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    To the silent strength that carried you through the nights no one saw.To the sacred within you that always knew:You were never lost. Just on your way home.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "She thought she was buried, but she was only being planted."
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Chapter 1: A Room Full of Silence
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The silence in Neha’s apartment wasn’t empty, it was full. Full of routines, memories, and the quiet hum of a life lived on her own terms. At 6:30 AM sharp, her alarm buzzed with its usual insistence. She turned it off with a practiced motion, stretched for a moment, and sat up in bed. The sun was just beginning to filter through the beige curtains, casting golden lines across the room. It was another day.

In the next room, her daughter Kiara was still fast asleep, her small chest rising and falling beneath her polka-dotted blanket. Neha watched her for a few seconds through the half-open door, a soft smile brushing her lips. Kiara had a way of looking peaceful even when the world didn’t. That small body, that innocent heart Kiara was the reason Neha woke up every day with purpose, no matter how tired she felt.

She made her way to the kitchen and began her routine like clockwork. First, the gas stove hissed as she lit it. She boiled water, prepared tea with ginger and cardamom, and placed bread in the toaster. While the water bubbled, she opened the refrigerator to pull out milk and a small container of last night’s sabzi for Kiara’s lunchbox.

Multitasking had become second nature: tea in one hand, frying pan in the other, eyes on the clock.

By 7:00 AM, Kiara stirred awake, rubbing her eyes and sitting up. Neha walked in with a warm smile. “Good morning, sunshine. Time to get ready.”

Kiara groaned and rolled over, pretending to go back to sleep. Neha chuckled. “If you sleep any longer, you’ll dream about missing the school bus.”

That worked. Kiara sat up, yawning dramatically. “I don’t want to go today, Mumma.”

“I know,” Neha said, crouching beside her. “But remember, you have music class. You love that.”

“I like music. But I like you more.”

Neha’s heart melted. She kissed her daughter’s forehead. “And I like you most in the world. Now go brush before your sandwich runs away.”

Mornings passed in a blur: breakfast, braiding Kiara’s hair, packing her school bag. A quick glance in the mirror to ensure she looked somewhat presentable for work light foundation, a hint of kajal, and a muted lipstick. Her corporate wardrobe consisted mostly of earthy-toned kurtis and well-fitted trousers, comfortable and practical.

By 8:00 AM, they were out the door. Kiara’s school was a ten-minute walk away. Neha held her daughter’s hand tightly, watching her skip beside her, chattering about a classmate’s new pencil case and her own desire for a unicorn-themed one.

At the school gate, they shared a quick hug. Neha crouched down to her level and straightened her collar. “Be kind, listen to your teacher, and don’t forget your tiffin box.”

Kiara nodded solemnly. “Will you come early today?”

“I’ll try. I have a meeting.”

Kiara gave a thumbs up. “Okay. Love you.”

“Love you more.”

As she walked to the nearby metro station, Neha’s smile faded into neutrality. She blended into the crowd another working woman on her daily grind. She reached the platform just in time and squeezed into the crowded metro, swaying with the rhythm of the train as she mentally ran through her to-do list.

By 9:00 AM, she was seated at her desk at the publishing house where she worked as an editorial coordinator. Her workspace was neat but personal: small photo frames of Kiara, sticky notes with motivational quotes, and a ceramic cup filled with multicolored pens.

Her team greeted her as usual, some with nods, others with sleepy smiles.

“Morning, Neha,” said Suman, the graphic designer.

“Morning,” Neha replied, settling in.

Her day unfolded in a series of tasks: reviewing manuscript submissions, emailing authors, cross-checking design elements. The job was demanding, but Neha liked it. Books were her comfort zone. Even if she didn’t have the time to read for pleasure anymore, being surrounded by stories made her feel connected to something beyond the mechanical routine of adult life.

At lunch, she sat with a few colleagues. Conversations flowed around her, mostly about office gossip, weekend plans, and streaming recommendations. Neha smiled when appropriate, nodded politely, but said little. Her mind was on Kiara’s homework, the rising fees for extracurricular classes, and how long she could delay fixing the microwave.

Still, there were moments when someone complimented her work or asked for her opinion on a plot twist, and she remembered the part of herself that had once dreamed of writing her own book.

Work ended at 5:30 PM. By 6:15, she picked Kiara up from the after-school program. The little girl ran into her arms, beaming.

“How was your day?” Neha asked, lifting her daughter.

