned saucer-like at the audacity of the woman for framing such a question. Like the cameras that swiftly shifted to focus on Pavan's reaction, Nidhi also waited with bated breath to see how he would tackle that question.

Pavan responded by taking his time but in style. “You are not really giving me a choice with that question,” Pavan drawled, eliciting giggles from the audience. “My reaction or lack of it is anyway going to create headlines, isn't it?” Though his tone was laced with humour Pavan's formidable stance was not lost on the reporter. “And we wouldn't want that right, sir?” Pavan tilted his head to the director of the film seated beside him who nodded in response, “for this event is about Surya Kireedam and has to remain about it,” Pavan said with finality. 

The girl who had asked the question was almost sweating as she waited for Pavan's response while the audience were also eager to see how Pavan was going to tackle the question. He was known for his wit and they were sure they were going to be left in splits after his response. Nidhi felt a strange silence fill her as she waited for his answer. 

“I've been married for less than a year. My wife and I are barely out of our honeymoon phase. Please don't suggest a third person between us as of now, we barely manage to have enough of each other, as it is,” he said with his signature smirk that was meant to leave women in a puddle of nerves and the said reporter blushing to the roots. 

The audience hooted loudly, cheering him. Nidhi, who was watching him through the television, felt a brush of coyness lace her features at his unabashed words. She could barely let the effect of his words sink in as he charged on, intensifying her blush and that of the reporter, with different emotions of shyness in one and humiliation in the other. 

"I think it's high time the media stops doing family planning for celebrities. Don't you think so, audience?” Amidst an uproar of laughter from the audience Pavan continued, "With Surya Kireedam, Mollywood industry is stepping out of the box, ma'am. I think you ought to take that as inspiration in your area of work too."

With that stern statement he denied the rumour vehemently and also showed a red signal to reporters wishing to dig into his private life. His statements were met with thunderous response. Nidhi kept staring at his authoritative visage on television and she felt a throbbing at the centre of her being, an ache that was getting intensified of late around him. Pavan Thampuran had started affecting her a long time back, but now the strings of restraints she held around her heart had loosened, allowing him to seep into her mind with command.  

Her mind drifted through the timeline of their existence together. That dark night when she saw those wounded eyes for the first time, the rings of honey in those orbs were heavy with a vacuum and it had called out to her soul for a hope. Nidhi had lost herself to him right at that moment and she had known it deep within. But she remained steadfast, ignoring the signs Krishna had sent her way. She had felt they had a connection every time his playful glance danced over her as they shot Shwasame together. She had felt it in her bones that the enigmatic man before her was meant to be something more in her life as she transformed from a stiff and polite newcomer to his relaxed companion as the days went by. And her intuition had turned out to be correct when he snatched her out of her chosen life and enmeshed her in the canvas of his life. 

She had hated him but not for the reasons she had said aloud. She was scared to admit that her mind and heart were entrenched in grey where he was concerned. The naive eighteen-year-old was not ready to accept that she could have feelings for a man like Pavan, especially when Gautam existed in her life. She could not accept that Pavan was able to embrace that thought with ease and could manoeuvre their lives to the destiny her heart had secretly ordained. 

She hated herself and she pinned that hatred on the man who gave rise to that feeling. After their marriage, she could barely hold onto that hate as every time he demanded her care, presence and love she found herself giving into his commands not out of helplessness but willingly. She wanted to love him, take care of him and be around him. This obsessive need that spiked within her left her anxious and confused, until her mother held up the mirror before her and made her face her truth. She was in love with Pavan and she had tried to feign ignorance to that all along. The answer to the question she had always asked Krishna, of who that man was to her, was something she always knew but had deluded herself by pretending to not know. 

After Nalini's death when Pavan held her close to his heart, refusing to leave her as she mourned her mother's loss, Nidhi lost the last of her restraints. His silent but persistent care as she grieved left her heart disarmed for the man who had taken siege of it ruthlessly. The concern and care he lent to Neetu was the last nail on the coffin of hatred that loomed in their relationship. His selfless care of her sister, from whom he didn't stand to gain anything, made Nidhi strike off his sins from her mind.  

Her mind conjured up the image that had drifted into her mind once, of her being surrounded by children that resembled Pavan. A mental image that had once scared her now felt like a beautiful dream. Her eyes were drawn to the idol of Krishna placed in the prayer room. Crossing her legs together on the swing she opened up to her Krishna. 

I never thought I'll reach a day when this dream would be vested within me, Krishna. She shook her head with a smile, shaking off the pretence. Who am I kidding, you and I both know it's a dream that I had dared not  dream. For he was like a distant star beyond my wildest dreams. Even when his gaze landed on me, when those honey orbs swirled with dark emotions, I couldn't bring myself to read them for what they were. Ignorance and indifference were my armour against the cry of his soul. However, slowly but surely he got under my skin, weaving a story that I'd dared not write with the ink of reality. But he turned my wildest fantasies into reality, with him in the lead role. Now, every breath I take has his name on it. Every beat of my heart is weighed down with a surging love for that magnanimous man. Today I, Nidhi Shankar, exist because my life has a purpose that is etched in my love for him. I have to keep this heart beating for he deserves this heart and the soft emotions within it, every last ounce of it. Yes Krishna, I love him, I love the man you chose for me. Now I know who he is to me, Krishna and I'll honour that answer with my life. Your Nidhi will remain incomplete without her Paviyettan. It's a promise. 

She finally acknowledged to herself that she was Pavan Thampuran's to cherish and love. A truth that she had tried her hardest to run away from, a truth that she had defied at every turn for she was not prepared for what it would bring about in her life. She was not prepared for the man who had crashed into her life like an avalanche that was not meant to destroy but nurture her. And that was precisely the moment when her phone rang with the news that tilted the axis of her existence once again.
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Accident 

The media hubs were abuzz with the news. Every news scroll and media platform was running the story of superstar Pavan Thampuran's accident. While the details of the incident varied in the report on different channels, what fans could gather overall was that their favourite star had been admitted in critical condition at a famous super speciality hospital in Kochi. Pavan was on tour for the promotion of Surya Kireedam for two days. Winding up the schedule of the promotion, he was on his way back to Thrissur when his car met with an accident on the national highway. Celebrities were already flooding the hospital to visit Pavan's family who were waiting on him and so were the fans who were streaming in for an information on their star. Police and hospital authorities were having a tough time containing the growing crowd. Media portals were live from the hospital with every minute detail, and Kerala as a whole waited with bated breath for the latest update on their golden star's health. 

****

Nidhi's eyes were closed as she waited outside the operation theatre. Pavan had been in surgery for many hours and Nidhi had barely moved or acknowledged her surroundings. They were allotted an adjacent suite room in the hospital but Nidhi did not budge from her seat. Priyadarshini, who was crying bitterly, was led to the suite room by Sachin and Ranjini. Anirudh was coordinating the security detail of the floor while Sharadha waited beside Nidhi in silence. Sharadha's expressions were fraught with tension as her eyes glided over to the theatre once in a while. Her gaze softened every time they landed on Nidhi's quiet figure. Nidhi had neither cried nor spoken a word and it had made Sharadha worried. Sharadha was holding on to some dark secrets and she was not sure who she should share them with; the girl sitting beside her seemed too young to handle them. Sharadha silently willed Pavan to wake up so that, as usual, he could make a call. 

