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A story of first love, heartbreaking choices, and unexpected second chances.

When Sia left Mumbai ten years ago, she thought she had buried her past — and her love for Neil — forever.

But life has other plans.

Returning home after a decade, Sia is forced to confront old wounds, unfinished conversations, and the boy she never truly stopped loving. Neil, now successful but emotionally guarded, isn’t the same teenage boy she left behind. Yet beneath the hurt and the years apart, something still flickers between them — fragile, fierce, and impossible to ignore.

As secrets unravel and buried emotions come to light, Sia and Neil must decide: will they cling to the safety of the lives they've built... or risk everything for the love they never forgot?

Almost Forever is a deeply emotional, heartwarming journey about forgiveness, healing, and the courage it takes to write a new chapter with the one you thought you had lost forever.
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Dedication
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For everyone who has loved, lost, and dared to love again.

And for those who believe that sometimes, the heart finds its way home — even after all the years, all the storms, and all the silences.

This story is for you.

MANO
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Prologue
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The wind carried the scent of jasmine and monsoon rain as Sia Verma stood beneath the old mango tree in the backyard of her childhood home. The evening air was thick with the hum of memories—memories of stolen kisses, whispered dreams, and promises made under a sky freckled with stars.

It had always been them—Sia and Neil Kapoor—against the world. Best friends turned first loves, hearts beating in time with the endless, golden summers of their youth.

But now, standing beneath the heavy canopy of green, the weight of goodbye pressed harder against her chest than the humid air ever could.

"Say something," Sia whispered, her voice shaking as she reached for Neil’s hand. Her fingers trembled when they found his, desperate to hold onto something—someone—before everything slipped away.

Neil’s jaw tightened; his dark eyes clouded with hurt. "You’re really leaving, aren’t you?"

Tears welled in her eyes. She nodded, helpless. "I have no choice. My family... They need me. I have to go."

His hand slipped from hers, leaving behind a cold emptiness. He shook his head, stepping back. "You always have a choice, Sia. You just didn’t choose me."

Her heart cracked. She tried to reach for him again, but he turned away, his silence louder than any goodbye could have been.

The rain began, soft at first, then heavier, washing the world around her in silver.

Sia stood frozen as Neil walked away, each step tearing a piece of her apart.

That night, forever ended.

Or so they thought.

Because some loves don’t shatter.

Some loves just wait.

Almost forever.

They had been inseparable once—two halves of a reckless, golden summer. Sia Verma and Neil Kapoor. Best friends, first loves, dreamers under the wide-open sky.

At seventeen, love had felt infinite. They had carved their initials into the old mango tree in Sia’s backyard, promising each other forever.

Late-night phone calls, secret glances across crowded classrooms, whispered dreams about leaving this sleepy town together—it had all felt so real, so certain.

Until the night everything changed.

Sia stood beneath the mango tree now, the air heavy with the scent of jasmine and rain. Her hands were shaking, her heart breaking even before she spoke.

"I have to leave," she said, voice barely above a whisper.

Neil stared at her; disbelief written across his face. "Leave? When?"

"Tomorrow."

He stepped back like she had struck him. "You’re kidding."

Tears blurred her vision. "My father... he got transferred. We're moving across the country. There's no choice."

"You could stay. Fight it." His voice cracked. "Stay for us."

"I can’t," she whispered.

A long, terrible silence stretched between them.

"You’re not even going to try," Neil said, bitterness creeping into his voice. "All those promises—you didn’t mean any of them, did you?"

"I did," she cried. "I still do."

But it wasn’t enough.

Not now.

Neil turned away from her, hands clenched into fists. "Then goodbye, Sia."

Before she could say another word, he was gone—disappearing into the storm that had begun to fall around them.

Sia stood frozen, the rain soaking her hair, her clothes, her heart.

She had thought their love could survive anything.

She had been wrong.

That night, forever slipped through their fingers.

And neither of them would ever forget it.
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Chapter 1: Returning Home
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The city hit her like a memory she hadn’t asked for.

The thick, humid air.

