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Preface: How This Book Was Born




This novel marks a new chapter in my writing journey. For years, I have primarily created children’s storybooks, weaving tales that spark imagination and wonder. But life sometimes takes unexpected turns, and inspiration can come from the most personal places.

A few days ago, I received an email from a woman named Aarti (a name I have changed to protect her privacy). She asked me to help her draft her life experience into a story she could preserve for herself and, hopefully, help others who may find strength or comfort in her journey.

Her wish was simple but important: to show that being honest with yourself and your partner is more powerful than living a life of quiet desperation. She said everyone faces crossroads, but choosing your own path gives you strength.

Aarti wanted her story to serve as encouragement for anyone struggling with similar feelings or dilemmas—to remind them that acceptance and honesty are pathways to resilience.

Initially, I was hesitant to step into such a raw and intimate genre. However, Aarti insisted that I first read her handwritten notes before making a final decision. As I read through her 350-page diary, I discovered the potential and deep honesty in her story. Moved by her sincerity, I agreed to help bring her voice to life. Hopefully, you, the reader, will connect with Aarti and see life from her unique perspective.

I am not sure how she envisions sharing her intimate experiences more broadly, but perhaps Aarti’s perspective is shaped by a desire for openness and self-acceptance that is modern, relatable, and deeply human.

Her courage to be transparent about her story is what makes this narrative unique and compelling—she hopes that others might find solidarity or understanding through her candour.

I carefully transformed her diary into a narrative, maintaining her authenticity in voice and events. While I cannot verify every detail, my interactions with Aarti over emails and calls convinced me of her genuineness.

She asked for no royalties; she only wanted her story preserved as a personal memory. As I worked through the vivid details she shared about her life, I often found myself genuinely moved by the passion in her account.

My hope is that these scenes will resonate with you as well—perhaps inspiring, surprising, or comforting you in your own way. She also expressed an interest in hearing from readers through their reviews and thoughts, eager to know how her story is received.

This book is a tribute to honesty, bravery, and the complexity of human relationships. I invite readers to approach Aarti’s world with compassion and an open heart.

Please be advised that this novel deals with mature themes and adult relationships. I have endeavoured to portray Aarti as faithfully as possible, including her feelings and thoughts. The intimate scenes are written with emotional depth to reflect the reality of her connection.

As this is my debut novel in this genre, stepping into this new world has been both thrilling and a little terrifying. Connecting with readers is what makes this completely worthwhile. I’ve just started my author accounts and would love for you to be among my very first followers!

Come say hi, follow along, and share your early thoughts with me:




Website: www.riteekabooks.com

Instagram: @author.riteeka

X: @author_riteeka




Thank you for picking up this book. Turn the page, and let Aarti's journey begin.




- Riteeka

✽✽✽


1. New City, New Life

August, 2010

Coffee in hand, I pause by the window and watch as Bangalore wakes—a city that is mine now, though not by birth. I’m thirty-five years old, born and raised in Ahmedabad, but for the last six years, my life has been moving and shifting, sometimes feeling stable, sometimes completely new. Sometimes, in these quiet moments, I remind myself—Aarti, you are here, living this new life.

Six years ago, my husband, Aditya, and I moved here chasing new opportunities and hoping for a fresh start. Both of us work in software companies, and our days are filled with deadlines, meetings, and the hum of computers. Life moves fast and can often feel overwhelming, yet it also offers possibilities that our quiet hometown never could.

Moving to Bangalore is as exciting as it is intimidating. So many things are unfamiliar—the language spoken on the streets, the food, the rhythm of the weather. The humid air and tropical greenery are a stark contrast to the dry, bright mornings of Ahmedabad that I miss. But change is inevitable, and slowly we settle into this new life.

[image: Aarti standing by a large window holding a coffee cup, gazing out at the lush tropical greenery of Bangalore in the morning light.]




Our neighbourhood near Koramangala bursts with sounds: the shouts of street vendors, the constant weaving of auto rickshaws through traffic, neighbours chatting loudly on their balconies. At night, the city rarely truly sleeps. Quiet is often broken by children’s laughter or the faint, distant music played at a nearby café.

Aditya and I begin our days early, roused by the harsh sound of alarms in our small rented apartment. He works with a calm, logical mind that handles every challenge with patience, while my days are often hectic—juggling client demands, looming deadlines, and designing user-friendly interfaces with ever-shifting requirements. Many nights, I find myself staring at the computer screen long after the city has quieted, wondering if this place is punishing me for making it my home.

Despite the daily grind, weekends are precious. Sometimes friends invite us for potlucks full of laughter and spices, and sometimes we escape to Lalbagh Botanical Garden, losing ourselves among centuries-old trees and blossoming flowers. Our home is modest, with two bedrooms and a cramped kitchen that could certainly use more storage. From our windows, I watch the lively streets below—flurries of people, flashes of colours, the swirl of city life. It’s far from perfect, but it’s ours.

Though Bangalore feels more familiar now, Ahmedabad continues to pull at our hearts. Aditya’s parents live with us, and our ties remain strong through the warmth of family gatherings and the rhythms of daily conversation. Our eight-year-old son, Ishan, fills the home with energy and laughter. Some cousins have also moved here, making their visits warm with steaming cups of chai and familiar voices in Gujarati. Their presence helps bridge the gap between this bustling city and the comfort of home.

Life here is a dance of adjustments, challenges, and unexpected connections. The city rushes onward, every day throwing new faces, new aches, and new hopes my way. Sometimes the pace feels relentless, the noise overwhelming, but within the small moments of conflict and resolution, I find a fragile stillness—a quiet space to build a life that feels a little bit like my own.

Though the journey ahead is uncertain and uncharted, this place with all its colors, its vibrant contradictions, and its endless hum has started to feel like home. And home, I remind myself, is not just a place to live—it’s a feeling we carry within us, shaped by the people we meet and the challenges we overcome.

✽✽✽


2. The Stranger Next Door

Sometimes, a small event can change the way you see your new home. This happened to me one day because of something as simple as parking a car. Living in Bangalore, I often feel like a guest trying to find her place—a feeling that comes alive in the smallest struggles, like where to park near our house.

One afternoon, when I was tired after coming home from work, I could not find any place to park my car. Parking in Bangalore is really difficult, especially near our house.

After going around the block a few times, I spotted a quiet public road beside the nearby bungalow. There weren’t any other houses on that stretch, and it looked completely empty. I figured parking there wouldn’t block anyone, so I pulled in, confident it wouldn’t be a problem.

Just as I stepped out and locked my car, I noticed a man approaching—his hair touched with grey, his movements steady and practiced, returning from his afternoon walk. He was calm but looked serious as he came up. In a steady voice, he said, “You can’t park here.” His words weren’t angry, but there was a firmness that made me pause.

[image: Aarti standing next to her car on a quiet street, having altercation with Girish, about parking in front of his bunga]




I tried to explain. “It’s very hard to find parking. I just need a spot, and it looked free.”

He shook his head, not angrily, but he did not change his mind. “This driveway is for my home. Please keep it empty.”

I felt a bit upset, but did not want to argue. I said, “I did not mean to trouble you. It just looked empty.” He replied, “Maybe it looks empty to you, but for me and people working here, it is necessary.”

My face got warm with embarrassment, but I quietly got back in my car and drove away, still feeling a bit angry and hurt. As I turned, I heard him tell his security guard, “Watch this place. Don’t let such irresponsible ladies park here again.” Hearing those words made me even more upset—like I was a careless stranger who did not know how things worked.

When I reached home, I told my husband Aditya what happened. “Can you believe it? Like I was some careless renter who didn’t care.” I complained.

Aditya listened and tried to help, “I understand why you are upset, but he is right about his property. We have to follow the rules here.”

But for me, it felt like one more difficulty in this new city. Living in a big place like Bangalore is not easy. Even simple things—like where to park—can remind you that you do not fully belong.

✽✽✽

A few months after this incident, I enrolled at a gym close to my house. On one of my first days, I saw the same man from the bungalow also working out at the gym. At first, I tried to ignore him completely. The memory of our argument was still fresh in my mind, and I did not want to start another awkward situation.

Whenever I spotted him there, I felt a bit nervous and clumsy. Sometimes our eyes would meet briefly, maybe at the weights rack or near the water cooler, but I always looked away, pretending to check my phone or fix my towel. I felt awkward, as if I was still a stranger who had made a mistake.

At first, I just hoped he wouldn’t show up whenever I was at the gym. But when you hope for something not to happen, it somehow keeps happening—almost every time I walked in, I’d notice him nearby.

After a while, I realized avoiding him wasn’t working, and maybe it was time to find a way to improve my relationship with him, or at least make things less uncomfortable. He always kept to himself, exercising quietly. There were many noisy people in the gym who talked a lot, but he was different—disciplined, focused, and polite, but never too friendly.

I even tried to gather courage to talk to him, thinking a simple “hello” might break the ice. But each time I thought about starting a conversation, I froze—the words never came, and that invisible wall between us stayed in place.

I asked myself: Why is it so hard to just say a simple hello? Is it because of my pride? Or maybe because I thought he did not like outsiders like me? Still, I could not deny I was also a little curious. Was the man at the gym the same serious person who scolded me over parking? Or was he actually different in another setting?

The gym started feeling like a silent battleground for my feelings. Part of me wanted to ignore him; another part wanted to smile or just say “good morning.” But mostly, I stayed quiet and kept my distance, afraid of what he would think or say.

One cold and foggy morning, I saw something surprising. The man spoke warmly with a new gym trainer, asking about his life and giving helpful tips. He smiled a little, listened carefully, and did not act proud or rude. I realized maybe I was wrong to judge him so quickly from one interaction. Was he really a harsh man? Or had I simply seen only one small part of him?

I remembered what Aditya told me: “Maybe he just wants his own space, like everyone else.” I understood then that I had let that one argument affects how I saw him. My pride, and my worry about being a newcomer in Bangalore, had coloured my feelings.

