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            Rajkumar couldn't tell anyone how he got here, and yet, he couldn't quite say that he couldn't see it coming, the lower trajectory.
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​Enter Chitti
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"MANMEET, PLEASE."

"No, Gunjan. I said no and it's final."

Manmeet Chatterjee felt a wave of frustration wash over her as she sat opposite her younger sister, frowning. Why did she have to do what she didn't want to? She was not someone who'd change for anyone, even her beloved, younger sister.

Gunjan scowled at her sister and reached for the papers before her, snatching them and placing them behind her.

"Gunjan, return my plans." her tone was warning.

"No." she refused to give in, "I mean, sis, can't you find a life or something instead of making these plans all day? I'm sure even Vicky feels the same way. Hell, he has divorced! And you haven't even held a boy's hand before! And you are fucking 30!"

"So what, Gunjan? I will not allow myself to be defined by the world's standards." she affirmed, arms akimbo as she knelt on the bed beside Gunjan. And she had done more than hold dozens of boys' hands, but her younger sister didn't have to know that piece of information.

Before the younger Chatterjee could come up with a retort, someone did from outside the room.

"She is right, Chitti! When would you bring a guy home? You deceived me and your dad for years that there was something going on between you and Vicky, only to find out last week that he was preparing for a divorce! Divorce, Chitti!"

Vaishali Chatterjee stood at the doorway, ready to pounce on her first daughter. She turned to her husband, Tarun, who had an unreadable expression on his face.

"Will you still support your daughter who is single and not searching?! There is no guy that interests her. And it's because of those plans she spends time on all day. At this rate, she is married to her work!"

Tarun didn't say anything but his silence showed that he was thinking along the same lines. Why wasn't Chitti interested in other guys her age?

Manmeet sighed and backed down with all the eyes in her household staring her down. She sat down and placed her head in her hands.

"Do I really have to go to this dumb party?" her question was directed at Gunjan, laced with vexation.

"Of course, sis! Reena told me that Rajkumar Reddy would be there!" she blurted out.

Her parents shot her surprised glances. Who was this Rajkumar Reddy and why did Chitti look agitated?

Manmeet jumped and placed her hand over Gunjan's mouth, who was trying not to laugh so loud by now. She eagerly looked over at her curious parents.

"I don't know this Rajkumar Reddy. She's talking nonsense."

Visibly agitated, she took her hand back and hurried out of the room. As soon as her back disappeared, Vaishali beat it to Gunjan's side. Tarun managed to look disgruntled.

"Tell us about this Rajkumar Reddy." Their eyes were shining with curiosity and Gunjan felt it was her duty to satisfy it with all relish. This was truly delish.

"So, Rajkumar Reddy is....."
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​Homecoming
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RAJKUMAR COULDN'T RECALL the last time he had been in India. He missed the taste, the smell of home. It was a pity that he had to go back to London soon. There was so much waiting for him over there, including the new position at the hospital.

"Have you arrived?"

"Yes." he replied to the person on the phone, looking out the tinted windows. Papaji could make such a huge fuss.

"Okay. Wait for me."

The phone call was over and he relaxed in the back seat for a bit, eyes closed, before asking his chauffeur.

"Where is this place?"

"This is the Southern Lotus Hotel, sir."

"Okay." and then there was a pause, "Thank you."

He didn't need to look to see the incredulity on the man's wizened face, only gently chuckling. Most of his peers could pass for jackasses. Literally.

Soon enough, there was a knock on his window and the glasses rolled down to reveal a similarly-aged young man in a black suit similar to what Rajkumar was wearing. The only difference was that his was grey, hard to find in the sunless night unless one looked closely.

"Raj, my man!"

Rajkumar laughed and stepped out of the Lexus, without waiting for the chauffeur to come over to open the door and hugged the man.

"Rishabh, it's been so long!" he separated a bit, "I mean look at you, Mr. CEO of RK Industries!"

"Haha! The only CEO here is that mf, Veer!"

The two friends who haven't seen each other in years laughed and walked together into the lavishly decorated building.

Rajkumar whistled as his eyes settled on the decor and Rishabh signaled for the server to come with the wine.

"You really outdid yourself, Rishabh." he took the wine flute and sipped, curiosity in his tone, "But why did you choose to host the party? You know you didn't have to. I thought it was my turn this time. I can't believe Veer, that bastard, was in on this."

His friend sighed, melancholy.

"Brother, it's my mother that assured the old geezer that I can host this year. She wanted me to find a wife here. If I could, I would have left it all to you." he shuddered at the thought.

Rajkumar couldn't help himself and burst into laughter.

"It's just a wife. Why so much drama?"

Rishabh wanted to ask him why he thought a wife had no drama attached but he was interrupted by shouts behind them. Apparently, the rest of the gang was here.

"Rajuuu, our man!"

He rolled his eyes, fully aware they used his hated nickname Papaji always called him on purpose. It was a source of torment back in High school.

"Veer, you bastard!" he cursed at the guy leading the group.

"Don't act so pissed." Veer came closer and hugged Rajkumar, "We missed you too." then he turned to the server, "Get some real drinks, not this child's play over here."

The man bowed deferentially before heading to the storage room where the boss stored the most expensive spirits.

Rajkumar slightly frowned.

"Veer, you know I don't like to drink too heavy. It affects my hand-eye coordination."

Before Veer could retort, someone else did it for him.

"Too hypocritical! It's just alcohol!"

The atmosphere turned rigid as they all turned to face the speaker. Rishabh frowned at his younger brother, Karan.

"Karan, apologize. How do you speak to my friend?"

"Humph!"

The younger man refused to and looked away, but the corner of his eyes were stealing glances in Rajkumar's direction. He had never liked his brother's friend that was so perfect. People always said that they looked alike a bit, but he didn't buy it. How could he, the rascal, be anything like Rajkumar Reddy, ever-charming, never bad-hair day? That was the nickname he had for him in his heart since childhood. Karan Kumar didn't want to admit that it was an inferiority complex he had.

The accused sighed helplessly and patted Karan's shoulder.

"You know I'm a doctor and it's too risky for me to drink when I might have an emergency call anytime, Karan. I'm sorry if I spoiled your evening."

"N-no..I-I'm sorry." he replied, almost whispering. He felt ashamed at Rajkumar's gentle tone.

Veer clapped loudly.

"Okay, let this sappy moment end." he turned to Rajkumar, "Dude, you have to drink. There is so much to catch up on."

"Veer.."

Fateh, who had been silent all this while, spoke up.

"Rajkumar, just do this for us. It's been long, man."

"Yeah!" Veer chimed in.

Even Karan looked expectantly at him and he finally sighed, giving in to pressure.

"Okay."

The guys all hooted in victory before Rishabh spoke up.

"We have some very interesting news about that Prithvi bastard."

"Oh?"

"And someone else."

"Who?"

The guys winked at each other before Rishabh whispered, almost conspiratorially.

"You'll see."

"Ooohhh!"

Rajkumar wryly shook his head at his friends' antics and reached for his iPhone in his pocket.

"You guys go ahead. Let me just make a quick call to the hospital that I can't be reached this night."

Fateh patted his shoulder approvingly before they all headed into the nearby elevator. As soon as the doors closed, Rajkumar's hand around the phone tightened and his expression was dark, no one knowing what he was thinking.

In the end, it's just crushing a mere ant to death.
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​Once upon a thing or not?
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ANYTHING CONCERNING Rajkumar Reddy made Manmeet feel a certain kind of complexity. They had gone to the same elementary and high schools, with a mutual circle of friends. But they were not friends?

Why?

Really, it was hard to, especially when people always compared them together. Manmeet Chatterjee had never taken the Reddy prince to heart until they were seatmates in the last year of high school before college.

He was handsome, smart, and polite. It was his politeness that had caught her by surprise. It was hard for a female to get recognition in today's world. But Rajkumar Reddy didn't have that bias, and he impressed Manmeet. They were never a couple but everyone always said that they were, to the point where she wondered if she had given any misleading signs that she liked Rajkumar.

One day, she had gotten into a fight with another annoying classmate who accused her of being desperate for Rajkumar. Manmeet was never one to back down from a fight, and she hit her hard in all the right places. But at the end of the day, she still felt melancholy. How many times had she made it clear there was nothing going on? It pissed her off that the only thing she amounted to in the end was 'the girl similar to Rajkumar.' She fought so hard to always top all the subjects, but at the end of the day, Rajkumar's name was always there, firmly pressing hers down, and he didn't even make much effort.

It was an eyesore. It was so vicious. Why?!

Manmeet, in her anger, had kicked a stone, only to hear someone ahead groan, and she looked up to see her nemesis, rubbing his heel where the stone hit. Apparently, he had been reading a book before she interrupted him.

So, maybe a little effort. Tch.

"Sorry, Rajkumar." she walked over to where he sat under the tree behind their school, "Is it clotting?"

"No." he looked up at her, surprised at her choice of words, "...Clotting?"

Manmeet went on the defensive.

"What's wrong with the word?"

Rajkumar silently gazed at her with such intensity that perplexed her.

"Stop staring so much. It's not that you would really like me, right?" she asked, picking up on the star rumors buzzing in class.

His teasing gaze suddenly turned so serious that it greatly shocked her. It was just a joke for real. He can't take humor?

"Manmeet Chatterjee."

"W-what, Rajkumar Reddy?" she repeated his full name likewise, not backing down.

"It's not possible for me to like you."

Any forthcoming anger was immediately wiped out by his next set of words.

"What is like? Can you eat it? In the end, they are all stupid. I have noticed you, Manmeet, and a bright and beautiful girl like you would do amazing things. How can those unserious classmates bother you with such useless things?" he stood up and handed the book he was reading to her, "This is for you. I hope it will help you do the great things I know you would do."

Manmeet was stunned before looking down at the book's title.

What comes after Success?

For the first time in her nineteen years of life, Manmeet Chatterjee felt understood in a way not even her parents did. She looked at the retreating back and spoke up, her voice filled with confidence.

"You will do great things too, Rajkumar."

There was a slight pause.

"Thank you, Chatterjee. And", he turned to face her, with a handsome smile on his face, "if I liked you, I would have let you know. I always fight for my things, Chatterjee. See you at the top."

And at that moment, Manmeet felt a throbbing for this version of Rajkumar as she watched him walk farther away. He was bright and beautiful. The throbbing was so powerful in her ears that it took a lot of effort to whisper back, "See you at the top, too."

She didn't know if he heard it, which was almost impossible due to the distance between them.

That was a full eleven years ago and she had made it to the top as a chief architect in Southeast Asia. It was even more shocking that she was a female, and every doubt flung her way only served as a reminder of the only man that hadn't. Even Vicky had been skeptical at first.

Today, she had come out of her shell, as her friends had teased, because Gunjan had told her that he would be coming. Manmeet just wanted to see with her two eyes the man Rajkumar Reddy was now. She had heard about all his successes, it was hard not to, especially since his father, Mr. Reddy was Arora Architects' major client. Apparently, he lived in London as the youngest Chief of Pediatrics at the top hospital there with a condo, yacht, and all the works. Manmeet didn't even want to get started on the fact that she was older by two years.

Rajkumar Reddy had always been an evildoer. No matter how much she had throbbed at his words at nineteen, she was now a thirty-year-old woman who could only sigh at the short life of a first love or whatever it was. This was reality now and the fact that her dating life was so sad bothered her, not only her family, though she didn't reveal it.