****

After oscillating between life and death for hours after the surgery, it was certain at last that Pavan would live. Though he wasn't conscious yet and under observation for the next forty-eight hours, doctors assured Nidhi and Priyadarshini that Pavan was on the road to recovery. Priyadarshini was under sedatives throughout the night and was weak in the morning when told about his status. Nidhi was still eerily quiet but the light that re-entered her eyes was unmissable as the doctor filled them in. Putting Priyadarshini under Ranjini's care, Sachin told his mother that he was going home to freshen up. Ranjini was not ready to do his bidding, and as usual, the couple got into a squabble. Nidhi, exhausted to deal with any more drama, volunteered to stay back with Priyadarshini, relieving Ranjini who left right away. Sachin followed suit after a phone call. Sharadha, who was silently waiting to get Sachin alone, followed him as soon as he made his way to the elevator bank. Just as he clicked the button, Sharadha pulled his collar from behind and twisted him around to face her. 

“What the hell—,” Sachin could not finish swearing as Sharadha's palm landed heavily on his cheek. 

Even before he could recover from the shock, Sharadha pushed him to the door leading to the stairs and hissed authoritatively, “if you don't want the recording of your humiliation to be displayed on the CCTV cameras, get your ass through the door. I want to talk.”  

The wing was empty except for Anirudh and other security staff, and their eyes were trained on them. Sensing the setting was not favourable to him, Sachin obeyed and followed her. 

“What would it take for you to stop going after Pavi?” Sharadha bellowed as soon as they were alone. 

Sachin smiled smugly as he said, “Oh Pavan Thampuran's mistress is on fire today.” His eyes glinted dangerously as he sneered, “Bitch, the imprint of your slap is ingrained in my memory, you are going to pay for this.” 

Sharadha scoffed, “The only reason Pavi hasn't come after you is because you haven't made a move against anyone but him. But the day you do that you will start counting the last hours of your life, Sachin.” Her threat wiped off the sneer from Sachin's face. 

Anirudh had his eyes on them through the door as Sharadha and Sachin engaged in a war of words. 

Stepping towards him, Sharadha warned, “One more attempt and I'll stop following his orders to not come after you.” 

Sachin lurched forward to strike her when Nidhi suddenly appeared before Sharadha. Sachin stopped in his tracks, stumped by Nidhi's unexpected presence. Anirudh waited on the side-line, ready to defend his boss's wife and friend if needed. Sharadha too was taken aback by Nidhi's presence. She wondered how much Nidhi had heard and what was going through her mind. The same thought was running through Sachin's mind. Nidhi had always gone beyond his predictions and Sachin wasn't sure how she would react if she got to know what Sharadha knew. 

Nidhi's doe eyes resembled granite as she watched Sachin. Sachin sweated profusely as he wondered what Nidhi was about to do. He wasn't sure if she had heard their conversation or not and waited quietly to know if she would strike. Uncomfortable by her silence, Sharadha touched her shoulder.

“Nidhi,” Sharadha murmured but Nidhi's gaze remained steadfast on Sachin. 

“Amma asked you to take rest and not come back today,” Nidhi informed Sachin in a neutral tone, not revealing her true thoughts. 

Sachin narrowed his eyes, waiting for her to say something more but when she remained silent, he nodded. His gaze was clouded with doubt as he left but Nidhi did not move a muscle other than stare at him until he was out of sight. 

“Nidhi,” Sharadha began tentatively, as soon as Sachin was out of sight. 

Nidhi raised her hand in protest and tilted her head to Anirudh, “Go check if he got into the elevator,” Nidhi commanded. 

Anirudh hesitated for a beat before following her order. He made sure Sachin entered the lift before coming back to them.

“Nidhi—” Sharadha began again but was cut short by Nidhi who flipped around to face her with a stern face. 

“Tell me everything, right from the start,” Nidhi said in a low but firm voice.  

Sharadha hesitated but the sternness on Nidhi's face compelled her to obey.  

****

“What are you doing?” Sharadha asked as she followed Nidhi to the room where Priyadarshini was resting. “He wouldn't like you taking it up with aunty.” Sharadha's tone was cautious. 

“That's none of my concern. He should have thought about it before marrying me,” Nidhi said dryly as they reached the door. 

“Nidhi, let him wake up. We can…” Sharadha tried in vain but Nidhi was not ready to listen. “Aunty is anyway not going to believe you. She loves Sachin too much to trust either of us.” Sharadha's voice rang with certainty. 

Nidhi turned around to face her. “If you have allowed Sachinettan to get away with harming Paviyettan for so long on his order, I'm also sure you have gathered enough proof to prove him a culprit,” Nidhi said calmly, rendering Sharadha speechless. 

Sharadha's face gave away the truth and a light smile touched Nidhi's tired face as she said, “One hour maximum, you'll be here with the proof, won't you?” 

Sharadha was indecisive only for a few seconds as she stared at a resolute Nidhi. Sharadha realised it was only Nidhi who could bring a change. She also realised that it was showtime and it had to happen before Pavan woke up.

****

An hour later, when the deck of cards fell without a trace before Priyadarshini, she could barely handle it. When Nidhi and Sharadha began to speak, she vehemently refused to listen to their narrative or allow them show her proof. But Nidhi was adamant and her adamance won, leaving Priyadarshini to come face to face with the truth. Her fragile state, which had just about become stable after learning Pavan was fine, was shattered all over again as Sharadha laid out proof after proof to prove her younger son had time and again tried to take her elder son's life. It was a truth her heart could not stand but Sachin's own voice and video clips when he threatened Pavan at various times, and the links establishing Sachin or his associates as culprits for every attempt made to take Pavan's life, made Priyadarshini acknowledge the bitter truth. 

“Did Pavan know about the proof you had collated?” Priyadarshini asked in a mere whisper.

“Yes, but he never let me do anything about it,” Sharadha admitted, increasing the gash on Priyadarshini's heart. “Even if something happened to him, I was not supposed to reveal all this to you,” Sharadha said in a soft voice and her words left Priyadarshini shattered. “He knew you wouldn't be able to handle it and he didn't want to put you in this position where you had to make a choice.” 

“But it stopped being about him and his family since the moment he married me,” Nidhi said authoritatively. “He tied me to his life on purpose. He can't leave me halfway because of someone's evil mind,” Nidhi enunciated each word, looking Priyadarshini right in the eye. 

Priyadarshini balked but said nothing. Nidhi felt a wave of rage at Priyadarshini's reaction. She realised that though Priyadarshini was shocked and was genuinely hurt on Pavan's behalf, going against Sachin, her favourite son, might be hard for her. The thought made Nidhi feel an extra sense of protectiveness for Pavan. She walked over to Priyadarshini with purpose. 

Coming to a standstill before her, Nidhi said, “You can choose your younger son one more time. Nobody is going to judge you. But now, your elder son's mortality is your responsibility.” She delivered her words in a voice of steel. 

Sharadha was astonished, her mouth agape, as Nidhi delivered that threat. Priyadarshini reeled back in shock as the weight of Nidhi's words haunted her. Though Nidhi wanted to say a lot, she was aware of Pavan's unconditional love for his mother. With great difficulty she controlled herself and stormed out of the room. Sharadha and Priyadarshini watched her leave in silence, their mind ringing with everything Nidhi left unsaid. 
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Confession 

“Why are you so quiet?” Pavan asked, breaking the silence in the room. 

Nidhi was feeding him soup, sitting on one side of the hospital bed as he lay there in swathes of bandages and bruises. 

“Or is this silence the calm before the storm?” Pavan drawled, trying to read her.