“I played tabla today!” Kiara exclaimed. “It was LOUD!”

Neha laughed. “Well, I hope you don’t play it at home while I’m on office calls.”

Back home, the noise returned not loud, but just enough to break the earlier silence: the clatter of dinner prep, Kiara’s voice narrating her day, the soft background of cartoons playing on the TV. Neha set the table while Kiara arranged the spoons. They ate parathas and curd together, simple but satisfying.

After dinner came the bedtime routine: a warm bath, pajamas, brushing teeth. A bedtime story tonight, it was The Paper Bag Princess. Kiara loved strong girl characters. After the story ended, Neha switched off the light and lay next to her daughter for a few minutes.

“Mumma?” Kiara whispered in the dark.

“Yes?”

“Are you happy?”

Neha paused. She could lie. She could brush it off. But something in her daughter’s voice demanded honesty.

“I’m okay,” she said gently. “Some days are hard. Some are nice. But with you, most days are better.”

Kiara nodded, eyes already closing. “I want all your days to be happy.”

Tears stung Neha’s eyes. She kissed her daughter’s forehead once again. “You’re my happiness.”

By 9:30 PM, Neha was alone in the living room. The toys were back in their baskets, the kitchen cleaned, her office bag ready for the next day. She poured herself a small cup of tea and sat by the window. Outside, the city shimmered with lights, but inside, the silence settled in again.

She didn’t hate it, but she didn’t love it either.

In these quiet hours, she often thought about the version of herself she used to be: the girl who fell in love in college, the woman who once believed in forever, the hopeful bride who once dreamed of building a home full of laughter and music.

Life hadn’t turned out that way. The marriage had unraveled slowly, no affair, no abuse, just a growing distance that eventually became impossible to bridge. Her ex-husband had moved on, started a new family, she had heard. Neha bore no ill will. But sometimes, when she scrolled through social media and saw picture-perfect families, the ache in her chest returned like an old injury.

She didn’t want perfection, just presence. She wanted someone to ask how her day was, someone to sit beside her on quiet nights, someone who would hold her hand not out of obligation but because they wanted to, someone to lean on.

But most nights, it was just her.

She and the silence.

She had tried dating apps. One date ended with a man telling her she “looked tired.” Another was surprised she had a child. “You don’t look like a mom,” he had said, as if that were a compliment. Most chats fizzled out before even meeting.

Eventually, she stopped trying. Kiara needed her. Her work demanded her focus. Life was enough of a juggle without inviting someone new into it especially if they didn’t stay.

She leaned back in her chair and sipped her tea slowly. The ceiling fan spins in lazy circles above her. Her phone vibrated another reminder from a meditation app she kept ignoring. She silenced it and closed her eyes.

In the silence, she felt the weight of her own resilience.

Yes, she was lonely sometimes, but she was also strong.

Yes, she longed for love, but she hadn’t stopped giving it to Kiara, to her work, to herself, in small, patient ways.

And maybe just maybe somewhere in this quiet was the beginning of something new.

She didn’t know yet that soon, someone named Amit would enter her life, that words like “surrogacy” and “trust” would alter her world, that heartbreak would find her in the disguise of hope, and that healing would come after she shattered.

But tonight, in this room full of silence, Neha was still whole.

Still standing.

Still here.
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Chapter 2: The Invisible Woman
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Neha stood in front of the mirror in her bedroom, a dull yellow light casting soft shadows on her reflection. She adjusted her dupatta over her shoulder, then fixed a loose strand of hair. She didn’t look bad. She didn’t look tired. She looked invisible.

That was how she felt most days like a silhouette fading into the backdrop of other people’s more colorful lives.

To the world, she was a composed, efficient woman. A mother who had it together. A colleague who could be relied on. A neighbor who paid her rent on time and never caused trouble. But beyond the smiling small talk and polite hellos, no one really saw her.

Not truly.

They didn’t see how lonely she felt during Sunday afternoons when Kiara went to her dance classes and the apartment was empty.

They didn’t see how some nights she clutched the edge of her pillow and cried silently into it, afraid to even make a sound.

They didn’t see the messages she typed out late at night “I wish someone would ask me how I’m doing” only to delete them before sending them to anyone. Because who would care? Who could afford to?

Her phone rarely rang unless it was school or work. Her weekends were consumed with chores, grocery runs, laundry cycles, and Kiara’s school projects. She loved her daughter, of course. Kiara was her everything. But she couldn’t pretend that being everything for someone else didn’t sometimes leave her feeling like nothing to herself.