Why did she always meet bastards everywhere? Was there no one that could even be 1% of that man? Again, she didn't want to deal with her mentality that always compared other men to him. It made her feel guilty for a reason but her stubbornness overpowered as usual. Manmeet Chatterjee did not believe that Rajkumar Reddy's good qualities were not in other men, even a measly 10% was enough.

Tch.
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​Once upon a thing or not? Pt. 2
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EVEN AS MANMEET THOUGHT all these, her hands still reached for the glass of vodka, downing it in one whole gulp. She wanted to tune out the annoying voice of the man beside her. He had still been pestering her even when she told him that she was not interested.

Like, wtf?

"Just give me a minute, Pretty angel."

She cursed underneath her breath before swiveling to face him, an impatient look flashing across her face.

"What is it?"

Gunjan had run off with her friends to god knows where, and her friends, as trashy as they come, decided to cancel and go to an Adele concert. Why this Adele being in India was such a huge deal was really above her. But who knew her best friends chose her over keeping her company?

It irritated her.

"Pretty..."

"Hey, you."

"Yes?" The man was excited that she decided to talk to him.

"Am I prettier than Adele?"

Confusion flashed across his features. What was an Adele?

Manmeet knew what he was thinking at a glance and felt like she was eating flies. Where were all the intelligent men? Her subconscious told her that even her question was pioneered by the loads of alcohol in her system. She raised another demerit for the guy. He had watched her drink like a fish without stopping. It was obvious what he was thinking.

It was time to go home. It seemed the person she came to see didn't come so why was she still here? Manmeet wobbled onto her feet and grabbed her bag, aiming for the exit. Thank goodness her driver was waiting in the car. She was sure that Gunjan could hitch a ride home.

As she tried standing, the guy held her hand.

"Rest easy.."

"Let me go."

Her voice was cold and firm, shocking him into releasing her. Manmeet Chatterjee was used to giving commands and this was obviously nothing.

"If you dare touch me again, I will throw you in jail for sexual harassment. Don't think I don't know what you are thinking."

Eyes had begun to gather in their direction given that she wasn't lowering her voice.

The man felt embarrassed at having his thoughts exposed before everyone and embarrassment readily gave way to anger and hatred for her in his heart.

"You bitch! In the end, you are just a shrew! Shut up for me!" he yelled, raising his hand to hit her.

Just because Manmeet was drunk didn't mean that she couldn't see his approaching hand. In her condition, she couldn't dodge it. She feebly raised her hands to guard, a certain helplessness filling her heart. Why did everyone else stand by and not help? Was it because she was a woman and he wasn't?

Someone's voice from a past memory resurfaced.

In the end, they are all stupid.

But the expected slap never came as she heard someone run over to hold her before she fell. Her ears picked up another person hitting the man who almost slapped her. And there was more yelling and buzzing in her ears. Still, the arm around her was firm, the body's owner with a familiar scent.

Cedarwood. Just like those she saw on her trip last year to Lebanon with Abhishek, her repulsive ex, the one she would kill than be friends with.

No. Manmeet mentally noted that being friends with your exes was not shameful.

It wasn't. Not.

She looked up to see the face of her literal holder and was surprised to find the 500x version of a more handsome, mature Rajkumar Reddy staring down at hers with a hint of inquiry in his eyes. Manmeet couldn't help herself and she whispered Cedarwood, earning a surprised stare, followed by a hint of laughter. Thankfully, before she could mentally slap herself to death, the universe did it for her, and everything faded to black.

***********************************************************************************************
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45 MINUTES PRIOR IN a room on the floor above

If one could kill from a distance, Prithvi Malholtra would be dead.

"What the hell is uncle thinking? A mere illegitimate child actually dares to talk back to me. With what wings?"

Veer was pissed enough to drink straight from the bottle. Funny enough, he was not drunk. It was legend that no one could beat Veeranshu Garewal in a drinking battle. The last person that attempted needed a liver transplant and was still in the hospital at this moment.

Rajkumar snatched the bottle.

"That's enough for now, Veer."

As he spoke, all his friends looked at him like he was crazy. Even Karan hated that iron wasn't steel. Rishabh spoke up.

"Raj, aren't you going to say something else? That Prithvi has an eye out for what belongs to you."

"Yes." he looked gratefully at his friends, "Thank you for your help. I would need to talk to Papaji about this."

Rajkumar's expression was so sincere that they uneasily looked away. It was a crime that their poor friend went to waste his talents in medicine. Tch. That Prithvi had to suffer a lot more. Each of them was making mental plans on how to make his life miserable when a phone call interrupted them. Rajkumar recognized that it was his and apologized before leaving the room. 

It was Papaji. 

Once outside, he picked up the call and the call immediately cut. He couldn't help frowning at this development that his friends had just told him of. So many things had happened in his absence. Prithvi was actually a branch manager for one of Reddy Homes' branches. Six years ago when he flew in for Choti's wedding, that idiot couldn't even look him in the eyes. For goodness' sake, he was someone who couldn't even take the Reddy surname. But now he was a branch manager? Rajkumar felt uncomfortable everywhere and that was why he silently encouraged his friends' plotting. It was better they suppressed him to death. Otherwise, how could he allow his father's other son to use him as a stepping stone for his own inheritance?

Never. He'd rather die than lose what was rightfully his. But first, he needed to talk to Papaji and Choti. And possibly, Ammaji. Rajkumar didn't want her freaking out and messing up any plans he and Choti may come up with. His eyes became firmer as they settled on the solid black leather casing of his iPhone 14 which had been an apology gift from Anisha. He would wait for Papaji to call him first, drawing out his anxiety. 

The one who gives more loses more.

Still, Rajkumar couldn't resist feeling anxious and his thumb pinched his forefinger, a stress-coping habit he had inadvertently developed after quitting smoking once he got into medical school. He had thought it was quite stupid to tell patients that smoking killed and then turning around, to still do so; it was like shooting one's foot. In retrospect, it was stupid. Hell, the old geezer running the hospital that he worked in actually binge-drank. It's just that Rajkumar felt it was quite a waste to throw away all his efforts of many years. There was no pressure, though.

Just as he decided to go back into the room, his friends came out, Fateh leading and looking anxious.

"We are leaving so soon? What about the rest? Aren't we expecting them?" he asked, surprised.

Fateh shook his head.

"They all canceled. And besides," his voice turned worried, "Tejo has delivered and I didn't bring my car. I came in Veer's." His tone contained a hint of apology.

Veer patted his shoulder.

"No sweat, brother." he turned to Raj, "I am dropping him off at the hospital."

Rishabh chimed in.

"And my dad called for a family meeting. We," referring to him and Karan, "need to be there. But we will first stop to see Tejo before leaving. You coming?"

Rajkumar decided to drive behind Fateh and Veer's ride. Tejo was his assistant prefect back in High school and it had been a while. It didn't hurt that he was a doctor too. He turned to Fateh.

"I will go with you and Veer. I haven't seen Tejo in years." he chuckled, "And congrats bro, for your success. We all want to be like you when we grow older."

His teasing elevated the mood and Fateh felt better.

"I heard it's a girl."

"Lucky bastard."

They all laughed and made their way down the stairs. However, on the first floor, there was a hubbub of some sort. A man and a woman were in some kind of argument and Rajkumar found himself frowning at the woman's very familiar back that reminded him of someone that Rishabh had brought up during their discussion upstairs.

He noticed his friends were upset, especially Veer. It was a given since it was his hotel and a ruckus was happening while his staff watched. But if that was who they thought that it was, the other three suspected more. Four years ago, Veer had pursued her vehemently and succeeded in dating her for a mere two weeks. The entire thing had been a shitty affair. Of course, Rajkumar didn't know this since he had been in London, working.

In the end, Manmeet Chatterjee was also their friend and they couldn't just stand by. Veer made for them and gave the man a resounding slap, sending him to the floor, before angrily yelling.

"Where is the damned staff? Do I pay you to watch violence happen in my hotel?!"

They hurriedly ran over.

Meanwhile, Rajkumar managed to hold Manmeet in his arms before she fell as he had caught her swaying. She had stared at him, surprised, which made him feel pleased. Manmeet Chatterjee had turned out to be a very beautiful woman. Very, very beautiful. Suddenly, he could make out a whisper escaping her lips and he had to strain his ears to hear them.

Cedarwood.

Rajkumar Reddy chuckled after a second of surprise. He knew what she meant by that word, yet it was so inappropriately funny. Many women he had been with were never really in the know of all this stuff. Bet Manmeet to go the total opposite. Before he could form a reply, she passed out and he would have gone into full-blown laughter if he hadn't noticed his friends looking over at them. Apparently, her assailant was being handled by the staff.

He noticed Veer giving him a complicated look but he decided not to pursue it. Rajkumar never pried into what didn't concern him.

"I will stay here and coordinate the police pickup before sending her home."

Veer's face switched to relief so fast he almost gave it all he had. His friend had always been nervous in front of men in uniforms, even when he didn't even give a shit to his own father. The family had strong, legitimate reasons for that. Rajkumar swore that legitimate was a pun here.

Fateh, Rishabh, and Karan nodded to him before heading out. Only Veer delayed a bit, hesitant.

"You will take her home, right?"

Rajkumar rolled his eyes but in his mind, he couldn't help raising his interest level. Veer was acting too strange.

"Oh please I will, dad." he said sarcastically before adding, "Buy flowers and write a cheque on my behalf for Tejo. I will transfer you the amount when I get settled in later."

"No problem."

"Veer!" Fateh's voice rang in the distance and he nodded to Rajkumar before running out. Rajkumar looked at the retreating back before focusing on the beautiful woman in his hands. He especially liked her hair texture and wondered what shampoo she used.

He sighed and reached for her Hermes bag on the counter before beckoning to a staff.

"Open up a new room on the second floor for me on a fresh tab and call me when the police arrive so I can coordinate your handling of the matter." and there was a pause, " And tell this lady's driver to go home. A friend would drop her off."

"Okay, sir."
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​Patchup Fixup
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"DON'T BE UPSET, RAJU. Can't you understand why I gave that position to Prithvi?"

Rajkumar relaxed in the soap-filled tub a little bit more, phone pressed to his ears.

"I know, Papaji. It's just that I feel uncomfortable everywhere. Veer had told me that Prithvi talked up to him at Uncle Rahul's birthday celebrations."

He could feel his father frown across the phone, displeasure filling his voice. Wonderful.

"Prithvi, that bastard did that? And Rahul ji didn't even inform me! Thank you for telling me this, Raju. Your brother needs to know his place."

" I have only one sibling. And it's a sister." he said matter of factly.

"Yes, yes Raju." Bhairav Singh Reddy sighed, having grown older with the years, "Your mother almost tore the house down. She couldn't understand that Prithvi is just there to hone you. Why should I bother about him with my Raju and Choti still around? You need to come and stop her moping. It's wearing me down, Raju."

Rajkumar couldn't help a smile at hearing his mother yell in the background, "I am not moping!"

"Please pass the phone to Ammaji."

As soon as she got the phone, Nirali Reddy spouted words like she had grasped her lifeline.

"Raj, come fast before I and your sister lose our place in this home to some nobody's son." her tone had venom in it and Bhairav didn't even try to yell back as usual.

Everyone knew that this was Nirali's reverse scales and touching it could burn a house down.

Prithvi was the son of a former household staff, his existence bringing back memories that she didn't want to recall. And at the same time, it offended her, was an affront on her otherwise happy marriage with Bhairav. He was not to blame, truly, but there was no way that her husband's son from another woman and anything related to him would make her feel good.