It took a day more for Pavan to regain consciousness. Except for a lot of broken bones and deep gashes that had disfigured his skin in places, Pavan was back to good health. Priyadarshini was present when he came back to consciousness. Nidhi avoided her completely and Priyadarshini returned the favour. When Pavan acknowledged their presence, Priyadarshini held him to her chest and wept bitterly. When he tried to pacify her, she brushed his hair lovingly without a word. And then she was gone. It stung Pavan that she did not stay but he refused to show it. However, his emotions no longer missed Nidhi's eye. Nidhi felt her dislike for Priyadarshini increase but she swallowed the negative energy for now and focused on taking care of Pavan. But, she could not bring herself to demonstrate her care with love as she was pissed with him for playing with his life. 

You have no right to do that anymore, Paviyetta. I'll make sure to drill that into your head once you recover. 

Nidhi stirred the soup, blew it cold and brought the spoon to his lips with a stern face. 

Gulping it down dutifully, he continued to needle her to get a reaction out of her. “I was actually looking forward to a melodramatic scene where you'd cry your heart out for me. I'm dismayed,” Pavan said with laughter in his voice. 

“Wasn't your mother's melodrama enough?” Nidhi couldn't help the retort. 

Pavan was taken aback by the hatred that swam in her eyes. Nidhi quickly averted her gaze, not wanting to get into that topic for now. 

But Pavan was quick as he held her wrist softly. “Did you both fight?” 

Nidhi refused to answer him and he adamantly refused the next spoon she offered. “I won't eat until you tell me what's wrong.” 

She clucked in irritation before keeping the bowl beside him. When she was about to move away, he hooked his fingers with hers as he always does. 

She refused to turn around even after he said, “Look at me, Treasure.” When she remained rigid, he added, “Please.” 

Nidhi remained reluctant for a long time before turning to him with angst heavy eyes. 

“What happened?” he asked softly and that was the trigger she needed to break down. 

“How dare you ask me that?” Nidhi screamed, pushing at his chest, which was the only place that wasn't wounded. “You…” she hissed, pushing her forefinger on his chest, “you promised me an unforgettable forever for all the sins you had committed towards me. Then how dare you risk your life?” 

“When did I promise that?” Pavan asked with a mock frown. 

Nidhi felt her ire rise as she said, “That night when we both got drunk.” 

Pavan's lips twisted wickedly as he drawled, “Oh, so you remember that night.” He laughed as he saw Nidhi's face turn crimson not just because of anger but passion too as the images of that night sashayed through her mind. “The next morning you acted as if you had no clue,” Pavan   teased her. 

Nidhi breathed long and hard before she said, staring right into his eye, “I remember. And  I also remember your words on that day. So now you tell me, Paviyetta, how dare you gamble with your life when you promised me a lifetime?” 

Nidhi was a picture of rage but Pavan could read the angst that was threatening to break free off her. He realised his accident had rattled her deeply. The fear of losing him had undone her filter around him.

Reaching up to stroke her cheeks tenderly, Pavan asked, “I will not gamble my life with you for anything, Nidhi. Even if attempts are made, I'll always keep coming back to you.” 

“But it hurts to see you like this,” Nidhi bellowed, pushing his hand away. “Each time I see you go through something like this it kills me inside, Paviyetta. Right from the start, when I saw your bloodied face in that damaged car to now, I cannot bear to see you in pain. So stop putting me through this,” Nidhi said amidst angry tears springing out of her eyes. 

Her words escalated the thrumming of Pavan's heart as a strange happiness enveloped his being. In her tears, in her anger and in her pain, Pavan saw what he always wanted to see on Nidhi's face—love. 

“Tell me exactly what I want to hear and I'll listen to you,” Pavan said with renewed energy. 

Nidhi felt her fury spike at his demand even when she was pouring out her soul to him. She fisted the collar of his hospital gown before firing right on his face the words he desired to hear and the words she desired to say out loud. 

“I LOVE YOU,” she whisper-yelled, looking from one honey orb of his to the other, making sure she enunciated the meaning loud and clear. 

Pavan's face broke into a silly grin as this new pedal shift in his life brightened his horizon with Nidhi. The euphoria that assailed him was indescribable in words as he sat before Nidhi as she proclaimed to be his. 

“Good that I got into this accident,” he muttered with a chuckle and it stoked her anger further. 

“Don't you dare say that,” Nidhi was not done as she charged on, “next time I see you like this that's the last you'll see of me.” She delivered her threat in style. 

That instantly clouded Pavan's face as he drew his unhurt arm around Nidhi's waist, bringing her closer. 

“Dare you say that again,” he warned with burning eyes. 

“I will if I find you in a similar state again,” Nidhi challenged him back in the same vein. “If you've hunted me down then make sure you stay alive to finish your prey.” 

Pavan's lips twisted slowly as his honey orbs glazed. “That I will. I'm not going anywhere, Treasure, not until I've had my fill of you. And that is going to take some lifetimes together.” 

They were breathing down on each other, the rage of minutes ago swirling into something else. Their eyes spoke their desires out loud, and with measured pace of a panther hunting his prey, Pavan leaned in for a kiss. But toppling his intentions, Sharadha peeped in through the door with a knock. 

“I'm sorry to interrupt you guys,” she said with an apologetic face as Pavan scowled and Nidhi broke free of him. Walking into the room ignoring his cuss words, Sharadha switched on the television in the room, “But you should see this.” 

The breaking news of the day was Sachin being arrested for murder allegations against Pavan. Shock was a small word to describe the emotions swirling in the room. Nidhi and Pavan could barely process what was being said while Sharada was typing away on her phone furiously, ignoring the consistent incoming rings from different channels. The news had obviously shaken the landscape of Kerala and Pavan's fan associations were already getting on the road in agitation. Even before Pavan could ask how the news was leaked, the news reporter conveyed in detail how it was Priyadarshini, their mother, who approached higher authorities of the police force with evidence. Pavan took in a shuddering breath as the news reporter went on with the details. 

Amma taking a stand for me….against Sachin….how did this happen? 

Pavan raised his eyes to Sharadha and his gaze was glass-like. 

Sharadha shook her head. “No point in throwing daggers at me, Pavi. Your mother made her choice.” 

“I told you those evidences should never see the light of day, especially for them to never reach amma.” Pavan's voice rang with restrained anger as he glowered at Sharadha. 

Myriad thoughts spun through his head and worry for his mother made his heart heavy. 

“It was not my decision to make. And frankly I don't think it is now yours alone either,” Sharadha moved her gaze to Nidhi who stood beside him unmoving, but her body was vibrating with volatile emotions. Reading her face, Sharadha said, “Nidhi is involved in your life now; she has her choices to make for her future with you. Ones that you cannot deny,” Sharadha said, throwing a sharp gaze at Pavan. 

Pavan was astounded to know Nidhi orchestrated this turnabout in his life. His gaze immediately travelled to Nidhi's stoic face and the way she resolutely avoided his eyes but his penetrating gaze didn't miss anything. Though he was unaware of the details, he could decipher the lengths and breadths Nidhi would have walked with words and action to ensure his safety and well-being. And the thought broke open a tide of feelings within him. Nidhi's way of standing up for him had always left him in awe of her but to see her write the script of the most crucial scene of his life left him feeling overwhelmed. 

“For now focus on your wife. After marriage, wife should get first priority,” Sharadha quipped, breaking his intense train of thoughts and piercing gaze on Nidhi. He turned around to Sharadha with a sharp look that made her raise her hands in surrender. “Trust me, you are going to thank me for this advice,” she chuckled, before leaving the couple to sort out their issues. 