But still, I was not ready to go and talk to him. There was an invisible wall between us, made from one bad moment and my own fears. I worried about making things more awkward, so I remained silent. Yet, with every week at the gym, the feeling of distance became a little weaker. Each time, I secretly hoped he would nod at me, or say a casual hello, just to break the ice.

Sometimes between exercises, I imagined how our conversation would go. Maybe it would be friendly and simple. Maybe he would not even remember that old fight. Maybe we could even become good neighbours. These small thoughts did not erase the old hurt, but added new possibilities to our relationship.

On quieter gym days, I sometimes wondered if the man from the bungalow also faced his own problems in this big, crowded city. Maybe he too felt lonely, or had complicated stories that made him keep to himself.

In the peaceful moments at the gym, when most people had left, I found myself hoping for a chance to see the real him—not just the strict man from the driveway, but a person with kindness and his own worries.

Over time, the man next door became less of a stranger and more of a mystery I wanted to understand. I realized that sometimes, new beginnings are not just about conflicts or feeling like an outsider. They are also about slowly noticing the good in people, even if it takes time to see beyond the first bad impression.

✽✽✽


3. Beyond First Impressions

After avoiding him for few days, I found myself reluctantly tied to the same routine. Every session, my heart raced unevenly with the awareness of his presence nearby. I had never spoken to him, never even exchanged a glance or a smile. The memory of our sharp encounter over the driveway still lingered too heavily within me.

But at the gym, he was always composed, upright, moving with a confidence that was almost effortless. He was meticulous about his workouts, warming up slowly, measuring each rep and set. But what drew my attention most was the way he treated those around him—the trainers who guided him, the few regulars exchanging greetings, unfamiliar newcomers he acknowledged warmly but without pretence.

He had a charisma that was quietly commanding, a natural air that made people gravitate toward him. It was clear he was respected and liked, but never in a domineering or showy way. Instead, he listened attentively when others spoke, laughed gently, and often offered encouragement—always precise, always sincere.

This man, who I had initially branded as cold and condescending, was, in reality, far more complex. The man who ordered his security guard not to allow “irresponsible ladies” to park was a sharper, less nuanced fragment of the whole person I now glimpsed during these gym sessions.

One day, as I was leaving the gym, I happened to run into Mrs Nair from our neighbourhood - a kind, spirited woman with whom I had shared many conversations during evening strolls or over quick cups of chai. She greeted me with her usual bright smile.

“Morning, Aarti! I didn’t know you started coming to this gym,” she said, pausing to catch her breath after a set on the treadmill.

We fell into easy conversation about our fitness struggles and trading tips for sore muscles. As we spoke, Mrs Nair’s glance drifted to the man across the room, the one who’d quietly occupied so many of my thoughts.

“You know him, right?” she asked quietly, gesturing discreetly. “That’s Girish Prabhu. He lives in the bungalow next to your society.”

I nodded, trying to keep my tone casual. “We’ve met… briefly.”

Mrs Nair gave me a little grin. “He’s my boss, you know—India head of our company. I work in his team. He’s quiet, but such a nice man. Everyone likes him.”

[image: Aarti chatting with Mrs. Nair at the gym, with Girish visible in the background working out on a machine.]




I glanced once more at Girish, who was chatting easily with one of the trainers, his calm presence evident even from across the room. Somehow, hearing Mrs Nair’s genuine praise made my earlier judgments feel small. It was difficult to reconcile the firm, silent neighbour with this well-respected leader who inspired such loyalty and warmth.

“He doesn’t really act like a boss,” Mrs Nair continued, her voice low. “He actually listens, and he remembers everyone’s name, even mine—a little cog in a big machine!”

I found myself quiet, taking in this new perspective. With every word, the edges of my grudge softened, replaced by a reluctant admiration and a curiosity that felt strangely hopeful. That morning, Girish wasn’t just the reserved neighbour or the man from the driveway—he was a person with layers, respected and trusted by people who really knew him.

As Mrs Nair moved off toward the lockers, she gave me a friendly wink. “He’s a good one to have as a neighbour, Aarti. You’ll see.”

I stood there for a moment, strangely lighter. I had a name now, and a story—one that went far beyond first impressions.

✽✽✽


4. The Virtual Trail

The sun was just coming up when I got home from the gym, still thinking about everything Mrs Nair had told me about our neighbour. I felt strangely lighter, more curious than I’d been in days.

As I let myself in, the familiar sounds of breakfast greeted me from the kitchen. My in-laws sat at the dining table, sharing quiet conversation over steaming cups of tea, while Ishan, our eight-year-old son, munched on toast and hurried through last-minute homework questions. The homely voices, clatter of cups, and Ishan’s laughter wrapped me in a sense of belonging, making the apartment feel bright and warm despite the early hour.

I left my gym bag by the door, skipped my usual cup of tea, and took a quick bath. After getting ready, I went straight to my desk and opened my laptop. The city was coming alive outside, but I barely noticed. I only wanted to know more about Girish Prabhu.

I typed his name into LinkedIn, but paused before I pressed enter. I wondered if he would find out I’d seen his profile. I’d heard that people with LinkedIn Premium could see who visited. Girish seemed important enough to have that. What if he noticed? Still, I told myself there must be lots of people looking him up every day. After a moment, I clicked search.

His profile appeared right away. The photo showed the same neat, quiet man I’d seen at the gym. He looked calm and kind, very professional. It was strange to think this was the same person I’d argued with about the driveway.

I started to scroll and read. He had over twenty-five years of experience in the tech industry. He had studied at IIT Madras and Stanford. He had led teams all over the world, spoken at conferences, and helped with mentoring young people. There were many recommendations from colleagues and team members, all praising how he treated others—with respect, humility, and vision.

His “About” section was short but impressive:

Senior Technology Executive | Building teams. Creating value. Learning every day.

Education: IIT Madras, Stanford University, Proud father to two daughters pursuing higher education in the United States.

That bit about his daughters caught my attention. I’d never seen anyone but Girish and his house staff at the bungalow, so now I knew he lived alone. He was proud of his girls, and that, more than anything, made me smile.

Then there was his age—fifty. I double-checked. He didn’t look it at all. I guessed all that regular exercise had paid off. There was something inspiring about his discipline and how he seemed to have found balance between work, fitness, and family.

For a while, I felt a bit guilty for looking him up online, but I told myself it was just curiosity. It’s normal to be interested in the people who share your world, especially when they seem so different at first.

I found articles quoting Girish and short videos of him giving speeches. I watched him answer questions about technology, leadership, and learning. I saw a photo where he joined a school outreach, sleeves rolled up, surrounded by children. He looked relaxed and happy.

Every bit I read or watched made him seem more approachable and interesting, so different from the stern figure I’d built up in my mind.

I couldn’t keep it to myself. I went to the kitchen where Aditya was making coffee, the morning light filling the room.

“You’re back early!” he said.

“I ran into Mrs Nair at the gym” I told him. “She told me about that man in the bungalow.”

“What did you find out?” he asked, curiosity piqued.

I showed Aditya Girish’s LinkedIn page, pointing out the highlights. “He’s a top tech executive, has twenty-five years of experience, great education. And he has two daughters studying in the US.”

[image: Aarti showing her husband Aditya a LinkedIn profile on her laptop in the kitchen, discussing Girish's professional background.]




Aditya let out a low whistle. “Twenty-five years? That’s impressive. He doesn’t look that senior. How old is he?”

I pointed to his birth date on the profile. “Fifty.”

Aditya looked surprised. “No way! And with a resume like that, I’m surprised he’s living in our neighbourhood and not in one of those iconic bungalows in Sadashivanagar.”

I grinned, pointing out the bungalow through the window. “Maybe that’s exactly why he can afford this giant villa surrounded by trees—right in the middle of all this traffic and chaos! We should’ve aimed higher when we were house-hunting.”

Aditya laughed. “Makes sense! Maybe those decades in tech paid off a bit more than ours have.”

“He seems to live alone, though,” I added. “I checked his other social media accounts too—no mention of a spouse. Just his daughters, both studying in the US.”

Aditya stirred his coffee and gave me a teasing look. “Wow, you really did your homework. Are you sure you’re not stalking him?”

I laughed. “Just curious! Anyway, his colleagues all seem to admire him. They say he’s supportive, mentors everyone, and is really respected. I wish someone would write reviews like that for me!”

Aditya smirked. “Maybe I should post something nice about you—though I doubt ‘master of googling dinner recipes’ would win you quite the same respect.”

I nudged him. “Hey, Google is a skill! Anyway, it’s nice to see he’s human, not just this strict neighbour I built up in my head. Actually, he’s kind of inspiring. Makes me want to try something new.”

Aditya grinned. “Just don’t get carried away and sign up for a marathon or something. I like you in one piece!”

I laughed. “No promises, but maybe we can try that. If Girish can do it at fifty, we definitely can.”

We both laughed, feeling lighter, somehow closer. The stress I’d felt about our neighbour faded, replaced with curiosity and a little bit of excitement for the next chapter.

The rest of the day, I went back to Girish’s online posts and interviews during my breaks. Each one showed a different side—sometimes serious, sometimes funny, always thoughtful. By evening, as the sun set and our apartment filled with golden light, I watched the lights come on in his bungalow.

Looking over, I realized how much my own views had changed in just one day. Girish was no longer simply the reserved man from next door. He was inspiring, intriguing, and somehow no longer a stranger.

✽✽✽


5. The First Conversation

OCTOBER, 2010

The week went by quickly, each day feeling almost the same. At home, I was busy with work—calls, emails, rushing through meals, and the usual noise outside our window in Koramangala. But even with all the routine, something felt different. I kept thinking about our neighbour, Girish, and those quiet glances at the gym. There was a restless feeling inside me, and I wondered if it was time to do something about it.

On Saturday morning, the city looked fresh after a night of rain. The sky was clear, and the street outside seemed clean and bright. I got ready for the gym, letting my body follow its usual routine even though my mind was distracted.