She didn’t crave grand gestures. She didn’t want roses or chocolates or candlelit dinners. She just wanted someone to look at her the way she looked at everyone else with care, with curiosity, with a sense of wonder.

She wanted someone to notice when she didn’t eat dinner.

She wanted someone to ask why her eyes looked heavier than usual.

She wanted someone to hold her not out of sympathy, but because they couldn’t imagine not doing so.

And yet, here she was.

Strong. Independent. And so, so alone.

That morning, after Kiara left for school, Neha sat on the balcony with her cup of chai, watching the world move around her. Below, in the compound of the apartment complex, a couple argued beside their car. Another woman pushed a stroller while chatting on the phone, her laughter unfiltered. A group of teenage boys kicked around a football, their voices echoing off the walls.

Neha watched them all, like a silent observer in a life that was not hers.

She picked up her phone and opened her contacts. There were so many names: coworkers, ex-college friends, distant relatives. But none she felt she could call and say, “I’m not okay today.” None who wouldn’t find it awkward or too heavy or too inconvenient.

She thought about calling her mother. But the conversations with her mother often circled back to the same question: “Don’t you think you should get remarried?”

It wasn’t that she didn’t want companionship. But remarriage felt like an exam she hadn’t studied for. Like an arena she had no energy to re-enter. The idea of explaining herself to another man, of starting over, of trusting someone again was exhausting.

More than that, it was terrifying.

She had trusted once. Loved once. That trust had ended in quiet disintegration. A separation paper that stated “mutual consent,” though it was anything but mutual. She had tried harder. Stayed longer. Given more. And still, she was left with less.

She thought love was supposed to nourish. Instead, it had starved her.

At work, she sat at her desk trying to focus on manuscript feedback, but her mind kept drifting. The manuscript in front of her was a romance novel, a debut writer weaving a tale of strangers-turned-lovers. The words were passionate, hopeful, almost naïve in their certainty that love conquers all.

Neha wanted to believe in that kind of love. She really did. But life had taught her that love didn’t always look like butterflies or stolen glances. Sometimes, love looked like packed tiffin boxes. Like waiting in line for parent-teacher meetings. Like crying in the bathroom so your child wouldn’t hear.

She looked out of her cabin window and watched the clouds gathering in the sky. Rain always stirred something in her memories of her college days, first love, long walks under umbrellas, that first kiss soaked in a downpour.

She closed her eyes.

Her hand absently traced circles on her coffee mug. She had stopped daydreaming a long time ago. Because daydreams led to disappointment, and disappointment had no space in her life anymore.

At lunch, her colleague Meenal asked, “Want to go to the food court today? New South Indian place opened.”

Neha smiled politely. “Not today. Got a few things to catch up on.”

Meenal nodded, already turning away.

Neha didn’t mind eating alone. But sometimes, she wondered if anyone would notice if she weren’t there. If she simply stopped showing up. Would anyone ask why? Or would they just move on, replace her, forget her?

She didn’t need validation. But she missed visibility.

She missed the version of herself who used to laugh loudly in cafés, who used to dress up even when there wasn’t a reason, who believed she could be both a mother and a woman who desired and deserved love.

Now, she often wears comfort instead of confidence.

That evening, while waiting for Kiara’s after-school class to end, she sat on a bench beside other parents. Most were busy on their phones or chatting in groups. Neha sat alone, pretending to read an article on parenting.

A man nearby offered her a slight nod. She returned it, mildly surprised. He had a kind face. Wore simple clothes. He was likely a parent too.

But the moment passed. He returned to his phone. She looked away.

Even when she was surrounded by people, loneliness wrapped around her like an invisible cloak. She had perfected the art of being present but unseen.

That night, after Kiara had gone to bed, Neha scrolled through her phone. She paused on an old photo from a trip to Rishikesh three years ago. In it, she stood by the river, laughing with Kiara on her hip. Someone else had taken the photo. She couldn’t even remember who.

She zoomed in on her own face. There was joy there. Real joy. When had she last looked that alive?

She put the phone down and walked to the bathroom. As she washed her face, she studied her reflection. The laugh lines had deepened. A small grey hair peeked out from behind her ear. Her eyes looked tired, yes, but not broken.

And that mattered.

Maybe invisibility wasn’t about being unseen by others. Maybe it was about not seeing yourself.