“Why?” Pavan's question rang loud and clear in the silence of the room. 

“Don't you know the answer already?” Nidhi whispered back, angry tears still streaming down her eyes. 

Pavan cupped her elbow and pulled her to his chest. She did not resist as he enveloped her in his warmth but made sure her weight was not resting on his frail body. 

Caressing her chin with his thumb lovingly, he prodded, “I want to hear you say it.” 

“I already said the three words.” Nidhi refused to give in and avoided his eyes petulantly. 

Pavan had long forgotten the tightening of his chest at the thought of his mother as his entire focus was now trained on the most awaited moment with Nidhi. While it thrilled him that the two most important women of his life chose him, Pavan's heart leaned towards Nidhi who had taken that stand as soon as she reckoned her love for him. Of late, he had seen it in her caressing gazes that she wanted to take a leap forward with him whereas his mother was incredibly late despite taking a monumental step now. Priyadarshini had made him wait for long and he did not want to repeat that same mistake. For now, Pavan chose Nidhi and him.

With a smile in his gaze and lips, Pavan said, “I want your heart to speak to me, Treasure. Everything that you had chained inside those blood chambers for so long, all of it.” 

“And what about you?” Nidhi asked challengingly. “What about everything that is locked up within you? I've never heard your heart speak either.”  

Pavan grinned mischievously. “I'll try to answer your emotions with mine once you start, Treasure.” 

The romantic lustre illuminating his face thawed her angst and she allowed his arduous gaze to cool her. Slowly resting her head on his heart, she began to speak. 

“I didn't quite understand my connection with you though I always felt there was something more. I couldn't define it with labels because the constraints around those labels would cause chaos. So I allowed you to float within me without reason or logic. I prided myself in knowing you so intimately and cherished the moments I got with you. I guess I unknowingly...,” she hesitated and Pavan's gaze hooded as he already knew the word on her lips, “loved you.”

Nidhi's soft words had a calming effect on Pavan whose left arm now rested across her back in a warm embrace. 

“I fought the mirages you churned up in my mind at every turn, for turning away from reality was not my cup of tea. Instead, I chose to turn away from you but your soul beckoned me again and again. I felt you, your emotions, your presence despite the distance between us. It was hard, fighting the battle of right and wrong. I was exhausted and just wanted to escape you. But you did not let me,” Nidhi complained with a wry chuckle. 

“I couldn't, for in you lay my world,” Pavan's voice echoed his assuredness. “My solitude was chipping away my soul and the shambles left were beckoning me to let go,” Pavan said in a quiet voice. “But then your doe eyes met mine and there I knew the meaning of my existence. My life started anew from that moment, Treasure.” 

“I don't know when I started seeking you as my companion on this life journey,” Nidhi hesitated for a mere second before continuing, “Or maybe I do, it was right after amma's death,” Nidhi said as if she had an epiphany. Pavan kept running his hand through her hair as he listened to her. “I needed that upheaval to awaken me to the truth. While it was always on the periphery, I could never dive into it knowing fully well everything that had transpired between us. I couldn't risk my heart. But you won me over with perseverance. The universe literally bent itself to make us happen,” Nidhi said with happiness in her voice. 

“I don't want my days with you to ever end, Nidhi,” Pavan said in a solemn voice. “I promise I'll do everything in my power to protect us. I'll honour this promise with my life.”

The sincerity in his words resonated deep within Nidhi's soul and every last drop of fear in her mind receded as she drew her arms around the man she loved. She cocooned him in her as she lay on his chest listening to his heartbeats. Pavan cherished the moment for it was the paradise he had consciously woven on earth—a happy Nidhi in his arms; to Pavan, his life felt complete. 

A love that was blooming for so long had finally found the right note. The song was complete, the tunes in sync and the melody sweeter than the nectar of life. And it was yet only the onset of their journey; they had miles to traverse into the landscape of love. 
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Confession

Pavan's jaguar drove straight into the porch of Priyadarshini's home. Since Sachin's arrest she was going through low BP trouble and was advised to rest. Pavan dissuaded her from coming to the hospital and promised to visit her once he got back. He was discharged from the hospital the previous day and was there today for the much-needed mother-son talk.  

When he walked in, the maids directed him to her room. Priyadarshini was sitting on the rocking chair in her room looking at the photo frame of Pavan and Sachin together in their younger days. The picture clearly showed the toxic dynamic that existed between the step brothers. They were forced to pose together by Soman and their dislike was reflected in the way Sachin had pressed his fists against Pavan's rib and in the tight smile Pavan sported. A tear rolled down Priyadarshini's eyes as she now clearly saw the undercurrents of the relationship. Pavan settled down on the couch beside her and wiped off the tears that were rolling down, startling her.

“You came?” Priyadarshini mumbled as she became aware of his presence. 

“How are you feeling now?” Pavan asked softly. 

Priyadarshini had a feeble smile as she said, “Better. How are you?” she asked, cupping his cheek. 

“Fit as a fiddle,” Pavan smiled. 

Priyadarshini shook her head. “Your body is recovering from a major surgery. You need ample rest. Hope your appointments and schedules are sorted.” 

“Nidhi and Sharadha are taking care of it,” Pavan informed her with a smile.

Priyadarshini took a beat of silence before she said, “I'm glad you have them.” 

“I don't think they share that sentiment,” Pavan said with a twist of his lips, making Priyadarshini smile. 

With a solemn look in her eyes, Priyadarshini said, “I'm sorry, Pavi.” 

One line but it had the power to address the decades-long angst locked inside Pavan. He wasn't sure if he wanted this apology from his mother but Priyadarshini wanted to undo her past mistakes and she chose apology as the first stop. 

“I know we have talked about this while arguing but never have we really sat down to have a conversation on it,” Priyadarshini sighed deeply. “I never prioritised this talk in the cycle of life and somewhere I never prioritised you,” Priyadarshini said in a low mumble. 

Pavan had an unreadable expression as he listened to his mother silently. Priyadarshini had a faraway look in her eyes as she spoke. 

“You know the past already. Ashok and Soman were both great men but I could only choose one with my heart,” Priyadarshini's voice was a mere whisper as she got lost in memories of the past. “When I was your father's wife, I was struggling to live with my reality, which made me value my life less. In the process, I forgot to cherish the best parts of that relationship,” her eyes moistened as she gazed at Pavan, “which was you.” 

Pavan had an intense expression as he heard his mother pour her heart out to him. Brushing his hair lovingly, Priyadarshini spoke. 

“When I was pregnant with you, I regretted it every day.” Her words sliced right through his heart but Pavan sat there absorbing his mother's pain. “I loved one man and I carried the child of another, it was too much to take for my young heart. That's why I was never able to awaken my motherly instincts for you.” 

Priyadarshini had tears streaming down her eyes as she watched Pavan sitting still as a rock, taking in her confessions patiently. 

“It was not fair to you,” Priyadarshini admitted in a whisper, pressing down on his cheek as Pavan sighed. “As a new mother I was already going through a rollercoaster ride and my personal demons did not allow me to embrace my child from any vantage point. We simply drifted apart right from the start.” Priyadarshini's voice was laced with pain as she walked down the memory lane. 

Inhaling shakily, Priyadarshini continued, “When your father let me walk away and Soman was back in my life, I got a new lease of life and I hugged that second chance to my chest.” Her lips had a light smile as she said, “My life from that point trumped my dreams. My dreams, which I had assumed would never turn into reality, became my life and the euphoria had me in its hook.” 

