The
Lo/h est
Goodbyve

7.2 y M owj 00 i gﬁ—%

some goodbyes don't end
with parting.

they live on like the rain

DEVYANT MAKWAN A







The Longest Goodbye:
Monsoon Story

Devyani Makwana

Akshay Patra Publications



The Longest Goodbye: A Monsoon Story

Author
Devyani Makwana

Publisher
Akshay Patra Publications
Email: akshaypatrapublications@gmail.com

First Published: 24 June 2026
ISBN: 978-81-688079-0-7 (Paperback)

Price: X 259.00

Copyright © 2026 Devyani Makwana
All Rights Reserved.

Printed at
Shree GeleeAmbe Graphics, Rajkot

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior
written permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher,
except as permitted by law.


mailto:akshaypatrapublications@gmail.com

Dedication For everyone who has loved, lost, and learned to
cherish the memories that remain.






Acknowledgment

Some stories are written with ink, but this one was
written with memories, emotions, silences, and the
countless moments that shape a life. Though my name
appears on the cover, this book belongs, in many ways,
to everyone who has touched my journey and left a piece
of themselves in my heart.

To my family, thank you for being my constant shelter.
Your love has been the quiet strength behind every page,
every late night of writing, and every moment when the
story felt too heavy or too fragile to carry alone. Your
faith in me never wavered, even when my own
confidence did, and for that, | am forever grateful.

To my friends and well-wishers, thank you for listening
to unfinished ideas, celebrating small victories, and
reminding me why stories matter. Your encouragement
arrived exactly when it was needed, often in ways you
may never realize.

To my teachers, mentors, and colleagues, thank you for
nurturing my love for language and literature. As a
teacher, researcher, artist, and writer, | have learned that
creativity flourishes when it is met with guidance,



kindness, and inspiration. Your influence lives quietly
between the lines of this book.

| would also like to thank the characters who chose me
as their storyteller. They arrived unexpectedly, carrying
their dreams, fears, joys, and heartbreaks. They stayed
with me through countless mornings and sleepless
nights, teaching me lessons about love, loss, hope,
resilience, and the extraordinary beauty hidden within
ordinary lives. Writing their story has changed me as
much as it has shaped these pages.

To every book | have ever loved and every story that has
ever moved me, thank you for teaching me that words
can heal, comfort, challenge, and transform. Literature
has been my lifelong companion, and this novel is my
humble contribution to the endless conversation
between writers and readers across time.

Most importantly, | thank you, dear reader. Of all the
books you could have chosen, you chose this one. By
turning these pages, you breathe life into the story and
allow it to continue beyond my imagination. | hope you
find a part of yourself within these chapters—a memory,
a feeling, a question, or perhaps even an answer.



This novel was born from a belief that some emotions
never truly leave us. They linger like the scent of rain
after a storm, like a melody remembered years later, like
a goodbye that echoes long after the words have been
spoken. If this story touches your heart in any way, then
every moment spent writing it has been worthwhile.

With gratitude and affection,

Devyani Makwana






Table of Contents

Chapter L. sssssss s sssasssnsssnsssses 01
Chapter 2. s sssasssasssnssssns 05
Chapter 3. s sssasssnssnsssses 11
Chapter 4.ttt cseeeesrnseesesnsesessnnneses 17
Chapter 5..... et ccer e e aeessnseesensesessnnneses 23
ChaPLEr B......uce et cceeseereseeee s esseesenseessnanenns 30
(61 F-1 o1 = RPN RPNt 37
Chapter 8.t sreere e s eseesenseessnnnenne 43
Chapter 9.... et ce e aeesnseesesnsesessnaneses 50
Chapter 10........ccceeceeeeireneerineeeesceeressnneesessasesesssnsesensans 56
Chapter 11........ o ceeeceeeecreneeeecneeresnneesessnsesessnnsesensens 63
Chapter 12......... e ceeecceeeercreescnneeseesesneessasssssessnnnes 69
Chapter 13........ et cnrerecnsee e nsesessnanesensnns 75
Chapter 14.......... et creeee s s es e senseesenanes 81
Chapter 15......... e ere e s e sensessenanes 87

Chapter 16........ieeceererrcee s s e s seesenseesenanes 94






Chapter One: The First Rain

The first rain of June always arrived like a forgotten song in
Rajkot. It began quietly. A gust of wind would sweep through the
narrow streets, carrying with it the scent of dry earth longing for
relief. Shopkeepers would glance at the sky. Children would
abandon their games and look upward. Women would rush to
gather clothes hanging on terraces. Then, without warning, the
clouds would open and the entire city would seem to exhale at
once. On one such afternoon in 1987, nineteen-year-old Aarav
Mehta stood beneath the veranda of the Government Arts and
Commerce College, watching the rain descend in silver curtains
across the courtyard. Students ran in every direction. Some
laughed while getting drenched. Others used notebooks over their
heads as makeshift umbrellas. The old neem trees swayed
violently in the wind, scattering leaves across the wet ground.
Aarav smiled. Rain had always felt personal to him. Perhaps
because he was the sort of boy who believed everything carried
meaning. The shape of clouds. The words of songs. The timing
of a stranger’s smile. The arrival of rain. His friends often mocked
him for it. “You’ll never survive in the real world,” his closest
friend Manish used to say. “You think life is a poetry
competition.” Aarav never argued. He simply laughed. Maybe he
did believe life was poetry. That afternoon he carried a worn
notebook beneath his arm. Between its pages were dozens of
unfinished poems, half-written stories, and thoughts he never
intended to show anyone. His father considered them a waste of
time. His mother secretly preserved every notebook. Neither
knew that writing was the only thing that made Aarav feel



completely alive. The rain intensified. Students crowded under
the veranda. Aarav stepped back to avoid the splashing water.
That was when he noticed her. She stood at the opposite end of
the corridor near the notice board. A white salwar kameez. A blue
dupatta. A stack of books pressed against her chest. Her long hair
had escaped its braid because of the wind. Unlike everyone else,
she was not watching the rain. She was studying a timetable
pinned to the notice board. Completely focused. Completely
unaware. For reasons Aarav could never later explain, the world
seemed to pause. Not dramatically. Not like in the films. Simply
enough for him to notice her more carefully than he had noticed
anyone before. She adjusted a loose strand of hair and continued
reading. Aarav looked away immediately. Then looked back.
Then away again. His heart behaved absurdly. “Who are you
staring at?” Manish’s voice exploded beside him. Aarav nearly
dropped his notebook. “No one.” Manish followed his gaze. A
grin spread across his face. “Ah.” “What?” “The new girl.” “I
wasn’t looking.” “Of course not.” “I wasn’t.” “’You looked at her
three times in ten seconds.” Aarav ignored him. Manish laughed
harder. “You’re finished.” “Shut up.” “What’s her name?” “I
don’t know.” “Then go ask.” Aarav looked horrified. “I’ve never
spoken to her.” “So?” “So normal people don’t randomly walk up
to strangers.” Manish shook his head dramatically. “You are
hopeless.” The bell rang. Students immediately began moving
toward classrooms. The girl gathered her books and started
walking down the corridor. For one brief moment she passed
directly in front of Aarav. Her eyes met his. Only for a second.
Nothing more. No smile. No recognition. No cinematic miracle.
Just a glance. Then she disappeared into the crowd. Yet somehow



that single second followed him throughout the day. During
lectures. During lunch. During the bus ride home. Even during
dinner. By nightfall he still remembered her face. That annoyed
him. Because Aarav prided himself on being sensible. At least
somewhat sensible. He had exams to prepare for. A future to
build. Responsibilities to fulfil. Falling into imaginary romances
after a single glance was ridiculous. And yet. As he sat beside his
bedroom window later that night, listening to rain strike the
rooftops, he found himself opening his notebook. The page
remained blank for several minutes. Finally he wrote: “Today I
saw a girl who looked as though she belonged to the rain.” He
stared at the sentence. Then immediately crossed it out. Too
dramatic. Too foolish. Too much like something Manish would
never let him forget. Still, he could not bring himself to tear out
the page. Instead, he closed the notebook and looked outside. The
rain continued. Somewhere in the city, he thought, she was
probably listening to the same storm. The idea made him smile.
Across town, Nandini Desai sat at a wooden desk in her room.
Unlike Aarav, she had spent the evening reviewing class
schedules and organizing notes. Every subject had its own folder.
Every folder had labels. Every label was perfectly aligned. Her
father often joked that she would someday manage an entire
company before turning thirty. Nandini never laughed at the joke.
She considered it a possibility. At eighteen, she already knew
exactly what she wanted. Excellent grades. A successful career.
Financial independence. A life built through discipline rather than
luck. Love rarely appeared in her plans. Not because she disliked
romance. She simply believed that emotions should never
become obstacles to ambition. Her mother entered the room



carrying tea. “You’re studying already?” “The semester has
started.” “It started yesterday.” “Exactly.” Her mother smiled.
“At least pretend to be young once in a while.” Nandini returned
the smile. “I am young.” “No. You’re forty-five trapped inside an
eighteen-year-old body.” Both laughed. After her mother left,
Nandini looked toward the rain outside. The weather reminded
her of childhood. Paper boats. Muddy roads. School holidays.
Simple days before adulthood had arrived carrying expectations.
She watched the water slide down the glass. For a brief moment
her thoughts drifted toward the college corridor earlier that
afternoon. Toward a boy holding a notebook. A boy who seemed
unusually interested in the rain. She remembered noticing him.
Only briefly. Nothing important. Certainly nothing worth
thinking about. Within seconds she returned to her books. The
memory disappeared. Or so she believed. Far away, thunder
rolled across the dark sky. The rain continued through the night.
Neither Aarav nor Nandini knew that this ordinary monsoon
evening would become the first page of a story that would follow
them for the next thirty-five years. A story of love. Of distance.
Of choices. Of regret. And of a second chance that would not
belong to them, but to the generation that came after. For now,
however, they were simply two college students sleeping beneath
the same monsoon sky. Completely unaware that fate had already
begun writing their names on the same page.



Chapter Two: The Boy Who Waited

The weeks that followed passed quietly, yet for Aarav Mehta they
carried a strange sense of anticipation. He began noticing things
he had never paid attention to before. Which classroom Nandini
entered after the morning lecture. Which seat she preferred in the
library. How she always arrived five minutes before class and
never a minute late. How she carried more books than anyone
else. How she listened far more than she spoke. At first he
convinced himself that these observations meant nothing. They
were merely details. Harmless details. But deep down he knew
better. One afternoon, while sitting beneath the large banyan tree
near the college canteen, Manish finally confronted him. “You
know her entire timetable, don’t you?” Aarav nearly choked on
his tea. “What?” “The new girl.” “I don’t know what you’re
talking about.” Manish leaned back. “You know which lectures
she attends.” “No.” “You know where she sits in the library.”
“No.” “You know her favorite subject.” Aarav remained silent.
Manish laughed loudly. “You’re hopelessly in love.” “I’'m not in
love.” “Then what are you?” Aarav searched for an answer. The
truth was that he didn’t know. Love seemed far too large a word.
He had never even spoken to her. How could someone fall in love
with a stranger? And yet every morning he found himself looking
for her in the crowd. Every afternoon he noticed when she left.
Every evening he wondered what she was doing. The feelings
made little sense. Perhaps that was what frightened him. A few
days later fate finally intervened. The college library was
unusually crowded because examinations were approaching.
Every table was occupied. Every chair was taken. Aarav entered



carrying a stack of books and immediately realized there was
nowhere to sit. He considered leaving. Then he noticed a single
empty chair. It stood opposite Nandini. His heartbeat quickened.
For several seconds he remained frozen. Then, before he could
lose his courage, he walked toward the table. “Excuse me,” he
said softly. “Is this seat taken?” Nandini looked up from her
notes. For a moment she seemed to recognize him. Perhaps from
the corridor. Perhaps from class. Perhaps from nowhere at all.
“No,” she replied. “You can sit.” Aarav thanked her and took the
chair. The silence that followed felt enormous. The library was
filled with students. Pages turning. Pens scratching. Fans
humming overhead. Yet Aarav could hear only his own heartbeat.
He opened a textbook. Read the same sentence four times.
Understood none of it. Across the table, Nandini continued
studying with complete concentration. An hour passed. Then
another. Finally Nandini closed one of her books and frowned.
She searched through her papers. Then through her bag. Then
through the book again. Aarav noticed her growing frustration.
“Are you looking for something?” The question escaped before
he could stop himself. Nandini glanced up. “My economics
notes.” “You lost them?” “I think so.” She looked genuinely
troubled. The notes represented several weeks of work. Without
them preparing for examinations would become difficult. Aarav
hesitated. Then remembered something. Earlier that day he had
found a notebook near the lecture hall. The cover had carried a
neatly written name. Nandini Desai. “I think I have them.” Her
eyes widened. “What?” “I found a notebook after class.” He
reached into his bag. A few moments later he produced the
missing notes. Relief immediately flooded her face. “You found



them?” “I wasn’t sure they were yours.” Nandini accepted the
notebook carefully. For the first time since meeting her, Aarav
saw her smile fully. It transformed her face. “Thank you.” The
sincerity in her voice surprised him. “You’ve saved my week.”
“It wasn’t a big deal.” “It was to me.” For a brief moment neither
spoke. Then Nandini extended her hand. “I’m Nandini.” Aarav
stared for half a second before shaking it. “Aarav.” The
handshake lasted only a moment. Yet something shifted. A
barrier disappeared. A beginning quietly announced itself. From
that day onward they became familiar faces rather than strangers.
They greeted each other in the corridors. Occasionally exchanged
notes. Sometimes discussed assignments. Nothing more. Nothing
less. At least on the surface. The friendship grew slowly. Like the
monsoon rivers that filled one drop at a time. One evening during
Navratri celebrations, the college grounds transformed into a sea
of color and music. Strings of lights illuminated every corner.
Traditional songs echoed through the air. Students arrived
dressed in vibrant chaniya cholis and kediyus. The atmosphere
pulsed with excitement. Aarav stood near the entrance with
Manish. He was dressed traditionally but looked uncomfortable.
Crowds had never suited him. “Relax,” Manish said. “It’s just
Garba.” “There are too many people.” “There are always too
many people.” Then Manish suddenly grinned. Aarav followed
his gaze. Nandini had just arrived with a group of friends. For a
moment Aarav forgot how to breathe. The blue dupatta he
remembered from the first day had been replaced by a beautifully
embroidered red outfit. She looked radiant beneath the festival
lights. Confident. Graceful. Entirely unaware of the effect she
was having on him. “Go talk to her.” “No.” “Why?” “Because |



don’t have anything to say.” Manish sighed dramatically.
“You’ve been speaking to her for weeks.” “About notes.” “Then
discuss notes.” “At a Garba festival?” “Fine. Discuss the
weather.” Aarav ignored him. But fate seemed determined to
challenge him. As the evening progressed, students formed
circles and began dancing. Music filled the grounds. The rhythm
grew faster. The energy became infectious. At one point Aarav
found himself standing near Nandini. Close enough to speak.
Close enough to leave. He was still deciding when she noticed
him. “You dance surprisingly well.” The comment caught him
completely off guard. “You’ve been watching?” Nandini
laughed. “You look shocked.” “I am.” “Why?” “I didn’t think
you’d notice.” The words escaped unintentionally. The moment
they left his mouth, Aarav regretted them. But Nandini merely
smiled. “I notice more things than people think.” For reasons he
couldn’t explain, that sentence stayed with him long after the
festival ended. Over the following months their friendship
deepened. Not dramatically. Not suddenly. Simply through
countless small moments. Conversations after lectures. Shared
tea during breaks. Arguments about books. Discussions about
films. Long walks from the library to the bus stand. Aarav
discovered that Nandini loved literature despite her practical
nature. Nandini discovered that Aarav was far more intelligent
than his casual attitude suggested. They challenged each other.
Respected each other. Understood each other. And without
realizing it, they began relying upon each other’s presence. One
winter afternoon they sat beneath the banyan tree discussing
future plans. “I want to work in Mumbai someday,” Nandini said.
Aarav looked surprised. “Mumbai?” “Why not?” “It’s far.” She



laughed. “That’s not a reason.” “It is if everyone you know is
here.” “Then perhaps everyone you know should learn to travel.”
Aarav smiled. “You’ve already planned your entire future,
haven’t you?” “Mostly.” “What happens if life changes your
plans?” Nandini thought for a moment. “Then I make new plans.”
The answer sounded simple. Confident. Certain. Aarav admired
that certainty. At the same time, it frightened him slightly.
Because he had never viewed life that way. To him, life was
something experienced. To Nandini, it was something built.
Neither perspective was wrong. But the difference between them
already existed. Neither could yet see how important it would
become. As the semester drew to a close, their friendship had
become one of the most natural parts of daily life. Students began
noticing. Teachers occasionally teased them. Friends exchanged
knowing smiles. Both denied there was anything unusual. And
perhaps they genuinely believed it. For now. Because some
feelings grow so gradually that they remain invisible even to the
people experiencing them. Yet every story reaches a moment
when friendship begins quietly transforming into something
deeper. For Aarav, that moment arrived on a cold January
evening. The college had closed for the day. Most students had
already left. Aarav stood near the gate waiting for his bus. The
sky glowed orange with sunset. A gentle winter breeze moved
through the trees. As he prepared to leave, he noticed Nandini
walking toward the road alone. Without thinking, he smiled. The
sight of her had become familiar. Comforting. Necessary. And
suddenly a realization struck him with startling clarity. He had
been waiting. Not for the bus. Not for the evening. Not even for
the semester to end. He had been waiting for her. Every day.