Even though it was over two decades past, Nirali still remembered the night she had threatened to leave Bhairav with the twins still in her womb if he entered that bastard of his into the official family register, forcing his hand to have a distant relative adopt him and give him their last name - Malholtra in exchange for financial support.

Bhairav had felt a bit reluctant at that time because in the end, Prithvi was still his son. But he couldn't afford to lose Nirali and their children together. And so, they had Rajkumar and Choti, his sister and officially, his 'first' child. Choti was older by ten minutes but she had married out, forfeiting the position of heir to her younger brother.

But all this was no longer important. Too much time had passed for these events to bother Rajkumar.

He shook his head and laughed at his mother's tantrums. She could make a huge fuss for nothing.

"Are you now laughing at me, Rajkumar?"

"No", he chuckled, "No, Ammaji. It's just that you know Prithvi cannot do anything. He is a stepping stone. Stop fussing or you might get sick, Ammaji, and I and Choti don't want that."

Nirali humphed at her son's words, but anyone could tell she was in a better mood by now.

"By the way, your sister came home two days back with her stepkids. I ensured they were given everything that your niece, Kevina, got."

He nodded in approval.

"You did well, Ammaji. But they are all my nieces and nephew, aren't they?" he reminded, laughing at the end.

Nirali snorted at his words.

"It's too hypocritical! I will just watch you and your sister pretend."

He laughed even harder at her words. It was at that point that Bhairav snatched the phone away.

"It's too much nonsense, woman!"  "You!"

"Papaji, let Amma have some fun. Don't be too stuck-up. It's the twenty-first century."

"It's you that is encouraging her too much. Anyways," his voice turned serious, " when are you getting married? Since you decided to become a doctor, you need someone who can help you run things. And I have someone in mind."

There was a slight pause and Rajkumar rubbed his forehead, feeling a headache coming on at this topic. He felt he knew who Papaji was referring to.

"Manmeet Chatterjee?" he asked lazily, looking towards the figure lying still on the bed.

"Yes." Bhairav's tone was surprised, " You were schoolmates but I didn't think you would remember her after all these years."

"Me too, Papaji." he glanced at his phone which was ringing for an incoming call, "Papaji, can we finish this discussion tomorrow when I am back home? There is something that I need to do."

"Okay, Raju. Good night."

"Good night. Extend it to Ammaji for me."

The call cut and he picked up the incoming one. It was from the staff downstairs.

"Are the police here?"

Pause.

"Okay. I will be down in just a minute."

Rajkumar drained the tub and took a quick shower before donning a T-shirt that he had a staff retrieve from Veer's suite, not even bothering to towel-dry. Before he left, he took a deep look at the woman that was still sleeping on the bed, not aware that she was in a man's room, and shook his head. For someone whose tales of meticulousness were widely touted, she was careless.

But then again, Manmeet Chatterjee was an enigma that way. Back in high school, Rajkumar couldn't help being drawn to her. It was nothing emotional. It was just that the vibes that she gave him were that of a fighter, of someone like him. They were so alike and yet so different. And he had to admit, the woman had beaten his expectations. Funny enough, it was like watching his daughter grow. At this crazy thought, Rajkumar's eyes settled on Manmeet Chatterjee's face and body. It was like watching artwork that was so alluring it could kill. Beautiful, desirable, and crazy dangerous.

He chuckled. What shit daughter? That was his last thought before walking out the door.
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​An Awakening?
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2AM THE NEXT MORNING

Manmeet Chatterjee woke up in a soft bed and with a pounding head. It was hurting like crazy.

Is there any aspirin? And where was she again?

Her eyes took in the room decor that looked too impersonal to be her own room and a spark of alertness and clarity jolted through her. She fully sat up despite the increasing pain in her head and took in her surroundings.

She was in a hotel room? The concept was familiar once she focused on it, a frequent hotel user due to all her business trips and vacations. Panic crept in and she remembered the events of the previous night.

Did that bastard..? No, she confirmed, checking her intact clothes and that she wasn't hurt anywhere. So...who?  Maybe the staff brought her here?

But damn, she needed some aspirin to think this further. Manmeet Chatterjee groaned as she pressed a hand to her temples that felt like it was going to tear apart.

"It feels like a fucking zoo." she managed to whisper.

"You mean fucking circus."

Manmeet's head shot up to find a familiar face staring down at her, teasing in his eyes. Damn. Rajkumar Reddy. She remembered now. And why didn't I hear him walk to the bedside?

He shook his head, as if he could hear her thoughts and handed her an aspirin and a glass of water which she gladly took and downed in a go. After a few minutes, her head felt calmer and that was when she noticed that Rajkumar was sitting beside her now, intensely staring at her like he couldn't tell it was invasive. It made her feel a funny kind of way and she shifted on the bed a bit further.

"Stop looking at me like that, Rajkumar Reddy." she ordered.

"I was in the army back in the UK for a year and half. Trained a bit."

If Manmeet wasn't too disoriented, she would have been able to tell he was tendering an explanation to her earlier suspicion.

"What?"

He shook his head, ignoring her question. His next statement surprised her.

"My father wants us to get married." he paused a bit." What do you think?"

Manmeet Chatterjee felt a familiar throbbing and yet upset all at once. How could he just show up this way, ignore her questions, and ask her this? Of course, she knew of Mr. Reddy's intentions. How could she not know when seven out of his ten words to her were about his dearest son, Rajkumar? And now, what was she to say to this question? Hell, she didn't even know what she thought!

Rajkumar seemed to sense her discomfort and he lightly coughed.

"I am sorry if I made you feel uncomfortable. It's just that you said the word 'zoo' when referring to your migraine, and it bothered me." he gently looked her in the eyes, "It made my heart throb."

Manmeet Chatterjee felt her breath hitch in her throat, the gentleness in his eyes somehow suffocating her. When he used the word, it seemed to take on a much more intimate meaning. As she thought this, Rajkumar Reddy had edged close enough to firmly turn her chin to face him. He was faintly aware that very few men, he dared say no other human being, could do this to Manmeet Chatterjee and get away with it, without the least, a bitch slap. Her silence and heavy breathing seemed to affirm a conjecture in his mind.

Rajkumar Reddy thought that Manmeet Chatterjee might have some emotional debt towards him. Oh, it wasn't deep, true love. It was a bit shallow, but not too much to ignore. It was attraction. He was charming, he got it. They both did. And her acquiescence reflected a certain maturity that made him feel parched. At this moment, Manmeet Chatterjee was springs eternal.

"Manmeet Chatterjee, it made my heart throb. Such beautiful lips", he thumbed her lower lip, " speaking such vulgar words upset me."

His words were slow and deliberate and she stared into his eyes that threatened to burn everything stopping him. I always fight for my things, she remembered him saying when they were younger. Manmeet Chatterjee gently dipped and kissed his thumb. She wasn't a child.

"Kiss me, Rajkumar Reddy."

"Alright."
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​Ties that bind
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"WELCOME HOME, SIR!"

"Thank you, Ritesh. Look at you!" he laughed, patting him on the shoulder, "Goodness, last time we saw each other you were what, my waist level?"

"I was a bit taller than that, sir!"

"Haha, you cheeky bastard!" he handed him his luggage, "Take this to my room, will you?"

"Yes, sir!"

Ritesh took the luggage and made for the stairs when Rajkumar's voice stopped him.

"Did they deliver my new pair of glasses yet?"

"Yes, sir. Madam has it."

"Thank goodness. I will get it from her later. Move along."

Rajkumar sunk into the sofa and shut his eyes. He was so tired. However, a pair of excited voices roused him.

"Uncle!" He was now looking at a boy and girl in mock overalls. They were sweaty and it was obvious that they had been playing outside. They looked similar in age. For a moment, Rajkumar was confused about who they were until he remembered his conversation with Ammaji over the phone the previous night.

Mahesh Jnr. Sharma, eight. Shruti Sharma, seven. Choti's stepchildren.

A gentle smile appeared on his face at this thought and he opened his arms to embrace them.

"Come, come. Uncle is excited to finally meet you." He remembered that they were with their mother's family when he returned for Choti's wedding.

They were hesitant and quite shy to approach him. It seemed it just kicked in that he was not related by blood since he was their stepmother's brother. But they had already done enough for Rajkumar to give his sister a silent thumbs up in his heart. As all these crossed his mind, his voice was still gentle.

"Don't you want to see Uncle?"

"Y-yes."

They rushed into his arms and he raised them to sit on his legs, ignoring the filth of their play clothes.

"Your mom told me you were on a school break. I hope you are both doing well at school and not making trouble."

They shyly nodded. "Y-yes, uncle."

"Are you having fun?" he lowered his voice to a whisper, "Did you like the toys that I sent to you?"

"Yes, uncle!" their tone was more excited now.

Rajkumar laughed and hugged them.

"Both of you are such wonderful, cute children."

"What about me, Uncle?"

They looked up to find a five-year-old girl, running down the stairs towards them.

"Kevina, don't hurt yourself. Slow down. Uncle is still waiting for you."

At his words, she stopped running, but her steps were still fast-paced. When she finally got to where Rajkumar sat with her half-siblings in his arms, she pinched Mahesh's arm and he groaned in pain.

"You didn't tell me that Uncle was here, Mahesh!"

Shruti spoke up on seeing her brother holding back tears. "We didn't know till now, Kevi. Mahesh is not at fault."

At this point, Rajkumar had a frown on his face and he scolded Kevina.

"Kevina, how do you hurt your elder brother? Your mother would hear of this."

The girl started sobbing, anxious, and she grabbed Mahesh's arm and rubbed the spot that she pinched.

"I-I am sorry, Mahesh. I-I thought you didn't tell me Uncle was here on purpose. That was why I pinched you." she whispered, sobbing, "S-sorry."

The boy wiped her face on seeing her cry.

"Okay, don't cry. I am not angry anymore."

"Really?"

"Yes." he wriggled his arm to assure her, "It doesn't hurt anymore."

At his assurance, Kevina's eyes brightened like she wasn't the one crying a few seconds ago. Rajkumar felt a sudden wave of displeasure.

Had Choti gone crazy? What was this? They needed to have a serious talk.

"Uncle, hug me too!"

Despite his thoughts, his expression remained the same as he hugged the three children. At that moment, Ritesh came and announced to the children that Choti was on her way with the lunch that she cooked for them. They hurried out of his arms and ran up the stairs, obviously to quickly shower, including Kevina who had poster colors all over her clothes. She had been playing on her own too upstairs.

Rajkumar wrinkled his nose at the mixture of smells now attached to his clothes and he stood up, ready to head to his room and take a shower, too. Ritesh called after him.

"Sir, I placed your glasses on your bed-stand. I just remembered that Madam had left it at home in case you came home early. Sorry, sir."

He waved it off.

"It's alright. I have my contacts on. Bring some cereal and milk to my room, will you?"

"Yes, sir."

***********************************************************************************************
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3 HOURS LATER

"Thank you, Ritesh. Don't forget to shut the door."

Rajkumar watched the door firmly shut before reaching for his phone to scroll Instagram. It was a sort of self-care he always did before immersing himself in work. And the shit ton of email notifications on his Apple watch assured him that there was a lot he had to do before going to bed tonight. 

As he scrolled his feed, he made a mental note to thank Ammaji later for the new pair of glasses. He couldn't believe she remembered a one-off comment he made about never having time to pick up his new pair because he ordered it at his old hospital which was quite far from the new one he had transferred to. That day, he hadn't been able to find his spare and wearing contacts for the first time upset him. She really topped herself this time.He felt good at his final wave to the contact life and the familiar frame around his temples. 