Pavan gulped the emotions swelling within him. He had always tried to accept his mother as an individual with her own rights but to sit here and listen to her real feelings and perceptions around their life was skewing him somewhere. Sensing the shift in his features, Priyadarshini held his hand tenderly. 

“In my extreme sadness and happiness, I ignored you, Pavi. There is no excuse for it, I know,” Priyadarshini admitted. “My dislike for my first marriage had me turning my back on you to some extent in your childhood and later when I was in a happier space I forgot to include you in my haven. My sins are unforgivable son, all I can seek is your forgiveness.” 

Pavan held her hand wordlessly, not able to pacify his crying mother with words. Years' long torment was seeing light and Pavan chose to watch it all unfold in silence. 

“To that pile of mistakes, I added Sachin's jealousy,” Priyadarshini's voice broke as she remembered her favourite son. 

The softness that descended on her face at his mention still stung Pavan but he stayed mute. Recognising she was repeating the pattern, Priyadarshini continued swallowing the lump in her throat. 

“My love for Soman reflected on Sachin. With him, I was trying to compensate my lack of love for you,” Priyadarshini said earnestly, startling Pavan. “Yes, Pavi, I knew I wasn't good at motherhood the first time around and somewhere I felt Sachin was my chance at redemption. I got it all wrong,” Priyadarshini cried as Pavan watched her listlessly. “I forfeited you to fate and pampered Sachin, basking in the glory of my second marriage. Somehow I felt my responsibility to you ended in taking care of your education and upbringing rather than nurturing you. I may have punished you for the mistake my family and your father had made,” Priyadarshini said in a hollow voice. 

She started coughing badly. The recent flu had gotten into her and she was on medication for the same. Pavan wordlessly helped her to the bed and fetched her medicine kept on the side table. He let her have it and offered her water. Priyadarshini had her eyes stationed on Pavan all the while as she noted with pain how much he cared even when he wasn't spared that care in return. Once he kept the water aside, Priyadarshini held his hand, harnessing his attention back to her. 

“I'm glad you turned out right despite having wrong parents,” Priyadarshini said sincerely. 

With a sad smile, Pavan said, “I did not have a choice, Amma. Appa and you may have been bad parents but you were not bad individuals. So how could I escape the genes?” 

His words pierced Priyadarshini's soul. She hugged Pavan and cried bitterly. Pavan ran his hand along her back, soothing her. 

“You both chose love in life. One decided to waste away for that love and you chose to thrive in love. You both aren't bad individuals. You just got into a bad situation. I was destined to be the collateral damage, it's not your fault,” Pavan said in a silky whisper. 

His words had blood tears gushing out of Priyadarshini. Her heart and mind prayed for penance as she held her son in her arms.

“Your love for Sachin may have led him astray. But it was his choice. Without your love, I could choose to be who I am, so with your love if he chose to be who he is, then the onus of it is on him. Stop blaming yourself.” Pavan's voice was stern as he urged his mother to let go of her remorse and guilt. 

Priyadarshini shook her head in his embrace as she said, “Soman always used to say my pampering would misguide him. I thought my extra love would assure him and assuage him off the competition he had with you since childhood. You were always mature and took the high route so I felt you would understand. But the truth is, I treated you as an adult when you were a child and treated him as a child even after he turned an adult.” 

Pavan took a deep breath. “You have already started to rectify your mistakes, Amma. Not many can do what you did. You let him face the consequences of his actions and ensured my well-being along with it. Even now, with this tearful confession, you are proving to be a different mother. A mother who is owning up her wrong steps and redressing her motherly essence even at this age. I'm proud to call myself your son,” Pavan said emphatically, drawing fresh tears from Priyadarshini's eyes. 

Pavan held her to his chest warmly. They remained in that embrace for long. Pavan resolved to let go of the trauma of his past to start anew, pressing a refresh and restart button on life. 
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Closure

Nidhi was attending an award show with Pavan. This was the first time she was exposing herself to Pavan's world. He was to receive the best actor award and had asked for her company. 

Asked. Yes he asked and not demanded! Nidhi let out a secret chuckle at the miniscule changes that had come about in her life partner. He gave me a choice and I made my choice. To be seen with him, in his arena, as his wife. The thought filled her heart with a wholesome happiness. Being his wife was not in my life plans but that unexpected blessing has turned out to be the best twist of my life. Krishna has led me to abundance and fulfilment by tying my existence with Pavan. Today there is nothing in this world that makes me happier than being cherished by Paviyettan. 

“Who do we have here now,” a familiar voice reverberated behind Nidhi, drawing her attention. 

Ranjini stood behind her in a scarlet gown that hugged her curves, with makeup and hairdo that allowed her to own her star aura. Nidhi hadn't interacted with Ranjini much but whenever they've been in each other's presence, Nidhi had felt Ranjini's utmost hostility towards her. But today, when Ranjini stood before her with a light smirk, surprisingly she did not accost her with negative energy. Nidhi wondered what was up her sleeve this time and observed her cautiously. 

“You don't need to have your guards up, Mrs. Pavan Thampuran. I mean no harm,” Ranjini said in a light vein. 

Nidhi refused to school her expressions to suit social etiquette; instead she bored holes into Ranjini as she waited for her to speak. Ranjini was aware of the camera clicks around and was adept at handling media. She enveloped a reluctant Nidhi in a bear hug, giving rise to photo ops. 

As the cameras clicked away, Ranjini whispered into her ears, “They'll love to have a bad press moment right now. Let's surprise them, shall we?” 

Nidhi was clueless on Ranjini's intent but she caught onto her advice and plastered a smile on her lips for the sake of Pavan's image. Her gaze darted around in search of the said man; Ranjini noted it too. 

“We don't need him for this scene between us, Nidhi. Though young, you are quite mature for a woman to woman talk, aren't you?” Ranjini asked with a raised brow. 

Nidhi felt intimidated by her assured stance but she did not let it show on her face. Though ambushed by her presence, Nidhi squared her shoulders and faced Ranjini in the eye. 

“The point is, should there actually be a scene between us. Ex-girlfriend and wife having a conversation is so cliched, isn't it?” Nidhi asked in a challenging tone. 

That made Ranjini laugh out loud. “Please, we belong to the new generation where cliches don't do well. Besides, you and I can barely create a cliche together, Nidhi.” 

Her laughter garnered attention and Pavan, who was talking with a legend, veered his eyes towards them. He scrutinised Nidhi's face to decipher if she was in discomfort, but seeing her hold fort resolutely gave him a few minutes of respite to conclude the ongoing conversation and reach them. 

“Then what is this about, Ranjini?” Nidhi was direct with her query, not wanting to play with words anymore. 

That made Ranjini sober up. “I need a moment to express my gratitude to you, Nidhi,” she said, staring at Nidhi with a solemn look in her eyes, “thank you.” 

Nidhi was startled and searched Ranjini's face for sarcasm but could discern none. 

“I know you are surprised,” Ranjini said with a smile in her voice, “but don't be. I mean it. Thank you for freeing me from Pavan Thampuran's hold,” she enunciated each word, leaving Nidhi speechless. 

“Now what does that mean?” Nidhi asked dryly even as her face remained pleasant for the onlookers. 