Without ever admitting it. The realization frightened him.
Because for the first time, Aarav understood that friendship was
no longer enough. Somewhere between the library table and the

Garba lights, he had fallen in love. And he had absolutely no idea
what to do about it.
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Chapter Three: The Practical Girl

If someone had asked Nandini Desai what mattered most in life,
she would have answered without hesitation. Purpose. Not
happiness. Not romance. Not even success. Purpose. Everything
else, she believed, was temporary. Purpose remained. It was an
idea she had inherited from her father. Mahendra Desai had spent
most of his life building stability out of uncertainty. Born into
modest circumstances, he had worked relentlessly to establish a
respectable business and provide opportunities his children
would never have to fight for. Nandini admired him deeply. She
had watched him wake before sunrise. Work through illness.
Sacrifice comforts. Ignore complaints. All in pursuit of a better
future. Those lessons shaped her more than she realized. While
many of her classmates spent evenings discussing films, fashion,
and relationships, Nandini spent hers preparing for examinations
and planning the life she intended to create. Her goals were clear.
Graduate with distinction. Build a successful career. Become
financially independent. Make her parents proud. Everything else
could wait. Or so she believed. Yet over the past several months,
something unexpected had begun disrupting the neat order of her
carefully organized world. His name was Aarav Mehta. The
realization annoyed her. Not because Aarav had done anything
wrong. On the contrary. He was kind. Thoughtful. Intelligent.
Funny in a quiet way. Unlike many boys she knew, he never tried
to impress people. Never exaggerated. Never pretended. There
was something refreshingly genuine about him. Which made him
difficult to ignore. That was the problem. One evening Nandini
sat at her desk attempting to study for an economics examination.



The textbook lay open before her. The same page had remained
unread for nearly twenty minutes. Frustrated, she closed the book.
Her concentration had vanished. The reason became obvious
almost immediately. Earlier that day she and Aarav had spent
nearly an hour discussing a novel in the library. What began as a
simple conversation had evolved into an animated debate. They
disagreed on nearly everything. The ending. The characters. The
central message. Yet somehow the disagreement had been
enjoyable. Hours later she was still thinking about it. Still
remembering his arguments. Still hearing his laughter. The
realization irritated her. She should have been studying. Instead
she was replaying conversations. “This is ridiculous,” she
muttered. Then she reopened her textbook. Ten minutes later she
was thinking about him again. The situation worsened over the
following weeks. Without intending to, she began looking for
him. Not consciously. Not deliberately. Yet every morning she
noticed whether he had arrived. Every afternoon she recognized
his voice in crowded corridors. Every evening she found herself
recalling their conversations. The pattern was impossible to deny.
Still, Nandini resisted naming it. Love complicated life. Love
distracted people. Love encouraged irrational decisions. She had
seen examples everywhere. Bright students abandoning
ambitions. Promising careers sacrificed for relationships. People
confusing emotion with destiny. Nandini refused to become one
of them. Or at least she intended to refuse. Life, however, rarely
consults our intentions. One Saturday afternoon the college
organized an intercollegiate debate competition. Students from
across Gujarat arrived to participate. The auditorium buzzed with
excitement. Nandini represented her college in the final round.
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The topic concerned economic development and social
responsibility. Exactly the kind of subject she enjoyed. She
prepared meticulously. Reviewed every argument. Anticipated
every counterpoint. By the time she stepped onto the stage, she
felt completely confident. Yet as she looked across the audience,
her eyes instinctively searched for a familiar face. And found it.
Aarav sat near the middle row. Watching. Not distracted. Not
talking. Watching. The sight surprised her. For reasons she could
not explain, it also reassured her. The nervousness she had
carefully concealed suddenly disappeared. She delivered her
speech flawlessly. When the results were announced later that
evening, she won first place. Students crowded around to
congratulate her. Teachers praised her performance. Friends
celebrated enthusiastically. Through the chaos she noticed Aarav
approaching. He carried no flowers. No grand gesture. No
dramatic speech. Just a simple smile. “I knew you’d win.” The
certainty in his voice caught her off guard. “How?”” “You prepare
harder than anyone.” Nandini laughed. “That doesn’t guarantee
victory.” “No.” Aarav shrugged. “But it usually helps.” For a
moment she simply looked at him. There was no envy in his
expression. No competitiveness. Only genuine happiness for her
achievement. The realization warmed her unexpectedly. That
evening, while returning home, she replayed the conversation
several times. Not because of what he said. Because of how he
said it. As though her success somehow mattered to him. The
thought lingered. Months passed. The friendship continued
deepening. Neither spoke openly about emotions. Neither crossed
any obvious boundaries. Yet the connection between them
became increasingly visible. People noticed. Friends teased.
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Rumors circulated. Even professors occasionally exchanged
knowing smiles. One afternoon, after class, Nandini’s closest
friend Priya finally confronted her. “So.” “So what?” “You and
Aarav.” Nandini rolled her eyes. “There is no ‘you and Aarav.’”
Priya laughed. “Of course there is.” “We are friends.” “Very close
friends.” “Yes.” “And you don’t feel anything else?” “No.” The
answer arrived too quickly. Priya immediately noticed. “So that’s
a lie.” “It isn’t.” “Nandini.” “What?” “You smile differently
around him.” Nandini froze. The observation unsettled her.
Because she wasn’t entirely sure it was wrong. That night she
stood alone on the terrace of her house. The city stretched quietly
beneath the stars. A cool breeze carried the scent of distant rain.
She folded her arms and looked upward. When had things
changed? When had Aarav become important? She searched for
the exact moment. The library. The missing notebook. The Garba
festival. The countless conversations. None seemed sufficient.
Perhaps it wasn’t one moment. Perhaps it was all of them
together. Slowly. Gradually. Like drops of water filling a river.
The possibility frightened her. Because if she admitted her
feelings existed, she would also have to confront the future. And
the future remained uncertain. Aarav dreamed differently than
she did. He spoke of meaning. She spoke of achievement. He
valued emotional fulfillment. She valued stability. Their
differences enriched their friendship. But could they sustain a
relationship? Nandini wasn’t sure. For the first time in years, she
found herself facing a problem that could not be solved through
planning. Weeks later, examinations arrived. The campus
transformed overnight. Students disappeared into libraries.
Conversations revolved around revision schedules. Stress levels
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increased dramatically. During this period Aarav and Nandini
spent even more time together. Mostly studying. Occasionally
arguing. Frequently laughing. One evening they remained in the
library until closing time. When they finally stepped outside,
darkness had already fallen. The streets glistened from recent
rain. A gentle breeze cooled the air. Neither seemed eager to
leave. So they walked slowly toward the bus stand. The city felt
unusually peaceful. Most shops had closed. Traffic was minimal.
For several minutes they spoke about examinations. Then about
books. Then about nothing important at all. The conversation
flowed effortlessly. As it always did. At one point they reached a
small tea stall near the roadside. Aarav stopped. “Tea?”” Nandini
hesitated. “I should go home.” “One cup.” She looked at the stall.
Then at him. Then sighed. “One cup.” Aarav grinned
triumphantly. The tea arrived in small clay cups. Steam rose into
the cool night air. For a while neither spoke. The silence felt
comfortable. Natural. Dangerously natural. Finally Aarav looked
toward the road and said quietly, “Do you ever think about the
future?” Nandini smiled. “Constantly.” “I mean beyond careers.”
She considered the question. “Sometimes.” “What do you see?”
The answer should have been simple. Instead she found herself
unexpectedly uncertain. Because when she imagined the future
now, another face frequently appeared. His face. The realization
startled her. Before she could respond, a bus approached in the
distance. Her bus. Saved by timing. Or perhaps deprived by it. “I
should go.” Aarav nodded. Neither moved immediately. For a
brief moment something unspoken hung between them. A
possibility. A question. A confession waiting to happen. Then the
bus arrived. The moment vanished. Nandini climbed aboard. As
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the vehicle pulled away, she looked through the window. Aarav
remained standing beside the tea stall. Watching. The sight stayed
with her throughout the journey home. And later that night, lying
awake beneath the ceiling fan, Nandini finally admitted a truth
she had spent months avoiding. She was falling in love. Not
suddenly. Not dramatically. But undeniably. The realization
brought neither excitement nor relief. Only uncertainty. Because
unlike Aarav, who followed his heart instinctively, Nandini
immediately began thinking about consequences. About choices.
About the future. And somewhere deep inside, a quiet voice
whispered a question she could not yet answer. What if love and
ambition someday demanded different sacrifices? For the first
time, the practical girl had no plan. And that frightened her more
than she cared to admit.
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Chapter Four: Letters and Monsoons

Love rarely announces its arrival. There are no trumpets. No
sudden revelations. No moment when the world pauses and
declares that everything has changed. Instead, it settles quietly
into ordinary days until those days no longer feel ordinary
without the presence of another person. By the summer of 1988,
Aarav and Nandini had become inseparable. Not officially. Not
publicly. Not in any way that could be clearly defined. Yet
everyone around them understood what they themselves still
avoided discussing. They were no longer merely friends. The
realization showed itself in countless small ways. Aarav always
saved a seat for her during lectures. Nandini instinctively
searched for him whenever she entered a room. They exchanged
books more frequently than notes. Conversations lasted longer.
Goodbyes became more difficult. Silences became more
meaningful. Even their disagreements carried a strange intimacy.
One afternoon, while preparing for a college project, they
occupied their usual corner of the library. The project should have
taken two hours. Instead it consumed an entire day because
neither seemed interested in finishing it quickly. At one point they
became distracted by a discussion about success. For Nandini,
success meant achievement. Growth. Financial independence.
The ability to stand confidently on one’s own. For Aarav, success
meant something entirely different. Peace. Purpose. Meaning.
The freedom to wake each morning without regret. As usual,
neither convinced the other. Yet somehow both enjoyed the
argument. “You make life sound like a poem,” Nandini said.
“And you make it sound like an accounting ledger.” She laughed.



“At least ledgers balance.” “Poems don’t need to.” “Exactly my
point.” The argument continued for another twenty minutes.
Neither noticed the librarian staring at them disapprovingly from
across the room. Eventually they left the library still debating.
Still smiling. Still enjoying each other’s company more than
either wished to admit. The monsoon arrived early that year. Dark
clouds gathered over Rajkot before June had fully begun. The city
welcomed them eagerly. After months of relentless heat, even the
possibility of rain felt like mercy. For Aarav, however, the season
carried a different significance. Rain reminded him of
beginnings. Of the first day he had noticed Nandini standing
beside the college notice board. Of the moment fate had quietly
altered the direction of his life. One evening the rain began
unexpectedly while classes were ending. Students rushed toward
the exits. Umbrellas appeared instantly. Those without them
searched desperately for shelter. Aarav and Nandini found
themselves trapped beneath the same veranda where they had first
seen each other nearly a year earlier. The coincidence amused
him. “It was raining that day too.” Nandini glanced toward him.
“What day?” “The first day [ saw you.” The words escaped before
he could stop them. For a moment both fell silent. Rain hammered
against the ground. Thunder rolled across the sky. Around them,
students continued talking and laughing. Yet suddenly the world
felt strangely distant. Nandini looked away first. “You remember
that?” “Of course.” “Why?” Aarav hesitated. The honest answer
felt dangerous. Instead he smiled. “You were impossible to miss.”
To his surprise, Nandini blushed slightly. The sight made his
heart stumble. Neither spoke again until the rain softened enough
for them to leave. Yet the conversation remained between them.
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Unfinished. Waiting. A few weeks later college closed briefly for
a semester break. For the first time in months, they would not see
each other every day. The separation should have been
insignificant. It lasted only three weeks. Yet both felt its absence
immediately. The first few days passed normally. Then
something changed. Simple experiences felt incomplete. Books
seemed less interesting. Conversations felt less engaging. Days
moved more slowly. Neither enjoyed admitting it. Neither could
deny it. The solution arrived unexpectedly. A letter. One
afternoon Nandini returned home to find an envelope waiting on
her desk. Her name appeared on the front in familiar handwriting.
She recognized it instantly. Aarav. Her heartbeat quickened.
Inside she found a single sheet of paper. Nothing elaborate.
Nothing romantic. Just a description of a book he had recently
read, followed by observations about a local festival and several
amusing complaints about how boring the vacation had become.
The entire letter covered barely two pages. Yet Nandini read it
three times. Then four. Then a fifth. By evening she had written
areply. The pattern continued. One letter became several. Several
became many. Their correspondence expanded beyond college
assignments and everyday events. They discussed books.
Dreams. Childhood memories. Fears. Family expectations.
Personal ambitions. Things they had never fully expressed in
conversation. The letters revealed hidden parts of themselves.
Aarav’s insecurities. Nandini’s pressures. Their hopes. Their
uncertainties. The emotional distance between them began
disappearing one page at a time. Years later, both would
remember those letters as the happiest period of their relationship.
Because words written honestly often reveal truths that spoken

19



conversations avoid. When college resumed, their reunion felt
strangely significant. Neither acknowledged it. Neither needed to.
The smiles were enough. The following months became a
collection of beautiful ordinary moments. Shared tea. Library
afternoons. Festival celebrations. Long walks after lectures.
Conversations that stretched endlessly. Life seemed determined
to reward them for their patience. And perhaps it did. At least for
a while. Then came the evening that changed everything. It
happened during another monsoon rain. The city had been
drenched continuously for two days. Roads flooded. Traffic
slowed. Most people remained indoors whenever possible. Yet
Aarav found himself waiting beneath a small shelter near the bus
stand after classes ended. Nandini stood beside him. Rain
surrounded them like a curtain. Neither could leave. Neither
seemed eager to. For several minutes they watched the storm in
silence. Finally, Nandini spoke. “You’ve been unusually quiet.”
Aarav smiled weakly. “I’m thinking.” “Dangerous habit.” He
laughed softly. Then the laughter faded. The seriousness returned.
Nandini noticed immediately. “What is it?” Aarav looked toward
the rain. For months he had imagined this conversation. Planned
it. Postponed it. Feared it. Yet now that the moment had arrived,
every prepared sentence vanished. Only honesty remained. “I
don’t know how to say this properly.” Nandini’s heartbeat
accelerated. Neither of them looked at the other. The rain
suddenly seemed louder. The air felt heavier. The world
narrowed. Aarav drew a slow breath. Then spoke. “When
something good happens, you’re the first person I want to tell.”
Nandini remained silent. “When something bad happens, you’re
the first person I want beside me.” The words continued. Steady
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now. Irreversible. “I look for you every day.” His voice softened.
“And I miss you when you’re not there.” Nandini felt her pulse
racing. The confession was unfolding exactly as she had secretly
imagined. And exactly as she had feared. Finally Aarav turned
toward her. For the first time, he met her eyes directly. “No matter
how much I try to pretend otherwise, I can’t change it.” The rain
seemed to disappear. The city disappeared. Everything
disappeared except that moment. Except those eyes. Except those
words. “I love you, Nandini.” Silence followed. Not awkward
silence. Not uncertain silence. The kind of silence that changes
lives. Aarav waited. His heart pounded painfully. For several
seconds Nandini said nothing. Then she looked down. Smiled
faintly. And laughed softly at herself. Aarav stared in confusion.
“What?” She shook her head. “I spent months trying not to feel
the same way.” His breath caught. The world stopped. “What?”
This time it was her turn to laugh. A nervous laugh. A vulnerable
laugh. A laugh he had never heard before. “I love you too, idiot.”
The words struck him with almost physical force. For a moment
neither moved. Neither seemed capable of speaking. Then both
began laughing. Partly from relief. Partly from disbelief. Partly
because happiness sometimes overwhelms language. Outside,
rain continued falling over Rajkot. Cars moved through flooded
streets. Shopkeepers closed their shutters. People hurried home.
The city remained completely unaware that beneath a small
shelter near an ordinary bus stand, two young hearts had just
made a promise neither fully understood. A promise that would
shape decades of their lives. Eventually the rain weakened. The
buses resumed arriving. Reality returned. Before leaving,
Nandini paused. “There is something you should know.” Aarav
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looked at her. “I take my future seriously.” “I know.” “My career
matters.” “T know.” “My goals matter.” “I know.” She studied
him carefully. Almost as though she were trying to warn him
about something. Then she smiled. “And you still love me?”
Aarav laughed. “Unfortunately.” She rolled her eyes.
Fortunately, she was smiling. As the bus carried her away, Aarav
remained standing in the rain. Drenched. Exhausted. Ridiculously
happy. For the first time in his life, the future seemed beautifully
simple. He loved her. She loved him. Surely that would be
enough. Neither of them knew that the very differences they
currently found charming would someday test everything they
had built. For now, however, those troubles belonged to a distant
future. Tonight belonged to youth. To monsoons. To first love.
To the belief that two people who truly loved each other could
overcome anything. And perhaps every great love story begins
with exactly that belief.
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Chapter Five: Dreams in Different Directions

For nearly two years after that rainy evening at the bus stand, life
seemed determined to prove Aarav right. Love was enough. Or at
least it appeared to be. The relationship settled naturally into their
lives, becoming as familiar as morning lectures and evening
sunsets. They never transformed into one of those couples who
constantly sought attention. There were no dramatic declarations
in public places. No grand displays intended to impress others.
Instead, their love revealed itself through consistency. Through
presence. Through understanding. Through the quiet certainty
that each had become the other’s favorite part of every day. By
the beginning of their final year in college, Aarav could no longer
imagine life without Nandini. That realization should have
frightened him. Instead it comforted him. He often found himself
thinking about the future. Not in vague terms. Not as a distant
possibility. As something real. Something approaching. He
imagined a small house filled with books. Evenings spent
discussing work and life over tea. Weekend visits to family.
Arguments that would eventually end in laughter. A life that was
ordinary and beautiful at the same time. The image appeared so
naturally that he rarely questioned it. In his mind, Nandini
belonged to his future as surely as tomorrow belonged to today.
Unfortunately, Nandini imagined the future differently. Not
entirely differently. She still imagined Aarav. Still imagined love.
Still imagined a life together. But her vision extended further.
Larger cities. Greater opportunities. Professional success. A
career built through relentless effort. She wanted more than
comfort. She wanted achievement. Not because she was greedy.