At the gym, I put away my bag, changed my ring for a stretchy band, and tried to focus on warming up. Around me, trainers were talking, regulars moved between machines, and music played softly. I tried to pay attention to these little things, but I knew I was searching for just one person.

It didn’t take long to spot Girish. Calm and focused, he moved from one exercise to another without speaking to anyone. He always seemed like he belonged there, part of the place.

My nerves grew—should I talk to him? Maybe it would be easier than I thought, just a simple conversation. I finished my set, wiped my forehead, and finally built up the courage to say something.

I walked over, waiting for a break in Girish’s work. “Hi, um… excuse me,” I began, keeping my tone soft. “About that day—when I parked in your spot. I just wanted to say sorry. I didn’t mean to make things inconvenient for you.”

He glanced up, his expression relaxing a notch. “It’s alright,” he said, his voice even. “Honestly, I may have overreacted a bit. Small things get bigger if we don’t talk about them, no?”

I let out a quiet sigh, looking down at my feet. “It’s funny,” I said, almost laughing at myself, “something so tiny just kept poking my brain for days.”

He gave me a small, understanding smile. Silence settled between us, but it wasn’t awkward. For some reason, I felt lighter.

After a beat, Girish asked, “I don’t think I know your name?”

I smiled, a little shy. “Aarti.”

He nodded, and then offered his hand—hesitant but warm. “Girish. Good to meet you properly, Aarti.”

When our hands met, just for a second, it felt strangely significant. Like something between us had quietly shifted.




[image: Aarti and Girish standing side-by-side at the gym, sharing a handshake and a conversation amidst the workout equipment.]




For a few seconds, we stood side by side. Around us, the gym was alive with its usual chaos—the thud of dropped weights, trainers calling out advice, someone’s tinny Bollywood playlist leaking out from headphones. Yet, in the middle of all that, it felt oddly calm.

Girish nodded towards a fancy-looking rowing machine. “They keep upgrading these things. Have you tried the new one?”

I grinned. “I have. Almost managed to fall off the first time. Pretty sure the guy on the treadmill had a good laugh.”

He chuckled. “Happens to everyone. I made a total fool of myself last week, I swear. The staff pretend not to notice.”

“Maybe there’s a secret leaderboard for most impressive fails,” I joked.

He smiled. “That would be a close competition. People make this stuff look easy until you’re the one trying not to fall.”

I shook my head, half-joking. “I’m just hoping to become less clumsy”

He shrugged, friendly. “That’s how it starts for everyone. I hardly recognize the place now. Back in the day, we didn’t have music or those strobe lights—sometimes not even electricity. Just… noisy fans and old machines.”

I glanced around. “That sounds chaotic.”

He laughed quietly. “It was. But sometimes I miss that simplicity, you know?”

We stood there for a bit, letting the noise wash over us. It wasn’t one of those uncomfortable silences—more like… a pause that felt okay.

After a moment, he glanced at his watch. “I should get going—there’s an early meeting to suffer through. But this… talking to you… it helped.”

I smiled, honest. “Same here. One conversation and suddenly things don’t feel so heavy.”

He nodded and walked toward the locker rooms, and I lingered a while, gathering my thoughts. The conversation felt honest and easy, as if a weight had been taken off. I finished stretching, feeling more relaxed than I had in days.

Packing up my things, I kept replaying our conversation. I couldn’t help but wonder—did Girish also think about the parking mishap, or was it just me?

Maybe he’d noticed that little bit of tension between us, just like I had, and wanted it gone. Maybe these little moments mattered more than I realized—not just to me, but to him too. The thought stayed with me, gentle and comforting, as I walked into the morning sunshine and felt the city’s familiar hum. For the first time in a long while, I felt lighter and not nearly as alone in my awkwardness.

✽✽✽

Once home, I was met by the comforting smell of chai from the kitchen. I set down my bag and headed to the living room, where Aditya sat on the sofa, mid-scroll through cricket scores. My in-laws were quietly enjoying their tea at the table, and Ishan was doodling cartoons on the newspaper as usual. The morning routine brought a gentle bustle to our home.

Aditya glanced up. “Back early today?”

I hung my towel and smiled. “Finally talked to Girish at the gym.”

He perked up, a teasing look on his face. “You mean, actual words came out of your mouth instead of your usual nod-and-escape?”

I rolled my eyes and went to pour myself some water. “Very funny. Yes, I did. I managed a proper apology for the parking mess. Turns out, it wasn’t as bad as I thought—we had a proper conversation. It actually felt pretty easy”

He smirked, nudging my foot with his for effect. “What was he like? Still Mister Serious?”

I sat beside him, shaking my head. “No, he was actually fine. Relieved, even. Cracked a couple of jokes. Didn’t expect that.”

His tone softened. “Glad you did it, Aarti. These things—sometimes they matter more than we realize.”

I leaned back on the sofa, finally relaxed. “Exactly. Wasn’t just about doing the right thing—I just didn’t want that weirdness to stick around. Turns out, I care about being understood. Even by random neighbours.”

Aditya thought for a second, then teased. “Well, maybe this means gym mornings won’t feel like exams now.”

I nodded, a little laugh escaping. “Maybe. At least I won’t have to keep stealth-checking for Girish every time I stretch.”

He laughed. “Or every time you park.”

We both let the laughter fade, the room settling into an easy quiet. For the first time in a long while, I felt a gentle sort of hope about small things—not grand changes, but something good beginning in the everyday.

✽✽✽


6. Digital Whispers

My mornings had slowly begun to change, becoming brighter and more hopeful than before. Waking up early and exercising was no longer just a personal challenge. Now, the gym held a different meaning—for me, because of Girish.

The neighbour from the bungalow next door was no longer just a distant figure. These days, whenever I entered the gym, I would spot Girish too. Our old awkwardness—sparked by a parked car and the initial misunderstanding—had faded into quiet friendliness.

At the gym, our conversations were short and simple. A casual “Good morning” or “How are you?” was exchanged. We talked about daily routines or a trainer’s advice. Our words were friendly but brief, nothing unusual or noticeable to others. If someone glanced our way, it would look like any normal exchange between neighbours.

But beneath that calm surface, something quietly changed for me. I noticed small moments—the way he gave me a slight nod after my last set, or the gentle smile when we passed at the water cooler, or the occasional encouraging word when I struggled with a workout. These moments brought a new warmth, even if the conversations stayed polite and ordinary.

Then one Monday, Girish didn’t show up. And again the next day. And then for the whole week, his corner of the gym stayed empty.

At first, I told myself not to mind. People get busy. But with every morning spent working out alone, I felt a missing piece I hadn’t expected. The gym felt quieter, less alive. I missed the small talk, the comfort of someone who had quietly become part of my routine.

My thoughts often drifted to when Girish might return. I wondered if he was unwell or caught up in work or family duties. I missed the easy presence he brought, and I realized how much I looked forward to seeing him.

One evening, scrolling through messages on my phone, I remembered the gym’s WhatsApp group. It was a place where members shared workout updates, program changes, or just light chatter. I found Girish’s name and number in the group contact list.

After a pause and some hesitation, I tapped out a direct message: “Hello Girish, hope you are well. Didn’t see you at the gym this week. Everything okay?”

I sent the message and waited, my heart racing a little. But the minutes ticked by, then stretched into nearly an hour with no reply. I tried to focus on my evening chores, but my mind kept wandering back to the phone, willing it to buzz. Was I being too eager? Maybe he was just busy. Maybe reaching out was a mistake.

I refreshed WhatsApp compulsively, each time my chest tightening and relaxing in turn. Had he seen it? Was he annoyed? I debated sending another message, but decided against it. Instead, I made myself a cup of tea and tried to distract myself with a show I didn’t really watch.

The silence stretched even longer, making me question whether I should have messaged him at all. Maybe this was too much. Just when I was about to give up and put my phone away, it finally vibrated in my palm.

“Hi Aarti, I’m fine thanks. Work piled up, and family matters kept me busy. I’ll be back soon. Glad someone missed me.”

Relief bloomed through me. I hadn’t imagined it. He had noticed. I smiled, feeling a mix of relief and happiness.

✽✽✽

What started as checking in soon became regular chats. Unlike our brief, careful words in the gym, our messages opened up a new world. We talked about workouts, diet struggles, Bangalore’s unpredictable weather, and even childhood memories.

Gradually, Girish’s messages grew more playful. His texts included gentle teasing and light compliments. 

One evening, after I shared how tired I was after a long day, he wrote, “Save some energy for me when you’re back at the gym. Don’t want you falling behind!” I laughed quietly to myself, feeling both awkward and pleased.

Sometimes his words made my cheeks warm. Another night, he messaged, “You should see the way you concentrate when you exercise—it’s almost distracting. Bet the whole gym notices.” 

I wasn’t sure how to reply. The boldness caught me off guard, but deep inside, I liked the attention.

At first, I tried to keep the messages light and polite, but I found myself looking forward to the next text like a small secret. It was different from the usual work emails or calls; this was personal, unexpected, and a little thrilling.

[image: Split scene showing Aarti smiling at her phone at home and Girish texting from his office, representing their secret digital communication.]

Though I mentioned to Aditya that Girish was now friendly at the gym, I never brought up our private messages or those playful exchanges. 

It wasn’t that I was trying to hide anything from him; But some feelings are just… delicate, hard to explain, and maybe a bit too personal to say out loud. 

I even found myself clearing our chat history now and then, wanting to keep this connection as a quiet part of my day—just mine, safe from questions I wasn’t ready to answer.

✽✽✽

When Girish finally came back to the gym after his week away, I greeted him with a smile and a shy wave.

“You’re back,” I said softly.

He smiled wide, “Did you miss me?”

I blushed, “Maybe a little.”

Our talks in person remained casual and normal, as they always were when others looked on. But our private messages had started to create a new closeness, a shared world just between us.