Letting her hands fall from Nidhi's shoulder, Ranjini faced her straight with a peaceful disposition as she spoke. “When my marriage turned out to be a disaster I harboured a vain hope that it was all temporary. That what had happened was a technical glitch and I'll be back in the fairy-tale that had me opposite Pavan. That I can undo the mistake I made and Pavan would become the forever of my story again,” Ranjini had a faraway look in her eyes as she spoke. Nidhi listened to her attentively. Despite the hollowness in Ranjini's voice, Nidhi couldn't help the bitter taste in her mouth at the thought of Pavan with Ranjini. 

Ranjini twisted around to face Nidhi with a smile as she said, “The first death knell to that hope was when I saw you beside him,” Ranjini said with no contempt in her tone. “I refused to accept it though. I tried to go in circles, trying to convince myself that it was all not over yet. Not even after your marriage,” Ranjini said baldly. Nidhi felt uncomfortable but she listened silently. 

Pavan, who stood a few feet away, was trying to decipher the conversation with his observant eyes as he studied their body language. Ranjini's confident stance and Nidhi's subtle defensiveness made him a bit tense and he almost broke off the conversation he was having to be around them, but was again pulled in as another legend made it to the circle seeking his attention. 

“But now I know, he is your destiny, not mine,” Ranjini said in a low murmur and it made Nidhi widen her eyes in surprise. “He turned your world upside down to fit you into his life. The Pavan I knew was a thorough rascal but never without a reason. He has never intentionally harmed someone for personal gains. But with you, he was downright selfish. He loves and prides himself in being a giver but with you he became the taker. He let go of his pride and became a normal human who can go to any lengths to get what his heart desires,” Ranjini's words left a lasting impression on Nidhi. Her mind reeled at the insights Ranjini gave her about Pavan and it offered Nidhi clarity on certain aspects of his personality that still left her insecure. 

Chuckling to herself, Ranjini said to the silent figure that stood beside her, “He always offers to help others but never demands the same in return. But he expects that of you. He has expectations from you, Nidhi.” Ranjini stared right into Nidhi's eyes as the pitch of her voice became louder. Nidhi could discern the underlying pain in her words. Ranjini was not a jilted lover but her heartbreak was evident in her voice to Nidhi.

“I don't know why he chose you but he has. He never had a dearth of women in life but I've never seen him fasten himself to someone like he did with you. So thank you for allowing me to move on,” Ranjini said with a deep breath. 

Ranjini's definite stance about Pavan's feelings for Nidhi helped Nidhi ascertain her blind faith in him. To Nidhi, Ranjini's words accentuated the security she felt in her marriage. While her heart had already acknowledged the depth of his feelings, the scarred lover in her could not entirely shrug off, at times, the pessimism within her about love. 

Gautam walked away leaving behind a wrecked me whose heart and mind were filled with scepticism and cynicism. Therefore, it was not easy for me to ignore my cynical heart and embrace Paviyettan. For how was I to trust a man who had selfishly staked a claim on my life? His actions spelled out his love but what happens when that love fades away? When practical needs take over the heart's desire, just like it did with Gautam? It is perhaps not right to compare Paviyettan with Gautam. One man let me go for the price of the world while the other prizes me more than the world. 

After a pregnant pause, Nidhi asked, “Will you be okay?” 

Ranjini's face transformed with a beautiful smile, “I guess, with time.” 

Right then Pavan appeared behind them with a deep rumble, “What's going on here?” 

“Ladies' talk,” Ranjini answered him. 

“Are you okay?” he asked Nidhi, ignoring Ranjini completely. 

Nidhi and Ranjini shared a look and Nidhi could read the expression on Ranjini's face clearly. 

“I'll take my leave,” Ranjini said with a smile before leaving the couple alone. She walked away with her head held high and blended with the elite circle with ease. 

Nidhi was watching her leave with admiration but Pavan had his eyes only for Nidhi. “I asked you a question, Treasure,” he insisted impatiently. 

Nidhi veered her eyes back to him and frowned. “I'm absolutely fine.” 

“What was Ranjini spewing?” Pavan asked with narrowed eyes. 

Nidhi retorted with a straight face, “She was thanking me for saving her.” When she saw Pavan knot his brows, she said with a giggle, “I guess half the population of Kerala would have to thank me for being their saviour. After all, I married you and saved them all from a grave destiny.” 

Though confused by her humour, Pavan reckoned Ranjini hasn't caused her any pain. So he responded to her with a lopsided smirk, “I'm famous even beyond the borders of Kerala, Treasure. Don't limit your man's popularity.” 

“Ah the pompousness!” Nidhi rolled her eyes, making Pavan's smirk grow wider. 

“Don't worry, you'll get used to it with time.” He winked at her before leading a mischievously smiling Nidhi to meet other esteemed guests of the day. 

Their life was getting hued in brighter colours with each passing day and Pavan could not wait to see the rainbow they were about to weave. Secretly, Nidhi awaited the same.


Epilogue

Fourteen years later

Showbiz TV was gearing up for an interview with Pavan Thampuran. The golden star of Mollywood was back on celluloid after a short gap. He had slowed down on the professional front after he started a family. He prioritised time with his kids, and choosing quality over quantity, took on only one interesting project a year. Having worked nonstop for years to fill the vacuum in his life, he had consciously taken a step back to prioritise the family he had nurtured. 

Pavan also made sure to encourage Nidhi to grow and thrive in her career as they shared the years together. He was her solid support as she crusaded through her ambition of doing her MBBS and later focussing on practice for two years. After establishing herself in her profession, Nidhi took a break from her work life by taking a plunge into parenthood. Pavan and Nidhi were blessed with triplets at one go and had to spent years focusing on their nurturing. They had to make career compromises along the way but once the kids started school, Pavan encouraged Nidhi to pursue her dream of MD. Her entire focus was on it for the next three years and Pavan was her staunch support in maintaining equilibrium on the home and professional front. 

Pavan was already in the showroom with the anchor, waiting for the camera to roll. 

At fifty, Pavan Thampuran sported a salt and pepper hairstyle. His beard and moustache were styled with equal elegance. He worked on his physique in moderation even as he was aging,  and still had a solid build that suited his age and aura. Signs of aging like wrinkles, loosening of the skin, etc. did nothing to hamper the glamour of Pavan Thampuran. In the age of cosmetic procedures, he wore his age with pride and authenticity. Dressed in a full black suit with a hot pink jacket, his style statement was loud and suave. Anchor Devayani  took a selfie with Pavan who sported his twisted smile with grace. The technicians were working on last minute details and the fangirl anchor was stealing a conversation with her favourite star before the scroll ran. 

“Sir, you still look so graceful onscreen. I was five when you started acting. If anything, you've turned younger than me as the years have gone by,” Devayani gushed as her eyes scanned his length, mesmerised. 

Pavan's smirk widened as he enjoyed the admiration that shone in her eyes. But beyond a mere ego boost it offered him nothing. A certain doe-eyed beauty flashed in his mind and he wondered how he would have reacted if it was her eyes that were trained on him. 

The exhilaration her gaze offers is second to none. No matter how many years have gone by, Treasure still has her hunter captive!

The thought brought a genuine smile on his lips as he bared the neat array of his pearly teeth. Devayani assumed her flattery had pleased Pavan and blushed to her roots. Sharadha, who was watched the entire exchange from one end of the room, sniggered quite loudly, breaking Devayani's rapture. She threw a nasty look at Sharadha who had a hard time containing her laughter. Just then, Devayani was called to her seat to commence her interview and as she moved away, Pavan grinned at Sharadha who snickered back. 