At this point, he was blatantly stalking Manmeet Chatterjee's feed and liked her latest appreciation post for yet another award. Rajkumar chuckled at mental images of the woman stealing the spotlight, even after the unhealthy amount of time they had spent in bed this morning. She was a witch and it was wickedly amusing.

How did their morning wake even go again?

Oh. Rajkumar remembered that he had woken up to find her staring at him, still in only sheets, a familiar look in her eyes. Yes. They both felt bored. All the years spent making up fantasies went all poof in two hours. It was all so..meh.

Rajkumar vividly remembered the surprise he had felt upon realizing that Manmeet Chatterjee was still a woman like all the others he knew. It was a tad disappointing and he knew that she was thinking the same thing, which to her credit, she voiced.

"...So...that was it? Just like that?"

He chuckled and combed his fingers through her hair the shade of russet.

"Yes, honey. I'm sorry I am not Magic Mike, babe." he added in a singsong manner, "I can't make your feet feel mushy like pudding the first time."

"Its knees go weak like jelly, Rajkumar."

"Oh, fuck it."

Manmeet laughed at his off-handed comment and sat up straight, reaching for her blouse, which raised an eyebrow from Rajkumar.

"You are heading out like that?"

The incredulity in his voice made her grin and she turned to look at his face.

"What's the matter, Rajkumar Reddy?"

"I swear that you look lovelier than two seconds ago. Now, it's three."

At this remark, she guffawed, raising another eyebrow.

"You thought that was funny?"

"Yes." by this time, she was buttoning her skirt, " I have been living in the wild, Rajkumar. Poor me. Would we meet again?"

Because she asked this question facing towards the window, he couldn't see her face. A wave of curiosity washed over him.

"I want to see your face, Manmeet."

His voice was deep and magnetic and Manmeet found herself whipping back towards him to see what expression matched that tone. She met Rajkumar having a serious expression on his face.

"Do you want us to meet again?"

"Why not? Unless," she tied up her hair, "you don't want to."

"I would be heading back to the UK. I have a new position there, Manmeet."

The still somber expression on his face made her burst into laughter.

"What is it with that expression? Rajkumar, you are so hilarious."

There was a hint of surprise in his eyes.

"You are not in love with me?"

"After one night? Are you crazy?"

He sighed, relieved, and whispered something she couldn't catch. But Manmeet didn't press it.

"By the way," she reached for her heels, "I am firing my driver as soon as I get home. I can't believe he drove off without me."

"I told him to go home, Manmeet."

"I don't care, Rajkumar. He should have waited to get instructions from his boss. What about if you were some rapist?" she clicked her tongue, "I can't have incompetent staff on my payroll."

Rajkumar glanced at her rare serious expression and paused a bit.

"My apologies, Manmeet."

She chuckled at him and gently nudged his shoulder.

"You are not to blame. Always so serious. Anyways, I am leaving now. I have to prepare for an award ceremony."

"Congrats in advance, my girl." he pressed a kiss to her hand, "This is my gift, your architectureness."

"Bloody cheapskate."

"Ouch. How deep your love is." he put on a mock painful expression at the end.

Manmeet Chatterjee laughed at his antics before standing up to leave. When she was at the door, Rajkumar had to ask the question begging to be asked.

"Don't you need me to drop you off?"

"Nope. I called an Uber while you were asleep, Rajkumar Reddy."
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​Delay is not denial
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"RAJ!!"

"What the hell is wrong with you?"

Choti had somehow managed to piss Rajkumar off by barging into his room and dashing for his bed. It interrupted his thought trail of Manmeet. It irritated him.

"I can't believe you are a mother already. God, you are so childish."

"My dear Lord." she exclaimed, pitching in her high nasal tone, "Can you stop whining, brother dearest, and just say you missed me?"

"You are a bitch."

"Yes, I missed you too." she glared at him.

Rajkumar sat up on the bed and rolled his eyes.

"You are so dramatic, Choti. Papaji already told me how much of a fuss you are making."

She folded her arms, kneeling upright beside him.

"Rajkumar Reddy, how dare you? This is rich coming from the man who drinks martinis all day in London while I have to choke on my vomit hearing that bastard form words." she scrunched up her nose, "It's a catastrophe. My dear lord."

At the mention of Prithvi, Rajkumar's expression turned serious and he patted the space beside him, signaling her to sit.

"Papaji and I discussed the details yesterday. Prithvi is just a way for him to hone us."

"Still, Raj. I am against giving him access to any form of authority. Dadda says that it is just a remote branch he is leading. But do you know that place is far from remote? They have two universities there. Two, Raj!" she motioned with her fingers.

Rajkumar frowned, yet one hand reached to pat her shoulder as a way to calm her down.

"Easy, Choti. Are you sure that place has two universities? The place where Prithvi is right now?"

Papaji seemed to have a terrible idea of what remote was. Or not.

"I am sure, Raj. I went there to investigate and the huge shopping malls there almost induced me into a coma. I'm serious, Raj."

Rajkumar knew that she was. Choti would not lie to him over such matters.

"Okay, don't worry. I will discuss with.."

"Stop discussing with Dadda, Raj!"

Her outburst surprised him and he caught his elder twin holding back tears. Rajkumar quickly reached for the handkerchief in his pocket and wiped off the ones that escaped.

"Choti." his tone was filled with concern, "What's the matter? Talk to me."

She sobbed for a while before calming down.

"It's just hard with you in the UK. That Prithvi has become too daring since you left. I-I.."

"Spill, Choti." he urged.

"I think Dadda might be feigning ignorance on purpose. Do you think he wants to give everything to his illegitimate child? What about Mumma and the both of us?"

"No way, Choti. Let me confront him first. We shouldn't be rash and make things cheaper for Prithvi by alienating Papaji." he gently said, side-hugging his sister as a means of comfort. But Rajkumar Reddy had an unreadable expression on his face and no one knew what he was thinking.

"Raj, I think you should get married, at least."

He turned to find his sister blowing her nose into the handkerchief which made him chuckle, and in turn, draw a scowl from her.

"At least, get your snot far away before talking to me. Damn, Choti. Manners."

"You!"

Pfft. Pfffftt.

Rajkumar tittered at her reaction before settling on her earlier statement.

"Manmeet Chatterjee?"

"Yes. Manmeet Chatterjee is the best person to be on our side at Reddy Construction. Dadda actually did something right this time."

Rajkumar pondered on her words.

"How are you sure she would leave Arora Architects? She is close friends with Vicky Arora, the founder."

Choti gasped and nudged her younger twin.

"My dear brother, how can a close friend compare to a husband? Use your charm, Raj!"

The siblings laughed at her antics and he decided to spill a bit.

"You know we actually met last night."

"Oh my goodness!" her eyes went wide like saucers, gleaming with curiosity, "Tell me more!"

"Damn, Choti. You looked starved."

"You!"

"Haha, look at your wild expression." he laughed and dodged another pillow that she threw his way. After another miss, Choti stood up and paced the room.

"Rajkumar, Manmeet Chatterjee on our side would be a boon. Trust me."

He nodded thoughtfully.

"I know, Choti. I will think about it when I go back. There is no rush for now. However," his voice turned serious, "we need to talk."

She made her way to the bed and sat beside him. Choti knew that Rajkumar meant what he said when the time came to it.

"What's the matter?"

Rajkumar looked at his watch, glancing at the time. It was exactly 6 pm. He had exactly 15 minutes to wrap things up before his Zoom meeting with his new medical team.

"I saw.." he paused his words, "Are the doors locked?"

Choti stood and went to bolt the door before returning to her position beside Rajkumar.

"And the children?"

"They are all asleep. I made sure of it."

"Good. Because I saw them today when I arrived."

Her eyes narrowed.

"Could any of those little beasts have acted weird? What did they do now?!"

"Chill, Choti. Lower your voice. They did well. Well done for the work."

"Well, of course." there was a hint of pride in her voice.

"So," his voice cooled, "why is your own child lacking where your stepkids aren't?"

A wave of displeasure hit Choti. No matter what, Kevina was her own daughter.

"Rajkumar, how do you talk about your own niece like that?"

Rajkumar shook his head at her upset reaction. While it was normal, it wasn't needed in this context.

"Choti, don't mix things up!" he chided, "I caught your daughter being manipulative today. She's what? Five! How many times have I said to have a measure in front of her? Do you think brother-in-law is fucking blind?" No matter how little he had, it was not for others.

Her anger gave way to a sense of crisis as she grabbed her brother's arm.

"Do you think Mahesh noticed?!"

"There, there." he said, patting her arm, "I don't think so. He must think she is being spoiled for now. But Choti," he faced her squarely, "we don't need a scheming Kevina, at least not for years. Do you think Mahesh would rest easy handing things to her instead of her well-behaved half-siblings? Kevina should be responsible and everything nice. Don't fumble the bag, Choti. In the end, all we are doing now is for her and our other kids, right? She doesn't need this."

Choti nodded, inwardly scolding herself.

Thank goodness for Rajkumar. I almost made it cheaper for that hag and her two little creatures.

"Thanks, Raj. I have a measure."

He nodded, appreciative that she grasped the message quickly.

"Yeah, it's good that you know. What about Mahesh's ex-wife?"

Choti's face scrunched up like she was eating something disgusting.

"She is demanding custody of the children."

"No way we can let that happen. Does he need any help? Reddy Construction has good lawyers."

"I don't think so." she said, shaking her head, "We are all good."

"Don't forget I am always here to support you."

She hugged him.

"Thank you, my dearest younger brother."

"Yeah." he said, returning the hug, "Also, take the kids to the park or to watch a movie frequently. Let them get closer."

She rolled her eyes.

"Yes, dad. My dear Lord."

"And please fix your makeup. Damn, Choti. It's giving me ugly."

"You!"



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Boss with the good hair
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"MADAM, I LOVE YOUR new hairstyle!"

Manmeet Chatterjee finally stopped flipping the file pages in her hands and looked at the most annoying staff on her payroll.

"Shut up, Mishra ji. What nonsense is this?" she waved the file, "Why are the land inspection documents that I requested missing?"

"I-I forgot..."

"You forgot to get them from the municipal office, right?!" she angrily flung the pages onto her desk, "Do I look like an idiot to you?" she directed her question to all the staff lined in her office, cowering in their boss' anger, "Talk to me!"

"N-no madam..."

"So why am I wasting my money and time paying a bunch of incompetent trash?!"

"You mean our money, partner?"

A man of tall build walked into the office and sat on the sofa. Vicky Arora. He was the founder of Arora Architecture and Manmeet's boss. And friend.

The staff looked relieved. Obviously, they were glad to face Boss Arora rather than Madam Chatterjee. He was less intense, in a lot of ways.

Vicky motioned to Mishra, who still looked like his soul had left his body.

"What did you do now, Mishra ji?" his tone was a mix of stern and resignation. God knows that he wouldn't have employed this man if not for the fact that his soon-to-be ex-wife insisted on it, as his wife worked as a help for her mother. Vicky was conflicted about the 10% shares he would have to part with, but it was good enough to finally get the bitch and her dreaded relatives out of his life permanently.

Mishra spoke up, a pleading look in his eyes.

"Boss, I-I just forgot the land documents...."

Manmeet couldn't contain her anger as she slammed the table, cutting him short and sending everyone jumping.

"Just?!" she turned to Vicky, "What a bunch of incompetent trash we have eating our free staff lunches but can't even do anything right! Do you think I can design a plan without the official land documents?!"