She leaned closer to the mirror and whispered, “I see you.”

It was silly. It was quiet. But it was a start.

In the days that followed, she made small changes. She ordered a dress online—a color she hadn’t worn in years. She went to a poetry reading on a Sunday, leaving Kiara with her cousin for the evening. She started journaling again, writing down things she hadn’t said aloud in years.

She didn’t talk about her loneliness, not yet. But she acknowledged it. Sat with it. Stopped brushing it away like dust on a table.

It was still there the ache, the longing, the silence but she had started naming it. And when you name something, it starts losing its power over you.

One evening, as she was leaving the office, it started to rain. Neha paused under the canopy outside the building. She could have waited. But instead, she stepped into the rain.

It soaked her in seconds. Her hair clung to her forehead, her kurti stuck to her skin, and her sandals squeaked with every step. But she didn’t stop.

People rushed past her with umbrellas, staring. She didn’t care.

For the first time in a long time, she felt visible to herself.

And as the rain washed over her, she smiled.

Maybe the world hadn’t noticed her yet.

But she had.
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Chapter 3: Office Breaks & Small Talks
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The hum of fluorescent lights echoed softly above the dull office chatter. The scent of burnt coffee lingered in the pantry, the air familiar, stale, almost a comfort. Neha stirred the watery brew with tired fingers, eyes half-closed from a night of patchy sleep and Kiara’s endless bedtime questions about why clouds move.

It was just another Monday, the kind that made her want to press rewind or fast-forward anything but live through it.

“Careful that the machine's been accused of emotional damage,” came a voice beside her.

Neha turned, startled. It was him again, the man from the strategy team she’d passed a few times in meetings and corridors. She remembered his calm demeanor, the way he observed more than he spoke.

She smiled lightly. “Emotional damage? That’s a bit dramatic.”

He grinned. “You haven’t had its espresso.”

She chuckled. “I was just thinking it tastes like regret.”

“Exactly.” He extended a hand. “Amit.”

“Neha.”

“Marketing team, right?”

She nodded. “Yes. You’re on strategy?”

“Unfortunately,” he said with mock solemnity. “Where great ideas go to get dissected.”

That earned a real laugh from her small but genuine.

Their coffees beeped in unison, and they leaned against the pantry counter, steam rising between them like a quiet curtain.

“Rough morning?” he asked.

Neha exhaled. “Kiara, my daughter decided she didn’t want ponytails anymore, only plaits. Then she couldn’t find her favorite socks. Then I forgot her water bottle. So yes.”

He tilted his head with curiosity. “How old is she?”

“Eight going on eighteen.”

“That’s a fun age.”

Neha smiled wistfully. “It is. But it’s also full-on. Mornings are like mini hurricanes.”

“And you manage it all?”

She shrugged, used to downplaying. “We manage. It’s not glamorous, but we get through the day.”

He looked at her with an expression that wasn’t pity, just quiet recognition.

“You’re doing more than managing,” he said softly.

His words landed with unexpected weight. She blinked, unsure how to respond, so she sipped her coffee and changed the subject.

“What about you? Any kids?”

Amit paused, then answered slowly, “No. My wife and I tried. But it’s complicated.”

“I’m sorry,” she said gently.

He nodded, eyes distant for a moment. “Thanks. It’s been a few years of hoping, and waiting, and not knowing.”

Neha recognized the ache in his voice, the kind of ache that didn’t always need fixing just space to exist.

“Waiting can be the hardest part,” she said.

He looked at her then, really looked, and something passed between them. Not attraction exactly recognition. The meeting of two tired hearts that had learned not to expect much.

From that day, their encounters grew more frequent, though never intentional: office hallways, lunch queues, waiting outside conference rooms.

Each time they spoke, a piece of armor fell away not dramatically, but gently, like snow melting in the sun.

She told him about Kiara’s obsession with mystery books. He told her about his childhood in Lucknow and how his mother used to make kachoris on Sundays.

“I tried making them once,” he said. “They came out like mini frisbees.”

Neha laughed. “Kiara once tried to make cupcakes without baking powder. We ate them like cookies; it kind of tasted like revenge.”

Their laughter was easy, unforced a kind of warmth Neha hadn’t felt in a long time, not since her separation, not since she’d put herself into a box labeled “single mother,” where companionship was a luxury she didn’t dare seek.

But Amit never crossed lines. Never flirted. Never hinted at more.

And maybe that’s why she let herself be drawn in. It was safe.