Every day added small pieces—a joke, a tease, a compliment—that quietly built something new. And though neither of us spoke about it openly, I felt that the gym was no longer just about fitness. 

It was a place where an unexpected and exciting connection had begun, one that made my mornings warmer and my days a little brighter.

✽✽✽


7. Texting Temptation

Days were becoming different for me. Each morning, I found myself looking forward to something more than my usual office work—my chats with Girish. These messages felt like small rays of sunshine, making my busy days lighter.



Still, sometimes I wondered if I was doing the right thing. I was not doing anything obviously wrong, but I did not tell Aditya about these chats, and that made me nervous. Even though the messages were simple, somewhere inside, I was impressed by Girish—his discipline, sense of humour, confidence, and the easy respect he showed to everyone.

Most mornings, we sent simple messages—about the weather, a joke, or just sharing our day. My chats with Girish had a different energy now; even though it was just messaging back and forth, sometimes my heart beat faster.

After several days of talking morning and afternoon, one message from Girish made me freeze for a moment.

Girish: Aarti, can I share something with you? About the gym.

Me: Of course, tell me.

Girish: I feel people have started noticing us there. The way we talk, the small smiles... nothing wrong, but you know how gyms are. Stories start very fast. I just don’t want any discomfort for you or for me.




I felt a flutter of worry. Was it true? Had someone really seen us that way? Was I creating problems for Girish? Or for myself... or even for Aditya?




Me: I understand. I also don’t want any kind of trouble. Whatever we share means a lot to me.

Girish: That’s why I think we should keep our gym conversations short and normal. Just like any two regular members. If we talk too much there, people may start imagining things.




Reading his message, I felt a mix of relief and a secret thrill.




Me: You’re right. At the gym, it’s better if we act casual and keep things simple.

Girish: Yes. The gym is a very open place. Here, on chat, it’s quieter. We can talk more freely without unnecessary eyes on us.




His words made my heart beat faster. He was being careful, but he was also admitting that what we had was different.




Me: Okay. In the gym, just normal talks. Here, we can be ourselves.

Girish: Exactly. I just want you to feel safe and comfortable. The rest, we will manage quietly between us.




His smile emoji glowed on my screen as I put my phone away, my thoughts racing. I knew I had nothing bad to hide... still, the secret felt dangerous, sweet, and confusing—especially when I thought of Aditya.

✽✽✽




The Calculator App

Days went by, routines falling back into place. Girish and I kept our talks easy—gym tips, quick life updates, silly memes, secret smiles across the gym floor. But under the surface, the sense of something private between us only grew.

One night, as I was clearing old chats from my phone, a message from Girish popped up. I was not comfortable receiving his message this late. I replied him.

Me: Don’t message at this hour, Girish. I have to make sure everything is deleted.

Girish: Always playing it safe, huh?

Me: Better safe than sorry. I don’t want Aditya wondering what’s going on if he sees late-night chats.

Girish: Fair enough. Well keep it simple then. Sleep well, Aarti. Good night.

[image: Aarti lying in bed next to a sleeping Aditya, secretly texting on her phone, with a visual overlay of Girish's smiling face.]

✽✽✽

For the next three days, our chat window stayed blank. No good mornings, no teasing messages, no random memes—just silence. On the third evening, my phone suddenly buzzed.




Girish: Hey Stranger.

Me: You went missing for three days. Busy Mr. Country Head?

Girish: Partly. But also giving you the space you clearly wanted.

Me: I didn’t say I don’t want to talk to you. I just... don’t want Aditya to see anything and start doubting me for no reason.

Girish: I know. That’s why I went missing for a bit. And that’s why I’ve been working on something these last few nights.

Me: Working on what? New abs? New biceps?

Girish: Those are a long term project. This one is faster. A better way for us to talk. One that doesn’t make you stare at your phone like it’s going to expose you.

Me: Stop being dramatic and tell me properly. What are you up to?

Girish: I’ve built an app.

Me: You built an app? For what?

Girish: For us. It looks like a normal calculator. But behind it, there’s a private chat window, only for you and me.

Me: Explain, Mr Country Head.

Girish: From outside, it’s just a calculator. If anyone opens it, they can add, subtract, do their GST or EMI like normal. But if you type our secret code, it opens a hidden chat screen.

Me: And notifications? I don’t want some random banner popping up when my phone is on the dining table.

Girish: There won’t be any visible notifications at all. No sound, no banner, no preview. The app will stay completely silent. Only when you open it will you see if I’ve written to you.

Me: And is it safe? Encrypted?

Girish: Its safe, madam. I wrote the code myself. No ads, no tracking, no sending our chats to some shady server. Everything stays inside the app. If you ever feel this is too much, you can clear all data from one option and uninstall it. No drama, no trace.

Me: What will it look like on my phone?

Girish: A simple calculator icon with the name SmartCalc. If anyone notices, say you needed it for budgets or EMI planning. Very sanskari reason.

Me: You really went to this level just so I don’t panic every time Aditya touches my phone?

Girish: Yes. You shouldn’t have to feel guilty or scared just to talk to me.

Me: You know this is sounding like a full secret affair starter pack, right?

Girish: I’m only offering a safer place to talk. What we do with it, is still your choice, Aarti.

Me: So how do I get this famous SmartCalc?

Girish: I’ll share a secure link here. When you’re alone—bedroom, bathroom, wherever your inner criminal feels safest—download and install it. After that, for anything personal, don’t message me here. Just open SmartCalc, type the code, and you’ll find me inside.

Me: You realise this makes everything more serious, na? A separate hidden app is not just timepass.

Girish: It stopped being timepass for me a while ago. The app just accepts that and protects you a little.

Me: Okay. Send the link.

Within seconds, a short link appeared, followed by one more line.

Girish: Once you’ve installed it, just send me ‘Hi’ there. We'll switch there from WhatsApp.

Me: Okay. I’ll let you know once it’s done.

Girish: Now go. Be the "good wife" and "mom" for a while. If, later tonight, the not-so-good-girl wants to talk, she knows where to come.

Me: Okay, Mr. Country Head. I’ll go eat dinner.

The thought of moving our chats to a hidden place made my stomach flutter. It felt strange and exciting at the same time.

✽✽✽

Stepping Through the Door

After dinner, the house slowly drifted towards sleep—my in-laws in their room, Ishan finally done with cartoons, and Aditya scrolling through news until his eyes began to close. When his breathing became slow and steady, I slipped out into the dim light of the hallway with my phone.

Sitting on the edge of the sofa, I opened his link, heart pounding. Within a minute, a new icon appeared on my screen—SmartCalc. It looked so simple and boring that I almost laughed.

I opened it, typed the code he had sent, and watched the dull calculator screen melt into a clean, empty chat window. For a moment, I just stared at the blank space waiting for my words. Then, with a strange mix of fear and excitement, I finally typed a single message.

Me: Hi

Within seconds, his reply appeared inside that hidden screen, like he had been standing right behind the door.

Girish: Welcome.

In that quiet corner of the night, it felt like we were standing closer than we ever had at the gym.

Me: Feels strange. Like I’ve stepped into some secret room.

Girish: That’s exactly what it is. Our room. No one else needs to know it exists.

We started talking there—soft, unhurried messages flowing back and forth, the glow of the hidden app lighting up my face. Privacy became its own kind of intimacy; every word felt more personal because it lived only in that secret space he had built for us.

When I finally slipped back into bed, my phone looked innocent on the side table, just another screen full of regular apps. Only I knew that behind one simple calculator icon, a door had quietly opened—and I had already stepped through it.

✽✽✽


8. Attraction and Confession

Days kept passing in the same pattern. I played the careful wife at home and the careful friend on chat, always watching my words, always pretending my feelings were smaller than they really were. But every goodbye message from Girish stayed with me long after the screen went dark, like some soft echo I could not switch off.

One night, after a long, tiring day, I lay in bed with the lights off, SmartCalc glowing in my hand, and decided to stop running from my own thoughts.

Me: Can I say something a little stupid?

Girish: The so-called stupid things are usually the most honest. Tell me.

Me: Lately, when we talk, I don’t feel normal friend types. It’s… more for me.

Girish: More how? Don’t hide behind big words.

Me: You’re 50, and that itself pulls me. The way you look after yourself… even many younger men don’t look like that. Your discipline, your calm… I find myself drawn to it.

Girish: Dangerous feedback for an old man. But Aarti, let me be honest too. I see you at the gym—those shy smiles you give when our eyes meet. They hide so much fire. Your beauty isn't just your face or that graceful figure; it's in your quiet strength, the way you move with such poise. It stirs something deep in me.

Me: People know your name, respect your work. And you still stay simple, calm. That mix does something to me.

Girish:  You notice far more than you ever show on your face. I didn’t realise I was being studied this closely.

Me: There, again—you turn it into a joke. I’m already feeling shy.

Girish: I was just teasing, Aarti! Don’t feel Shy. I really appreciate you saying it so openly.

Me: Don’t tease too much. I’m already regretting typing all this.

Girish: Don’t regret it. I’d rather hear your real feelings than both of us pretend this is nothing special.

Me: Be honest… does this still look like ‘just friends’ to you? I don’t even know what to call it.

Girish: No, madam, this doesn’t look like ‘just friends’ at all. But don’t stress—we’re not filling any relationship form tonight. We’ll just enjoy what we feel, go slow, and you can take all the time you need.

Even though it was only text on a screen, those small, simple lines turned my quiet pull toward this 50-year-old, confident, well-known man into something open, shared, and dangerously alive.

✽✽✽

Worries and Reassurances

SmartCalc wasn't just an app anymore; it was the first thing I checked in the morning and the last thing I held at night. Each day it felt more natural to talk to Girish there. But under all that comfort, one thought kept pressing on my chest: am I really doing the right thing… and if Aditya ever saw this, how would I look in his eyes?

Me: I need to tell you something serious.

Girish: Okay. What’s going on in that overthinking mind?

Me: I’m scared to let Aditya know about us. I don’t want to hurt him. But hiding my feelings also makes me feel... small. Like I’m cheating myself as well.