The dizzying chaos of yellow cabs, hawkers shouting over the din, and the endless symphony of honking horns.

Mumbai.

Sia Verma clutched the strap of her bag tighter as she stepped out of Chhatrapati Shivaji International Airport, her heart pounding louder than the traffic. Ten years. It had been ten years since she last breathed in the smell of rain on concrete, the spice of street food swirling in the air, the weight of everything she’d left behind.

Home.

Or at least, what used to be.

Dragging her suitcase behind her, she made her way to the taxi line. Her phone buzzed in her hand. A new message.

Neil Kapoor:

"Welcome back. Meet me at Café Ruhaan tomorrow, 8 a.m. sharp."

Sia’s breath caught. She stared at the screen for a moment longer than necessary, as if somehow the words would change.

Neil.

After all these years, hearing from him—working with him—was like unlocking a door she had firmly bolted shut.

But she had made a choice when she accepted the architectural project. She would be professional. Detached. Focused.

Still, she couldn’t help the tight knot of nerves curling in her stomach.

The cab ride through Mumbai was a blur. Some buildings were taller, newer. But the heart of the city was unchanged. Narrow alleyways lined with tiny shops, schoolkids darting between traffic, the blinding colors of sari shops and sweet vendors at every corner.

As the taxi pulled into Bandra, she leaned her forehead against the window, letting the rush of old emotions settle inside her. Bandra was her old neighborhood—the place where she had spent stolen evenings under a mango tree with a boy who had promised her the world.

She shut her eyes. Don’t think about him.

Her temporary apartment was a cozy one-bedroom overlooking the Arabian Sea. The salty breeze greeted her as she stepped onto the small balcony.

Here she was.

Home but not home.

Older but still carrying pieces of the girl she had once been.

That night, Sia unpacked slowly, placing framed photographs on the bedside table—her mother’s smiling face, a snapshot of her university graduation, a picture of the skyline of New York where she had built her life after leaving Mumbai.

No pictures of Neil.

None at all.

She fell asleep to the sound of waves crashing in the distance, clutching the pillow a little too tightly.

Tomorrow, she would see him.

Tomorrow, the past she had buried would rise again.

And she didn’t know if she was ready.
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Chapter 2: First Encounter
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Sia stood outside Café Ruhaan, her heart hammering in her chest.

The building looked weathered but dignified, like an old storyteller who had seen too much and said too little. The once-bright sign was faded, and vines curled along the edges of the stone walls. Yet something about it still whispered of warmth, of laughter, of dreams stitched into the brick and wood.

Dreams she had once woven with Neil.

She hesitated on the sidewalk, smoothing down the front of her navy-blue dress, willing her nerves to settle.

"You can do this," she muttered under her breath.

Professional. Calm. Detached.

Taking a deep breath, she pushed open the creaky wooden door.

And there he was.

Neil Kapoor, standing behind the old oak counter, a steaming mug of coffee in his hand.

He had changed—and he hadn’t.

The boyish charm was still there, buried beneath the sharp angles of a man who had tasted both success and heartbreak. His hair was shorter now, his shoulders broader, his face carrying the faintest trace of stubble. But it was his eyes—those deep, dark eyes—that undid her.

For one heart-stopping second, the years peeled away, and they were seventeen again.

Neil set the mug down with a soft clink and crossed his arms, regarding her coolly. "You’re late."

Sia glanced at the vintage clock on the wall. Three minutes past eight. Typical Neil—still obsessively punctual.

"Traffic," she said, keeping her voice even.

He gave a brief nod, the ghost of a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. "Excuses, excuses."

An awkward silence stretched between them.

Sia dropped her gaze, suddenly fascinated by the cracked wooden floorboards. "You look..."

She caught herself. Professional, Sia. Not personal.

"You look like you’ve kept busy," she finished.

Neil arched a brow. "You too. Architect, huh? Big dreams, small café."

There it was—the hint of old teasing, edged with something sharper now.

Sia straightened her shoulders. "Small cafés are often where the best stories begin."

Neil’s gaze flickered, as if the words had struck deeper than she intended.