Or so she thought.

One rainy evening, she found herself stuck outside with no umbrella. Most of the office had already left. Neha stood by the lobby window, watching the downpour and cursing her luck. Her phone buzzed Kiara’s daycare reminding her of the 6:30 pickup deadline.

Amit appeared beside her, folding his own umbrella.

“Need a ride?”

She hesitated. “Are you sure?”

“Completely. Come on.”

In the car, the rain tapped rhythmically on the windshield. Neha stared out, listening to the quiet hum of traffic and the faint song playing on the radio.

“Thank you,” she said finally. “For the ride.”

“Of course.”

There was a pause.

“Do you live far?” she asked.

“Not really. In Gulmohar Enclave. My wife and I moved there a few years ago.”

Neha nodded. “Is it peaceful?”

“Mostly. Quiet. But quiet isn’t always peace.”

She glanced at him, but he didn’t elaborate.

Instead, he asked, “Do you get time for yourself?”

She gave a small laugh. “That’s a myth, I think. Single moms and free time don’t mix.”

“Still, I hope you get to breathe sometimes.”

“I'll try,” she said. “When Kiara’s asleep, or on Saturdays, when she’s at her drawing class. I sit in a café and just exist.”

He smiled. “Sounds like therapy.”

“It is,” she said. “Cheap, quiet therapy.”

She noticed then how comfortable she felt beside him, not giddy, not nervous just seeing.

That was dangerous in its own way.

By the next week, their small interactions had turned into something deeper: sharing lunch on rushed days, swapping songs, joking about bosses and broken printers.

One afternoon, Neha was sitting alone in the cafeteria when Amit joined her without asking.

“Mind if I steal a seat?”

“Only if you trade me a bite of that paneer roll.”

He laughed. “Deal.”

They sat for a while in companionable silence, scrolling through phones and sipping tea.

“Sometimes I wonder what life would be like if things had turned out differently,” he said suddenly.

Neha looked up.

“If we had kids; if we didn’t have to pretend everything’s fine all the time.”

She swallowed. “I wonder too not about kids, I have Kiara but about... being loved again.”

He nodded slowly.

“That’s a big thing to say out loud,” he said.

“I know. I don’t say it often.”

“You should,” he said gently. “It matters.”

She met his eyes. Something was blooming there, mutual understanding, maybe, or something more.

But nothing was said.

Not yet.

That evening, Neha found herself thinking about Amit long after she’d tucked Kiara into bed. She watched her daughter sleep curled up like a little storm that had finally settled and wondered if she was being foolish.

Amit was married. He had never said anything inappropriate. But he had also never hidden the cracks in his marriage, and she had never asked for his loyalty, just his presence.

But wasn’t that how it started?

With presence?

With someone finally showing up?

She shook the thoughts away.

Still, the next morning, she picked her kurti more carefully, added kajal not for anyone else, she told herself

just because it felt nice.

And when Amit smiled at her in the corridor, she smiled back, just a little longer than usual that day.
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Chapter 4: Laughter in the Cafeteria
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The cafeteria at Neha’s office wasn’t fancy. A few vending machines stood against the wall; the tables were always slightly wobbly, and the smell of coffee lingered constantly faint, bitter, and somehow comforting. It wasn’t a place she used to linger in. Usually, Neha would grab a cup, answer a few emails on her phone, and get back to her desk before anyone had the chance to engage in small talk. But lately, things have changed.

Amit had a habit of showing up in the cafeteria around 12:45 every day, just before the usual lunch rush. It had started with brief nods. Then it was polite smiles. Then comments on the terrible coffee. And now, somehow, they had become companions in those odd midday breaks that used to feel like filler time.

That Thursday afternoon, Neha walked into the cafeteria already scanning for him, annoyed at herself for doing so.

She spotted him sitting at a corner table, a half-empty bottle of water next to his plate of idli-sambhar. He looked up, caught her eye, and grinned. “Didn’t think you’d survive another day with that manager breathing down your neck.”

Neha laughed as she slid into the chair opposite him. “Barely did. He wanted that report yesterday and changed the entire format this morning. Classic.”

Amit chuckled. “I swear he’s secretly writing a book titled ‘How to Break Spirits Efficiently.’”

Neha giggled, grateful for the release. “That would be a bestseller in this office.”