Mishra and the remaining staff were too scared to even make a sound. Vicky waved them out on seeing their wooden expressions.

"All of you should find a way to get those documents before lunch or you can kiss this job goodbye. Is that clear?"

"Y-Yes, sir. We will do that right away!"

They bowed and hurried out, glad to be anywhere except close to Madam Chatterjee.

Vicky turned to his seething partner.

"Calm down, Manmeet. Look, they would bring those documents to your desk soon. You just need to take it easy."

"Take it easy, Vicky?" she rubbed her forehead in frustration, "I feel like the more time I spend with the staff, the more I realize how stupid universities have become. What was the name of that intern we hired last month with the Master's degree in Architecture?"

"The one who said he worked in France for a year and was your biggest fan?"

"Yes, that one. With the Pokemon name."

"I think his name was Piku?"

"Yes, that's him." she reached for her water bottle, "Can you imagine that he didn't know what a coping was?"

"What?" Vicky's voice revealed his disbelief, "Isn't that what they teach in the second year of architecture school?"

"I felt the same way, Vicky. It wasn't even a minute before I fired him and told him to go back to school if he was serious about this industry." she relaxed in her chair and closed her eyes, hands over them, "Human resources need to step up."

Vicky nodded, visibly concerned.

"I would need to have a chat with them." he checked his watch before standing up, " I need to go. I have a lunch meeting with Mr. Reddy before heading to see Deepika at my parents."

Manmeet opened her eyes and looked at her boss and friend since her college days.

"How are things holding up?"

"Sara is fighting for her custody and she might win." his eyes dimmed, "Her new boyfriend's dad is a judge in the civil court."

"Vicky," she stood up and walked over to him, placing her hands firmly on his shoulders, "just know that I and my family are solidly behind you. We won't allow that cheater take Deepika away."

He laughed at her serious tone, easing the rigid atmosphere, and causing her to laugh.

"What is the deal with you and your weird pep talks?"

"I tried, Vicky." she chuckled and went back to her seat, "I am so tired."

"Nice hair, by the way."

"Oh this?" she smoothed her now shoulder-length tresses, "Longer hair was getting harder to manage. So many detanglers wasted."

"Well, I know nothing of women and their problems." he put on his sunglasses, "I was the one fighting with Sara to get her to take a damn bath. Tch."

She laughed at Vicky's resentful tone as he walked out the door.

"Extend my greetings to uncle, aunt, and Deepika!" she called out after his retreating figure.

He waved in response before stepping into the elevator.

Hardly a second had passed and Manmeet didn't have enough time to admire her new look - since she was still waiting for the land documents from Mishra - in her compact mirror when her phone rang. She checked the caller ID and accepted the call on hands-free upon seeing it was from her mother.

"Hi, mama! How was your trip back to Shimla? I hope the flight went well?"

Vaishali's dissatisfied voice rose from the other side of her iPhone.

"Your father is causing trouble, still scolding Gunjan for coming home late and almost missing our flight. Talk to him."

"Mama..."

"What, Chitti? It's bad enough that you are rigid just like him. Do you want your sister to be like that too? That man is wrecking my daughters for me."

Manmeet laughed as she picked up the remote to control the AC temperature.

"Mama, you are making a fuss. And besides," she swiveled in her chair, "I met someone myself."

"What, Chitti?! Who was it?" Vaishali's voice was laced with excitement, eliciting more laughter from Manmeet. A wicked glint appeared in her eyes.

"I won't tell you, mama."

"Manmeet Chatterjee!"

"No, mama. I won't tell you."

Vaishali's voice eased at this point.

"What do you want, Chitti?"

Manmeet tapped her desk with her pen, trying to come up with a befitting reply. And then it hit her.

"I want you and Papa to stop arranging for me to meet with all your friends' sons. It's wearing me out."

"Okay, okay. So tell me, who it was that you met that is making you excited? Tell me, Chitti!"

"Okay, here it goes." there was a pause, "Rajkumar Reddy."

Manmeet Chatterjee quickly cut the call to avoid her mother's excited screams and chuckled. She was sure that would satisfy her. Look at how excited she was.

It was just that...Manmeet couldn't quite place what she was feeling. Rajkumar Reddy made her feel good. He wasn't like all the other immature, irritable men that pursued her. He was mature, realistic, and had an established career. And it was a buffer that they both held a now fizzled-out candle for each other over the years. He was husband material. Unfortunately, the husband material had no plans to stay in India, a path that was opposite of hers.

Manmeet Chatterjee could only sigh.

It's a pity, really.
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​A Reddy morning
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RAJKUMAR FLEXED HIS fingers that had gone numb. This action didn't stop him from talking seriously to the other person on the call, his free right hand pausing to take notes on his tablet when he was listening to what the other person was saying. Anyone that was familiar with languages would know that he was speaking fluent French at this time, his words laced with annoyance.

"Bloody hell Patrick, she doesn't need those people around her right now."

Pause.

"So what you are telling me is that the service worker approved the visit? Without consulting me first, her doctor? Tell me this is a joke."

Another pause. As he listened, Rajkumar sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. It was obvious that he was pissed with all that he was hearing.

"Look Patrick." he said when it was his turn, "who would take the responsibility if things go wrong? This is going to set all our work back to square one."

The next reply seemed to have greatly upset him and he didn't even bother to soften his tone.

"Now, look. I am going to hold you responsible if Chrissy relapses. You are exposing her to the trauma, do you hear me? I don't want that man anywhere near her and that's final or get ready to face a lawsuit from the state."

Short pause. The response this time made Rajkumar laugh. It was harsh and unpleasant to anyone that heard it.

"I can't sue you? Why not? In my opinion, you are abetting abuse. Got it? Have a nice day."

Rajkumar flung his tablet to the other end of the couch and positioned his glasses atop his head since he had no plans to take more notes. It was obvious that he was in a bad mood.

"Uncle?" A child spoke up from the dining table, her face filled with worry, "All okay?"

He gave Shruti a small smile, standing up to walk over to her. And when he had done that, Rajkumar sat down beside her and ruffled her hair.

"Of course, baby. It's just some useless things." They are pissing uncle off real bad. But he didn't mention that in front of the child.

"Sorry." she hesitated digging into her sandwich, "Want some?"

"No, baby, but thanks anyways. Uncle is grateful."

Suddenly, a high-pitched voice sounded from the door.

"My dear Lord. Rajkumar Reddy, can you stop bullying my daughter? There is so much food for you there at the table."

He rolled his eyes at Choti's antics, wondering with which eyes she saw him bullying Shruti, but didn't stop the girl from running over happily to hug her step-mom.

"Mommy!"

"My sweet Shruti!" Choti picked her up and spun her, earning squeals of delight, before settling her down back on the ground, "Where are your brother and sister?"

At that question, the girl looked aggrieved.

"Mahesh and Kevina went with the driver to the market when I was sleeping. They didn't wake me up."

"No, no. How could they do such a thing?" she whispered to Shruti, reaching for the handkerchief in her pocket to wipe the tears that were now spilling across the girl's face, "How about mommy makes it up to you? Now, don't cry honey."

"H-how?"

Choti lowered her voice even more as if telling a secret. "Your father is in town."

The girl's face immediately brightened.

"Yay!"

"He is at a hotel right now and we should go and surprise him. Don't you think?"

Shruti nodded her head hesitantly, "Do we wait for Mahesh and Kevina to come back first?"

Choti seemed to ponder on it, then she shook her head.

"No, baby. They would see Daddy tomorrow, but for today, this is their punishment for not waking you up, okay?"

"Yes, mommy. Do I need to change?" Shruti was referring to her casual top and jeans.

"No, no baby. This is just fine. Now hurry up into the car. I am right behind you."

Choti watched the girl run out and turned to look at her brother who was serving himself some food, a look that only he could understand in her eyes.

Rajkumar mouthed words from where he sat. Do you need my help?

No. I will get back to you when I am finished.

Okay. He nodded and watched her leave, then turned to his food and took a bite. A few bites more and he heard the sound of cautious footsteps coming from the staircase. Rajkumar looked up from his phone and towards it to find his Ammaji furtively scanning the living room and dining from her viewpoint.

"Is she still here?"

Rajkumar almost choked on his food in disbelief. Was that why she stayed holed up in her room?

"Amma, yes. She's out with Choti. But seriously?" he emphasized, "She is just a child. Relax a bit."

Nirali Reddy sighed, visibly relieved, and she walked down the steps toward where her son sat.

"I don't even know what to say to those children." she couldn't help muttering, "I don't know why your sister brought them here. They are not her children."

Rajkumar tsked in his heart but didn't allow his reprimand to show on his face as he drew out a chair for Nirali and watched her sit.

Ammaji is too old-fashioned and can't see far, unlike Papaji.

He and Choti needed to involve her less. It was good enough for her to just relax and enjoy all the benefits that would come her way. She was their mother, afterall, and they loved her so much.

As he thought the latter, his hands reached for a plate and served some rice on it for her.

"Mom," he gently said, "Eat some food so you can stay healthy, okay?"

Nirali had wanted to scold him earlier for wasting food as her eyes caught on the sandwich that Shruti had only one bite of and left in her wake, but the care in his voice and eyes made her swallow everything back. He even called her mom, and it made her feel floating.

Rajkumar, unlike his elder sister Choti, opted to call her and their father the more traditional titles of endearment. It was like his disciplined disposition, and while Nirali didn't really mind, it still felt good to hear him switch as it was rare.

She happily picked up a spoon to eat, watching her son serve her some juice in a glass. At this rate, Nirali felt she could eat two whole bowls of rice and not even mind.

"Oh, what a stunning display of love!"

Bhairav Singh Reddy's voice called from behind them. He had just come out of his study to see this scene and it obviously put him in a good mood. Rajkumar laughed at his comment and stood to pull his chair.

"How can I leave you out, dad?"

Bhairav raised an eyebrow at the new term but didn't do anything else except smile at his son. It wasn't like it was unwelcome. And Raju did have a right to be spontaneous as he wished.

"Where is your sister?"

"She went out for a bit to see brother-in-law." he replied as he poured some sauce on rice, "This is for you, papaji."

"No, for what?" Bhairav waved his hands at the plate of food, "I'm not really hungry. Just give me some wine."

This comment caused Rajkumar's brows to furrow in a frown.

"Papaji, alcohol in the morning?" he folded his arms, "Do you want to hurt your body? Your doctor told me last month..."

"You youngsters like making such a fuss. The doctor must have exaggerated things a bit."

At this statement, Nirali clicked her tongue.

"Look at your father, Raj. He never listens to anyone!"

"Woman..."

"Okay, okay. Both of you don't argue. Papaji," he turned to his father, "You need to eat something to cushion your stomach. You don't have to finish it all, just eat a bit."

"Raju..."

"I and Choti will worry, Papaji." and he paused a bit before adding, "I want to talk to you after breakfast, and I will feel uncomfortable talking if you haven't eaten anything."

Bhairav sighed, conceding to his son and took the plate of food. It smelled quite good and he made a mental note to raise the staff's pay if it tasted just as good. He hadn't raised it in what...four years? It was their luck that Raju arrived and caused all this.

"Any problem, Raju?" he asked offhandedly, digging into the food.

"Not really, Papaji." At least, he hoped not.

"Well, okay." Bhairav shrugged it off and concentrated on his food. It didn't sound like anything urgent. He trusted Raju to have a measure.