"Fair enough," he said, pushing off the counter. "Let’s get started."

He led her on a slow walk through the empty café, pointing out the cracks in the walls, the old wiring that needed fixing, the layout he wanted to preserve.

Sia took notes, grateful for the distraction, but it was impossible to ignore the undercurrent between them—the pull of unfinished sentences, of memories that hovered just out of reach.

When they circled back to the front, Neil paused by the window. The morning sun painted him in soft gold light.

"You know," he said, his voice quieter, "I wasn’t sure you’d come back."

Sia swallowed.

"I wasn’t sure either."

Their eyes locked, and for a moment, the years between them crumbled.

But then Neil stepped back, the mask slipping back into place.

"This is just work, Sia," he said. "Let's keep it that way."

She nodded, even as her heart cracked a little.

"Just work," she echoed, lying to both of them.
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Chapter 3: The Project Begins
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The next morning, the sky over Mumbai was a heavy shade of pewter, hinting at rain. Sia pulled her blazer tighter around her shoulders as she stood in front of Café Ruhaan once again, her leather satchel heavy with sketchbooks, color swatches, and nerves.

Today was about work.

Nothing more.

Inside, the café smelled faintly of dust, old wood, and something else—something familiar, like echoes of the past. She had half-expected Neil to be late, but as she stepped inside, she spotted him immediately. He was seated at one of the battered corner tables, a laptop open in front of him, a cup of black coffee steaming beside it.

Sia hesitated for a heartbeat, taking him in.

He looked different in the morning light—less guarded, almost vulnerable. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, revealing strong forearms dusted with hair. His watch gleamed on his wrist.

How many times had she held that hand, back then, feeling safe?

She cleared her throat.

Neil looked up; his expression unreadable. "You’re early."

"I wanted to get a head start," Sia said, setting her satchel down. She pulled out her tablet and sketches, spreading them neatly across the table.

Neil leaned back in his chair, studying her. "Still a perfectionist, I see."

"Still a critic," she shot back, a small smile tugging at her lips despite herself.

For a fleeting moment, his mouth twitched in amusement. But the moment was gone as quickly as it came.

He tapped the table with his pen. "Alright. Let’s talk vision. What do you see for this place?"

Sia took a breath, flipping to her first sketch. She had spent hours working on it last night, pouring not just her professional skill into it, but a sliver of her heart.

"I want to preserve the soul of the café," she began. "Keep the exposed brick walls, the rustic wood. Maybe sand them down, restore them. Bring in warm lighting—vintage bulbs, hanging low. Cozy booths in that corner." She pointed to the sun-dappled spot where they had once sat, dreaming of their future. "Modern touches in the furniture, but nothing sterile. It should feel like coming home."

Neil didn’t speak for a long moment. His gaze moved over the sketches slowly, methodically.

Finally, he said, "It’s... good. Really good."

Sia blinked. A compliment from Neil Kapoor? Unheard of.

"But—" he added.

Ah, there it was.

"But what?" she asked, folding her arms.

He looked at her, a challenge in his eyes. "It’s too safe. You’re designing for what people expect. I want something that surprises them. Pulls them in. Makes them stay."

Sia opened her mouth, then closed it.

He wasn’t wrong. But part of her wanted to snap back, defend herself, remind him that nostalgia mattered, too.

Instead, she forced herself to listen. Maybe it wasn’t just the café Neil wanted to rebuild. Maybe it was himself, too.

"Alright," she said, after a beat. "I’ll push it further."

He nodded, pleased, but didn’t say anything more.

They spent the next two hours walking through the café, discussing everything from electrical rewiring to the placement of a future outdoor seating area. Sia made notes, measurements, sketches, filling pages and pages with ideas.

At one point, she crouched near a cracked section of the wooden floorboards, inspecting the damage. She felt Neil step closer behind her.

"You always did hate broken things," he murmured.

Sia glanced up, surprised by the softness in his voice.

"Not everything broken needs fixing," she said quietly, the words slipping out before she could stop them.

Neil’s eyes darkened, a flicker of something raw crossing his face.