Not because she valued money above relationships. Because she
had spent her entire life believing that potential carried
responsibility. If she had the ability to accomplish something
meaningful, then she owed it to herself to try. The difference
between their perspectives remained invisible at first. Like a
crack hidden beneath fresh paint. Small. Harmless. Easy to
ignore. One afternoon they sat beneath their favorite banyan tree
discussing plans after graduation. The conversation began
casually. Most important conversations do. “What will you do
after college?” Aarav asked. Nandini looked up from her
notebook. “I’ve applied for a management training program in
Mumbai.” Aarav blinked. “Mumbai?” “Yes.” “When?” “After
graduation.” The answer felt strangely abrupt. Not because she
had applied. Because she had never mentioned it. “You didn’t tell
me.” “I only applied last week.” “You already decided?” “I
decided months ago.” Aarav stared at her. For reasons he couldn’t
fully explain, disappointment settled quietly inside him. “You
could have discussed it with me.” Nandini immediately noticed
the change in his expression. “Why?” The question surprised him.
“What do you mean, why?” “It’s my application.” “I know.”
“Then?” Aarav struggled to explain. He wasn’t angry. At least
not exactly. He simply felt excluded from a decision that seemed
important. “We’re together.” Nandini softened slightly. “I
know.” “Then shouldn’t major decisions involve both of us?”” She
closed her notebook. The seriousness in her eyes immediately
appeared. “Aarav.” “What?” “We’re not married.” The words
landed harder than she intended. For several seconds neither
spoke. Finally Nandini sighed. “I don’t mean it like that.” “Then
how do you mean it?” “I mean that we’re both still building our
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lives.” The explanation sounded reasonable. Logical. Practical.
Yet something about it unsettled him. Not because it was wrong.
Because it suggested a future less certain than the one he
imagined. The conversation eventually moved on. Neither
wanted an argument. Still, the uneasiness remained. Over the
following months similar moments appeared more frequently.
Small disagreements. Minor misunderstandings. Nothing
dramatic. Yet each revealed subtle differences in how they
viewed life. When Aarav discussed happiness, Nandini discussed
security. When Aarav discussed meaning, Nandini discussed
opportunity. When Aarav spoke about togetherness, Nandini
spoke about growth. Neither dismissed the other’s perspective.
Yet neither fully embraced it either. One evening they attended a
college farewell function organized for graduating students. The
atmosphere was bittersweet. Laughter mixed with nostalgia.
Everyone understood that an important chapter was ending.
Friendships would change. Lives would diverge. Nothing would
remain exactly as it was. Late in the evening, after most
formalities had concluded, students gathered outside beneath
strings of decorative lights. Music played softly. Groups posed
for photographs. Memories were created with desperate
enthusiasm. Aarav and Nandini stood slightly apart from the
crowd. Watching. Listening. Trying not to think about what came
next. “It’s strange,” Aarav said quietly. “What is?” “This place.”
Nandini smiled. “What about it?” “A few years ago we were
strangers.” She nodded. “And now?” Aarav looked at her. Now.
Such a simple word. Yet impossible to summarize. Now she was
his best friend. His greatest source of happiness. The person who
understood him most completely. The person he loved. “Now I
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can’t imagine this place without you.” The honesty in his voice
made her heart ache. Not because she disagreed. Because she felt
the same. And because she increasingly feared what the future
might demand from both of them. That night, while returning
home, Nandini found herself unusually quiet. The farewell
celebration should have made her excited. Graduation
represented progress. The next stage of life. The realization of
long-held ambitions. Instead she felt unsettled. For the first time,
success seemed complicated. Because every opportunity
appeared to carry a hidden cost. A few weeks later the results of
her applications began arriving. The first rejection disappointed
her. The second irritated her. The third nearly convinced her to
abandon hope. Then, one humid afternoon in May, a thick
envelope arrived from Mumbai. Nandini recognized the company
logo instantly. Her pulse accelerated. Hands trembling slightly,
she opened it. The letter inside was brief. Professional. Life-
changing. She had been selected. Out of hundreds of applicants,
she had been chosen for one of the most prestigious management
training programs in the region. For several seconds she simply
stared at the paper. Unable to believe it. Then excitement
exploded through her. Years of effort. Years of preparation.
Years of discipline. All validated in a single moment. Her parents
were ecstatic. Friends celebrated. Teachers congratulated her
enthusiastically. Everyone recognized the significance of the
achievement. Including Aarav. When she told him the news later
that evening, his smile appeared immediate and sincere. “I’'m
proud of you.” And he meant it. Every word. Every emotion. He
genuinely admired her accomplishment. Yet beneath the pride,
something else existed. A quiet concern. Mumbai was not Rajkot.
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Mumbai was distance. Change. Uncertainty. A future neither
could fully predict. “Have you thought about what happens
next?” he asked gently. Nandini knew what he meant. “Yes.”
“And?” She hesitated. Long enough for him to notice. Long
enough for both of them to feel it. The hesitation. The uncertainty.
The first genuine shadow crossing their relationship. “We’ll
figure it out.” The answer sounded hopeful. But not confident.
Not certain. Not like the promises they used to make. Aarav
noticed. So did she. For the first time since falling in love, silence
settled awkwardly between them. Not because either had done
anything wrong. Because reality had finally arrived. Until now,
their relationship existed largely within the protected world of
college. Shared schedules. Shared spaces. Shared routines. Life
had kept them together effortlessly. Now adulthood demanded
choices. And choices often required sacrifices. The following
weeks passed quickly. Graduation ceremonies. Family
celebrations. Farewell gatherings. Photographs. Promises to
remain in touch. The end arrived faster than anyone expected. On
the final day, after most students had already left campus, Aarav
and Nandini returned to the banyan tree one last time. The place
where countless conversations had unfolded. Where dreams had
been shared. Where laughter had echoed through lazy afternoons.
For a long time neither spoke. The silence carried memories.
Finally Aarav broke it. “Do you remember the first time we sat
here?” Nandini smiled. “You argued that success wasn’t
important.” “I never said that.” “You practically did.” “I said
happiness was important.” “You said happiness was more
important.” “Because it is.” She laughed softly. The familiar
disagreement comforted them. For a few moments things felt
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normal again. Then reality returned. Aarav looked toward the
empty campus. “What if everything changes?” The question
emerged quietly. Almost reluctantly. Nandini understood
immediately. She looked at him carefully. “Everything changes.”
The answer was honest. Perhaps too honest. Aarav lowered his
gaze. “That doesn’t scare you?” Nandini considered the question.
Then answered truthfully. “Of course it does.” He looked
surprised. She rarely admitted fear. Rarely admitted uncertainty.
For years she had appeared invincible. Disciplined. Focused.
Certain. Now, for perhaps the first time, he saw something
different. Vulnerability. “I don’t know what happens next,” she
confessed. The admission hung in the air. “I don’t know how
difficult this will be.” Her voice softened. “I don’t know how
we’ll manage the distance.” The honesty hurt. Yet it also
reassured him. Because it proved she cared. Because it proved
she was afraid too. Finally she reached for his hand. A simple
gesture. One she rarely initiated. “We’ll try.” Aarav squeezed her
fingers gently. “We’ll do more than try.” Nandini smiled. There
it was again. The difference between them. He believed. She
hoped. Neither realized how important that distinction would
become. As the sun began setting behind the college buildings,
they sat together beneath the banyan tree and watched the
shadows grow longer. The future waited beyond the horizon.
Unseen. Unpredictable. Approaching. And somewhere within
that future lay the test that would determine whether love could
survive the collision between dreams and reality. For now,
however, they remained young enough to believe that
determination could overcome distance. That promises could
defeat time. That love could solve problems before they fully
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appeared. The world had not yet taught them otherwise. But it
would. Soon.
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Chapter Six: The Distance Between Us

The morning Nandini left for Mumbai, Rajkot seemed unusually
quiet. Perhaps the city was no quieter than usual. Perhaps the
silence existed only inside Aarav. The railway station bustled
with its familiar chaos. Porters hurried through crowds carrying
luggage. Vendors shouted advertisements for tea and snacks.
Families exchanged instructions and last-minute advice. Children
complained. Trains arrived and departed with mechanical
indifference. Life continued normally. Yet for Aarav, nothing felt
normal. Nandini stood beside her parents near the platform,
dressed simply, her luggage neatly arranged beside her. She
looked calm. Confident. Prepared. Exactly as he expected.
Anyone watching her would have assumed she was merely
beginning an exciting new chapter. Only Aarav noticed the
uncertainty hidden behind her composure. Only Aarav knew how
much effort she was investing in appearing strong. Their eyes met
across the platform. For a moment the noise disappeared. The
crowd disappeared. Everything disappeared except the
realization that after years of seeing each other almost every day,
they were about to enter a future defined by absence. When the
train finally arrived, reality became unavoidable. Passengers
began boarding. Families exchanged hurried farewells. Time
accelerated mercilessly. Nandini  moved toward her
compartment. Then paused. Without speaking, she walked back
toward Aarav. For several seconds neither said anything. Words
suddenly seemed inadequate. Too small. Too fragile. Finally she
smiled. “You look like someone died.” Aarav laughed despite
himself. “That’s your farewell?” “It’s the truth.” “I’m trying to be



optimistic.” “No, you’re trying to look optimistic.” The
observation was painfully accurate. Aarav shook his head. “Call
me when you arrive.” “I will.” “Promise?”” “Promise.” The train
whistle sounded. The final warning. The final interruption.
Nandini hesitated. Then did something unexpected. She stepped
forward and hugged him. Briefly. Tightly. Without caring who
might see. When she finally stepped back, her eyes glistened
slightly. But only slightly. Nandini Desai never cried easily. “I’ll
miss you.” The confession emerged quietly. Almost reluctantly.
Yet it meant more than any dramatic declaration could have.
Aarav smiled. “I’ll miss you too.” The train began moving.
Slowly at first. Then steadily. Nandini climbed aboard. Aarav
remained on the platform watching until the final carriage
disappeared around a distant curve. Only then did he allow
himself to acknowledge how empty the station suddenly felt. And
how empty life might feel without her.

The first few weeks proved easier than either expected. Distance
seemed manageable. Even romantic. Phone calls became
treasured events. Letters continued arriving regularly. Every
conversation felt precious. Every reunion became something to
anticipate. Nandini immersed herself in Mumbai. The city
overwhelmed her immediately. Its size. Its pace. Its endless
energy. Everything moved faster. People walked faster. Worked
faster. Dreamed faster. The city never appeared to sleep. And
Nandini loved it. For the first time in her life, she felt surrounded
by possibilities. The training program challenged her constantly.
The expectations were demanding. The competition intense. Yet
she thrived. Her intelligence and discipline quickly distinguished
her from many colleagues. Supervisors noticed. Opportunities
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appeared. Responsibilities increased. Every week seemed to
bring new achievements. Meanwhile, Aarav remained in Rajkot.
Unlike Nandini, he had accepted a teaching position at a local
higher secondary school. The salary was modest. The work
meaningful. He enjoyed helping students discover confidence in
themselves. He enjoyed literature. He enjoyed teaching. Most
importantly, he enjoyed the slower rhythm of life. At first the
contrast between their worlds seemed insignificant. A difference
in geography rather than values. But gradually the gap widened.
Not intentionally. Not maliciously. Simply through circumstance.
One evening, nearly four months after Nandini’s departure, they
spoke over the phone. The conversation began normally. How
was work? How was family? How was life? Then Nandini
mentioned an upcoming corporate conference. Several senior
executives would attend. The event could significantly influence
her future within the company. She sounded excited. Passionate.
Alive. Aarav listened carefully. Then asked a simple question.
“Will you come home next month?” Silence followed. Only for a
second. Yet long enough to matter. “I’m not sure.” The answer
disappointed him immediately. “You said you’d visit.” “I know.”
“Then?” Nandini sighed. “The conference is important.” “You
can attend other conferences.” “Not this one.” Aarav looked out
his bedroom window. Rain tapped softly against the glass. For
reasons he couldn’t explain, frustration surfaced unexpectedly.
“Everything seems important.” The moment the words escaped,
he regretted them. Nandini noticed immediately. “What does that
mean?” “Nothing.” “Aarav.” He remained silent. The silence
answered for him. Nandini’s expression hardened. Even though
he couldn’t see it through the phone. “You think I care more about
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work than about us.” “I didn’t say that.” “You didn’t have to.”
The conversation ended politely. Yet neither felt satisfied. The
discomfort lingered long after the call ended. Their first serious
disagreement. Not explosive. Not dramatic. Just unsettling.
Because both sensed something larger hiding beneath it.

The months continued passing. The pattern repeated. Work
demanded more from Nandini. Loneliness demanded more from
Aarav. Neither intended to burden the other. Yet both carried
burdens anyway. Phone calls occasionally became arguments.
Arguments became misunderstandings. Misunderstandings
created distance beyond geography. One evening Aarav waited
nearly three hours beside a telephone. They had agreed to speak
at eight. Then nine. Then ten. By eleven, exhaustion replaced
anticipation. Finally the phone rang. Aarav answered
immediately. “Nandini?” “I’'m sorry.” Her voice sounded tired.
Genuinely tired. “The meeting ran late.” Aarav closed his eyes.
“It’s always something.” The words emerged quietly. But not
quietly enough. “What is that supposed to mean?” “You know
what it means.” “No.” “Yes, you do.” The frustration he had
suppressed for months finally surfaced. “I feel like I’'m competing
with your career.” The accusation stunned her. Because part of
her feared he genuinely believed it. “Aarav—" “You never have
time.” “I am trying.” “Trying isn’t the same as being here.”
Silence. Heavy. Painful. Necessary. Finally, Nandini spoke.
“When I work hard, it’s not because I love you less.” The honesty
in her voice pierced him immediately. “I know.” “Do you?” He
didn’t answer. Because he wasn’t entirely sure.
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The following year brought new complications. Promotions.
Responsibilities. Career growth. Everything Nandini had
dreamed about. Everything she had worked toward. Her success
should have made them both happy. Instead it increasingly
highlighted the differences between them. Aarav wanted
closeness. Nandini wanted progress. Aarav measured life
emotionally. Nandini measured it practically. Neither approach
was wrong. Yet the gap between them continued expanding.
Friends began noticing. Family members noticed too. Even their
reunions changed. Once filled with excitement. Now
occasionally strained by unresolved tensions. One winter evening
Nandini returned to Rajkot for a brief visit. The reunion should
have felt magical. Instead, both seemed cautious. Careful. Afraid
of triggering another disagreement. They met at their favorite tea
stal. The same one where they had shared countless
conversations. The same one where love once felt simple. For a
while everything seemed normal. Then Aarav mentioned
marriage. The word changed everything. Not immediately. But
noticeably. Nandini looked away. “Aarav.” “What?” “We’ve
discussed this.” “Not really.” Her silence confirmed his point.
“We can’t keep postponing every conversation about the future.”
Nandini placed her cup down carefully. The gesture revealed her
discomfort. “I’'m not ready.” “When will you be?” “I don’t
know.” The answer struck him harder than she intended. Three
years earlier he would have accepted uncertainty. Now
uncertainty felt frightening. Because it suggested a possibility he
desperately wanted to avoid. A future where love alone might not
be enough. “What if you’re never ready?” The question escaped
before he could stop it. Nandini stared at him. For several seconds
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neither spoke. Finally, she answered. Quietly. Honestly. “I don’t
know.” The words remained between them long after the
conversation ended. Neither could forget them. Neither could
fully recover from them. Because for the first time, both
confronted a terrifying possibility. They loved each other deeply.
Yet love was no longer solving their problems. And neither knew
how to fix what was breaking.