Rajkumar went back to his seat beside Nirali and the three members of the Reddy household had a warm breakfast, engaging in small talk here and there.
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​The hate that you give

Content Warning: The provided passage contains explicit language, violence, abusive behavior, references to self-harm, and intense emotional distress. Reader discretion is advised.
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"SO, WHAT WAS IT THAT you wanted to talk about, Raju?" Bhairav asked as he settled into his chair.

But Rajkumar wasn't in a hurry. He didn't immediately reply to the question and instead, looked around the study that he and Choti always slept in while they waited for Bhairav to return home from work when they were children. He hadn't been here in a long time. He missed this feeling.

"Your study has not changed a bit."

Bhairav laughed at his son's wistful tone.

"Haha, Raju. It's such a waste to change such perfect furniture. Don't you think so too?"

"Yeah, I do Papaji." he turned to stare directly at his father, "So why do people change for no reason?"

Bhairav frowned at the change in Rajkumar's tone and his pointed stare. It felt accusatory but he reined in his anger. This was his son, after all.

"Raju, don't talk in circles. Are you accusing me of something?"

"Oh drop the act, Papaji! Can you stop all these games?!"

By this time, Rajkumar had bolted out of his seat, his voice raised at his father. But Bhairav didn't believe himself to be a coward. Even though Rajkumar was his child, this was crossing the line by raising his voice at him. He was angry now.

"Are you out of your mind, Rajkumar?!" he slammed the table, "How dare you talk to your own father like that?!"

Cynical laughter came out of Rajkumar's mouth, his eyes expressing his disbelief at his father's attitude to his illegitimate half-brother.

"Haha! Wow, Papaji." he derisively clapped his hands, "What a stunning performance. But do you think I am stupid? Or that Choti is fucking blind? What is this, Papaji?" he pointed to the screen of his phone where the image of a map was displayed, "This was the remote town that you said Prithvi was the branch manager in? They have a fucking high court in that town! A fucking high court!"

It was now that Bhairav knew what his outburst was about. Knowing his children really well, Choti must have revealed this to him. Rajkumar barely knew other places in India.

But they had gotten it all wrong. The only reason why Bhairav gave the position to Prithvi was to cultivate him into a manager capable of assisting Rajkumar, who had opted to be a doctor. He only withheld details from Rajkumar to avoid the fuss happening now.

He understood his panic but that didn't mean that Bhairav was happy with it. A wave of discomfort and displeasure combined washed through him. He wasn't even dead yet and his children were already discussing his money. A hint of anger flashed in his eyes as he looked at his beloved youngest staring straight at him with a livid face. Prithvi would never have looked at him such a manner that Rajkumar was doing. How spoiled had he become?

"Rajkumar." his firm tone was laced with anger, "This is my money and I can give it to whoever I want to! Now, get out of my office before I do something I would regret."

"Regret? What a fucking joke, Papaji. Hahahaha! Hahahaa!"

Bhairav's anger steadily gave way to panic as his son began to unhinge before him.

"Do you think I care Papaji? You can give your money to who the hell you want. But," his tone turned vicious, "you would have to kill me first."

"Rajkumar..."

"Don't, Papaji!" he lashed out at Bhairav as tears streamed down his face and blurred his vision, "I would rather fucking die than see that bitch and her bastard get what belongs to me and my sister!"

Rajkumar had barely finished speaking when his hand reached to clutch his chest, the intense pain reminding him of all those nights and he steadily fell to the floor. Bhairav bolted over to his side, fear and regret consuming him as he held his son's spasming body.

"Rajkumar! Raju!" he yelled,"Somebody call a doctor!"

"D-dad..."

"Yes, yes Raju! Talk to your father. Say something!"

Rajkumar tried to reach for Bhairav's hand with diffculty, who clutched his upon seeing that.

"P-prithvi..I don't want.." he was struggling to whisper.

But Bhairav could understand what he was saying and scrambled for the phone in his pocket, hands shaking and tears blurring his vision. How can anything compare to Raju in his eyes? He called his assistant and yelled into the phone as soon as he picked up.

"Send Prithvi out of there and cancel his position! Right now and don't make me say it twice! And call a fucking doctor over to my house! I am giving you five minutes!"

He cut off the call, without waiting for whatever the assistant had to say, and looked at his son in his arms.

"Raju, Papaji has done it for you, okay? Just hold on for the doctor, okay? Hold on for your father."

Rajkumar managed to smile at his father's words. But in the end, his body felt too tired and he couldn't keep his eyes open anymore, as if his father's assurance had been the only thing holding him on.

"Raju! Raju! Where is the doctor?!"

***********************************************************************************************
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"RAJKUMAR REDDY!"

The man angrily threw the wine bottle towards the wall where it hit a girl's head. But she didn't dare to move or even scream despite the blood pouring down her face. Meanwhile, her attacker violently flung the documents off the desk, his eyes bloodshot, from too much drinking.

Prithvi Malholtra hated Rajkumar Reddy with a burning passion. He didn't know when it started. Perhaps, it was at his and Choti's 7th birthday party when they had first met. Their father, on a whim of generosity, allowed his adoptive parents to bring him along on the premise that he didn't draw any attention. He had been excited to finally meet his father who he always saw in the papers and who was very wealthy. Prithvi had always known that those ordinary, banal people couldn't be his parents. He believed he was destined for something more.

But all his fantasies had crashed the moment he laid eyes on the male birthday celebrant, Rajkumar Reddy, who was surrounded by people vying for his attention. They were almost the same age but Rajkumar Reddy had a certain way about him that put him at the center of everything and everyone.

Rajkumar had steadily returned his gaze as if to tell him that he knew exactly who he was. And then, he smiled.

He smiled.

Prithvi only felt the mockery in that one action and all the envy buried deep inside ate at him until it was all hatred and nothing else for him. And it had remained that way ever since.

No one needed to guess how happy he was when he found out that his worst enemy had moved abroad to school. While praying that he died there, Prithvi didn't hesitate to work hard enough to get into the old man's good books. He wanted to swallow everything that Rajkumar Reddy was proud of. Every single thing.

But heaven was unfair.

The bastard had come back and in a mere span of two days, his position had been taken away from him. Prithvi felt murderous. He hated it so fucking much!

And as if that was not enough, his men had called that Veer Garewal and Rishabh Kumar were preventing the next shipment of goods. Veer, that eccentric bastard, actually went to lock all the warehouses!

If this didn't have Rajkumar Reddy written all over it, he wouldn't believe it.

"Why is he everywhere?!"

The whimper from the corner of the room reminded him that he was not alone. The girl that he had injured earlier was still cowering in fear there. It aroused the most wicked part of him.

Without hesitation, Prithvi lunged for her and grabbed her neck in a chokehold.

"You, bitch! How dare you stain my carpet with your filthy blood and tears?! Are you mocking me like that bastard?!"

She whimpered, shaking her head no at his words. But all she received was a hard slap before being flung to the wall, her head hitting the wall. In a matter of seconds, she lay still, obviously dead.

His bodyguards in black showed no reactions to this action. The girl was about 16 years and her body showed signs of abuse, not including her violent death. But they acted like nothing happened, obviously used to such things happening. No one even dared think of calling the police. Only one of them, their leader, spoke up.

"Sir, what soap do you want to use this time?"

"Lavender. Tell the servants to warm the water as usual." He reeked of the bitch's blood. Damn.

Another one hesitated before speaking up. He was the newest hire.

"S-sir, what do we do with the dead body?"

The question genuinely surprised Prithvi and he stared pointedly at the guard who spoke.

"What's your name?"

"S-sajid, sir."

He immediately motioned to the leader.

"Send this bastard into a coma for me."

Sajid was quickly surrounded by the others who held him, despite his struggle and cries, and dragged him out of the room. He definitely wasn't going to end well.

Prithvi tugged at his collar as soon as the door shut, feeling seriously irritated. What a joke. How could he be bothered to care about these lowlifes, whether dead or alive? Whether it was the wall, the Persian rug, or the bodyguard, all would be replaced before he woke up tomorrow morning. Even though he wasn't legitimate, the money that Bhairav gave to him for maintenance was enough for him to live lavishly till he died.

But Prithvi wanted more. He needed to see Rajkumar grovel at his feet. He signaled to the bodyguard leader that remained.

"Is she still in there?"

"Yes, sir."

"Still refusing to eat?"

"Yes, sir."

At this reply, he sneered. If Rajkumar was the first person he hated, that old hag was the second. She was so useless and Prithvi thought it was better if she just died. But no, the woman would eat after every few days of threatening not to do so. It was little wonder that she was kicked out of the Reddy house so easily.

"Don't tell me all these stupid things anymore." he waved his hand, "You may leave."

The man left, leaving Prithvi alone, staring at his phone on the mahogany desk for a long time before picking it up to dial a number. The call was picked on the first ring.

"Find out every single thing that Rajkumar Reddy had done when he was in the UK for the past eleven years. Everything, down to the last tee."
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​No rest at ease
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CHOTI FISTED HER HANDS as she walked up the staircase. She was angry, she was sad, and so the tears streaming down her face were appropriate for this situation. It was enough to convince Dadda of the pain she was going through.

But whether that pain was genuine or not, she didn't dare to ask. She didn't want to know what it meant. All she was to do for now was to tell Dadda and wait for him to act. However, a trip to his room discovered it was empty, as was mumma's. Where could they be at this time?

As the mansion was large enough, it took Choti a minute to walk to the wing where Rajkumar's room was and the small gathering in front of his door made her heart drop to her stomach.

Was everything alright with Raj?

She quickened her steps and arrived there, the staff giving way for her. As soon as Nirali saw her, it was like she had grasped a lifeline.

"Choti, thank goodness you are here."

Choti carelessly patted her hand as a means of comfort even though her own mind was chaotic, and she turned to her father who was listlessly pacing in front of the door.

"Dadda, can you tell me what in the world is going on?"

Nirali scoffed at her question.

"He was the one that caused your brother to lose consciousness. If only he wasn't talking about his bastard outside!"

In an agitated state of mind, Nirali spilled her frustration, despite some staff being there. The staff were pretending to be deaf and dumb to what they heard. Their bosses' personal matters were not something they dared to meddle in. However, their diligence didn't pay well. It was Choti's turn to be shocked.

"What?! Brother fell unconscious?!" she turned to Bhairav, "Wow, Dadda. Just wow. You are just full of so many surprises."

Bhairav took one look at his daughter and didn't scold her. But even though he appeared calm, his heart was chaotic, and he needed to vent his regret somewhere else. When he spoke up, his voice was cool, piercing the silence that developed after Choti's lashing out at him.

"I called you all here to ask why you all went deaf today. How many times did I yell for a doctor or for someone to arrive?"

Birjesh answered. "Five times, sir."

Choti was furious now as she turned to the staff.

"What, five times?! Have you all gone crazy?!"

"Choti..."

"No, dadda." she brushed his hand off, "It's not okay. If my brother had died today, none of you should even think of leaving this house alive! All of you are a bunch of useless things!" she grabbed the nearest man by the collar, "I won't spare any of you!"

Nirali pulled her back at this point.

"Choti, calm down. It's not worth wasting your time here when Raj is still in there, okay?" she said, hugging her daughter who was now sobbing.

Bhairav, on seeing that she had backed down, motioned to a guard.

"Drag all these trash out of my house and don't let them take anything away with them. They are all fired." he then turned to Ritesh, "Ritesh."

"Sir."

"I am giving you one last chance because your father had been my first steward before he died. There will not be a second time."

"Yes, sir. Thank you sir."

"Go out tomorrow and find a new batch of workers to hire. For tonight and tomorrow morning, personally man the kitchen, especially Raju's meals."

"Yes, sir."