Girish: Listen to me. We are not here to destroy your life. We’ll be careful. We’ll chat, talk, flirt, laugh—but only when its actually safe for you. Office hours, when he is in meetings, when he is out with friends, or nights when he is glued to his laptop and not to you.

Me: You’ve thought this through too much. Should I be impressed or worried?

Girish: Impressed. Definitely impressed. This is the benefit of an older man—risk analysis, planning, no panic.

Me: Sometimes I feel like a terrible wife just for enjoying this. Do you really think it’s okay to have... something... outside marriage, even if it’s just chats and feelings?

Girish: I think it’s okay for a human being to want more than duty. Everyone deserves some happiness, some connection. Marriage doesn’t cancel your heart. You don’t stop being Aarti just because you became Aditya’s wife and Ishan’s mom.

Me: You make it sound so simple.

Girish: We are not sending out wedding cards for our chats. This is between you and me. And you are allowed to feel alive.

Me: You talk like some spiritual love guru.

Girish: Please, I’m the opposite of spiritual right now. I’m a 50, completely hooked on one married woman’s messages, trying to keep her heart light and her phone safe.

Me: This little corner with you... it’s exciting and scary at the same time.

Girish: Good. If it was not a little scary, it wouldn’t be real. Just remember—whenever it feels too much, you say the word, and we will slow down. I’m not here to take from you, Aarti. I’m here to give you something back that life quietly stole.




SmartCalc’s hidden screen felt like a tiny private world—one where I could drop my ‘good-wife’ mask, be honest about my desires, and still be held gently instead of judged.

✽✽✽

Sharing Secrets

After that raw exchange, something easy and natural started to happen. Girish and I began sharing things with each other we had never told anyone else.

One evening, during a lull in our chat, a teasing message from Girish popped up.

Girish: I saw Aditya in your balcony today. Just realised how lucky he is!

Me: What are you cooking up now? Say it straight.

Girish: He has “anytime access” to your hugs, your mood, and your body… and I have to sit here behaving myself on text.

Me: Haha, if only! Between work deadlines, in-laws chatting next door, and Ishan demanding stories till midnight, romance feels like a distant dream these days.

Girish: That sounds like pure chaos. Poor you!

Me: Forget alone time. Privacy is just a fantasy here.

Girish: Ouch, that bad? how do you even steal a moment?

Me: Exactly! It's all rush and no romance, just surviving the day.

[image: Illustration of Aarti and Aditya in bed being interrupted by a knock at the door, depicting the lack of privacy in their home.]

There was a small pause that pulled up the ache of what my marriage used to feel like—light, playful, full of surprises—instead of this constant tiredness.

Me: It wasn’t always this boring, you know...

Girish: Wait, now I’m curious. What kinda chemistry did you guys have?

Me: Aditya used to be super playful. Always cooking up surprises, acting silly just to make me laugh. Sometimes he could be truly wicked.

Girish: Now this I cannot imagine. You with a mischievous partner!

Me: These days its mostly work, endless noise, endless homework... When we finally hit the bed, were out in minutes.

Girish: It happens.




The chat faded into an easy silence, but the warmth of being understood stayed with me long after the screen went dark.

✽✽✽

After that night, our talks turned deeper without me realizing. What began as jokes about “no privacy” turned into something more personal. I started sharing things which I hardly discussed even with Aditya.

Girish never judged or made me feel bad, instead he gave me confidence and space to share more. Funny thing was, I was telling Girish about my desires more than living them with Aditya these days. With Aditya, such talks had almost stopped. But with Girish, my phone was full of thoughts, memories, and secrets about what I wanted, what I missed, and what still made my body react.

One night, the conversation shifted from our usual friendly banter to something far more intimate.

Girish: Can I ask something? You always talk about ‘romance’… but what actually works for you?

Me: Works? In what sense?

Girish: In bed. What makes you weak? Fast, slow, loud, quiet?

Me: God, you are direct today!

Girish: I’m just curious. I imagine you as someone who likes it slow… intense. Am I wrong?

Me: You’re not wrong. I like… feeling everything. Being held tight mostly. Aditya is… well, men are usually in a rush, you know?

Girish: I know. But if I was there, I wouldn’t rush. I’d start with that hollow of your neck you’re always touching. I’d spend an hour just there before moving an inch lower.

Me: Stop it… I can almost feel that.

Girish: Good. Now tell me, what is one thing you’ve always wanted to try but never did?

Me: I can’t say that! It’s embarrassing.

Girish: No judgment here, Aarti. This is just us. Tell me.

Me: …I’ve always wondered what it would be like to do it in front of a large mirror. To actually watch… everything. I’ve always been too shy to look at myself like that, but…

Girish: Mirrors. You want to be seen.

Girish: That is incredibly erotic, Aarti. You know, I have a large, floor-to-ceiling mirror in my bedroom. I would love to bring you there one day. I’d want you to see exactly how beautiful you look when you are losing yourself.

Me: Girish... you are making me blush in an empty room.

Girish: Blushing is good. It means your body is agreeing with me even if your mind is shy.

Girish: You said earlier he used to be ‘wicked’. Has he never tried to make you watch? To really see you?

Me: ‘Wicked’ meant playful, Girish. Tickling, teasing, silly pranks. It was fun, but it wasn’t... this. He never looked at me the way you’re describing.

Girish: How does he look at you then?

Me: Like a wife. Like a partner he loves, sure. But not like a woman he wants to consume. It’s gentle, it’s familiar.

Girish: And does ‘gentle and familiar’ satisfy you?

Me: ...It used to. But now... it feels like a habit. Saturday nights, if we aren't too tired. Same routine. I know exactly what he’ll do before he does it.

Girish: Does he know you aren’t satisfied?

Me: I don’t tell him. It’s not really his fault. He tries... sometimes he tries really hard. But the spark… it’s just gone. I don’t feel that pull anymore.

Girish: The spark doesn’t just vanish, Aarti. It gets buried under laundry lists and grocery bills. But the woman needs to be awakened. Does he make you feel reckless? Does he make you forget your name?

Me: No. It’s safe. It’s love, but it’s… safe. There is no madness left.

Girish: Safe is good for a bank account, not for a bedroom. You need madness. You need hands that claim you, not just hold you. I would burn that safety to the ground. I would make sure you couldn’t remember anything but my touch.

Me: You are making it very hard for me to breathe right now.

Girish: Good. Are you wet?

Me: …Yes.

Girish: Keep that feeling. Take it to bed with you. And imagine it is me.

Me: I… I can’t. Even imagining it… it feels like cheating.

Girish: Thoughts are not crimes, Aarti. Your mind is yours. No one owns what happens inside your head. Not even him.

Me: It still feels wrong. I need to sleep. This is becoming… too much.

Girish: Goodnight, Aarti. Sleep well.

I stared at the ceiling for a long time, listening to Aditya’s steady breathing next to me. My body was tired, but my mind was wide awake, still buzzing with his words. I reached for the phone again.

Me: Are you awake?

Girish: For you? Always.

Me: I couldn't sleep.

Girish: Neither can I. Thinking about you.

Girish: Do you want to continue?

Me: Continue what?

Girish: What we started before you got scared.

Me: Girish... I shouldn't.

Girish: But you are awake. And you messaged me. So tell me... will you do something for me?

Me: What?

Girish: Will you imagine me? Right now?

Me: ...Imagine you how?

Girish: Put your earphones in. Go to the bathroom. Lock the door.

Me: Why?

Girish: Call me. Don’t say anything. Just listen.

I slipped out of bed, my hands trembling as I found my earphones. Inside the bathroom, I locked the door and dialed his number. He picked up on the first ring.

"Aarti," his voice was deep, rougher than I had imagined, filling my ears like he was standing right behind me. "Don't speak. Just listen to me."

"Hmm..." I whispered.

"I want you to touch yourself now. Remember what I said about the mirror? Imagine I am right there. My hand is over yours."

"Oh god..."

"Close your eyes," he commanded softly. "Forget where you are. You aren't in your bathroom anymore. You are standing at my front door. It’s late at night. The street is silent."

"Okay..." I whispered, my breath hitching, willing myself to see it.

"I’m opening the door," he continued, his voice painting the scene in the dark. "I'm pulling you inside. My house is empty. It's just us, Aarti. No noise, no husband, no son. I’m locking the world out behind you."

"Where are we going?" I asked, my voice trembling.

"To my bedroom. To that floor-to-ceiling mirror I told you about. I want you to stand in front of it."

I leaned my head back against the tiled wall, but the cold reality was fading. In my mind, I was walking on plush carpet, surrounded by the scent of him.

[image: Split scene showing Aarti in the bathroom listening to a call, and Girish lying in bed talking to her, creating an intimate virtual connect]




"You’re standing there," Girish murmured, his voice dropping an octave. "And I’m standing behind you. I’m looking at us in the glass. My hands are on your waist, pulling you back against my chest. Can you feel the heat of my body?"

"Yes," I gasped.

"Can you feel how much I want you?" he pressed, his voice rougher now. "Can you feel how hard I am pressing against your lower back?"

My breath hitched. In the darkness behind my closed eyes, the image was vivid—his large frame crowding mine, the undeniable proof of his desire seeking me out even through our clothes.

"Yes..." The word was barely a whisper, sticky with shame and need.

"Good. Lean into it. Let me feel you accept it," he commanded. "Now watch in the mirror. I’m sliding my hand down your stomach... lower. I’m slipping my fingers inside your clothes. We are both watching your reflection as I find you wet."

"Oh god, Girish..."

"Don't look away. Now, use your hand. But it’s not your hand, Aarti. It’s mine. Touch yourself exactly how I would. Show me in the mirror what you want."

My hand moved down, trembling, but his voice steadied me.

"That's it," he groaned, deeper now. "I’m biting your neck while you do it. I’m holding you up while you fall apart in the mirror. Don't hold back. Let go."