That night Aarav sat alone in his room long after midnight. The
house slept peacefully around him. Outside, winter winds moved
through the trees. The familiar notebook lay open before him. The
same notebook that once contained poems about rain and
possibility. Now its pages carried different thoughts. Questions.
Doubts. Fears. He stared at a blank page for several minutes.
Then began writing. Not a poem. Not a story. Simply the truth.
“How can someone be the center of your life while you slowly
become a smaller part of theirs?” The sentence disturbed him.
Because it felt cruel. And because he wasn’t entirely certain it
was fair. Nandini still loved him. He knew that. Every letter.
Every call. Every effort proved it. Yet love expressed through
effort felt different from love expressed through presence. And
Aarav increasingly longed for presence. Miles away in Mumbai,
Nandini sat beside her apartment window. The city glittered
beneath the night sky. Traffic flowed endlessly through
illuminated streets. The view represented everything she had once
dreamed of. Success. Independence. Possibility. She should have
felt satisfied. Instead, she felt tired. Emotionally tired. Because
no achievement seemed capable of silencing the same recurring
question. Was she building the future she wanted? Or sacrificing
it piece by piece? For years she had believed love and ambition
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could coexist perfectly. Now she wasn’t so certain. And for the
first time, the practical girl found herself confronting a problem
logic could not solve. Far apart, beneath different skies, Aarav
and Nandini remained awake long after midnight. Thinking about
each other. Missing each other. Loving each other. And slowly
drifting toward a crossroads neither yet understood. The distance
between Rajkot and Mumbai measured only a few hundred
kilometers. The distance growing between their hearts was
becoming far greater. And neither knew how to stop it.
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Chapter Seven: The Weight of Time

There comes a moment in every failing relationship when the
problem is no longer the arguments. The problem becomes the
exhaustion. The weariness of repeating the same conversations.
The sadness of reaching the same dead ends. The quiet fear that
love may not be enough to bridge the distance between two
people who still care deeply for one another. By the beginning of
1992, Aarav and Nandini had been in love for nearly five years.
Five years of memories. Five years of promises. Five years of
believing they would eventually find their way to the same future.
Yet that future seemed farther away than ever. The irony was
cruel. Both had achieved many of the things they once dreamed
about. Aarav had become a respected teacher. His students
admired him. Parents trusted him. His colleagues valued him.
Though his income remained modest, his life possessed purpose.
Nandini had exceeded every expectation placed upon her. Her
career flourished. Senior managers recognized her talent.
Opportunities continued arriving. She had become exactly the
kind of professional she once imagined becoming. Individually,
they were succeeding. Together, they were struggling. The
contradiction haunted them both. One evening, Aarav attended
the wedding of a college friend. The celebration filled a large
community hall in Rajkot. Music echoed through the air. Families
laughed together. Children ran between tables. Elderly relatives
discussed traditions and memories. The atmosphere should have
felt joyful. Instead, it left him strangely restless. Throughout the
evening, he watched couples greeting guests. Husbands and
wives moving naturally beside one another. Sharing



responsibilities. Sharing moments. Sharing lives. The sight
awakened something painful inside him. Not jealousy. Longing.
When he returned home that night, he sat on the terrace for nearly
an hour staring into the darkness. Finally, he called Mumbai. The
conversation began pleasantly. But the question he carried could
no longer be postponed. “Nandini.” “Hmm?” “When are we
going to decide?” She immediately understood. The familiar
tension returned. “Aarav—" “No.” His voice remained calm. But
firm. “Not this time.” Silence. He continued. “We’ve been having
the same conversation for two years.” “I know.” “Then answer
me honestly.” Nandini closed her eyes. The question terrified her
because she already knew the answer. Not the answer Aarav
wanted. The truthful answer. “I’m not ready.” The words landed
heavily. Aarav stared at the wall in front of him. For a long
moment he said nothing. Then he asked quietly, “Ready for
marriage?” Another silence. Then: “Ready for the life that comes
with it.” The distinction mattered enormously. And both
understood why. Marriage itself wasn’t frightening. Compromise
was. Adjustment was. Sacrifice was. Because marriage would
require choices. Real choices. Career opportunities rejected.
Cities abandoned. Dreams modified. The future would no longer
belong exclusively to either of them. And Nandini wasn’t
prepared for that reality. Not yet. Perhaps not ever. The
possibility lingered between them. Unspoken. Terrifying.

A few months later another opportunity arrived. This time it
wasn’t merely important. It was extraordinary. Nandini’s
company offered her an advanced management training
assignment in Singapore. The position promised international
exposure, professional growth, and opportunities that could
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transform her entire career. The offer represented everything
ambitious young professionals dreamed about. Most people
would have accepted immediately. Nandini didn’t. For three days
she carried the letter without responding. Three days of
uncertainty. Three days of anxiety. Three days of imagining
conversations she desperately wanted to avoid. Finally, she
traveled to Rajkot. Not for a visit. For a decision. The moment
Aarav saw her at the railway station, he sensed something was
wrong. Nandini rarely looked uncertain. Today uncertainty
surrounded her. “What happened?” “We need to talk.” The words
instantly tightened his chest. Every person in love fears those four
words. They sat later that evening beneath the banyan tree where
so many important conversations had unfolded. The tree
remained unchanged. Older. Larger. But unchanged. Unlike the
two people sitting beneath it. Nandini handed him the letter.
Aarav read it slowly. Then read it again. The significance became
obvious immediately. “This is huge.” She nodded. “You should
take it.” The answer arrived without hesitation. Without
resentment. Without selfishness. Because despite everything, he
genuinely wanted her to succeed. Nandini looked surprised.
“Really?” “Of course.” He forced a smile. “This is what you’ve
worked for.” The sincerity in his voice made the next part even
harder. “What about us?” The question finally arrived. The
unavoidable question. The one neither could escape. Aarav
looked away. Toward the empty campus. Toward memories.
Toward dreams that suddenly seemed fragile. “I don’t know.”
The answer shocked them both. Because Aarav always knew.
Always believed. Always found hope. Now even he sounded
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uncertain. And Nandini hated herself for being relieved. Relieved
because she wasn’t the only one afraid anymore.

Family pressure increased steadily. At first it appeared in
harmless conversations. Questions from relatives. Suggestions
from parents. Curious inquiries during weddings and festivals.
Then the suggestions became more direct. More persistent. More
difficult to ignore. One Sunday afternoon, Aarav’s mother sat
beside him after lunch. “You are twenty-four.” He smiled. “I
know.” “Most men of your age are married.” “There it is.” She
laughed softly. “You knew what I was going to say.” “Everyone
says it.” His mother’s expression softened. “Aarav.” “What?”
“Does she want to marry you?” The question struck with
uncomfortable precision. For several seconds he couldn’t answer.
His silence became an answer itself. His mother noticed. And
suddenly looked older. Sadder. Because mothers often
understand truths before their children are willing to
acknowledge them. Across the country, Nandini faced similar
conversations. Perhaps harsher ones. Because society judged
unmarried women more aggressively. Every family gathering
included questions. Every festival included suggestions. Every
celebration introduced another eligible prospective groom. She
rejected them all. Politely. Repeatedly. Yet each rejection created
new tension at home. One evening her father finally confronted
her. “How long will this continue?” Nandini stared at him.
“What?” “This uncertainty.” The conversation she had avoided
for years was finally happening. Mahendra Desai rarely interfered
in his daughter’s decisions. When he spoke, it mattered. “You
love him.” The statement wasn’t a question. “Yes.” “Then marry
him.” Nandini lowered her eyes. The simplicity of the suggestion
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almost made her laugh. If only it were that simple. Her father
continued. “If you don’t want to marry him, end it.” Pain flashed
across her face. The words felt cruel. Yet she understood his
reasoning. “What you are doing now is unfair.” The sentence
lingered. Because somewhere deep inside, she feared he might be
right.

Months passed. The relationship entered unfamiliar territory. Not
because love disappeared. Because certainty disappeared. Both
still cared. Still called. Still visited. Still tried. Yet something
fundamental had changed. The future no longer felt shared.
Instead, it felt negotiated. And every negotiation left both slightly
more tired. One evening, during a rare weekend together, Aarav
and Nandini walked through a nearly empty public garden. The
sun was setting. Children played nearby. Elderly couples
occupied benches. Life unfolded peacefully around them. Yet
tension accompanied every step. Finally, Aarav stopped walking.
“Nandini.” She looked at him. “I need you to answer something.”
The seriousness in his voice frightened her. “What?”” “If nothing
changes...” He struggled briefly. Then continued. “If five more
years pass exactly like this...” Her heart sank. ... will we still be
together?” The question exposed the truth neither wanted to
confront. Not tomorrow. Not next month. Five years. An entire
future. Nandini opened her mouth. Then closed it again. Because
she genuinely didn’t know. And honesty demanded she admit it.
“I don’t know.” The answer shattered something inside him. Not
because it was cruel. Because it was sincere. If she had lied,
perhaps he could have survived it more easily. Instead, she told
the truth. And the truth felt devastating. For several seconds
neither spoke. The evening breeze moved through the trees.
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Somewhere nearby a child laughed. Life continued. Completely
indifferent to heartbreak. Finally, Aarav nodded. Slowly. Quietly.
As though accepting something painful. For the first time since
they met, he looked tired. Not physically. Emotionally.
Profoundly emotionally. The sight frightened Nandini more than
any argument ever had. Because she suddenly realized something
she had never considered before. The boy who always waited.
The boy who always believed. The boy who always fought for
them. Was growing exhausted. And once hope becomes
exhausted, love begins fighting a battle it rarely wins.

That night neither slept. Aarav sat beside his window listening to
distant thunder. Nandini sat alone in her hotel room staring at the
city lights. Both replayed the same conversation repeatedly.
Searching for different answers. Different possibilities. Different
futures. None appeared. For the first time in five years, they found
themselves asking a question neither had ever imagined. Not
whether they loved each other. That answer remained unchanged.
The question was far more painful. Could they continue loving
each other without destroying the dreams they refused to
abandon? And if the answer was no... Who would eventually let
go first? Outside, the first rain of the season began falling over
Rajkot. Softly. Steadily. The same rain that once witnessed their
beginning. Unaware that it was now watching the slow approach
of their end.
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Chapter Eight: The Last Train

There are moments in life that divide everything into two parts.
Before. And after. Years later, people often struggle to remember
ordinary days. They forget conversations, faces in crowds, and
countless details that once seemed important. Yet certain
moments remain untouched by time. Every word. Every
expression. Every silence. Every heartbeat. Preserved forever.
For Aarav Mehta and Nandini Desai, that moment arrived during
the monsoon of 1992. And neither would ever truly escape it.

The end did not happen suddenly. Contrary to what people
imagine, most relationships do not collapse because of a single
argument. They weaken gradually. Like a rope fraying thread by
thread. Until one day the final thread breaks. The months
following their conversation in the garden became increasingly
difficult. Calls grew shorter. Not because they had less to say.
Because they were afraid of what might be said. Letters became
less frequent. Visits became emotionally exhausting. Every
reunion carried an invisible question. What are we doing? Neither
wanted to ask it. Both carried it. The love remained. The certainty
did not. One evening Aarav received a letter. Not a phone call.
Not a casual message. A letter. The moment he recognized
Nandini’s handwriting, uneasiness settled inside him. She only
wrote letters now when something mattered deeply. He opened
the envelope slowly. The letter was unusually brief. She would
be visiting Rajkot the following weekend. She wanted to meet.
There were no jokes. No stories. No observations. Only a request.
“We need to talk.” Aarav stared at the sentence for a long time.



Then folded the paper carefully. And closed his eyes. Somewhere
deep inside, he already knew.

The rain began early that Saturday morning. A steady monsoon
rain. The kind that transformed streets into rivers and filled the
air with the scent of wet earth. By afternoon the entire city seemed
wrapped in gray. Aarav arrived at their usual tea stall nearly thirty
minutes early. Old habits survived even when hope struggled. He
ordered tea. Then another. Then another. The owner smiled
sympathetically. Everyone in Rajkot knew everyone else’s
stories. Especially stories that lasted five years. When Nandini
finally arrived, Aarav immediately noticed something different.
Not in her appearance. Not in her clothes. In her eyes. The
determination. The sadness. The acceptance. She sat opposite
him. For several seconds neither spoke. Rain struck the tin roof
above them. Cars moved slowly through flooded roads. The
world continued. Yet time seemed frozen. Finally Aarav smiled
faintly. “You always make dramatic entrances.” Nandini laughed
softly. The sound carried more pain than amusement. “You’re
still trying to make me smile.” “It’s a habit.” The answer almost
broke her. Because it reminded her exactly why this was so
difficult. A waiter placed tea before them. Neither touched it.
Finally, Nandini looked directly at him. And asked the question
neither had been brave enough to voice. “Are we happy?” The
simplicity of the question stunned him. For several seconds he
couldn’t answer. Not because he didn’t know. Because he did.
And the truth hurt. “No.” The word emerged quietly. Honestly.
The honesty hurt them both. Nandini nodded slowly. As though
confirming something she already knew. Neither cried. Not yet.
Because grief often begins with silence.
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The conversation lasted nearly three hours. Three hours that
would haunt them for decades. They discussed everything. The
distance. The uncertainty. The exhaustion. The repeated
arguments. The growing resentment neither wanted to admit
existed. The dreams they refused to abandon. The sacrifices
neither fully wanted to make. For the first time, they stopped
protecting each other from uncomfortable truths. And the truths
were devastating. At one point Aarav leaned forward and asked
the question he had carried for years. “If I asked you to come back
tomorrow...” Nandini lowered her eyes. He continued. “If I asked
you to choose us...” The silence stretched painfully. “What
would you do?” She didn’t answer immediately. Because she
respected him too much to lie. When she finally spoke, her voice
trembled. “I don’t know.” The answer struck him harder than any
rejection could have. Not because she chose her career. Because
she couldn’t choose him. And perhaps never would. For a long
moment he simply stared at the rain. The realization settled
slowly. Painfully. Irreversibly. Then Nandini asked her own
question. “If I asked you to leave Rajkot...” Aarav looked at her.
“If T asked you to abandon everything here and move wherever
my career takes me...” Her voice softened. “Would you do it?”
This time he understood immediately. The same impossible
choice. The same painful truth. And after a long silence, he
answered honestly. “I don’t know.” Now it was her turn to hurt.
Because at last they understood. The problem had never been a
lack of love. The problem was that both carried dreams too deeply
rooted to abandon. Neither was wrong. Neither was selfish.
Neither was the villain. They were simply human. And
sometimes being human is enough to break a heart.
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By evening the rain had intensified. The tea stall owner quietly
placed fresh cups on the table. Neither touched them. They no
longer discussed solutions. Only realities. For the first time, both
acknowledged what had remained unspoken for months. Perhaps
years. They were asking each other to become different people.
Aarav wanted certainty. Presence. A shared life. Nandini wanted
possibility. Growth. Freedom to pursue the future she envisioned.
Neither desire was unreasonable. Yet they pulled in opposite
directions. The realization exhausted them. Finally, Nandini
whispered the sentence she had dreaded for months. “Maybe love
isn’t enough.” Aarav closed his eyes. The words felt cruel. Not
because they were wrong. Because they might be right. Five years
earlier he would have argued passionately. Would have fought.
Would have insisted love conquered everything. Now he simply
felt tired. The kind of tiredness that reaches the soul. And for the
first time in his life, he had no argument left.

They decided to walk. Perhaps because neither wanted the
conversation to end. Perhaps because endings feel less final while
people are still moving. The city glistened beneath the rain.
Umbrellas moved through crowded streets. Shop lights reflected
in puddles. The familiar roads carried memories at every turn.
There was the bookstore where they had spent entire afternoons.
The library where friendship began. The restaurant where they
celebrated examination results. The park where they discussed
dreams. Every location felt sacred. And unbearable. Eventually
they reached the railway station. Neither intended to. Their feet
simply carried them there. The sight immediately brought back
memories. Arrivals. Departures. Promises. Reunions. Years of
waiting. Years of hoping. Years of believing. They stood beneath
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the platform roof watching rain fall beyond the tracks. The station
was crowded. Yet somehow, they felt completely alone. Finally,
Aarav spoke. “What happens now?” The question lingered
between them. The final question. The only question that
mattered. Nandini’s eyes filled with tears. The first tears of the
day. The first tears in months. Perhaps years. When she answered,
her voice barely rose above a whisper. “I think we let each other
g0.” The words shattered something inside both of them. Not
dramatically. Not loudly. Like glass breaking underwater. Silent.
Permanent. For several seconds Aarav couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t
think. Couldn’t speak. Five years. Five years reduced to a single
sentence. And yet he knew she was right. That was the cruelest
part. He knew.

The train arrived shortly afterward. An ordinary train. An
ordinary evening. An ordinary departure. History rarely
announces itself. The train doors opened. Passengers began
boarding. Voices echoed across the platform. Life moved
forward. As it always does. As it always will. Nandini picked up
her bag. A simple movement. Yet it felt like the ending of an
entire lifetime. For a moment neither moved. Then Aarav asked
quietly, “Do you still love me?” The question escaped before he
could stop it. The answer mattered. Not because it would change
anything. Because he needed to know. Nandini looked at him.
Really looked at him. At the boy she met during a monsoon
afternoon. The boy who found her lost notes. The boy who waited
beside telephones. The boy who believed in them long after
certainty disappeared. The boy she never stopped loving. Tears
finally slipped down her cheeks. And she smiled through them.
“Yes.” The answer arrived immediately. Without hesitation.
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Without doubt. “Yes.” Aarav felt his heart break. Because love
remained. And yet it changed nothing. Nandini stepped closer.
Close enough to memorize him. Close enough to say goodbye.
Then she whispered the sentence that would follow them for the
next thirty-five years. “But love alone cannot build a life.” The
words remained suspended between them. Forever. Neither
argued. Neither fought. Because there was nothing left to fight.
Only acceptance. Only grief. Only love.