The rest unlucky ones pleaded but it all fell on deaf ears as they were dragged out of the mansion. They would forever regret losing the Reddy's monthly salaries, which were much higher than their peers working in other homes.

At this time, the doctor came out of the room, and the three Reddy members rushed to him. Bhairav asked first.

"How is Raju?"

"Master Rajkumar is alright. He has regained consciousness. But he needs some food. Something light."

Nirali signaled to Ritesh to go and get some food according to the doctor's specifications and then turned to ask the doctor.

"Can we go in and see him?"

"No, I don't advise that. He needs adequate rest."

Bhairav thanked him,

"Thank you so much, doctor. Ritesh?" he looked around for the steward.

"I had sent him to bring Rajkumar some food." Nirali motioned to the doctor, "I will send him out myself since I even need to inquire more about what he should and shouldn't eat till he fully recovers."

Choti waited until her mother and the doctor had gone down the staircase before scolding her father.

"Dadda, don't think I don't blame you for this. It seems your bastard means more than I and Raj to you!"

"Choti." Raj's tired voice came from inside the room, "Stop that and come in."

Bhairav tried to open the door, excited to hear his son's voice but Choti blocked the handle with her body.

"Dadda, Raj doesn't need to see you right now. Who knows if you will trigger my dear brother again?"

"Choti."

But she still decided to get the last word in despite Raj trying to intervene.

"We legitimate children are so pitiful, dadda. Your son is getting bullied by your bastard, and me," she wiped her tears, "just had to see my husband cheat on me. How darn sad."

At her latter comment, Bhairav's calm expression changed into one of a mix of surprise and anger, but before he could ask any more from her, Choti stepped into Rajkumar's room and closed the door behind her.

***********************************************************************************************
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TWO CHILDREN WATCHED all that happened from afar. One was crying miserably, and the other was petting her, even though, his hands were shaking.

Mahesh felt like his world was falling apart when his sister ran into the room they shared in the Reddy mansion, wailing bitterly. It took a lot of coaxing to get what was bothering her out. Immediately, he had stumbled on his feet, his sister in tow, to their uncle Raj's room. If there was anyone that could help them talk to mom, it was him.

But it seemed that Uncle Raj was sick, from what he and Shruti heard from the adults, hidden behind a pillar where they wouldn't be caught. The unease in Mahesh's chest grew. He was upset because he knew Mommy was upset.

Even though he and Shruti were just children, they had a basic understanding of some things. When daddy was still with their mom, they shared a room. And when their new mommy came, they also shared a room. So why was daddy now sharing a room with another woman? With the little he knew, there was only one answer he could come up with.

But it was Shruti that voiced it for him as she sobbed.

"D-daddy is bad. I-I don't want a new mommy. I-I like this mommy. Boohoo!" she cried even more at the end.

Mahesh felt the same way too. They liked their stepmother better than their real one because she loved them better than theirs did. Ever since she came when he was three, dad didn't scold him anymore and he and Shruti never had to go hungry like they did when their real mom was around. So why did daddy want to bring a new mommy? Didn't he care for them? Didn't he care about their younger sister, Kevina?

He didn't know when he started to sob alongside his sister. They tried stifling it to avoid others hearing them. In the end, they were still just heartbroken children.
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​Sister Prep
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RAJKUMAR WATCHED HIS elder sister fluff his pillows and blanket for what was a record seventh time.

"Do you need anything, Raj? Some apple juice, maybe?" she reached for the bottle on the table that Ritesh has brought in with his meal.

"Choti." he pulled her to sit on the bed, "Will you tell me what happened?"

"Huh?" her face revealed confusion, "What do you mean?"

"Okay. We both know that can't fool me. Stop going in circles, Choti. It's me. Raj."

At his statement, Choti stopped acting confused. Only now, her face had a blank expression.

"It's nothing serious." she shrugged, "I just caught Mahesh in bed with another woman. And of course, I made sure his little creature saw it too."

Rajkumar took a deep look at his elder sister, who was now absentmindedly twiddling her thumbs. He reached for her hand and firmly held it in his, despite her resistance.

"How do you feel?"

"What are you going on about, Rajkumar?"

"Choti, I'm talking about in here." he pointed at the left part of her chest, where her heart was, "How does it feel?"

There was silence. And then, there was Choti shedding tears.

"I-It feels like I'm dying, Raj. J-just....why.."

"Oh, sweetheart."

He took her in his arms, gently patting her back.

"It's okay, Choti. I'm here for you. I'm here."

A few minutes passed and Choti gradually stopped crying. She felt she had recovered her bearings enough to talk to Rajkumar and slowly came out of his embrace.

"Sometimes, I wonder if it's karma." she smiled self-deprecatingly, "I did seduce him when he was still married, so how can I expect him to be faithful?"

Rajkumar cursed under his breath seeing his sister like this.

Mahesh, you bastard.

"For goodness sake, stop blaming yourself. It's your shitty husband that can't keep his damn pants on for one minute."

She chuckled, shaking her head.

"I know what I signed up for..."

Rajkumar couldn't hold it back anymore. He firmly turned her around to face him, his hands on her shoulders.

"You fucking piece of walking trash, Choti. If you want to fall, you can't fall here, do you hear me?"

"...huh?" Choti was too shocked at the words coming out of her brother's mouth. This...felt nothing like sympathy?

It was a pity that it wasn't over yet.

"What the hell does Mahesh have? It's only that financial company that is on its last legs. And not only does he cheat on you out there, but you also have to take care of his offspring. With whose money? Whose money, Choti?" he repeated for emphasis, "Our money."

"...that seems correct?"

"It is correct, Choti. A hundred percent right. And what's even worse, you have to deal with that old hag that is his ex. You have to deal with so much shit for him." he stared right at her, "And he still can't even keep his pants on!"

"...yeah."

"And now, you wanted to say that you somehow, have fallen in love with him? Was that the shit you were about to spout and have me choke on, even in my sorry state? You, Priyanka Choti Reddy, that can get any man in this world that you want? Damn, Choti. You are the vilest, most unsympathetic, greediest bitch I know. Isn't that right, Choti?"

"..Yes. Yes, that's right. I am the vilest, most....wait, what?"

"And most of all, you are my sister. And I can't watch you make the biggest mistake of your life today."

"...Yeah. Yeah." she looked up at her brother, laughing and crying all at once, tears blurring her vision, "Thank you, Raj. You are such a piece of walking trash, too."

"That's my girl." he hugged her, "You are so much better, Choti. Why settle for less?"

***********************************************************************************************
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"NO, NO YOU ARE DOING it all wrong, Gunjan. You have to fold it the other way like this."

Gunjan was going crazy in frustration at her elder sister who seemed too preoccupied with folding the laundry at her expense. Hell, she had literally switched her examination center the previous day, all so she could get their parents to rush and buy her a return ticket to the city where Manmeet lived, Mumbai. Yep, Gunjan Chatterjee didn't bat an eyelid at the risk of messing up her final catering examination once she overheard her mother's conversation with Manmeet over the phone.

"Sister, can you stop please talking about the laundry? You know I can only wait for so long."

Manmeet Chatterjee put down the shirt in her hands, frowning at her overly active younger sister.

"I don't know what you are talking about, Gunjan."

"Oh, Manmeet." she excitedly shook her hand, "You know. Your date with Rajkumar Reddy!"

Realization dawned on her and she shook her head, finding it somewhat amusing.

"I am guessing that Mama told you?"

"Nope." Gunjan replied, "I overheard the phone conversation. She had it on hands-free."

"Well, I'm sorry to disappoint you, my dearest younger sister, but it was not a date."Manmeet stood and took up the folded laundry, "Now where do I put these?"

"Tell me you drive me crazy without telling me. Manmeet Chatterjee..."

"Yes?" satisfaction laced her voice as she noticed that her armchair was empty, "Aha. I can just place these there."

But her sister was not about to let her off so easily.

"How can there be nothing going on between you two? Didn't you use to like him?"

Now that her hands were free, Manmeet had ample time to answer her sister's heavy assault of questions and she made her way over to the bed, where she sat down opposite her.

"Use to is the exact word. And that night at the club, we had a lot of discussions and shared sentiments on our damnably laughable love. A lot."

"Speak well, Manmeet. I am just a mere mortal."

"What I mean is that...we just didn't like each other as much as we thought we did."

"So...it was absence makes the heart grow fonder?"

"Exactly."

"Both of you are crazy."

"Tell me about it." she clapped her hands, "And now, I have to go to sleep. Tomorrow, I have to drop you off at your exam center and go to the office. And then, there is my date afterward."

Gunjan's face brightened, which made Manmeet chuckle.

"Why are you so excited, Gunjan? It's my date, not yours. Now, why don't you help me pick up something nice to wear tomorrow?"

Her younger sister dashed for her walk-in closet, causing her to go into full-on laughter.

As Gunjan rummaged through her clothes, she still kept talking, loud enough so Manmeet could clearly hear her from the bed where she was still sitting.

"So where did you meet him?"

"Meet who?" she asked, reaching for her tablet. There were some files she had to email to Vicky's inbox, and she might as well do it now that she had some free time on her hands.

"Oh goodness, Manmeet. Your date, for crying out loud."

"Oh, I've never met him. We got together on a dating app."

Gunjan's voice hollered from the closet and the sound of hangers falling made Manmeet wince.

"What?!" there was a sound of her hitting her head, "Ooh damn."

"Gunjan?" Manmeet dropped her tablet and rushed into the closet to help her, "How can you be so careless? You okay?"

"Yeah...I guess."

"Okay, go out and sit. Let me fix things here."

"Thanks, sis."

"And don't forget to put some ice on it."

"Okay, mom."

Gunjan made for the kitchen to get an ice pack. By the time she got back into the room, Manmeet was already done with picking things up in the closet. Now, she was sitting back on the bed, working on her tablet.

"Wait, wasn't I gone for like only two minutes? Tell me you are Manmeet Chatterjee without telling me."

Usually, that would have caused the older Chatterjee to laugh. But there was a concerned look in her eyes as she glanced at her sister.

"You okay, Gunju?"

"Okay, hell no. We are not calling me that." Gunjan cursed at her hated nickname that their mother gave her, "You promised to never call me that when I was thirteen."

"As the older sibling, I can choose to forget promises when I deem fit. It's code in our world."

"Wow, Manmeet. Number one," she raised the ice pack a bit to reveal a small red spot on her forehead where she hit it, "I'm fine. And number two," she made her way to the bed, sitting next to her sister, "I won't count on that blind date. For all I know, it might be an old Nigerian guy trying to scam you. My friend went through the same thing, I swear."

For the first time since their conversation began, Gunjan saw her sister's expression turn serious. Manmeet placed her tablet on the bed-stand.

"Gunjan, what you just did is called stereotyping. I can assure you that Nigerians all over the world, especially the men from that country, are not lying in wait for every female on dating sites, with the intent to scam them."

"Well...how do you know that's not the case? My friend..."

"Was unfortunate, Gunjan. While I feel sorry for her, it's not enough to typecast all other men from there. In fact, I have met some people from there on my work trips, and they are very kind people."

"...So, why do people do them dirty like that?"

Manmeet shrugged, a wry smile on her face.

"It's because when a few of them did those things, rather than facing it, people just think it's easier to group everyone like that. It's just like all the things I face every day."

"You, Manmeet?" Gunjan was shocked, and understandably so.

She had never seen her sister ever get intimidated by the nature of her work. Manmeet Chatterjee had never rested easy on her laurels, which made her a household name by now. But now, here was that same person, downcast. Gunjan scolded her big mouth.