My fingers moved faster, obeying his low, steady commands. His voice became the only thing in my world, stripping away my hesitation. I stifled a moan against my own shoulder, my body arching as a sudden, sharp release flooded through me, leaving me trembling and breathless against the cold tiles.

The call ended. A moment later, my screen lit up.

Girish: Did you come?

Me: Yes.

Girish: Good girl. Sleep well, Aarti.

That night, the line between harmless flirting and dangerous reality blurred completely. I fell asleep with my phone clutched in my hand, my body still humming from a touch that hadn’t even been physical.

We tried it a couple of times after that night. Each time, I was mostly on the receiving end, listening to his voice, following his commands, biting my lip to keep quiet. I tried once to describe what I wanted to do to him, whispering into the phone, but words felt empty against the hunger that was growing in me. It started to feel monotonous, almost frustrating—a poor shadow of what we actually wanted.

The intimacy lingered, but the screen and the voice calls weren't enough anymore. The tension between us was a suspended breath, waiting to be released. We spoke for two more days, the need for something real building up, until Girish finally pushed the door wide open.

✽✽✽




A New Invitation

One afternoon, a message from Girish made my breath catch.

Girish: Can I ask you something?

Me:  The way you’re asking is already scaring me. Just say it.

Girish: Do you ever feel like meeting me somewhere private? Somewhere quiet, where we can talk honestly without eyes, noise, or interruptions.

Me: Maybe... yes. But only if we can be sure. It has to be safe.

Girish: Safe, always.  Your comfort first. I have a farmhouse just outside the city. Quiet, green, away from traffic and people. We can be ourselves there. When you’re ready, I’ll take you there.

As I read about the farmhouse, I knew this would not be just talk. We had already gone so deep into my desire and his liking that I was sure—if I went there with him, it wouldn’t stop at conversation.

In my mind, I saw it immediately—a silent place with trees, open sky, and no neighbours watching from their balconies. A small, hidden world meant only for the two of us, where all the things we had only dared to type could finally cross into touch and reality.

For now, I kept my reply simple.

Me: I’m looking forward to it.

The rest of the day felt heavier and lighter at the same time, filled with a hopeful, guilty tension I couldn’t shake off. Our secret world of messages had just changed shape, and deep down I knew that if I said yes to that farmhouse, I was also saying yes to much more than words.

✽✽✽


9. The Farmhouse: A Hidden Escape

April, 2011

Girish’s message arrived before sunrise. The city was silent, save for an early rickshaw buzzing in the lane below our window, and Aditya’s steady breathing beside me. I reached for my phone, quietly, as if hiding something shameful—and maybe, even then, a part of me knew I was already gone.

“Morning, Aarti. Our company is supporting an NGO activity this weekend— they’re organising a volunteer drive at one of their sites near the river, on the city’s edge. Do you want to join us?” It could have been casual, friendly invitation, but Girish’s second message told me the real story.

“If you show up, take a few photos, tell Aditya you’re helping the NGO people. After… I want to take you to My farmhouse. It is around the corner. A day just for us. No one else.”

I stared at his words for a full minute. My first instinct was refusal—I heard Aditya’s voice in my head, gentle, full of unspoken faith, and guilt shivered down my spine. But something else answered. That tiny selfish part of me that craved escape, craved the full, messy thrill of being desired. Even if it meant cheating a little.

“I’ll come,” I typed back at last, my hands trembling.

After that, nothing felt the same. All morning, I carried the secret like a second heartbeat—fearful, giddy. While Aditya got ready for work, I was already planning excuses, wondering what to wear, what it would feel like to step out of the life I’d been dutifully living.

✽✽✽

Saturday Morning

Saturday morning was wide and bright. Monsoon green was climbing every wall, and small insects buzzed in the corners.

I chose an elegant deep indigo cotton kurti, detailed with subtle white Chikankari threadwork along the neckline and cuffs, paired with flowing white palazzo pants for a relaxed yet graceful look. My hair was styled in a loose, low ponytail, with a few soft strands framing my cheeks. I wore just a hint of fresh, light perfume—gentle and understated, yet hoping he would notice

As I picked up my bag and got ready to leave, the house was quietly busy behind me—my in-laws finishing breakfast, Ishan sitting with his notebooks. I paused at the door and called out to Aditya, “I might get a little late this evening. I’ll call if anything changes.”

Aditya nodded, as usual calm and steady. His relaxed look made me feel thankful—no questions, no drama, just simple trust.

When Aditya noticed the camera bag on my shoulder, he smiled, “Finally taking your hobby seriously, huh?”

I forced a laugh, even though my heart was beating fast. I shrugged with a gentle smile, hugging the strap a little closer. “I just wanted something for my memory,” I replied.

[image: Aarti holding a camera and taking photos at an NGO event, while secretly looking for an opportunity to slip away.]

And if I was honest with myself, it wasn’t just about memories. The photos would serve as proof too—just in case Aditya ever doubted I’d actually gone to the NGO. A little evidence tucked away, just to keep things simple and unquestioned.

By eight in the morning, I had arrived at the NGO site at the city’s edge, camera slung over my shoulder. The event had just started. Some volunteers were painting walls, children were planting small trees, and a few elders were giving out lunch boxes. I moved around quickly, taking photos here and there, though my mind was already running ahead to what would happen later.

By nine, I slipped away with a polite excuse. As Country Head, Girish was always surrounded by people—his team, other staff, organisers. Getting a private moment with him there was almost impossible.

He sent me a quick text: “Just come by and collect the car key from me. I’ll join you in a minute—don’t want anyone from work guessing things.” The message was clear and discreet.

I followed his instructions, weaving through the people until I reached him at the edge of the crowd. He looked effortlessly commanding in a crisp white linen shirt with sleeves rolled up, paired with beige chinos—standing out against the grass land near the lake. 

I took his photos with his team mates. He barely met my eyes as he pressed the key into my palm—a silent exchange, careful and calculated. I found his car, tucked myself into the passenger seat, and kept my head down as he finished his goodbyes.

[image: Girish discreetly handing a car key to Aarti at an outdoor event, signaling their plan to leave together.]




Soon enough, the car door opened. Girish slid in beside me, his expression unreadable but relieved. Without a word, we left the site together, slipping out before anyone could notice the quiet escape.

A few minutes later, we were on the road—leaving the last flyover, the vegetable carts, the city dust behind. By ten, we pulled up at the farmhouse—a private world hidden from everything else.

✽✽✽

Farmhouse

The farmhouse surprised me. A gracious two-story retreat with a sloping red roof shaded by tangled mango and champa trees. Birds darted through the garden, their calls mingling with the hush of leaves. As the gate swung shut behind us, I felt years slip quietly from my shoulders, replaced by a lightness I hadn’t known in ages.

Inside, the mix of modern and old-world warmth revealed itself slowly. Wooden floors cooled my bare feet and the rooms, neat and spacious, felt almost decadent in their simplicity. 

The air was crisp, kept cool by discreet AC vents humming quietly. Every bathroom was generously sized, tiled in soft colors and bright with natural light.

Girish led me from space to space—the kitchen was simple but inviting, counters dusted with masala and the tang of fresh onions. 

The living room opened up with a grand glass door, drawing my eyes toward the sunlight shimmering on a compact swimming pool outside. Books lined one wall, their spines softened from years of reading.

A man in his fifties moved quietly in the kitchen, the easy confidence of someone who had done this work for years. He wore loose, well-used trousers and rubber slippers, moving with steady, unhurried steps. The smells of fresh spices and ghee filled the air as he prepared lunch for us, hardly looking up, comfortable in his routine and in this house that clearly knew him well.

Noticing my curiosity, Girish explained, “That’s Mahesh, the caretaker. Been with my family forever. I only ask him to come in a day before I visit—he cleans, stocks the pantry, makes sure everything feels like home again.”

Lowering my voice, I asked, “Isn’t it risky if he sees us here together? If he knows about…this?”

Girish smiled, a flicker of warmth in his eyes. “Don’t worry, he’s completely trustworthy. He knows all my secrets. More than anyone, really.”

Laughing, I nudged him playfully. “So, there’s someone in your life who knows more secrets than I do? That’s dangerous information!”

He grinned, squeezing my hand in silent reassurance.

We explored each corner—the guest room sunlit and peaceful, walls covered in old family photos, the bedrooms fresh with linen and the scent of rain-washed earth. But one room at the end of a corridor stood out: its door locked, untouched.

I paused. “What’s in there?”

Girish’s smile turned a little secretive. “That room is special, but my plan is to renovate it,” he said. “Maybe I’ll show you next time, when you spend more time here. For now, let it be a secret.”

And so, I stepped into this carefully tended refuge, with old secrets waiting just beyond a locked door; everything felt new, vivid, and electric with possibility.

We sat on the porch swing, sipping steaming chai from clay cups. The cushions were soft and warm from the sun, and for a few minutes we just sat quietly, listening to the trees around us.

“I used to watch my daughters run around here, chasing rabbits,” Girish said, his eyes distant. “Now it’s just me on most weekends. It gets lonely sometimes.”

“Doesn’t Aditya miss you on days like this?” he asked gently.

Guilt pricked sharp inside me. “He trusts me,” I said slowly. “Maybe more than I deserve.”

“Do you trust yourself, Aarti?” Girish asked, brushing a loose strand of hair away from my face.

My throat tightened. “I’m not sure,” I whispered. “Today, I just want to keep all those thoughts far away and be here.”

He just smiled and led me to the garden. We stayed there for a long time, picking raw mangoes and laughing at how sour they were, as new memories slowly started forming between us. After a while, Mahesh called us in for lunch from the veranda, and only then did I realise how hungry I’d become.

When Mahesh brought out our lunch, I almost laughed. On the table, there were only cut fruits, a simple salad, and two tall glasses of smoothie. No rice, no roti, nothing that looked like a “proper” meal.

I glanced at Girish and raised my eyebrows, silently asking, is this really all we are going to eat?