A while later, the interview concluded and Pavan immediately made a move to leave. He was bombarded with selfie requests but after posing for a select few, he apologised, saying he needed to get back home and walked off regally with Sharadha and Anirudh managing the small gathering around. 

As they got into the car, Sharadha pulled his leg, “In the past, Anirudh and I had to pull you back from selfie requests.” 

“Your concern was the next commitment on the schedule when you did that. My aim is the same now,” Pavan said with a sly grin. 

“Yeah right, you have that commitment only when the next item on the agenda is going home,” Sharadha said, rolling her eyes. 

Anirudh tried to stifle the smile on his lips, so did the driver, Suresh. Pavan, however, laughed out loud. The happiness on his face was palpable and Sharadha always felt immense happiness when she saw her friend's face transform with the glow of joy which was now the norm since Nidhi walked into his life. 

“I'm glad you went after her all those years ago, Pavi,” Sharadha said sincerely with a smile in her eyes. 

“You had called me names, though, for it,” Pavan quipped. 

“Which you deserved, but you also landed what you deserved,” Sharadha said with a chuckle. “You know I'd wondered if your happiness would fade with time, once the euphoria dies down and trouble in paradise, which is inevitable, sweeps in. But you really held the life you crafted close to your heart, Pavi. Nidhi and you never let it decay or lack its lustre with time. You guys nurtured your relationship through all the ups and downs and chose growth and togetherness above everything else in life.”  Sharadha beamed as she said, “You guys literally defined what growing old together means.” 

Pavan had a proud smile on his face. The truth of Sharadha's words made his heart expand. When he had chased after Nidhi, he knew he was chasing the best life he could live, but the joys and blessings he had received with Nidhi were beyond his manifestations. 

As he saw the automatic gate of his heaven on earth open, to lead him to his happy space, Pavan felt his heartbeats thrum with excitement. As their family expanded, Pavan and Nidhi had moved into a two-storey bungalow with a lush garden and greenery. Now this was their safe abode where their fears and uncertainties diminished and hope and laughter thrived. 

“Aren't you coming in?” Pavan threw over his shoulder as he energetically stepped out even before Anirudh could make a move. 

“I have to clear up the mess you created with Raghuvaran sir regarding your dates and then have my full course dinner in peace. Covey my gratitude to Nidhi for keeping you busy at night even after so many years. I finally get time for my beauty sleep,” Sharadha said with an impish smirk. 

“Get laid instead of getting jealous about my conjugal bliss,” Pavan deadpanned, turning back to her. 

“A vibrator can do better business, buddy,” Sharadha chortled. “Maybe I should get Nidhi acquainted with that idea. Would definitely be more fun than an old…,’ she left her sentence unfinished with mischief in her eyes. 

“Pavan Thampuran is made without expiry date, Shrads. Ask Nidhi, she will vouch for it,” Pavan drawled with a naughty smirk on his lips. 

“That has nothing to do with your masculinity,” Sharadha said, rolling her eyes. “The way Nidhi affects you is unparalleled. It's the magic of the pairing.”  

“Not arguing as long as I'm at the receiving end of the boon,” Pavan winked, eliciting a throaty laugh from Sharadha. 

“You are incorrigible. I wonder how that girl tolerates you,” Sharadha said as the car was getting reversed. 

“My sheer luck,” Pavan said sincerely with a smile. 

****

Pavan entered through the door and came to a halt as he saw Priyadarshini's large photo frame hanging on the wall. Adjacent to it was an array of photos that had Narendran, Nalini, Shankar and Ashok. As seasons passed, Pavan and Nidhi had losses to endure along with all the blessings in their life. Narendran succumbed to old age issues even before he could see Pavan's children. But Priyadarshini did see her grandchildren before she passed away. 

She had constant health issues after Sachin was imprisoned and it took her a while to stabilise herself. Pavan's children brought colour back to her life and she compensated for her mistakes as a mother by being the best grandmother to his children. Nidhi and Priyadarshini got along when Nidhi entered motherhood and needed guidance from her. They buried the hatchet and worked as a team around her pregnancy and motherhood. 

But their period together was short as Priyadarshini had a stroke when she learnt of Sachin's suicide in jail and died soon after. At her demise, Nidhi was as affected as Pavan, something she hadn't expected. But she handled home and Pavan, allowed him time to grieve and later made sure to pull him out of that black hole. Mother and son had a brief golden period in their life where Pavan lived all his aspirations as a son to the hilt. 

Initially, it was hard for Pavan and Nidhi as they encountered their mother's photograph as they walked in and out of the house. But with time, the ache reduced and what resided in their hearts was courage and strength at the reminder of their lost loved ones. Their life together softened the blows and allowed them the resilience to channel their present and future in the right direction. 

Breaking his reverie, Pavan heard screams and yells coming from the top floor and his face broke into a full-blown grin. His world was calling out to him and his legs hurried to reach his sanctuary. 

****

Nidhi was having a hard time with the kids. They were creating a ruckus for video games before their stern mother who was not relenting. They tried every trick in the book—beg and grovel, tears and anger, but nothing worked before Nidhi. So they finally used the Pavan card. They began to fight and create a mess, turning the room upside down until they got their mother to do their bidding. 

“Gone after him for real,” Nidhi muttered angrily as she felt her eardrums burst with the cacophony. 

At eight, her triplets—Aradhana, Aaradhya and Arnav possessed the shrewdness of their father to the last drop. They had seen their pappa handle their mother with easy manipulation and twist of his silver tongue and when none of that worked, by simply being extremely difficult until her patience ran out and she gave in to his desired designs. So, when they exhausted all the tricks to cajole their mother, the trio immediately made use of their father's tried and tested method. That was the scene Pavan walked into as he entered the kids playroom. 

Pavan watched Nidhi arguing with them, vehemently denying them any more screentime. He stood at the doorway with a silly smile as he watched the family he had sketched for himself. 

Complete…that's the emotion I feel when I walk into my home today. Nobody can reckon the depth of what that one word means to me. Just then Nidhi's eyes darted to him and he rectified his mind's voice. Only she can understand, for she held my hand as we created this moment together. 

“Oh Maharaja has arrived. Now please make your princesses and prince calm down, for heaven's sake.” Nidhi was breathing fire as she finished.  

Pavan smirked at her angry visage. Every time he saw her donning the cape of a strict mother, he badly wanted to kiss the strictness out of her. 

But that would make me the bad cop, leaving me to discipline the kids. Nah, I prefer being their playmate, encouraging their mischief. I've left the responsibility of being the beacon of light and discipline to Nidhi, not just for the kids but for me too. She is our anchor, one we will rely shamelessly on as we navigate this life. 

As soon as the kids saw him, they leapt out of the bed with hurrahs to welcome him. Pavan took swift steps into the room before bending his knees and enveloping his bundles of joy with a beaming smile. The glitter of happiness in his eyes every time he was around the kids made Nidhi feel warm and fuzzy. 

He is not a hands-on father but…the way fatherhood makes the light glow within him is a sight I'll always cherish. Flawed but mine, in everything and anything, Nidhi mused with a content smile. 

Pavan sensed her gaze on him and raised his eyes to meet with her admiring gaze. He smiled at her and she returned it with love. Before they could get lost in each other, the kids beckoned him for his attention. 

“Pappa, Amma is not letting us play,” Arnav was the first one to complain. 

Pavan tilted his head with a mock frown, “She is not against you playing but your screentime has been exhausted, I guess. Why don't you go play in the lawn for some time?” Pavan offered placatingly. 