"Maybe," he said. "Or maybe some things are worth fighting for."

The words hung heavily between them.

Before Sia could reply, Neil straightened and strode toward the kitchen, his footsteps echoing in the empty space. The moment slipped away like sand through her fingers.

Later, they sat on the dusty floor near the back wall, going over fabric samples.

Sia held up a swatch of deep teal velvet. "What about this for the booth cushions?"

Neil made a face. "It’s... intense."

She laughed. A real laugh, surprising herself. "God, you’re still so predictable. You always hated bold colors."

He shrugged, a glint of old mischief in his eyes. "I just have better taste."

"You think black and grey are colors?" she teased.

He grinned—an actual grin—and Sia felt the years between them shrink even more.

It scared her, how easy it still was.

As the sun dipped lower, painting the café in amber and gold, they found themselves talking—not just about the café, but about life. Work. Travel. Family.

"So," Neil said casually, tossing a swatch onto the pile. "Still hate mangoes?"

Sia laughed, the sound warm and unexpected. "Hate is a strong word. Let’s just say... the trauma remains."

He chuckled, and it was like hearing a forgotten song—familiar, bittersweet.

"You?" she asked, nudging him lightly with her shoulder. "Still afraid of bees?"

His mouth twisted in mock horror. "Completely justified. Bees are evil."

Their laughter filled the empty café, echoing off the stone walls.

For a few precious minutes, it was easy to forget the hurt, the lost years, the choices that had carved chasms between them.

Easy to pretend they were just Neil and Sia again—two kids dreaming under a mango tree, invincible.

But when the clock struck six and the sky outside darkened, reality crept back in.

Neil stood, brushing dust from his jeans. "We should call it a day."

Sia nodded, gathering her things, feeling the weight of what wasn’t said pressing against her ribs.

As they stepped out onto the sidewalk, the first fat drops of rain began to fall.

Sia tilted her head back, letting the cool droplets kiss her skin.

Neil watched her, something unreadable flickering in his gaze.

"Good work today," he said, his voice low.

"Thanks," she replied, tucking a wet strand of hair behind her ear.

They stood there for a moment, the rain weaving silver threads between them.

Then Neil turned away, walking toward his car without a backward glance.

And Sia stood alone on the sidewalk, the rain soaking into her bones, wondering when working together had become more terrifying than loving him ever had.
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Chapter 4: Memories and Regrets
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That night, Sia sat curled up on the worn-out couch of her rented apartment, a cup of steaming chamomile tea cradled between her palms. Rain lashed against the windows, the city outside a blur of neon lights and honking cars. Somewhere in the distance, thunder rumbled low like an angry promise.

She hadn’t turned on any lights.

The only glow came from the streetlamps outside, their golden halos flickering through the wet glass.

Work files lay abandoned on the coffee table. Sketches, swatches, measurements—none of it held her attention now.

All she could think about was him.

Neil Kapoor.

The way he had looked at her today—not with anger or bitterness, but with something deeper. Something that unsettled her carefully built walls.

Sia sipped her tea, the warmth doing little to ease the cold knot in her chest.

She didn’t want to remember.

Didn’t want to dredge up the past she had buried so deep.

But memories had a mind of their own.

She was sixteen again, standing under the giant mango tree at the edge of Ruhaan's garden, the thick scent of summer clinging to the air. Neil was leaning against the trunk, one hand tucked into the pocket of his jeans, the other reaching out to tuck a stray curl behind her ear.

"You’re leaving?" he had asked, voice tight.

"I have to," she whispered, blinking back tears. "It’s my dad’s job. We’re moving to London."

Neil had laughed then, a broken, bitter sound. "You always said Mumbai was your home."

"It was. It is." Sia grabbed his hand, gripping it tightly. "But I don't have a choice, Neil. You know that."

He had pulled away like her touch burned him.

"I would’ve fought for you," he said, his voice cracking.

"I know," she had choked out. "But this isn't about us."

He had looked at her then—with all the hurt and anger and love he couldn’t put into words—and she knew she was shattering him.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