The final whistle sounded. Passengers hurried aboard. Time
ended. Nandini climbed the steps slowly. As though moving
through water. As though each step carried unimaginable weight.
At the doorway she turned back one last time. Aarav remained
exactly where she had left him. Watching. Waiting. Just as he
always had. Their eyes met. No promises. No dramatic
declarations. No impossible vows. Only understanding. The train
began moving. Slowly. Relentlessly. The distance widened. A
few feet. A few meters. Then more. Nandini remained at the
doorway until the platform disappeared. Until Aarav became a
silhouette. Until even the silhouette vanished. Only then did she
sit down. And cry. Not quietly. Not elegantly. Like a person
mourning a future. Because that was exactly what she was doing.

On the platform, Aarav stood motionless long after the train
disappeared. Rain soaked his clothes. Passengers passed around
him. Announcements echoed through the station. Nothing felt
real. At some point the station lights reflected off the wet tracks.
And suddenly he understood. This was the last time. No reunion
waiting. No next visit. No future plan. No postponed dream. The
story was over. Five years of love had ended. Not because they
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stopped loving each other. Because life demanded different
things from them. And neither knew how to give the other what
was needed. The realization hurt more than anger ever could.
Because there was no one to blame. Not her. Not him. Not fate.
Only timing. Only choices. Only life. Aarav remained there until
the rain softened. Then finally turned and walked away. Alone.
For the first time in years. Behind him the railway tracks stretched
endlessly into darkness. Ahead of him lay a future he had never
imagined. And somewhere far away, carrying the same
heartbreak, a train moved through the monsoon night toward
Mumbai. Taking Nandini with it. Leaving behind a love story that
neither of them would ever truly forget. Though they did not
know it yet, thirty-five years would pass before their paths
crossed again. And when they finally did, it would not be their
own love bringing them together. It would be their children’s.
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Chapter Nine: Thirty-Five Monsoons Later

Time is often described as a healer. People say heartbreak fades.
Memories soften. Pain loses its sharp edges. Perhaps that is true.
But time does not erase. It transforms. Some wounds become
scars. And some scars become part of who we are. The years
following Aarav and Nandini’s separation moved forward with
the quiet persistence of a river. Days became months. Months
became years. The world changed. Cities expanded. Technology
evolved. Entire generations grew up. And yet somewhere beneath
the routines of ordinary life, two people carried the memory of a
monsoon goodbye. Not every day. Not every month. But often
enough.

For nearly a year after the breakup, Aarav moved through life
mechanically. He taught classes. Visited family. Met friends.
Fulfilled responsibilities. From the outside, everything appeared
normal. Inside, however, a part of him remained trapped on a
railway platform. Waiting for a train that would never return. His
mother worried constantly. His friends tried distracting him. Even
Manish, who normally relied upon humor, struggled to find the
right words. One evening, almost eighteen months after the
breakup, Manish finally confronted him. “You have to stop living
in the past.” Aarav stared into his tea. “I’m not.” “Then start
living in the present.” The simplicity of the advice irritated him.
Because it sounded impossible. Yet somewhere deep inside, he
understood his friend was right. Life had continued moving. Only
he remained standing still. Gradually, very gradually, he began
rebuilding. Not by forgetting. By accepting. Acceptance arrived



in small moments. A conversation that made him laugh
unexpectedly. A student’s success that filled him with pride. A
family gathering that reminded him happiness still existed. The
process was slow. Painfully slow. But it happened. Three years
later, through family introductions, Aarav met Kavya Shah. She
was a schoolteacher. Warm-hearted. Patient. Kind without being
naive. Unlike Nandini, she rarely analyzed emotions. She simply
experienced them. Their relationship began modestly. No
dramatic sparks. No overwhelming passion. Just comfort.
Respect. Friendship. And eventually affection. When they
married, Aarav worried he was being unfair. That some part of
him still belonged to the past. Yet Kavya possessed a quiet
wisdom. She never demanded comparisons. Never competed
with memories. Never asked questions he wasn’t ready to answer.
Instead she built a life beside him. One day at a time. And slowly,
without realizing it, Aarav learned how to smile again. Five years
into their marriage, their son was born. They named him Vihaan.
The arrival of that tiny child transformed everything. Suddenly
life felt larger than old heartbreaks. Larger than regret. Larger
than memory. Aarav discovered a new purpose. A new love. A
new future. And though a small corner of his heart would always
belong to another time, he no longer lived there.

Meanwhile, in Mumbai, Nandini’s journey followed a different
path. The months after the breakup were equally painful. Perhaps
more painful. Because she had been the one who spoke the final
words. The one who chose practicality. The one who walked
away. People often assume the person who leaves suffers less.
They are usually wrong. For a long time, Nandini questioned
herself. Had she made the right choice? Had ambition truly
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mattered more? Could things have been different? The questions
arrived during quiet nights. Long taxi rides. Moments of
unexpected loneliness. There were no easy answers. Only
uncertainty. Yet life, as always, continued. Her career flourished.
Promotions followed promotions. Responsibilities increased.
Success arrived exactly as she had imagined. And yet success felt
different than expected. Not empty. But incomplete. Because
achievement solved many problems. Loneliness wasn’t one of
them. Several years later she met Raghav Desai during a
corporate conference. He was intelligent. Grounded. Thoughtful.
Unlike many people in their profession, he valued balance more
than ambition. They became friends first. Then companions.
Then partners. Raghav never tried to control her dreams. Never
demanded sacrifices she wasn’t willing to make. He respected her
independence. Admired her strength. Accepted her entirely.
Eventually they married. And for the first time in many years,
Nandini allowed herself to believe she could be happy again. A
few years later their daughter arrived. They named her Aanya.
The moment Nandini held her for the first time, something
changed. The endless race toward achievement suddenly seemed
less important. Not unimportant. Simply less central. For years
she had pursued success as though it represented the ultimate
destination. Motherhood taught her otherwise. Love returned to
the center of her life. Different love. But love nonetheless.

Time continued its relentless march. The decades passed. India
changed dramatically. The world became smaller. Technology
connected distant cities instantly. Mobile phones replaced letters.
Video calls replaced waiting. The very challenges that once
separated Aarav and Nandini gradually disappeared for younger
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generations. Life seemed almost amused by the irony. Through
all these changes, neither Aarav nor Nandini attempted to contact
the other. Not once. Not because they hated each other. Because
they respected the lives they had built. The past remained where
it belonged. In the past. Occasionally memories surfaced. A
familiar song. A rainy afternoon. An old photograph discovered
unexpectedly. Moments that reopened forgotten chapters. But
only briefly. Then life resumed. As it always did.

In 2027, Rajkot looked very different from the city they once
knew. Modern buildings stood where empty lots once existed.
New roads connected expanding neighborhoods. Coffee shops
replaced old tea stalls. Young professionals carried laptops
instead of notebooks. Yet some things remained unchanged. The
monsoons still arrived. The banyan tree still stood. And
somewhere beneath the surface, old stories still waited. At fifty-
nine, Aarav had become exactly the kind of teacher students
remembered decades after graduation. Respected. Beloved. Wise.
His hair had turned silver. Fine lines marked the corners of his
eyes. Yet kindness still defined his face. After retiring from full-
time teaching, he spent much of his time reading, mentoring
young educators, and occasionally writing articles for local
publications. Life had become peaceful. Predictable. Good. One
Sunday morning he sat on his veranda drinking tea while Vihaan
prepared for a business trip. The contrast between father and son
amused him frequently. Vihaan inherited Aarav’s emotional
nature. But unlike his father, he also possessed confidence. The
younger generation carried themselves differently. Perhaps
because the world demanded different strengths. As Vihaan
loaded luggage into his car, Aarav called out. “Don’t forget to
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call your mother.” Vihaan laughed. “You tell me that every time.”
“And every time you forget.” “Not every time.” “Almost every
time.” The familiar exchange ended with both smiling. Watching
his son drive away, Aarav felt a surge of gratitude. Life had not
unfolded as he once imagined. Yet it had unfolded well. And that
mattered.

Hundreds of kilometers away in Ahmedabad, fifty-eight-year-old
Nandini Desai stood before a conference room delivering a
presentation. Age had refined rather than diminished her
presence. She still commanded attention effortlessly. Still carried
herself with confidence. Still pursued excellence. Yet the sharp
ambition of youth had softened into something more balanced.
More humane. Her priorities had changed. Family now occupied
the center of her world. Especially Aanya. Their daughter
inherited Nandini’s intelligence and determination. But also her
father’s emotional warmth. The combination often surprised
people. And occasionally worried her. Because Aanya cared
deeply. Sometimes too deeply. After finishing her presentation,
Nandini checked her phone. A message from Aanya awaited.
“Reached Bengaluru safely.” Nandini smiled. Her daughter was
traveling for a major collaborative project involving multiple
companies. A routine professional assignment. Nothing
extraordinary. At least that was what she believed. Because life
rarely announces important beginnings. Just as it had not
announced them thirty-five years earlier.

In Bengaluru, Aanya Desai stepped out of a taxi and entered a
modern office building. The project would last several months.
Long enough to establish new professional relationships. Long
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enough to change lives. Inside the building, another employee
arrived at nearly the same moment. Carrying a laptop bag.
Checking messages. Completely unaware of what waited ahead.
His name was Vihaan Mehta. Their paths crossed briefly near the
reception desk. Nothing dramatic happened. No music played. No
magical recognition occurred. They merely glanced at one
another before continuing toward separate elevators. A perfectly
ordinary moment. Forgettable. Insignificant. Or so it seemed.
Thirty-five years earlier, another young man had noticed a young
woman standing beside a college notice board during a monsoon
afternoon. That moment also seemed insignificant. Life often
hides its greatest stories inside ordinary beginnings. And
somewhere, beyond the awareness of either family, history had
quietly begun repeating itself. Only this time, the ending would
be different.
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Chapter Ten: A New Beginning

History rarely repeats itself exactly. The people change. The
circumstances change. The world changes. Yet human hearts
often travel familiar paths. Love. Fear. Hope. Regret. The
emotions remain remarkably similar, regardless of generation.
What changes is how people respond to them. That difference
would eventually define the story of Vihaan Mehta and Aanya
Desai.

When Vihaan first noticed Aanya, he did not fall in love. He
wasn’t the type. Unlike his father, who could spend an entire
week thinking about a single glance, Vihaan preferred certainty.
Experience had taught him that attraction and compatibility were
very different things. At twenty-eight, he had already witnessed
enough failed relationships among friends and colleagues to
understand that initial chemistry meant very little. Still, he
noticed her. That was unavoidable. The collaborative technology
project brought together professionals from several companies
across India. Teams worked long hours. Deadlines were
demanding. Meetings seemed endless. Under such
circumstances, people quickly learned which colleagues made
life easier and which made it difficult. Aanya fell firmly into the
first category. She was efficient. Organized. Intelligent. Prepared.
Every presentation arrived on time. Every report was
meticulously structured. Every problem received immediate
attention. The entire team appreciated her professionalism.
Vihaan appreciated something else. Her honesty. Unlike many
corporate professionals who buried disagreements beneath polite



language, Aanya expressed her opinions directly. Respectfully.
But directly. The quality amused him. Partly because it
occasionally created chaos. Their first real conversation occurred
during a project planning session. A senior manager proposed a
timeline that everyone knew was unrealistic. The room remained
silent. Nobody wanted to challenge leadership. Then Aanya
calmly raised her hand. “That schedule won’t work.” The
statement landed like a stone in water. Every head turned. The
manager blinked. “Why not?” Aanya opened her laptop.
Displayed several charts. And systematically explained exactly
why the proposed timeline would fail. Ten minutes later the
manager reluctantly agreed. The schedule was revised. The
meeting ended. As employees filed out of the conference room,
Vihaan caught up with her. “You’re brave.” Aanya looked
confused. “For telling the truth.” She laughed. “That’s bravery
now?” “In corporate environments? Absolutely.” The answer
made her smile. The conversation lasted less than two minutes.
Yet both remembered it. Not because it was significant. Because
it felt easy. Natural. The kind of interaction that leaves a pleasant
impression without demanding attention.

Over the following weeks they worked together frequently.
Project deadlines created countless opportunities for
collaboration. Morning meetings became afternoon discussions.
Afternoon discussions became evening brainstorming sessions.
Gradually familiarity developed. Then friendship. The process
unfolded so naturally that neither noticed it happening. One
evening, after an especially exhausting day, several team
members gathered at a nearby café. The conversation drifted from
work to personal interests. Books. Films. Travel. Music.
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Eventually someone asked a simple question. “If money didn’t
matter, what would you do?” The answers varied dramatically.
One person wanted to travel the world. Another wanted to start a
business. Someone else dreamed of writing a novel. When the
question reached Vihaan, he thought briefly. “I’d teach.” The
answer surprised everyone. Including Aanya. “Teach?” He
nodded. “My father was a teacher.” The pride in his voice
appeared immediately. “He changed people’s lives.” The
sincerity impressed her. Most people discussed careers in terms
of status or income. Vihaan discussed purpose. The distinction
felt refreshing. When the question reached Aanya, her answer
arrived without hesitation. “I’d still work.” Several people
laughed. She shrugged. “I like building things.” “What kind of
things?” Vihaan asked. “Solutions.” The answer sounded
perfectly consistent with everything he had observed about her.
Practical. Focused. Determined. Yet something about the way she
said it revealed deeper meaning. As though achievement
represented more than ambition. As though work fulfilled some
personal need she rarely discussed. The realization intrigued him.

Months passed. The friendship strengthened. Neither rushed it.
Neither forced it. Modern relationships often develop rapidly,
accelerated by constant communication and digital connectivity.
This one unfolded differently. Patiently. Thoughtfully. Built upon
conversations rather than assumptions. One Saturday afternoon
the project team organized a weekend outing to a nearby cultural
festival. Most employees attended. Including Vihaan and Aanya.
The event featured traditional music, food stalls, and artisan
exhibitions celebrating regional culture. The atmosphere
reminded Vihaan of stories his parents occasionally told about
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college festivals. Though he rarely listened carefully. Parents, he
assumed, exaggerated nostalgia. As they walked through the
crowded grounds, Aanya paused beside a stall selling handmade
journals. She picked one up immediately. The gesture surprised
him. “You keep journals?” “Sometimes.” The answer sounded
cautious. As though she wasn’t entirely comfortable admitting it.
“What do you write?” Aanya smiled. “That information remains
classified.” Vihaan laughed. The expression on her face softened.
For a moment neither spoke. Then she asked unexpectedly,
“What about you?” “What about me?” “What do you write?”
Vihaan looked genuinely confused. “Why would 1 write
anything?”” Now it was her turn to laugh. The sound carried easily
through the afternoon air. For reasons neither understood, the
moment remained with both of them long afterward.

As friendship deepened, differences emerged. Unlike Aarav and
Nandini, however, these differences rarely created tension.
Instead they created balance. Vihaan was emotional. Aanya was
analytical. Vihaan trusted instincts. Aanya trusted evidence.
Vihaan made decisions through intuition. Aanya preferred
preparation. Yet rather than pulling them apart, the contrasts often
strengthened their connection. Each possessed qualities the other
lacked. One evening they remained in the office long after most
colleagues had left. A major deadline approached. Several
unexpected complications threatened the project. Stress levels
were high. Everyone felt exhausted. At around nine o’clock,
Aanya finally closed her laptop. “We need a break.” Vihaan
looked up. “Agreed.” Twenty minutes later they sat in a nearly
empty café across the street. Rain tapped gently against the
windows. The city lights reflected on wet roads. For a while
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neither discussed work. The silence felt comfortable. Eventually
Aanya asked, “Do you ever worry you’re disappointing people?”
The question arrived unexpectedly. Personal questions rarely
appeared without warning. Vihaan studied her carefully. “All the
time.” She seemed surprised. “You do?” “Of course.” The answer
made her smile faintly. For several seconds she stared at her
coffee. Then admitted quietly, “My mother thinks I'm too
emotional.” The confession shocked him. “Your mother has
clearly never met my mother.” The response made her laugh. The
tension disappeared instantly. Yet the conversation continued.
For the next hour they discussed family expectations. Childhood
experiences. Dreams. Fears. The kinds of topics people usually
avoid until friendship becomes meaningful. Neither realized it
then. But something important shifted that evening. A foundation
formed. Not romance. Not yet. Trust. And trust often arrives
before love.

By the end of the project’s fourth month, nearly everyone
assumed Vihaan and Aanya were dating. The assumption amused
them both. Mostly because it wasn’t true. At least technically. Yet
neither seemed eager to correct people. The observation should
have concerned them. Instead it became a running joke. One
afternoon a colleague casually asked when they planned to make
the relationship official. Aanya nearly dropped her coffee. Vihaan
laughed so hard he couldn’t answer. The colleague looked
unconvinced. Which only made the situation funnier. Later that
evening, while walking toward the parking area, Aanya shook her
head. “People are ridiculous.” Vihaan nodded. “Completely.” A
brief silence followed. Then: “They do realize we’re friends.” “Of
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course.” Another silence. Slightly longer. Then both smiled.
Because neither sounded entirely convinced.