It was easy with him. That surprised her the most. There was none of the awkwardness she usually felt around male colleagues. Amit had a warmth about him and an ease that disarmed her. There was nothing performative about his charm; he didn’t try too hard, but he noticed the little things. Like how she always added too much sugar to her tea when she was stressed. Or how she tapped her foot when trying to hide frustration. He didn’t just see her, he paid attention.

“So,” he said between bites, “any plans for the weekend?”

Neha shrugged. “Laundry. Grocery shopping. Maybe a movie if Kiara can sit still for more than fifteen minutes.”

“She’s eight, right?” he asked, remembering details with impressive accuracy.

“Nine next month,” Neha said, beaming. “But mentally she’s already eighteen. You should hear the way she negotiates bedtime. She talks like she’s filing a petition.”

Amit laughed. “Sounds like she got your confidence.”

“Confidence? Please. It’s closer to rebellion.”

There was something incredibly endearing about the way Amit leaned in when she talked about Kiara. He didn’t look away or nod absently like people often did when a single mother spoke of her child. He seemed genuinely invested. That, more than anything, made her heart soften.

“So Kiara’s into movies?” he asked.

“Mostly animated ones. But last weekend, she insisted we watch ‘The Devil Wears Prada.’ She called it a fashion documentary.”

“That’s advanced,” Amit said, eyes wide.

“She now wants to be ‘Editor in Chief of Everything,’” Neha said proudly. “I had to Google if that was an actual title.”

Amit burst out laughing, almost dropping his spoon. “She’s going to rule the world someday.”

“She already rules mine,” Neha replied, softer this time. “Even if she makes me question my sanity daily.”

They sat in comfortable silence for a few seconds, sipping tea. The din of the cafeteria faded into background noise.

“You know,” Amit said after a pause, “I’ve never seen you smile like this at your desk.”

Neha tilted her head. “Maybe I save the good smiles for coffee breaks.”

He grinned. “Lucky me.”

The words hung in the air just a moment too long, but neither of them backed away. Neha looked down at her tea, suddenly aware of her cheeks warming.

It wasn’t a romantic confession. Not really. But it was something. A thread forming between them one woven from shared glances, laughter, and unspoken understanding.

Later that day, Neha sat at her desk and replayed their conversation. It was silly, she knew. Giggling like a teenager over someone being nice in a cafeteria. But it wasn’t just that. Amit didn’t just see her as a colleague. He talked to her like she mattered. Like she wasn’t just a worker, or a mother, or someone trying to keep it all together. With him, she could exhale. That was rare.

She glanced at her phone, wondering if he would text. He hadn’t asked for her number, but something told her it was only a matter of time.

That evening, as she was packing her bag, she found a folded note tucked into her notebook. Her heart thudded as she opened it.

“Hope you survive Friday. Let me know if you need caffeine reinforcements.”

A smile spread across her face. She texted her best friend instantly.

Neha: “Is it weird to look forward to lunch breaks now?”

Riya: “Ooooooh. Is this about the cute colleague?”

Neha: “He’s married. It’s nothing like that.”

Riya: “Married doesn’t mean harmless. Just be careful.”

Neha stared at the screen, her smile fading slightly. Riya was right. She was getting too attached. And Amit was married.

But he never mentioned his wife. Not once. And even if he was married, their interactions were harmless. Friendly. Funny. Supportive. She hadn’t crossed any line.

Yet.

The next few days blurred into each other deadlines, meetings, and Kiara’s demands for early birthday planning. But Neha found herself drawn to the cafeteria more frequently now, usually around 12:45. Sometimes Amit was there. Sometimes he wasn’t. When he was, their table in the corner was waiting for both of them. When he wasn’t, she’d pretend she didn’t mind.

Their bond grew with every conversation.

He once brought her a bar of chocolate on a tough day. “You looked like you needed sugar more than answers,” he’d said.

She once left a Post-it note on his desk with a doodle of him drowning in Excel sheets. He texted her later: “That little man was me. I felt seen.”

They started talking about more than work. About childhood memories. Dreams. Regrets. Neha found herself opening up about her separation, about the loneliness that clung to her evenings like humidity.

Amit didn’t flinch. “You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for,” he said one day, after she talked about her ex.

No one had said that to her in years. Not without pity. Not like they meant it.

One rainy afternoon, they were the only two people in the cafeteria. The storm outside roared against the windows. The cafeteria lights flickered, casting strange shadows on their table.

Amit looked up. “Tell me something you’ve never told anyone.”

Neha hesitated. “That’s a dangerous question.”