He noticed my expression immediately. Once Mahesh walked back towards the kitchen, Girish came closer to me. He leaned down so that his lips were near my ear, his voice low and warm. “This is all you’re getting,” he whispered, “I want you light, and free when I play with you later.”

The way he said it sent a shiver through me. He straightened up with a calm, innocent look on his face and then, in a normal tone, asked, “Fruits for lunch are okay for you, Aarti?”

I nodded as if it was a simple choice, but inside I knew this was not about diet or health. This “light lunch” was his way of telling me that my real exhaustion later would not be from food at all, but from him.

When we finished, Mahesh cleared the plates in silence. Afternoon sunlight dipped amber through the trees, thickening the stillness. Girish thanked him with practiced warmth.

Before leaving, Mahesh paused at the doorway and offered a slow, knowing smile. “If you need anything more, just call,” he said softly, then slipped out and closed the gate behind him with a gentle click. The house grew utterly still—the two of us left in a hush that felt private and suspended in time. Girish turned to me as the day stretched ahead, the world reduced to soft light and possibility.

[To be continued…]

✽✽✽


10. The Farmhouse: Desires Unlocked

The world became quiet around us as we walked through the garden again, his fingers finally tying with mine as we moved between the trees and flowers. The air was still, and every small touch felt more personal than any words. 




When we came back inside, Girish put his arm around my waist and, without saying much, slowly led me towards the bedroom, as if both of us already knew how the rest of the afternoon would go.




We stopped near the side of the bed, still standing, his arm circling my waist as I rested my palm against his chest, feeling the steady rise and fall beneath my fingers. Our eyes met, and time seemed to pause. His gaze was warm, deep, full of unspoken promises. My heart hammered in my chest as if I were a college girl again, shy about secret kisses behind stone walls.

His hand cupped my cheek with a tenderness that contrasted with the fire in his eyes. Our lips were just a breath apart, and I could feel how much we both wanted that first touch. Then, like a whisper, our lips met—soft, slow, and exploring. The kiss was gentle at first, a tender question from him asking for permission, which I answered by closing my eyes and letting out a quiet sigh. My fingers found his hair, pulling him closer, while his hands traced the line of my jaw and neck, holding me as if I was something precious.



[image: Close-up of Girish and Aarti sharing a tender and intense kiss in the bedroom of a farmhouse.]

The kiss lingered, a blend of sweetness and heat—a promise that this was only the beginning. His lips trailed along my jaw and throat, each touch more intense than the last. My body arched toward him before I could stop myself. He pulled away for a moment, his gaze gentle but serious.

“Tell me if I’m moving too fast. I want you to feel safe with me,” he said quietly.

For a moment, I was silent. A strange thrill ran through me at being here—alone in a bedroom with a man who wasn’t Aditya, a man who led big teams and spoke on stages where thousands listened. Was I really ready for this? I was no match for Girish’s age, his experience, his confident touch.

I tried to answer him with a smile, but the words caught in my throat. My mind spun with doubts and desires together. Girish noticed my silence. He shifted closer, his voice coaxing and kind. “Aarti, you can tell me. There’s no rush, no judgment. Should I stop?”

I took a deep breath, drawing strength from his patience. My mouth felt dry, and for a moment nothing came out. Then, in a small voice, I managed, “No need to stop, Girish.” I kept my eyes on his shirt as my fingers tightened there, afraid to look up and show him how shaken I was.

Hearing my own words made my cheeks grow warm, but Girish only smiled—a slow, gentle smile that made it clear he understood more than I had said. He traced my lips lightly with his finger, as if memorising every line. “Aarti, I love how shy and nervous you get with me. It makes you even more beautiful,” he murmured.

He kissed me again, his lips sending sparks through me with every lingering touch. Without breaking the kiss, Girish guided me gently toward the bed. His hands were firm but tender at my waist, sending a thrill through me as he pressed me back onto the cool sheets.

He leaned over me, his body close and solid above mine, his eyes moving slowly over me, looking at my blue kurti and white palazzo pants. “You look beautiful, Aarti. This dark blue really suits you,” he said, his voice deep with feeling.

✽✽✽

His breath warmed my cheek as his lips found my throat, a slow, lingering kiss that sent a tremor through me. Then he began to move lower, taking his time, his touch unhurried and attentive. He followed the curve of my body, his fingers and mouth sending small shocks of pleasure wherever they went, making me aware of parts of myself I had long forgotten.

By the time his touch finally reached the most sensitive part of me, I was already trembling. He didn’t rush. He simply listened to my body, to each small reaction, adjusting with a kind of quiet experience that made me feel strangely safe even as everything inside me felt new and overwhelming. 

The world outside the farmhouse slowly disappeared; there was only his steady rhythm, my rising breath, and a feeling that something locked inside me for years was finally opening.

Instinct made me bite my lip, trying to swallow my sounds the way I always had at home, conscious of doors, family, thin walls, and neighbours. Girish paused at once, as if he had heard the change inside me as clearly as my heartbeat. He moved up and pressed a soft kiss to my forehead.

“Don’t hold back, Aarti,” he whispered, his tone gentle but firm. “Don’t hide your sounds from me. There’s no one here but us. Be free.”

His words washed over me like warm water. Something inside relaxed, as if I had been carrying a tight knot for years without even noticing. I let myself breathe, let the feelings rise instead of pushing them down. 

When the wave finally came, it was like a dam breaking—I couldn’t control it, didn’t want to. My body shook with a release so deep it almost frightened me, yet I felt strangely light, almost tearful with relief.

When it was over, he rested his head on my stomach, grinning like a boy who had just solved a difficult puzzle. “Those sounds you made… I’ll take that as a pretty good review,” he teased softly.

A laugh escaped me, chasing away the last bits of shyness. I ran my fingers slowly through his hair. “You were incredible,” I admitted, the truth slipping out before I could soften it.

✽✽✽

Girish’s grin widened, his eyes sparkling with a mix of pride and affection. Then, with an easy grace, he pushed himself up and stood by the bed, unbuttoning his shirt and slipping it off his shoulders with fluid ease. 

My eyes moved over his broad shoulders, the silver hairs on his chest, the lines of a body that had been cared for, not just used. He looked at me with a teasing glint. “Your turn,” he said quietly, as if inviting me to write the next line of my own story.

For a moment I simply looked at him, slightly breathless, realising that I was not just being led—I had a choice here too. I reached for him, letting my hands explore his chest and shoulders, feeling the warmth of his skin under my palms. 

I wanted to tell him how strong and solid he looked, but I was so nervous that the words refused to come, and my touch had to speak for me instead.

He took my hand and guided it gently, letting me get used to the shape and strength of him, watching my face as if my comfort was as important to him as his own pleasure.

We moved slowly, not in a perfectly choreographed way, but in careful, searching steps. I tried things I had only heard about or rushed through before, this time guided by his soft murmurs and quiet sighs rather than any idea of what was “right.” Every grateful sound from him gave me a new kind of confidence, a sense of power I had never felt in my married bed.

At one point, his voice turned rougher, yet stayed full of warmth. “You have no idea what you’re doing to me,” he said, fingers brushing my cheek. “You’re so beautiful like this… so trusting… so perfect for me.” His words wrapped around me, not like cheap lines but like a truth he had been waiting to admit.

✽✽✽

Soon his hands were on my kurti, his touch slow and respectful as he undressed me piece by piece, giving me time to hide my face and then convince myself to look back at him. “Don’t look away,” he murmured. “You’re perfect just like this.” I believed him more than I expected to.

We lay skin to skin, the bed cool beneath us, his palm resting over my heart as if to steady it. My fingers traced the lines of his shoulder and the gentle curves of his back, quietly wondering about the life that had shaped him. He nuzzled my neck, his warm breath teasing my skin. “Every part of you is mine to cherish today,” he said softly. “I want you to feel how much I adore you, Aarti.”

He gently rolled me onto my back and settled between my legs, his weight both anchoring and comforting. The heat of his body pressed down on mine, our skin sliding together in a way that felt shockingly natural, like we had always known how to fit. Every small movement made me acutely aware of him—his hands, his breath, the way he watched my face more than anything else.

He met my eyes, voice low and full of longing. “Aarti… may I?”

I hesitated for a heartbeat, nerves prickling with excitement and fear. The quiet certainty in his gaze made something inside me give way—maybe it was trust, maybe just the deep hunger to be wanted without condition, without duty, without any list of tasks waiting in the next room.

He pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Don’t worry,” he whispered. “Forget the world. Just be yourself.”

My throat tightened. I thought again of Aditya, of all the years we had shared beds, responsibilities, and quiet routines, but not this kind of wild tenderness. A small part of me screamed that I was crossing a line I could never uncross. Another part knew that line had already faded the moment I first let Girish into my thoughts at the gym.

“I want to feel you, Girish,” I said at last, my voice shaking but clear. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him close, letting him feel just how much I meant it.

When he finally entered me, he did it slowly, carefully, his eyes never leaving mine. The first stretch of him made me gasp, half in shock, half in wonder at how completely he filled the empty places inside me. He paused whenever I tensed, giving me time to breathe, to adjust, to accept.

“You feel incredible,” he whispered against my ear. “I’ve wanted this—wanted you—for so long, Aarti.”

We found a rhythm together, unhurried at first, testing, learning. It was not perfect, not like in the movies or stories. We laughed once when our timing went off, then started again, more relaxed. He made small jokes about being out of practice, and I teased him back, saying promotions must be easier than this. The humour dissolved the pressure to perform and left only the simple truth of two people trying to understand each other’s bodies for the first time.

✽✽✽

As we moved, the pleasure built slowly inside me again, but this time it was mixed with something else—an aching tenderness, a sense of being seen in a way I had never allowed myself to be. At some point, courage rose quietly in me. I pushed him gently so he rolled onto his back, then swung my leg over and settled on top of him, my hands on his chest for support.

He looked up at me, eyes wide with admiration and a hint of surprise. “Well, hello there,” he said with a grin. “Taking control, are you?”