That night, after returning to her apartment, Aanya stood beside
her window watching rain fall across the city. The sight always
calmed her. Rain carried a strange emotional quality. Difficult to
explain. Easy to feel. Her phone buzzed. A message from Vihaan.
A photograph of an unfinished presentation slide accompanied by
a single sentence. “Tell me this is terrible.” Aanya laughed
immediately. The presentation looked perfectly fine. She typed a
response. The conversation continued. Then another. Then
another. Almost an hour passed before either noticed the time.
The realization should have been insignificant. Instead it left her
strangely thoughtful. Because somewhere during the past few
months, communicating with Vihaan had become one of the most
natural parts of her day. The thought lingered. Not
uncomfortably. Not dramatically. Simply present. Across the
city, Vihaan experienced a similar realization. He found himself
smiling at messages before reading them. Looking forward to
conversations. Sharing thoughts automatically. The pattern felt
familiar. Comfortable. Important. And though neither was ready
to acknowledge it, something beautiful had quietly begun. Not
because fate demanded it. Not because history repeated itself.
Because two people were slowly learning to trust one another.
The way all meaningful love stories begin. Far away, in different
cities, Aarav and Nandini prepared for sleep without the slightest
idea that their children had already met. Without realizing it, the
next chapter of a story they believed ended thirty-five years
earlier had already begun. This time, however, the story would
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not be written by fear. It would be written by choice. And that
would make all the difference.
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Chapter Eleven: History Repeats Itself

The most dangerous thing about love is how ordinary it feels
while it is happening. People expect dramatic transformations.
They imagine lightning strikes and grand revelations. In reality,
love often arrives disguised as habit. A message you wait for. A
voice that calms you. A presence you begin unconsciously
depending upon. By the time you recognize it, the feeling has
already taken root. That was exactly what happened to Vihaan
Mehta and Aanya Desai. Neither planned it. Neither pursued it.
Yet over the following months, friendship quietly evolved into
something deeper. The change revealed itself through small
moments. The way Vihaan noticed immediately when Aanya
seemed tired. The way Aanya could identify his mood simply by
reading a text message. The way both automatically searched for
the other in crowded rooms. The way ordinary experiences
seemed more enjoyable when shared. None of it appeared
significant individually. Together, however, the pattern became
impossible to ignore.

One evening the project team gathered to celebrate a major
milestone. Months of work had finally produced results. The
atmosphere was relaxed. People laughed more freely than usual.
Deadlines no longer dominated every conversation. For the first
time in weeks, everyone seemed genuinely happy. At some point
the discussion turned toward relationships. An inevitable subject
whenever professionals reached a certain age. One colleague
complained about dating applications. Another described a
disastrous blind date. The stories became increasingly



entertaining. Eventually someone pointed toward Vihaan. “What
about you?” Vihaan immediately shook his head. “No.” “No
relationship?” “No relationship.” The group looked skeptical.
Then several heads turned toward Aanya simultaneously. The
reaction triggered immediate laughter. Aanya rolled her eyes.
“Don’t involve me.” “Why not?” “Because I’'m innocent.” The
declaration only increased everyone’s amusement. For the
remainder of the evening, neither escaped teasing. Surprisingly,
neither seemed particularly bothered by it. The realization did not
go unnoticed. Especially by each other.

A few days later, Aanya received difficult news. Her company
planned a major restructuring. Several employees would be
transferred to different cities. Nothing had been finalized. Yet
uncertainty spread quickly. Rumors multiplied. Speculation
dominated conversations. By afternoon, anxiety filled the office.
Aanya normally handled uncertainty well. This time felt
different. Because for the first time, the possibility of leaving
genuinely upset her. Not because of the city. Not because of the
job. Because of a person. The realization arrived unexpectedly.
And frightened her. That evening she remained unusually quiet.
Vihaan noticed immediately. “What’s wrong?” “Nothing.”
“That’s not true.” The answer arrived too quickly. Too
automatically. Aanya sighed. Then explained the situation. The
transfer. The rumors. The uncertainty. Vihaan listened carefully.
When she finished, silence followed. Finally he asked, “If they
transfer you, would you go?”” The question sounded simple. Yet
both understood its significance. Aanya looked away. Toward the
rain-darkened city outside the office window. “I don’t know.”
The answer surprised her. Because several years earlier she
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would have responded immediately. Without hesitation. Career
first. Opportunity first. Always. Now the answer felt complicated.
The realization lingered. Neither mentioned it. Yet both
understood its meaning.

Weeks later, on a rainy Saturday afternoon, Vihaan and Aanya
found themselves exploring a bookstore after lunch. The visit had
not been planned. Most meaningful moments rarely are. Rain
forced them indoors. The bookstore happened to be nearby. That
was all. Or so they told themselves. They wandered between
shelves discussing novels and biographies. Occasionally
disagreeing. Frequently laughing. The familiar rhythm of their
friendship felt effortless. At one point Aanya stopped beside a
collection of classic literature. Her attention settled on an old
novel. The cover appeared worn. Beloved. Frequently read.
“You’ve read this?” Vihaan asked. Aanya nodded. “Twice.”
“Any good?” “It’s heartbreaking.” He laughed. “That doesn’t
answer the question.” “It absolutely does.” For several seconds
they stood quietly examining books. Then Aanya spoke again.
“Do you think people regret ending relationships?” The question
appeared casual. Yet something in her voice suggested otherwise.
Vihaan considered carefully. “Some do.” “And others?” “Others
regret staying.” The answer made her smile. Because it sounded
exactly like him. Balanced. Honest. Thoughtful. After a brief
pause, he asked, “Why?” “No reason.” The response convinced
him there was definitely a reason. Still, he chose not to press
further. Trusting that some conversations arrive naturally when
the time is right.
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That night, back in Ahmedabad, Nandini noticed something
unusual during a video call with her daughter. Aanya seemed
distracted. Not unhappy. Not troubled. Simply elsewhere. The
observation intrigued her. Mothers develop extraordinary
instincts over time. Especially mothers who spent years analyzing
people professionally. “What are you thinking about?” Aanya
looked startled. “Nothing.” Nandini laughed. “That answer has
never convinced anyone.” Aanya smiled. Then looked away. And
suddenly Nandini understood. Not everything. Only enough.
There was someone. Perhaps not a relationship yet. But someone
important. The realization produced an unexpected reaction.
Happiness. Followed immediately by concern. Because love
always carried risks. And because certain memories never
entirely disappeared. Across Gujarat, Aarav experienced a similar
conversation. Though less sophisticated. Vihaan’s mother,
Kavya, noticed the changes first. The increased smiling. The
distracted moments. The mysterious messages. Eventually she
shared her observations with Aarav. “I think your son is in love.”
Aarav laughed. “You’ve decided this based on what?” “The fact
that I raised him.” The answer ended the discussion immediately.
Because experience suggested she was usually correct. Aarav
smiled. The possibility pleased him. Though he could not explain
why. Perhaps because he remembered being young. Remembered
believing anything was possible. Remembered the excitement of
discovering someone who made ordinary days feel extraordinary.
The memories arrived unexpectedly. Then faded. As they always
did.

Meanwhile, the project approached completion. The realization
affected everyone. Especially Vihaan and Aanya. Because
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endings create clarity. Suddenly they became aware of how much
time they spent together. How frequently they communicated.
How naturally they depended upon one another. The awareness
changed everything. And nothing. One evening, after a long
meeting, they walked toward the parking area beneath a shared
umbrella. Rain fell steadily around them. Traffic moved slowly
through the wet streets. The moment felt strangely peaceful.
Neither seemed eager to leave. Finally Vihaan stopped walking.
The movement surprised Aanya. “What happened?” For several
seconds he said nothing. Then smiled nervously. A sight she had
never witnessed before. And somehow that made her heart race.
“Aanya.” The way he said her name changed the atmosphere
immediately. Not dramatically. Just enough. She looked at him.
Waiting. Vihaan took a slow breath. Then decided honesty was
easier than courage. “I like you.” The confession hung between
them. Simple. Direct. Uncomplicated. Exactly the way he
intended. Rain continued falling. Cars continued moving. The
world continued turning. Yet neither seemed aware of any of it.
Aanya stared at him. Then laughed softly. Not because the
confession amused her. Because relief overwhelmed her. The
reaction confused him. “That wasn’t the response I expected.”
She shook her head. Still smiling. “Good.” “What does that
mean?” “It means you finally said it.” The realization struck
immediately. Vihaan blinked. Then laughed. Then laughed
harder. Because suddenly everything made sense. The
conversations. The looks. The assumptions. The unspoken
understanding. All of it. Finally he managed to ask, “So...”
Aanya raised an eyebrow. “So?” “Is that a yes?” Her smile
widened. A smile carrying certainty. Warmth. Hope. “Yes.” The

67



answer arrived without hesitation. Without fear. Without
conditions. And in that moment, history repeated itself. A young
man and a young woman standing beneath the rain. Two hearts
choosing each other. Another love story beginning. Yet despite
the similarities, one crucial difference already existed. When
Aarav and Nandini fell in love, they assumed the future would
somehow work itself out. Vihaan and Aanya knew better. Their
generation had witnessed enough broken relationships to
understand that love required effort. Communication. Choice.
The realization would matter later. Far more than either currently
understood. For now, however, none of that seemed important.
Because they were standing beneath the rain. Smiling at each
other. And beginning a journey that would eventually reconnect
two lives separated by thirty-five monsoons. Though neither
knew it yet. The story their parents believed had ended was
slowly preparing to begin again.
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Chapter Twelve: Cracks in the Distance

Love stories often end at the confession. The books close. The
credits roll. The couple walks into the future hand in hand.
Reality, however, begins there. Because falling in love is not the
challenge. Remaining in love is. And sooner or later, every
relationship encounters the same question: Can two people
continue choosing each other when life becomes complicated?
For Vihaan and Aanya, that question arrived sooner than
expected.

The first few months of their relationship felt wonderfully
ordinary. There were no dramatic declarations. No endless social
media posts. No attempt to transform love into a performance.
Instead they focused on building something real. Weekend visits.
Late-night conversations. Shared routines. Long discussions
about books, careers, families, and future plans. The relationship
developed with a maturity that surprised even them. Partly
because they were older. Partly because both had spent years
observing failed relationships around them. Neither believed love
survived on feelings alone. Effort mattered. Communication
mattered. Trust mattered. And so they practiced those things
intentionally. The result was a relationship that felt surprisingly
stable. Until life intervened. As it always does.

The first challenge arrived through Vihaan’s company. A major
international client offered an opportunity that most professionals
would consider a dream. A leadership role. Substantial career
growth. A salary increase. The chance to oversee operations in



Singapore for at least two years. The offer was extraordinary.
Vihaan knew it immediately. So did everyone around him. His
manager practically celebrated before he even accepted. Friends
congratulated him. Colleagues expressed envy. The promotion
represented the kind of opportunity people worked toward for
years. There was only one problem. Aanya. The realization
appeared instantly. Not because she would oppose the move.
Because distance changes things. No matter how strong a
relationship appears. That evening, while staring at the official
offer letter, Vihaan felt something strange. Instead of excitement,
he felt uncertainty. The feeling reminded him of a story his father
once told. Years ago, during a conversation neither of them had
thought particularly significant, Aarav had said something
Vihaan never forgot. “Success is wonderful. Just make sure you
don’t reach the top and discover nobody important is standing
beside you.” At the time it sounded like ordinary parental
wisdom. Now it felt different. Personal. Urgent.

Aanya learned about the opportunity two days later. They sat
together in a quiet café overlooking a lake. The atmosphere
should have been celebratory. Instead both seemed thoughtful.
“You should take it.” The answer arrived immediately. Without
hesitation. Vihaan studied her carefully. “You didn’t even think
about it.” “I did.” “When?” “The moment you told me.” Her
smile appeared genuine. Proud. Supportive. Exactly the response
he expected. Yet something felt incomplete. “What happens to
us?” The question lingered. Aanya stirred her coffee slowly. Then
answered honestly. “We figure it out.” The words sounded
familiar. Almost hauntingly familiar. Though neither understood
why. Vihaan remained silent. Finally Aanya reached across the
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table. Took his hand. And added, “We don’t make decisions
based on fear.” The sentence settled between them. Powerful.
Simple. True.

Three weeks later life complicated matters further. Aanya
received an opportunity of her own. A multinational consulting
firm offered her a senior strategy role based in London. The
position represented a major professional advancement. The type
of opportunity that could redefine an entire career. For several
hours she sat alone in her apartment staring at the email. Part of
her felt excited. Part of her felt terrified. Not because of London.
Because of timing. When she finally told Vihaan, his reaction
mirrored hers perfectly. “That’s incredible.” The words carried
complete sincerity. Aanya smiled faintly. “You’re supposed to be
upset.” “Why?” “Because this complicates everything.” Vihaan
laughed softly. “That doesn’t make it less incredible.” The answer
nearly made her cry. Because support often feels most
meaningful ~ when  circumstances  make  selfishness
understandable.

The following months became a test. Not of love. Of discipline.
Distance transformed daily routines. Time zones -created
challenges. Work schedules became unpredictable. Video calls
replaced dinner conversations. Messages replaced spontaneous
visits. The relationship entered unfamiliar territory. Yet unlike
many couples, they approached the situation consciously.
Whenever frustration appeared, they discussed it. Whenever
misunderstandings emerged, they addressed them. Whenever
insecurity surfaced, they acknowledged it. The process wasn’t
always comfortable. But it prevented silence from becoming a
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habit. One evening, after a particularly stressful week, Aanya
finally admitted something she had been feeling for months. “I
hate this.” Vihaan looked up from his screen. “The distance?”
“All of it.” Her voice cracked slightly. The honesty surprised
even her. “I hate planning conversations.” “I hate calculating time
zones.” “I hate missing things.” The words continued spilling out.
“I hate pretending this isn’t difficult.” For a moment Vihaan
simply listened. Then nodded. “Good.” The response startled her.
“What?” “Good.” “Why?” “Because | hate it too.” The answer
changed everything. Not because it solved the problem. Because
it removed the pressure to appear strong. For the next hour they
discussed fears they had both been hiding. Loneliness.
Uncertainty. Exhaustion. The conversation hurt. Yet afterward
both felt lighter. Because shared burdens weigh less.

Meanwhile, their parents observed the relationship from a
distance. Without realizing the significance. Without recognizing
the echoes. One Sunday afternoon Aarav sat beside Vihaan
during a family lunch. The conversation eventually drifted toward
relationships. As it often did. “How’s Aanya?” Vihaan smiled
automatically. The reaction amused his father. “That good?”
“Most days.” The answer sounded honest enough to attract
Aarav’s attention. “Most days?” Vihaan hesitated. Then decided
to tell the truth. “The distance is difficult.” The statement landed
unexpectedly. Because it awakened memories Aarav rarely
revisited. Phone calls. Letters. Waiting. Promises. The past
briefly surfaced. Then disappeared. Still, something compelled
him to ask, “And what are you doing about it?”” Vihaan looked
confused. “What do you mean?” “What are you doing to protect
the relationship?” The question surprised him. Most people
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focused on problems. His father focused on actions. “I don’t
know.” Aarav smiled gently. “Figure it out.” The answer seemed
overly simple. Yet it remained with Vihaan long afterward.

Several hundred kilometers away, Nandini experienced a similar
conversation with Aanya. Mother and daughter sat together on a
balcony overlooking Ahmedabad. Rain drifted across the city. A
familiar monsoon rain. Aanya discussed work. Travel. Future
plans. Then eventually mentioned Vihaan. The change in her
voice was immediate. Nandini noticed. Mothers always notice.
“You love him.” The statement arrived casually. Aanya laughed.
“Is it that obvious?” “Painfully.” The answer made both smile.
For several moments silence followed. Then Nandini asked
quietly, “When things become difficult, what do you do?” Aanya
seemed surprised. “We talk.” The answer appeared obvious.
Natural. Expected. Yet something about it struck Nandini deeply.
Because thirty-five years earlier she and Aarav had spent years
discussing problems. But rarely discussing fears. Rarely
discussing needs. Rarely discussing the emotional truths hidden
beneath practical arguments. The distinction suddenly seemed
important. More important than she had ever realized.

As the second year of distance approached, new tensions
emerged. Small ones. Manageable ones. Yet real. Missed calls.
Delayed messages. Cancelled visits. Ordinary challenges
amplified by geography. One evening a misunderstanding
escalated unexpectedly. Aanya interpreted a comment
incorrectly. Vihaan responded defensively. Neither intended
harm. Yet frustration accumulated rapidly. For the first time in
their relationship, the argument felt serious. When the call ended
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abruptly, both remained angry. Hours passed. Neither slept.
Neither worked effectively. The silence stretched. Heavy.
Uncomfortable. Dangerous. Then, at three o’clock in the
morning, Aanya’s phone buzzed. A message from Vihaan. “We
are not becoming one of those couples who stop talking.” She
stared at the screen. Read the message twice. Then smiled despite
herself. A minute later her reply arrived. “Agreed.” The
conversation resumed. Not because the issue disappeared.
Because both valued the relationship more than their pride. The
distinction mattered. More than either realized.