Nidhi folded her arms on her midriff, her stance adamant. But she knew how the rest of the scene was going to unfold already. 

The little devils know clearly how to push their father's buttons to get what they want. Sigh, only if I knew that trick! Instead I get keyed from all ends to do their bidding, Nidhi growled in her thoughts. 

True to her thoughts, Aradhana explained innocently, “But it is cloudy outside. It would rain any moment. If we get under the rain we will fall sick.”

“Okay then play outside until it rains,” Pavan said in the same vein. 

Nidhi swallowed a smile at the crestfallen expression of the kids. But fate was on their side as it suddenly started pouring heavily. The drastic change that came on the face of the kids was unmissable. Pavan could hardly control his laughter as he eyed the face of his four darlings with rapture. 

“Now can we play our video games?” It was Aaradhya’ turn to try the puppy eyes. 

Pavan and Nidhi were aware that their kids were a cute mixture of naughtiness, wit and intellect. They could easily trump their parents with a little sprinkling of love, especially their father. They huddled around him with pleases and requests and Nidhi knew it was a lost battle. Huffing in annoyance, she walked out of the room, leaving the kids hurrahing as Pavan nodded in agreement. 

“I want you guys down at the dinner table on time and you'll eat whatever healthy meal Amma has prepared without argument. Deal?” Pavan asked in a firm voice which was immediately met with enthusiastic nods. “Okay let me go pacify your mother now,” Pavan drawled, getting to his feet. 

“All the best, Pappa,” the three of them winked in the signature style of Pavan, making him laugh as he walked out of the room.

*****

Nidhi was watching the rain pelt down in the naalukettu inside. While the external layout of the house was modern, Pavan and Nidhi had incorporated elements that reminded them of their beautiful memories together. The naalukettu at the centre of the ground floor, the huge banyan tree at one end of the lawn, the beautiful chandelier that decorated the high ceiling of the hall, the pool outside that was equipped with modern fittings but with stone steps to reach the pool, the artificial waterfall incensory in the hallway, every detail had a story to tell. A story that was threaded with the beads of their moments together. This was the nest that they had built with love—Pavan and Nidhi's heaven on earth. 

She was watching the rain silently when she felt his arms envelop her from behind. Even before his hands encircled her now protruding five-month tummy, she felt his breath on her neck and the soft kiss on her ear shell. Nidhi instantly relaxed as his warmth cocooned her and she breathed him in. The security and peace she felt in his embrace was inexplicable and unreal to the physical realm. It was the same for Pavan. Every time she was in his arms, he felt like he had transcended time and lived many lifetimes in a minute. The euphoria he felt with her was mystical. 

You are the reason I breathe, Treasure, his heart whispered. 

Nidhi smiled as her heart responded to his unsaid words, and you are the magic of my life, Paviyetta. 

He smiled as though he had heard her words. They stood still listening to their hearts beat in tandem. It may have been fourteen years of togetherness but till date, holding each other close did not feel enough to their hearts. Every minute spent together brought a sense of fulfilment and a craving for more. 

“Is it okay if we get drenched in the rain?” Caressing her tummy over the black Anarkali, Pavan asked huskily, “Will the little one be okay?” 

Nidhi breathed deeply as she said with a smile in her eyes, “I don't know but I want to.” She tilted her head sideways to meet his eyes, “I was waiting for you to say yes.” 

Pavan twisted his lips in a beautiful smile as he said, “If we fall sick, all our kids are going to go down with flu too.” 

Nidhi pouted, agreeing but her heart wanted to take a leap of faith and embrace the madness that awaited a step away. Pavan, who had always read her soul, could understand her unsaid feelings. 

“But it's okay,” Pavan's deep voice made her tilt her head to face him, “we will see us through a flu if need be.” 

The smile he got in return was worth a thousand miseries to Pavan. 

Love is about being kids together! It is about innocence, spontaneity, letting go and surrendering without a care in the world. My love for Nidhi is all about living a beautiful life together. One in which we are happy, crazy, passionate and complete. 

Nidhi walked into the rain, holding Pavan's hand with giddy excitement. They dived into the rain just like they had dived into life all those years ago—with complete abandon and devotion to one another. Pavan may have tried to tweak their life to his tunes but the song that played out was composed by the greatest of the greatest composer. Hence it had beauty, love and fulfilment in its compass. 

Fourteen years together and they still didn't have enough of each other. After all the trials and tribulations, they found a rhythm that was unique to them. As she danced in the rain, enjoying the beating pulse of her heart, she knew with certainty that her Krishna had blessed her even beyond her desires. Pavan and her kids, the life that now embraced her, was beyond her wildest fantasies. 

Sometimes reality has a way of trumping dreams. There are times when living becomes a joy and a person's presence in your life feel like a blessing. Paviyettan and I had no clue what awaited us until we came in a straight line. But the strange inkling of something unknown always told me that this connection was truly special. That it was coming straight from another lifetime. Sometimes we just have to trust the universe's plan for us beyond all logic and reason. Today I claim my life with him with a full heart and our souls are now interlaced for eternity and beyond. This is my happily-ever-after with him and I'm going to stay here forever and ever….

Nidhi was laughing as Pavan lifted her up in his arms and twirled her under the pelting raindrops, the smile that laced his lips telling a tale of fulfilment and absolution. This was their story, where wrong and right did not matter. Destiny flowed and they merely became the actors of a script that was written long ago, a blockbuster script that resounded with happiness, stability and peace. They may not have begun on the same page but today, they were taking on life like an adventure, one in which their heart and soul thrived on joy and exhilaration. 

****

Dedicated to all those of you who kept believing in true love even as it kept failing you. Delays never mean no, they just mean it is coming. Wait for your happily-ever-after. It might be just on the horizon. 

THE END

If you want to know what happened to following characters: 

	Ranjini focused on her career completely for a decade and established herself all over again in the industry. During that timeframe, she got into a relationship with a famous director and got hitched to him, attaining her own happy ending. She had no contact with Pavan or Nidhi but whenever their paths crossed, there was no animosity either.  

	Neetu pursued her interest in designing and had a flourishing career. She  enjoyed the freedom and liberation of being single even as she inched closer to thirty. Her love life was always in a flux, but she lived every beat of it without regret. After witnessing Pavan and Nidhi's love saga first hand, she was adamant to not settle for anything less.  




author's note




Dear Reader,

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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LOVE CONTRACT: Book 1 of The Raichand Sisters Series

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.

LOVE GUARANTEED: Book 2 of The Raichand Sisters Series 

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.

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

Why it is a prerequisite in marriages for the man to be older than the woman?

Are there really any complications if a guy falls in love with a girl older than him? Is it wrong if a woman falls in love with a man younger than her?

Or is it just norms of society and culture that stands in their way? Don't they have the right to fall for their Mr. or Ms. Right?

Meet Vishal Krishna age 23 and Meera Ambattu age 30 of the 'Journey to the Altar’ and see if they bring out the hidden prejudices within you.

BURN WITH ME: Book 1 of The Goel Heir Series 

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.

MELT INTO ME: Book 2 of The Goel Heir Series 

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.

PS:
- All books in both the series can be read as standalone romances.
- Guaranteed happily-ever-after ending
- Sensitive themes are addressed in the book. Readers' discretion is advised.

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.

cover.jpeg
ADHITI ARAVIND
PRESENTS,

< Showsiz .S’ERIES BOOK ONE
RING
PAVAN TH/JMPUR/JN AND NIDHI SHANKAR





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