"Yeah. It's way times harder for me as a woman. Do you know, Gunjan, I have had reporters straight up ask me how many people I slept with to bag an award? It's been better in recent years though, with the completion of CloudCity project."

"What?!"

"Yeah, that's the harsh truth, my dear sister." Manmeet reached out to smooth Gunjan's hair, "It's way easier to categorize the success of a woman into something sinister. Since it doesn't hurt them and only hurts the person involved."

"Manmeet, I am so sorry. Please, don't cry." Gunjan reached to hug her sister.

The person involved was surprised at her statement and chuckled upon finding her face wet with tears.

"I didn't even realize. Oh, goodness." she hugged her younger sister back, a warm current filling her heart, "Thanks, Gunju."

"I'll let you off just this time."

"Haha. And I found a nice, grey jumpsuit to wear tomorrow."

"Oh, for the office or for the date?"

"What the hell does it matter?"

Gunjan scolded her.

"Manmeet Chatterjee!"

"Hahaha."
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​It’s a matter of the heart
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"GOOD MORNING, DADDA." "Good morning, Papaji."

Bhairav looked at his two children who were acting so carefully before him and sighed in his heart. It was as if they were afraid that the sound of their breathing might disturb his newspaper reading. Haa. In the end, he was still a father.

"Choti. Raju. Both of you stop this nonsense and sit if you want to sit down."

Both of them rushed to either of his sides and sat down, each grasping an arm of his.

It was Choti that spoke up first.

"Dadda. I am very sorry for my outburst yesterday. I swear that wasn't me talking."

"And who was it that was talking?"

"It-It was the devil. I swear it, dadda." she raised a hand, "On the little monsters' lives."

Bhairav said nothing about her apology and turned to Rajkumar.

"And is there anything you have to say for yourself, Raju? Hmm?"

Rajkumar had a solemn appearance, in sharp contrast with Choti's.

"Papaji." he bit his lower lip pensively, "I really have nothing to say for my actions yesterday. I reflected on myself and I am still in disbelief at the things I said. You have to know," he moved his hands to hold Bhairav's, "hurting you is hurting me. It is not worth it destroying our relationship for Prithvi, Papaji." At the end of his statement, Rajkumar took the initiative to lean on his father's shoulder.

Choti muttered 'attention whore' under her breath. Usually, Bhairav would have scolded her but right now, he was too overwhelmed by fatherly love to do so.

He looked down at his Rajkumar and quickly remembered why he was his favorite of all his children. It was because he knew when to withdraw and when not to. He knew when to support and when to scold. He was the center of the home, and they had all felt it when he wasn't around all these years.

His gaze turned to Choti who was still silently badmouthing Rajkumar. On getting caught, a trace of fright appeared on her face before switching to something innocent like she had no idea why her father was looking at her. Her actions made Bhairav chuckle and he drew both her and Rajkumar closer, enveloping them in a hug.

They were his greatest treasures.

The warm atmosphere was pierced by Nirali.

"Ahem!"

On hearing her voice, Choti and Rajkumar withdrew from their father and moved to the adjacent sofa, their expression stiff. Bhairav chuckled at their actions. Nirali sat down beside her husband and stared hard at her youngest child.

"Did you know what you did wrong, Rajkumar?"

"Yes, Ammaji. It would never happen again."

His meek response gave her the cue to go on an all-out tirade.

"I almost had a heart attack when I heard you fainted!"

Choti cut in.

"Don't blame Raj, Mumma. Instead, blame dadda for mentioning his little bastar...oops!"

She seemed to realize what she was saying and clamped her hands over her mouth. Rajkumar turned to glare at his sister and scolded her 'idiot' in his heart repeatedly. While Nirali didn't say anything, her silence lent her agreement to her daughter's words.

Bhairav frowned on hearing of Prithvi, and it wasn't because he was angry. In part, he had done something wrong by trying to wedge Prithvi in, not considering their feelings. Yes, he had a little bit of selfishness. Prithvi was also his son and it made him uncomfortable a bit to see him living a decadent lifestyle. But any bit of this concern was nothing in front of Rajkumar and Choti. He would just send a little bit more to Prithvi that he requested for his start-up and tell him to lay low. That was just about it.

However, his children thought he was upset, and egged on by Rajkumar's urgent expression, Choti opened her mouth in an attempt to remedy the situation.

"Uh, dadda, what I meant to say was that we should blame Mahesh. He is all to blame and no one else...even your little monster." She still couldn't help it. No way, Choti hated Prithvi too much to let him off so easily. If he was right in front of her, she would have strangled him without hesitation.

Unfortunately, she wasn't the only one feeling bloodthirsty for a sibling. At this moment, Rajkumar wanted to open Choti's head and see if her brains were made of waste paper. She couldn't just rein it in until they left where Papaji was? Didn't she realize that mentioning Prithvi over and over was rubbing salt on Papaji's wounds, and it would affect them in the long run?

He wanted to caution her.

"Choti..."

"Raju, your sister is not wrong. Let her off."

Bhairav cut off his son as if he knew what he wanted to do. Then, he turned to his daughter after exchanging a look with Nirali that only both of them could understand.

"Choti?"

"Yes, dadda?"

"I and your mother had a very long conversation over the phone with your husband yesterday night."

Nirali interpreted it as if she was worried they couldn't get the hidden meaning in Bhairav's words.

"That means that we scolded him and talked to a few friends in the financial industry to withhold his contracts."

"...what do you want to do now, Choti? We would support you whatever your choice."

Bhairav and Nirali looked at each other a second time. The both of them had lived for so many years and it would be strange if they hadn't noticed the emotional fluctuations in their daughter's mood yesterday when she mentioned Mahesh's infidelity. They didn't want to stimulate her any further.

But contrary to the protests they were expecting from her, Choti sneered.

"Oh dadda, you did too little to that bastard. Why didn't you just wreck that tiny shit of his so-called financial firm? Does he really think that I, Priyanka Choti Reddy," she pointed at herself, "is one of his cheap sluts? My life is really a drama series of how I married a total loser."

Her parents were genuinely surprised at her words and looked at her brother, who was watching his sister's antics, eyes filled with amusement.

Bhairav had to ask.

"Do you have anything to do with this sudden change of heart, Raju?"

Choti cut in before Rajkumar could reply, waving her hands.

"Dadda, Raj has nothing to do with this. Can't I, a grown adult, know how to make good choices?"

Rajkumar couldn't help but wedge his piece in.

"You married Mahesh Sharma." he raised an eyebrow, "Very, very questionable choices."

"You!" she pointed at him and looked at Nirali, "Mumma, can you please warn your son? I only married that bastard because I thought he was super rich."

"He was...until he blew almost all of his inheritance on showgirls in Vegas." Rajkumar calmly bit an apple, as if he wasn't the one poking his sister's wound, "Sure you still don't want to make a run for it?"

"You!"

Thankfully, Ritesh came in with a message for Choti, that prevented her from straight-up jumping Rajkumar.

"Young madam, it's time for the children to go to school, and today is their parent-teacher meeting."

"What?!" she crossed her arms defiantly, yelling in her usual high-pitched nasal tone, "I can't believe those little creatures have the guts to still request I come to their school meeting after what their shameless father has done. Of course, my darling Kevina is not a part of them."

Bhairav chided her.

"Choti, if you are doing something, don't use half-measures. Do it well."

"But Dadda, I can't believe you are sending me to little monsterville! I am supposed to be your daughter!"

At this point, Rajkumar wanted to choke on his own saliva. He nudged his sister.

"Choti, please get the hell out of here."

"You!"

Despite her protests, she still complied and left the room, but not without glaring at her brother first. Nirali motioned to her son, amused.

"Is your sister always like this?"

"Yeah. Must be a screw loose or something."

"Rajkumar..."

"Relax, Ammaji. I'm just joking. Choti is my sister and I have a measure."

"Well now that we have the Mahesh fiasco out of the way, Raju," Bhairav signaled to a tall man who had been standing behind him all the while, "this is my new assistant, Murari Bhatia. Murari, this is my son, Rajkumar Reddy."

"Good morning, Young Master Rajkumar."

Rajkumar slightly nodded in response. He didn't ask where the old one went and why he was fired in the first place. He had no reason to.

"Young master." Murari respectfully handed an envelope to him, "This is for you."

Rajkumar took it, curious, and glanced at his father who nodded his head. He opened it to find big bold letters plated with gold and he read out the words.

"Businesspeople Gala Night?" confusion replaced curiosity, "Is this for me?"

It shouldn't be. He was a medical doctor and had no need to attend such an event. Bhairav chuckled at his son's reaction.

"It is not for you, Raju."

"So who is it for?"

The reply surprised him and yet not so much all at once.

"Manmeet Chatterjee."

"Manmeet?"

"Yes, it is for her. I see you are already on a first-name basis, which I approve of. We men, must be very proactive."

Rajkumar could understand what his father was hinting at. His statement was merely short of the words 'she is my future daughter-in-law', and a glance at his mother showed that she was also thinking along similar lines. If he thought anything else of this issue, Rajkumar did not reveal it on his face.

"So, why do we have this? And not her?"

"Manmeet seems to be dealing with an issue which is why she mustn't have gotten an invite. And so, I used my connections to get her one. How can I just sit by and watch my future daughter-in-law be wronged?"

Aha. There it was. Rajkumar still didn't reveal anything he thought from his facial expression, leaving his dumbfounded parents inwardly scolding him for being too cunning.

"So...I give this to her?"

"Yes. And you also go with her as a plus one."

He raised an eyebrow at this statement.

"...A plus one? What about if she wants to go with someone else?"

Nirali almost hit this son of hers.

"What do you mean, Rajkumar? Stylishly invite yourself! You know how you youngsters do these days."

Rajkumar silently looked at her exasperated expression before nodding his head.

"Alright." he stood up to leave, "I will go and see her today after leaving the hospital."

As they watched his retreating back, his parents murmured between themselves.

"Who does he take his attitude from?"

Nirali rolled her eyes at her husband.

"Well, it's definitely you, you cunning old thing."
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​Office Politics
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"OH MY GOODNESS MADAM, is that the latest Versace you have on? It's giving stunning."

...It's giving what? 

Even though Manmeet Chatterjee didn't understand why her junior assistant liked breaking all the rules of formal conversation in her office, it didn't stop her from liking her bubbly personality. If she dared say, she had liked Tanvi ever since they had first met.

Tanvi Bajwa had been a returnee NRI from Japan and after finding out she studied Swedish when they had small talk at the gym, Manmeet shamelessly hired her. In fact, the knowledge of Swedish had nothing to do with her duties, but what could Manmeet say? Nepotism was real, and look what her boss, Vicky, had done with his quota. He hired Mishra and now every time Manmeet saw him, her head hurt. Pooh.

"Yes, Tanvi." she managed to say, giving a weak smile. The number of documents she had to approve today exhausted her.

Tanvi, as if on cue, picked up a cup of herbal tea from atop the bookcase, which Manmeet hadn't noticed earlier.

"This is for you, Madam. It will refresh your nerves."

"Thank you, Tanvi." she gratefully took the cup and sipped from it. Ah. It really hit right.

Meanwhile, an older woman was glaring at the junior assistant, scolding her severely in her mind for being such a shameful bootlicker. Sharda still couldn't understand why her trusted boss hired this girl a few months ago. She did nothing but use her phone all day, only to turn complete three-sixty degrees when the boss was around. And it seemed her lip service was working, which made Sharda feel threatened. She glared even harder.
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