By the end of that year, neither knew exactly what the future
looked like. Career opportunities continued pulling them toward
different continents. Responsibilities multiplied. Decisions
loomed. The challenges were real. The risks undeniable. And yet
something important had changed. Unlike the generation before
them, they no longer viewed conflict as evidence of failure. They
viewed it as work. Necessary work. Difficult work. The kind of
work love demands. One rainy evening, during a video call
stretching across continents, Vihaan looked at Aanya and said
quietly, “No matter what happens, we keep talking.” Aanya
nodded. “No matter what.” The promise sounded simple. Almost
ordinary. Yet thirty-five years earlier, a different couple might
have been saved by exactly those words. Far away in Rajkot and
Ahmedabad, two parents prepared for sleep. Completely unaware
that their children were slowly succeeding where they themselves
had failed. The cracks had appeared. Distance had arrived. Life
had complicated everything. History was repeating itself. But for
the first time, the ending was beginning to change.
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Chapter Thirteen: Choosing to Stay

Love changes many things. It changes priorities. It changes
routines. It changes the way people imagine the future. But
perhaps its greatest test arrives when two people must decide
whether love is something they merely feel or something they are
willing to protect. Feelings are easy. Protection requires effort.
Sacrifice. Humility. And the courage to admit that being right is
sometimes less important than staying together. For Vihaan and
Aanya, that lesson arrived during the third year of their
relationship. And it would change everything.

By early 2030, the distance had become exhausting. Not
unbearable. Not impossible. Simply exhausting. The relationship
remained strong. The affection remained unquestionable. Yet
maintaining connection across continents demanded constant
attention. Every conversation required planning. Every visit
required coordination. Every disagreement carried additional
weight. There were days when both felt tired. Days when
loneliness seemed larger than hope. Days when the future felt
frustratingly uncertain. The realization frightened them. Not
because they doubted each other. Because they recognized the
pattern. For months, neither openly discussed it. Then one
evening Aanya did something unexpected. She booked a flight.
Not to surprise Vihaan. Not to create a romantic gesture. To have
an honest conversation. Sometimes love requires proximity. Not
because distance makes communication impossible. Because
certain truths deserve to be spoken face to face.



Vihaan met her at the airport. The moment he saw her emerging
from the arrivals gate, something inside him relaxed. A tension
he hadn’t fully acknowledged suddenly disappeared. The
realization itself was revealing. When they embraced, neither said
much. Words could wait. The relief could not. For the next
several hours they wandered through the city. Talking about
ordinary things. Work. Travel. Family. Friends. Everything
except the topic that brought them together. Finally, as evening
settled across the waterfront, Aanya stopped walking. “We need
to talk.” Vihaan laughed softly. “Those four words should be
illegal.” The joke earned a smile. Then seriousness returned.
Aanya looked toward the water. For several moments she seemed
uncertain how to begin. Then she chose honesty. “I’m tired.” The
confession emerged quietly. Not dramatically. Not emotionally.
Just truthfully. Vihaan nodded. “Me too.” The admission
surprised neither of them. The relationship had reached a point
where pretending no longer served any purpose. Aanya
continued. “I love you.” The words arrived immediately. Certain.
Uncomplicated. “That isn’t the problem.” “I know.” “I still want
this.” “I know.” “Then why does it feel so difficult?” The
question lingered between them. For a long time neither
answered. Finally Vihaan sighed. “Because we’ve been trying to
make the relationship fit around our lives.” Aanya frowned
slightly. “What does that mean?” “It means work gets scheduled
first.” He looked at her carefully. “Then we fit each other into
whatever space remains.” The observation struck harder than
either expected. Because it was true. Painfully true. Both had
spent years protecting their careers. Protecting their ambitions.
Protecting their independence. The relationship survived. But
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mostly through effort. Not through intentional design. The
realization changed the entire conversation.

For the first time, they stopped discussing how to endure the
situation. And started discussing how to change it. The distinction
mattered enormously. For hours they examined possibilities.
Transfers. Remote work arrangements. Career compromises.
Alternative plans. Nothing was dismissed immediately. Nothing
was treated as impossible. The process felt different from
previous conversations. Less defensive. More collaborative.
Neither approached the discussion trying to win. Both
approached it trying to solve a problem. Aanya eventually
laughed. “What?” Vihaan looked confused. “We sound like
consultants.” The answer made him smile. “At least consultants
get paid.” The humor briefly lightened the atmosphere. Yet
beneath it, something important was happening. For the first time,
they were fighting for the same future rather than defending
separate ones.

Several weeks later they made a decision. Not a perfect decision.
Not a permanent one. A choice. A starting point. Vihaan
requested a transfer back to India. The move would slow certain
aspects of his career progression. Not destroy them. Not even
significantly damage them. Simply alter the timeline. Meanwhile,
Aanya declined a second overseas assignment and accepted a
strategic leadership position based in Bengaluru. Again, not a
sacrifice. A choice. A different path toward the same professional
goals. The reactions from colleagues varied dramatically. Some
people considered them foolish. Others considered them
romantic. Most considered them confusing. Because modern
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culture often presents success and relationships as competing
priorities. Vihaan and Aanya increasingly rejected that
assumption. The goal wasn’t choosing one over the other. The
goal was building a life that included both. The process required
compromise. But compromise was not defeat. That realization
would become one of the most important lessons of their lives.

The changes did not solve everything. They solved enough.
Distance decreased. Communication improved. The relationship
felt lighter. Healthier. More sustainable. For the first time in
years, the future appeared manageable rather than intimidating.
One rainy evening, several months after relocating, they sat
together on the balcony of Aanya’s apartment. Monsoon clouds
stretched across the Bengaluru skyline. Traffic lights reflected on
wet roads below. The city hummed softly beneath the rain. For a
while neither spoke. The silence felt peaceful. Then Aanya asked
a question. “Do you ever wonder why some people make it and
others don’t?” Vihaan looked thoughtful. “In relationships?” She
nodded. He considered carefully. Then answered. “I think some
people assume love will save the relationship.” “And?” “I think
relationships survive when people decide to save the love.” The
distinction settled between them. Powerful in its simplicity.
Aanya smiled. “That’s annoyingly wise.” “My father says things
like that.” The answer made her laugh. Neither realized how
important that comment would eventually become.

Meanwhile, far away, Aarav and Nandini continued living
ordinary lives. Yet subtle changes were occurring. Both noticed
how seriously their children approached relationships. Both
admired it. Neither fully understood why it affected them so
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deeply. One afternoon Aarav watched Vihaan cancel a
professional networking event to attend a family gathering. The
decision surprised him. Years earlier, he might have done the
opposite. Not because he valued family less. Because he believed
opportunities were scarce. Watching his son make different
choices felt strangely moving. Perhaps younger generations had
learned something. Perhaps they understood balance better.
Perhaps they simply possessed tools his generation lacked.
Whatever the reason, Aarav found himself feeling proud.
Similarly, Nandini observed Aanya repeatedly prioritizing
communication over assumption. Whenever problems emerged,
her daughter addressed them directly. Whenever uncertainty
appeared, she asked questions. The habit fascinated her. Because
she realized, with growing discomfort, how often she and Aarav
had failed to do the same. Not intentionally. Simply because they
believed love should already know. Should already understand.
The assumption now seemed foolish. Painfully foolish.

The most significant moment arrived unexpectedly. As important
moments often do. One Sunday afternoon, while sorting through
old family belongings, Aanya discovered a wooden storage box
hidden inside a cupboard. The box appeared ordinary. Dust-
covered. Forgotten. Curiosity prompted her to open it. Inside she
found photographs. Old documents. Greeting cards. Memories
preserved across decades. Then she noticed something else. A
bundle of letters. Carefully tied together with fading ribbon. The
handwriting immediately caught her attention. Because the letters
were addressed to her mother. From someone named Aarav.
Aanya froze. For several seconds she simply stared. Then
carefully opened the first letter. The paper had yellowed with age.
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The ink faded slightly. Yet the words remained clear. And as she
began reading, a story long buried beneath thirty-five years of
silence slowly began revealing itself. A story of friendship. Love.
Distance. Choices. And heartbreak. The discovery left her
speechless. Because suddenly she understood something
impossible. Something extraordinary. Something that would
change every life connected to it. Somewhere in Rajkot, at almost
the same moment, Vihaan sat beside his father discussing family
history. A casual conversation. An ordinary afternoon. Yet
hidden beneath both conversations waited the same truth. A truth
separated by decades. A truth preparing to emerge. And when it
did, two generations would finally collide. The past was no longer
sleeping. It was waking. And nothing would remain the same
afterward.
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Chapter Fourteen: The Old Photograph

Some truths arrive like storms. Sudden. Violent. Impossible to
ignore. Others arrive like old photographs discovered in forgotten
drawers. Quietly. Patiently. Waiting decades for someone to
notice them. The truth that connected Aarav Mehta and Nandini
Desai belonged to the second kind. For thirty-five years it had
remained hidden. Not erased. Not denied. Simply placed
carefully inside the past. And there it might have remained
forever. Had curiosity not intervened.

Aanya sat cross-legged on the floor of her apartment, surrounded
by old papers and family memorabilia. The wooden storage box
rested open beside her. Rain tapped softly against the windows.
The weather seemed strangely appropriate. As though some
distant part of the universe appreciated symbolism. She lifted
another letter carefully. The paper felt fragile. Time had softened
its edges. The handwriting remained elegant. Earnest.
Unmistakably personal. At first she intended to read only one.
Then two. Then perhaps a few more. Three hours later she was
still sitting on the floor. Surrounded by a love story. The letters
revealed fragments rather than complete narratives. Descriptions
of college life. Arguments about books. Dreams about the future.
Conversations about career ambitions. Memories of festivals.
Rain. Train stations. Longing. Hope. The emotional honesty
startled her. Especially because the man writing those letters
sounded nothing like the person she knew as her mother. This
version of Nandini existed in possibility rather than certainty. In
feeling rather than logic. The discovery fascinated her. Then



confused her. Then unsettled her. Because nowhere in her life had
she ever heard the name Aarav mentioned. Not once. Not by her
mother. Not by her father. Not by relatives. No one. The silence
suddenly seemed significant.

That evening, when Nandini returned home, she found her
daughter sitting quietly in the living room. The old letters rested
on the coffee table. For a moment neither spoke. Then Nandini
saw the handwriting. And froze. The reaction lasted less than a
second. Yet it revealed everything. Aanya noticed immediately.
“Who was Aarav?” The question hung in the room. Simple.
Direct. Impossible to avoid. For several seconds Nandini said
nothing. Thirty-five years disappeared. The years of marriage.
The years of motherhood. The years of professional success. All
of it vanished. And suddenly she was twenty-three again.
Standing on a railway platform beneath the rain. Watching a
future disappear. She slowly sat down. Looked at the letters. Then
looked at her daughter. And for the first time in decades, she
spoke his name aloud. “Aarav was someone I loved.” The
confession arrived softly. Without drama. Without shame. Only
truth. Aanya remained silent. Allowing space. Allowing memory.
Allowing the story to emerge. And emerge it did. Not all at once.
Not in perfect order. But gradually. Through recollections.
Through pauses. Through emotions that survived even after
details faded. Nandini spoke about college. About friendship.
About love. About distance. About choices. And eventually about
goodbye. When she finished, the room felt strangely quiet. Not
uncomfortable. Sacred. As though something important had
finally been acknowledged. Aanya stared at her mother. Trying
to reconcile the story with the woman sitting before her. “You
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never told me.” Nandini smiled sadly. “It belonged to another
life.” The answer made sense. And yet it didn’t. Because some
stories never truly belong to the past. They simply wait.

Meanwhile, in Rajkot, a remarkably similar discovery unfolded.
Though in a far less organized manner. Vihaan had visited his
parents for a weekend. While helping his mother sort through old
family albums, he found a photograph tucked between unrelated
pages. The picture immediately attracted his attention. It showed
a group of college students standing beneath a banyan tree. The
image was faded. Slightly damaged. Yet several faces remained
recognizable. One of them belonged to his father. Young.
Smiling. Full of possibility. Standing beside him was a young
woman Vihaan had never seen before. Yet something about her
seemed strangely familiar. He studied the image carefully. Then
froze. The resemblance was impossible to ignore. The woman
looked remarkably like Aanya. Not identical. But close enough
to be unsettling. “Who is she?” Kavya looked up from her sorting.
Then followed his gaze. For a brief moment, something flickered
across her face. Recognition. Memory. Understanding. The
reaction immediately captured his attention. His mother sighed
softly. Then smiled. “That,” she said gently, “is a very old story.”

Later that evening, after much hesitation, Aarav joined the
conversation. The photograph rested between them on the dining
table. For several seconds he simply looked at it. Thirty-five
years. And yet the image felt recent. As though it belonged to
yesterday. Finally Vihaan asked, “Was she important to you?”
The question carried no judgment. Only curiosity. Aarav smiled
faintly. Then laughed. A quiet laugh filled with irony. “More than
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I realized at the time.” And just like Nandini, he began telling the
story. Not every detail. Not every memory. Some moments
remained too personal. Too sacred. But enough. Enough for his
son to understand. Enough for the past to become real. Enough
for old grief to briefly return. When he finished, Vihaan remained
silent. Trying to process everything. Then he looked at the
photograph again. And a strange feeling settled inside him. The
woman looked familiar because she looked like Aanya. The
thought appeared absurd. Coincidental. Impossible. Yet it refused
to leave.

The truth revealed itself three days later. Through technology.
The very thing absent from their parents’ story. Aanya and
Vihaan were speaking over a video call when the conversation
drifted toward family history. At first the topic seemed harmless.
Interesting. Nothing more. Then Aanya mentioned the letters.
Vihaan immediately sat upright. “What letters?” She explained.
The name. The story. The college romance. The breakup. The
silence. By the time she finished, neither was smiling. Because
the expression on Vihaan’s face had changed completely.
“Aanya.” His voice sounded strange. Almost cautious. “What?”
“My father’s name is Aarav.” The world seemed to stop. For
several seconds neither moved. Neither breathed. Neither spoke.
Then Aanya laughed nervously. “That’s impossible.” “I know.”
“My mother’s name is Nandini.” Silence. Complete silence. The
kind that follows impossible revelations. Slowly, carefully, they
began comparing details. College. Rajkot. Years. Events.
Everything matched. Perfectly. Terrifyingly. Astonishingly.
Finally the truth became unavoidable. Their parents were not
merely acquainted. Not merely friends. Not former classmates.
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They had once been each other’s greatest love. For a long
moment neither spoke. The magnitude of the discovery
overwhelmed language. Then Aanya whispered, “Oh my God.”
Vihaan nodded. Because no better response existed.

The following days became a blur of conversations. Questions.
Photographs. Letters. Memories. Every new detail confirmed the
same unbelievable truth. The more they learned, the more
emotional the story became. Not because of the romance.
Because of the tragedy. Neither Aarav nor Nandini had stopped
loving each other. They had simply reached a point where love
alone seemed insufficient. The realization haunted both Aanya
and Vihaan. Because they recognized parts of themselves in the
story. The distance. The career opportunities. The uncertainty.
The arguments. The fear. History had repeated itself almost
perfectly. Except for one difference. They had chosen to fight for
the relationship rather than quietly surrender to circumstance. The
parallel felt impossible to ignore. One evening, after another long
discussion, Aanya looked at Vihaan through the screen and said
softly, “Do you think they’re happy?” The question lingered.
Vihaan considered carefully. “Yes.” Then added, “But I also
think some part of them still wonders.” The answer felt painfully
accurate. Because happiness and regret are not opposites.
Sometimes they coexist.

The idea emerged gradually. Neither could later remember who
suggested it first. Perhaps both did. Perhaps it was inevitable.
“What if they met again?” The question sounded ridiculous. At
first. Thirty-five years had passed. Entire lives had been built.
Families created. Children raised. What purpose could a reunion
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possibly serve? Yet the idea refused to disappear. Not to rekindle
anything. Not to rewrite history. Simply to acknowledge it. To
allow two people who spent decades carrying the same memory
an opportunity to see how the story ended. Or perhaps how it
continued. The more they discussed it, the more convinced they
became. Eventually Aanya smiled. A nervous smile. A hopeful
smile. The kind of smile that appears before life changes
direction. “We should do it.” Vihaan nodded slowly. “We
should.” And just like that, a plan was born. A simple plan. A
dangerous plan. A beautiful plan. One capable of reopening old
wounds. Or finally healing them. Neither knew which. But both
understood one thing. Thirty-five years ago, Aarav and Nandini
had lost each other because they could not find a path forward
together. Now, through a coincidence so extraordinary it seemed
almost impossible, their children had discovered that path. And
perhaps, just perhaps, it was time for the past and the present to
meet. The old photograph lay forgotten on a table in Rajkot. The
letters rested quietly in Ahmedabad. Neither object knew its role
in the story. Yet together they had accomplished something
remarkable. They had awakened a love that time never quite
managed to bury. And very soon, after thirty-five monsoons, two
people would stand face to face once more.
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Chapter Fifteen: The Reunion

Some meetings change lives. Others change memories. The
reunion of Aarav Mehta and Nandini Desai belonged to the
second kind. Neither of them needed a new beginning. Life had
already given them that. They had built careers. Raised families.
Experienced joys and sorrows. Learned lessons. Made peace with
many things. What remained unresolved was not their future. It
was their past. And after thirty-five years, the past was finally
waiting for them in the same room.