“I’ll answer first,” he offered. “When I was eight, I used to think that if I wished hard enough, my bicycle would turn into a motorbike overnight.”

Neha laughed. “That’s adorable.”

“Now your turn.”

She looked down at her hands. “I once thought I could make someone love me, just by being enough.”

Amit didn’t laugh. He didn’t dismiss her pain or try to fix it. He just nodded slowly and said, “I think we’ve all been there. Some of us are still learning how to stop trying.”

The rain continued to fall, but inside, something in Neha shifted. For the first time in years, she didn’t feel invisible.

She felt seen. Heard. Held in words, in silence, in laughter.

And somewhere, in the gentle rhythm of those lunchtime talks, Neha realized she was letting herself feel again.

She wasn’t falling for Amit.

Not yet.

But she was beginning to remember what warmth felt like.
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Chapter 5: Late-Night Texts
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It began innocently.

A message at 9:37 PM:

Amit: “Did you survive today’s client call?”

Neha smiled at her screen, surprised to see his name pop up after hours. Kiara had just gone to bed after a minor battle over brushing her teeth, and Neha was sinking into her couch with a cup of tea.

Neha: “Barely. I almost fell asleep with my eyes open.”

Amit: “I’ve mastered that technique. You just need to nod occasionally and throw in a ‘hmm.’”

She chuckled quietly. The conversation didn’t end there.

That one message turned into a dozen. Then it became a nightly routine.

At first, they texted about work, how the new intern was more enthusiastic than skilled, or how the AC in Meeting Room 4 was cold enough to preserve fossils. But slowly, the conversation stretched beyond office walls.

They talked about movies, books, songs that felt like they were written just for them.

Neha: “Do you ever listen to old songs and feel like they understand your mood better than people?”

Amit: “Always. Kishore Kumar understands me better than my boss does.”

One night, she asked,

Neha: “Don’t you sleep early?”

Amit: “Not really. My mind doesn’t quiet down until late.”

Neha: “Same here. I thought it was just a single-mom thing.”

Amit: “Maybe it’s a ‘thinking too much’ thing.”

They started talking about their pasts. Neha shared fragments of her marriage, how it started with love and eroded slowly under neglect. There was no violence, no betrayal, just the death of attention, the absence of presence.

Amit didn’t pry, but he listened deeply.

Amit: “Sometimes people stop seeing each other even when they live under the same roof.”

Neha: “That’s exactly what happened. I felt more alone with him than I do now, alone.”

One night, she asked something she’d been wondering about for a while.

Neha: “Do you love your wife?”

There was a long pause before his reply came.

Amit: “We're  companions. But it’s not the kind of love that keeps you up thinking about someone.”

Neha stared at that message longer than she should have.

Neha: “Do you ever wish things were different?”

Amit: “Every day.”

It wasn’t flirtation, not exactly. It was two people finding solace in the other’s honesty, a tether forming, fragile but real.

Neha started to look forward to his texts more than she admitted. Sometimes his messages came while she was still reading Kiara a bedtime story. She’d smile at her phone, then feel guilty for smiling, but she couldn’t stop.

Her friends had warned her: married men were not to be trusted with your heart. But Amit didn’t feel like one of those men. He wasn’t making promises. He wasn’t sending hearts or winking emojis. He was just there when no one else was.

And in Neha’s quietest hours, that mattered.

It was a Saturday night when their conversations truly turned.

Kiara was at her grandparents’ for the weekend, and Neha had the house to herself—a rare, almost alien feeling. She watched a movie alone, then lingered by the window with her third cup of chai, thinking about nothing and everything.

At 11:17 PM, her phone buzzed.

Amit: “Can’t sleep. Mind’s noisy tonight.”

Neha: “Me too. Want to talk?”

They switched from texting to voice notes.

She sent the first one, her voice soft, half-whispered:

“Do you ever wonder why some people come into your life when they do?”

His reply was quick, his voice low and steady:

“Maybe they come when you need them most, even if you don’t know it yet.”

She swallowed; that felt  pointed.

Neha: “You think people can be soulmates without being lovers?”

A long pause. Then:

Amit: “Yes. But sometimes it’s more complicated, because the heart doesn’t always care about definitions.”

The wind picked up outside her window. Neha leaned her head against the glass, eyes closed.

Neha (voice note): “I miss being someone’s person. You know what I mean?”

Amit: “I do. I miss being understood, not just heard.”
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