The plan was surprisingly simple. Vihaan and Aanya organized a
small gathering in Bengaluru under the pretense of celebrating a
personal milestone. They deliberately avoided detailed
explanations. The fewer questions asked beforehand, the better.
Both families received invitations. Both accepted. Neither
suspected anything unusual. As the date approached, however,
Aanya’s anxiety increased. “What if they hate the idea?”” Vihaan
smiled. “They won’t.”” “You sound very confident.” “I’'m
terrified.” The answer made her laugh despite herself. The truth
was that both feared they might be reopening old wounds. Not
everyone wanted to revisit unfinished chapters. Not everyone
appreciated surprises involving emotional history. Yet neither
could shake the feeling that this meeting mattered. Not because it
would change anything. Because it would acknowledge
something. And sometimes acknowledgment is a form of healing.

The gathering took place during the monsoon season. Neither
Vihaan nor Aanya planned that detail. Yet when they noticed it,



both smiled. Some stories seemed determined to respect
symbolism. Rain fell softly across Bengaluru throughout the
afternoon. Not a storm. Not dramatic weather. Just a gentle
monsoon rain. The kind that invites reflection. The kind that
encourages memory. The venue itself was modest. A private
room within a heritage hotel. Comfortable. Elegant. Intimate
enough for conversation. Nothing extravagant. Nothing
distracting. The focus belonged to people. Not surroundings.
Vihaan arrived first. Then Aanya. Both paced nervously while
waiting. Finally the first family arrived. Aarav and Kavya entered
together. Aarav looked around curiously. “This seems very
formal for a simple celebration.” Vihaan smiled weakly. “Just
wait.” The answer immediately increased suspicion. A few
minutes later the second family arrived. Nandini entered beside
her husband, Raghav. The moment she stepped into the room,
time seemed to hesitate. Not because she saw Aarav immediately.
Because she sensed something unusual. The atmosphere felt
strange. Expectant. Charged. Then her eyes moved across the
room. And found him.

For several seconds nobody spoke. Not because they intended
silence. Because language abandoned them. Thirty-five years.
Thirty-five years collapsed into a single moment. Aarav stood
motionless. Nandini stood motionless. The room disappeared.
The decades disappeared. Only recognition remained. Age had
changed them. Of course it had. Silver hair replaced youthful
certainty. Lines marked faces once smooth. Experience had left
visible traces. Yet somehow neither struggled to recognize the
other. Some people become part of your memory so completely
that time cannot disguise them. Aarav saw the young woman
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from the college library. Nandini saw the boy holding a notebook
beneath a monsoon sky. And for one impossible moment, both
existed simultaneously. Past and present. Then reality returned.
And they smiled. Not dramatically. Not romantically. Just
warmly. Like old friends separated by a very long journey.
“Hello, Aarav.” The sound of his name in her voice felt strangely
familiar. As though decades had not passed at all. “Hello,
Nandini.” The simplicity of the exchange somehow made it more
emotional. Because no grand speech could have captured what
those two words contained.

The introductions that followed felt almost unnecessary.
Everyone already understood. Not every detail. But enough.
Kavya understood. Raghav understood. Neither seemed
threatened. Because neither viewed the past as competition. Love
does not diminish simply because another love once existed. Both
spouses possessed the wisdom to recognize that truth. Gradually
conversation resumed. Awkwardness faded. Stories emerged.
Laughter appeared. The tension softened. Yet beneath every
interaction remained the awareness that something extraordinary
was happening. Two people who once imagined a future together
were sitting at the same table thirty-five years later. Watching
their children hold hands. The irony felt almost unbelievable. At
one point Aarav glanced toward Vihaan and Aanya. The sight
made him smile. Not because they were in love. Because they
looked comfortable. Equal. Certain. The kind of certainty he and
Nandini had once searched for desperately. Across the table,
Nandini observed the same thing. And perhaps reached the same
conclusion.
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Eventually the younger generation found excuses to disappear. A
strategic retreat. Entirely intentional. They left the parents alone
on a covered terrace overlooking a rain-soaked garden. The
moment felt almost theatrical. Yet neither complained. For
several minutes Aarav and Nandini simply watched the rain. The
silence carried no discomfort. Only history. Finally Aarav
laughed softly. “Our children are far less subtle than they think.”
Nandini smiled. “They get that from you.” “I was never subtle.”
“You wrote poetry.” “Exactly.” The familiar rhythm returned
instantly. The old ease. The old understanding. Not because they
remained the same people. Because some connections survive
change.

The rain intensified slightly. Water flowed from tiled rooftops.
Leaves shimmered beneath droplets. The world seemed quieter
than usual. Aarav folded his hands. Then asked the question that
had lingered since seeing her again. “Are you happy?” Nandini
looked toward the garden. The answer arrived easily. “Yes.” The
honesty in her voice pleased him. Because he genuinely wanted
it to be true. After a brief pause she asked, “And you?” Aarav
smiled. “Yes.” Neither elaborated. Neither needed to. Happiness
did not require perfection. Life had taught them that. Eventually
Nandini laughed softly. “It feels strange.” “What does?” “This.”
She gestured vaguely between them. “The fact that after
everything...” Her voice faded. Aarav understood. After
everything. The words contained decades. “I know.” The answer
was enough.

For a long time they discussed ordinary things. Children. Careers.
Families. Health. Travel. The kinds of conversations people share
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after years apart. Yet beneath every topic remained an unspoken
awareness. Neither wanted to leave without addressing it. The
question. The memory. The goodbye. Eventually Nandini broke
the silence. “Do you ever think about it?”” Aarav looked at her.
The question required no clarification. “No.” The answer made
her laugh immediately. Because it was obviously false. Aarav
smiled. “Sometimes.” The honesty settled gently between them.
“Not often.” He paused. “But sometimes.” Nandini nodded. “Me
too.” The admission felt strangely liberating. Neither had spoken
those words aloud before. Not to spouses. Not to friends. Not
even to themselves. Yet hearing them now carried no guilt. Only
acceptance.

The rain softened. The garden glistened. Somewhere inside the
hotel, distant laughter echoed. Life continued around them. As it
always had. Finally Aarav asked the question that mattered most.
The question he had carried quietly for thirty-five years. The
question hidden beneath countless memories. “Do you regret it?”
Nandini closed her eyes briefly. Not because she needed time to
answer. Because she wanted to answer honestly. The truth was
complicated. Life rarely offers simple answers. Especially after
decades. When she finally spoke, her voice remained calm.
“Sometimes.” The answer surprised neither of them. Because
regret and gratitude often coexist. She continued. “I regret the
pain.” Aarav nodded. “I regret the goodbye.” Another nod. “I
regret that we hurt each other.” The words felt important.
Necessary. Then she smiled faintly. “But I don’t regret the life
that followed.” Aarav looked toward the rain. And understood
completely. Because he felt exactly the same. They had lost
something beautiful. Yet they had also gained beautiful things.
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Spouses. Children. Experiences. Entire lives. The equation was
impossible to solve. And perhaps unnecessary. For a long
moment neither spoke. Then Nandini turned toward him. “What
about you?” Aarav laughed softly. The sound carried tenderness
rather than sadness. “I regret the boy I was.” The answer surprised
her. “What do you mean?” “I thought love could survive on
feeling alone.” He smiled. “I expected certainty from someone
who was as frightened as I was.” The admission revealed years
of reflection. Years of growth. Nandini listened quietly. Then
whispered, “We were young.” “Very.” They both laughed. And
suddenly the weight of thirty-five years seemed lighter.

As evening approached, the younger generation returned. Vihaan
and Aanya immediately searched their parents’ faces. Looking
for signs. Clues. Evidence. What they found surprised them.
Peace. Not excitement. Not heartbreak. Peace. The sight
reassured them instantly. Something important had happened.
Not a reunion of romance. A reunion of understanding. The
distinction mattered. More than anything else. Later, during
dinner, conversation flowed easily. Stories were shared.
Photographs exchanged. Memories compared. The atmosphere
felt warm. Whole. Complete. As though a circle had finally
closed.

When the evening finally ended, rain still fell gently across the
city. Families prepared to leave. Cars waited outside. Goodbyes
approached. The familiar ritual. Before departing, Aarav and
Nandini found themselves standing together one final time
beneath the hotel entrance. Watching the rain. The same rain that
had witnessed their beginning. The same rain that had witnessed
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their ending. And now this. A different kind of ending. A better
one. Across the driveway, Vihaan and Aanya stood together.
Laughing about something. Completely absorbed in each other.
Completely unaware they were being watched. The sight brought
smiles to both older faces. Finally Nandini spoke. “They
succeeded where we failed.” Aarav looked at the younger couple.
Then shook his head gently. “No.” The answer surprised her.
“What?” “We taught them.” Nandini frowned. “How?” Aarav
smiled. “By making mistakes.” For several seconds she simply
stared at him. Then laughed. A real laugh. The kind she had not
shared with him in decades. And perhaps that was the final gift
of the evening. Not reconciliation. Not romance. Perspective. The
understanding that even heartbreak can leave behind wisdom.
And that wisdom can become love’s final legacy. As the cars
disappeared into the rainy night, Aarav and Nandini carried no
unanswered questions. No unfinished conversations. No
lingering bitterness. Only gratitude. For what had been. For what
was. And for what their children had achieved. Thirty-five
monsoons ago, they had stood beneath another rain and watched
a train carry them apart. Tonight, beneath another rain, they
watched their children walk toward a future together. And
somehow, that felt like enough.
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Chapter Sixteen: Sweet Regret

A year after the reunion, the monsoons returned to Gujarat. As
they always did. The clouds gathered above Rajkot. The winds
carried the scent of wet earth. The first rain arrived quietly. And
somewhere in the city, an old banyan tree continued standing
exactly where it had stood for decades. Time had changed
everything around it. But not the tree. Perhaps that was why
Vihaan and Aanya chose Rajkot for their wedding. Not because
it was convenient. Not because tradition demanded it. Because
stories deserve to end where they began. Even when the ending
belongs to a different generation.

The wedding preparations transformed both families into
beautiful chaos. Guest lists expanded endlessly. Relatives
appeared from every corner of the country. Phone calls
multiplied. Schedules collapsed. New schedules replaced them.
Arguments occurred daily. Most of them involving flowers. Or
food. Or seating arrangements. The ordinary madness of an
Indian wedding. Yet beneath the stress existed genuine
happiness. The kind that fills rooms without effort. The kind that
makes exhaustion feel worthwhile. For Aarav and Nandini, the
experience carried an additional layer of meaning. Every ritual
seemed connected to memory. Every celebration echoed with the
past. Not painfully. Tenderly. Like an old song unexpectedly
heard again. Neither spoke about it often. Neither needed to.
Some emotions communicate themselves.

Three days before the wedding, Vihaan and Aanya visited the old
college campus. The visit was spontaneous. Or at least they



claimed it was. The truth was far less accidental. They wanted to
see the place where another story began. The place where
friendship became love. The place where their own existence had
somehow become possible. The campus had changed
considerably. New buildings stood where empty spaces once
existed. Technology filled classrooms. Modern facilities replaced
aging structures. Yet some landmarks remained. The library. The
courtyard. And most importantly, the banyan tree. The tree stood
quietly beneath the afternoon sky. Older. Wider. Stronger. Its
branches stretched like living history. Aanya touched the rough
bark gently. “This is where they used to sit.” Vihaan nodded. His
father had described the place often enough. Sometimes
intentionally. Sometimes without realizing it. For a long moment
neither spoke. The silence felt respectful. Almost sacred. Then
Aanya smiled. “Do you think they ever imagined this?” “What?”
“Us.” Vihaan laughed softly. “I don’t think they imagined
surviving final exams.” The answer made her laugh. Yet the
question remained. Would Aarav and Nandini have believed that
thirty-five years after saying goodbye, their children would stand
beneath the same tree preparing for marriage? Probably not. Life
rarely reveals its plans.

The wedding celebrations began the following evening. Music
filled the air. Lights illuminated every corner of the venue.
Traditional songs echoed through the night. Friends danced.
Relatives laughed. Children raced between tables carrying
unlimited energy. The atmosphere felt alive. During the Garba
celebration, Aarav found himself standing beside Nandini
unexpectedly. The dance floor swirled with color and movement
before them. Watching it triggered a memory. A much younger
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version of himself. A much younger version of her. Another
Garba night. Another lifetime. Nandini noticed the smile.
“What?” Aarav shook his head. “Nothing.” The answer
convinced her immediately. “You’re remembering something.”
His smile widened. “So are you.” For several seconds they simply
watched the dancers. Then both laughed. Because both knew he
was right.

The wedding morning arrived beneath cloudy skies. The
possibility of rain lingered. Appropriate, everyone agreed.
Though only a few understood exactly how appropriate. The
ceremony itself unfolded beautifully. Traditional rituals. Sacred
vows. Ancient promises spoken in a modern world. Family
members gathered around. Friends celebrated. Photographers
worked tirelessly. Every detail blended into something larger than
itself. A memory. One that would survive decades. As Vihaan
and Aanya completed the final ritual and stood together as
husband and wife, applause filled the venue. Smiles appeared
everywhere. Tears too. Mostly from parents. Parents always cry.
Even those who claim they won’t. Aarav felt his throat tighten
unexpectedly. Beside him, Kavya quietly squeezed his hand. The
gesture grounded him immediately. Across the aisle, Nandini
wiped away tears while Raghav smiled beside her. The sight
carried its own beauty. Because love had not replaced love. Life
had simply expanded. Making room for everything. The past. The
present. The people who stayed. The people who left. The lessons
learned along the way.

Later that evening, after most formal ceremonies concluded, rain
finally arrived. Soft at first. Then steady. A familiar monsoon
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rain. Guests rushed beneath covered areas. Children celebrated
the weather enthusiastically. Musicians adapted without
complaint. The wedding continued. Indian celebrations always
find a way. Vihaan and Aanya stood together beneath a decorated
pavilion watching the rain. Neither seemed concerned. Neither
wanted the moment to end. Nearby, Aarav and Nandini found
themselves standing beneath the same shelter. The coincidence
amused both. Perhaps because life seemed to enjoy symmetry.
For a while they simply watched the rain. The familiar rhythm.
The familiar sound. The familiar memories. Finally Aarav spoke.
“Strange.” “What is?” “The rain.” Nandini smiled. “It always
rains when we’re around.” The observation contained more truth
than either intended. Both laughed softly. Then silence returned.
Comfortable silence. The kind shared by people who no longer
need explanations.

A few minutes later, Vihaan and Aanya approached them. Still
glowing with newly married happiness. Still surrounded by
congratulations. Still carrying the excitement of beginnings. For
a moment all four stood together. Two generations. Two love
stories. One completed circle. The image struck Aarav
unexpectedly. Thirty-five years earlier he had believed the story
ended at a railway station. Now he understood something
different. Stories rarely end where we think they do. They
continue. Through consequences. Through lessons. Through the
people who come after us. The realization felt strangely
comforting. As though life had finally revealed the missing
chapter.
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The celebrations lasted late into the night. Eventually guests
departed. Music faded. Lights dimmed. The wedding became
memory. Only family remained. Exhausted. Happy. Content. The
best kind of tired. Near midnight, Aarav stepped outside alone for
a moment. The rain had softened into a gentle drizzle. The city
seemed unusually peaceful. A few minutes later, footsteps
approached. He didn’t need to turn around. He already knew.
Nandini stopped beside him. Neither appeared surprised. Some
habits survive decades. For a while they stood quietly. Watching
the empty road glisten beneath streetlights. Finally Nandini
spoke. “Do you ever think life has a sense of humor?” Aarav
laughed. “Frequently.” She smiled. Then looked toward the
distance. The expression on her face carried neither sadness nor
longing. Only reflection. After a long pause, she asked the
question one final time. “Do you regret it?” The question felt
different now. Not heavy. Not painful. Simply honest. Aarav
considered carefully. Then answered. “Sometimes.” The
response made her smile. Because it matched her own. “Me too.”
The words settled gently between them. Not as a wound. As a
memory. A sweet regret. The kind that reminds us we lived fully.
Loved deeply. Lost honestly. And continued anyway.

Inside the venue, laughter echoed from distant rooms. Vihaan and
Aanya were beginning their life together. A life that would
contain its own challenges. Its own mistakes. Its own victories.
No relationship remained perfect. No future arrived without
difficulty. Yet they possessed something their parents once
lacked. Not greater love. Not greater commitment. Simply a
greater willingness to fight for each other rather than against
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circumstance. And perhaps that would be enough. Perhaps that
was always enough.

As midnight approached, the rain finally stopped. Clouds drifted
apart. A few stars appeared. The city settled into silence. Aarav
looked toward the wedding hall one last time. Then toward
Nandini. Neither needed another conversation. The important
things had already been said. The important questions had already
been answered. So they simply smiled. The way old friends smile.
The way survivors smile. The way people smile when they finally
understand that life is not measured only by what we keep. But
also by what we learn from losing. And somewhere beyond them,
beyond memory, beyond regret, beyond time itself, another
generation was beginning a story of its own. A story built from
lessons inherited unknowingly. A story strengthened by mistakes
made long ago. A story that would carry forward everything
worth saving. Because some loves are meant to last forever. And
others are meant to teach us how. Thirty-five monsoons earlier,
two young hearts stood beneath the rain and believed they had
reached the end of their story. They were wrong. Their story had
simply changed hands. And now, watching their children walk
into the future together, Aarav and Nandini finally understood
something that had taken a lifetime to learn: Love does not always
return the way we expect. Sometimes it returns as peace.
Sometimes it returns as wisdom. And sometimes, after thirty-five
monsoons, it returns wearing the smile of your child.
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THE END

Thank you to every reader who believes that some stories return
after many monsoons.
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