“I just want to see what it feels like from up here,” I replied, cheeks heating as I began to move in careful, testing motions. It felt unfamiliar and risky at first, but when I saw his eyes darken with pleasure, something bold unfurled inside me.

“You look absolutely stunning like this,” he whispered. “Do what feels good. I’m all yours, Aarti.”

With his hands steady on my waist, I built my own rhythm, chasing the angle and pace that made my body sing. When the second wave came, it hit me differently. Not like a sudden storm, but like a rising tide I could feel and choose to ride. I gasped, my body tightening and then melting, surprised by my own strength in that moment. 

Still sensitive and shaky, I kept moving gently on him, riding the soft waves that were slowly fading through me. Girish loosened his grip on my waist just enough to let me catch my breath, and for a couple of minutes we simply stayed like that, our bodies joined, our foreheads resting together as my heartbeat slowly calmed. 

✽✽✽

Then he tipped my chin up and kissed me again—this time a deep, lip-locked kiss, his tongue teasing mine, pulling me back into the moment until I was breathless in a different way.

As our mouths stayed joined, his hands slid back to my hips and tightened, guiding me closer. He began to push up from below with more purpose, each slow, deliberate stroke making me feel every bit of him inside me. 

I felt his body grow tense under mine, his breath turning rough and uneven, and in the next few deep movements he finally gave in, holding me firmly against him as his own release shuddered through him.

Afterwards, I collapsed onto his chest, laughing softly as aftershocks rippled through me. He wrapped his arms around me, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget seeing you like that.”

We lay there for a long while, just breathing together, wrapped in a silence that felt honest rather than awkward. Slowly, guilt began to creep back in at the edges—images of my son, my in-laws, Aditya waiting for me at home. But every time it rose, it met the warm weight of Girish’s arms around me, the memory of my own eager “I want to feel you,” and the confusing truth that both could exist inside me at once.

[image: Aarti lying in bed, looking up at Girish who is hovering over her, capturing a moment of intimacy and vulnerability.]

✽✽✽

Later, when our bodies had calmed and our minds had cleared a little, we freshened up separately. Girish straightened the sheets while I washed my face and combed my hair in the bathroom, trying to read my own expression in the mirror. I didn’t look like a different woman, but something behind my eyes had changed—some curtain had been pulled aside.

By the time I came out, the air smelled faintly of cardamom and fresh tea leaves. Girish was in the kitchen, boiling water, moving around the space as if he had always belonged there. 

We stood side by side at the counter, quietly preparing tea together. There was a softness between us now—something peaceful and real that lingered in every shared glance and small smile.

A few minutes later, we carried our mugs out into the garden next to the swimming pool. The afternoon sun had mellowed, and the only sounds were birds and the gentle ripple of water. We sipped our tea in comfortable silence, each lost in our own thoughts but connected by what had just happened.

For me, the silence was full of questions. Was this a one-time madness, or the beginning of something I would not be able to control? How would I look at Aditya tonight over dinner? Would he notice anything in my eyes, in my voice? And yet, beneath all the worry, there was a stubborn, glowing line of truth: for the first time in many years, I had felt completely alive.

By the time we finished our tea, it was already 4:30pm. We packed our bags, moving slowly, taking one last look at the beautiful house and the memories we had made in its quiet corners.

As we stepped outside, Girish paused on the sunny porch. He caught my hand and pulled me gently back, turning me to face him. He tipped my chin up with a mischievous smile. “One for the road?” he asked softly.

I laughed, the sound surprisingly easy, and kissed him—quick at first, then lingering just a moment longer. The world seemed to hold its breath as our lips met, and for a second, it felt as if the farmhouse itself was saying goodbye.

We broke apart slowly, still smiling, our hands brushing one last time before we finally walked toward the car. I knew I was leaving with more than just a bag and a few photos on my phone. I was carrying a secret, a kind of dangerous happiness, and a version of myself I wasn’t sure how to live with yet.

✽✽✽


11. Highway Confessions

The sun slanted low, pouring golden stripes across the dashboard as we drove out of the farmhouse gate. I curled my legs beneath me, stretching luxuriously in the warm passenger seat, still feeling a delicious afterglow in my body. 




Beside me, Girish hummed to himself, fingers drumming the steering wheel in time to a half-heard tune on the radio. Every now and then, his gaze flicked over, lingering on my smile before his lips curved into that same teasing grin.

I couldn’t help but shake my head. “Stop looking at me like that,” I finally scolded, though there was no heat to it.

He just laughed, eyes dancing. “Not a chance. You’re glowing, Aarti. I’ve never seen you like this.”

I glanced out at the countryside rolling by in flashes of green and brown. My heart felt light—almost silly—and a shy giggle bubbled out. It was easy, in the car, to pretend we were just two people with nothing else in the world but each other and this winding road.

For a few minutes, we fell quiet, letting the memories of the afternoon hang between us like a secret sweetness. But as the village faded behind us, something more serious pressed at my mind. I glanced at his strong hands on the wheel, then down at mine fidgeting in my lap. After a moment, I cleared my throat softly.

[image: Girish and Aarti driving in a car during a golden sunset, smiling and enjoying the afterglow of their time together.]

"Girish, can I ask you something?" I began, hesitating before continuing. The comfort between us made it easier. "I know you have daughters... what happened with their mother? Why are you alone now?" The question slipped out before I could stop myself.

He smiled slightly, eyes still on the road. "I am alone because I choose to be. I don't like that kind of commitment. Marriage feels too permanent for me," he said, almost casually.

I blinked, confused. "But... the girls? Their mother?"

"Adopted," he answered simply. "I wanted to be a father, to guide a life. That is a responsibility I accepted happily. But marriage? Sharing my daily space, my freedom? That is different."

"So you really prefer being on your own?" I asked, trying to wrap my head around it.

"I like living on my own terms," he confirmed. "No daily expectations, no fixed routine with someone else. I answer only to myself."

My chest tightened. "So… was today just a casual meet for you?" I asked, my voice lower than before.

He glanced at me for a moment, then back at the road. "No, Aarti. I enjoyed every moment with you. I just don’t want to put a heavy label on it," he said gently.

I swallowed, still not fully satisfied. "So how many girls are there in your life… other than me?" I asked, trying to sound light but feeling nervous inside.

Girish let out a small breath. "Right now? No one," he said. "I haven’t been seeing anyone for the last five years."

I turned slightly toward him. "No one at all?"

He nodded. "No one in my real life," he clarified. "I only stay in touch with one woman from my past… a British girl I dated in college. She lives in the US now."

"You still talk to her?" I asked, curiosity and a small pinch of jealousy mixing inside me.

"Maybe once a year," he said casually. "We were together then, and yes, we hooked up in those days, but we haven’t met in person for almost ten years."

He paused, then added, "Also, once you get a little famous, it becomes hard to date someone. You never know if the girl actually likes you or just wants to use your name or position. That’s why I liked you, Aarti. From day one, I knew your emotions were pure, and I respect that."

His words made my chest tighten, a mix of shame and warmth rushing through me. Married, cheating, and yet he still saw something pure in my feelings for him.

Intrigued, I asked, "If you had the chance, would you... be with her again?"

He looked over at me and shrugged, honest and easy. “Why not? I don’t think you need to restrict yourself. Spending time with someone doesn’t make you love or respect someone else any less—not you, for sure, Aarti. Honestly, I’d even suggest—don’t get too emotionally attached. It’s fine to care for each other, and casual make out is fun, but when you get emotionally tangled, it ruins the simplicity and the fun.”

Girish glanced over, a mischievous grin curling at his lips. “Alright, your turn. How wild is your past, Aarti? How many hearts have you broken?”

I gave him a mock scandalized look. “Broken? Please—I’m a good girl. You’re only the second person I’ve ever… you know.”

He whistled, pretending to be shocked. “Second? Wow. Lucky me! But don’t you ever feel like you’re missing out? What if your forever partner is bad in bed and you’ll never know? You might be stuck thinking average is the best.”

I laughed, nudging his arm. “Oh, stop! Maybe sometimes I do wonder, but it’s not like I get to try a sampler menu.”

He waggled his eyebrows, leaning a little closer. “Maybe you should! Come on, didn’t you compare me with Aditya—at least today?”

I blushed, giving him a playful shove. “Are you fishing for feedback now? Of course I did! Comparison is built into us—even if I didn’t want to, I think we all do it unconsciously.”

He grinned, shaking his head. “So? Should I be nervous about my scores?”

I put on a thoughtful face, teasing. “Well… let’s just say you’re leading the charts. But I’ll keep you on your toes!”

His laughter filled the car, light and infectious, and I joined in, the conversation settling into that comfortable space where honesty and humour meet—two people, new and brave enough to be just a little bit vulnerable, just a little bit bold together.

By the time rooftops peeked over the horizon and the city’s glow flickered on, Girish pulled the car to the curb outside my apartment. The sky was streaked with purple and gold, the last light holding steady. He turned to me, his voice soft.

“Thanks for trusting me.”

I leaned over, touching his face. “Thanks for giving me something to remember. Even the awkward parts.”

We both laughed, the sound lingering as I opened the door, my heart light with the thrill of new memories—and perhaps, new beginnings.

✽✽✽

I stepped out and walked up to my building; when I checked the clock in the foyer, it was just past 6:30. The city had already shifted into its evening rhythm. As I entered, the familiar scent of masala and coriander wafted from the kitchen. Ishan rushed over, bursting with energy from his day.

“Mumma! Did you bring me anything from your event?”

Aditya looked up from the dining table, where he was checking something on his phone, and smiled at me. “Hey, you’re back. How did the NGO event go?”

“It was good—lots of new faces, plenty to plan, and the kids were adorable,” I answered, keeping my words light and easy, sharing only what I wanted remembered. “Girish dropped me back, as planned. Traffic was heavy but at least I didn’t have to drive.”

My mother-in-law was in the kitchen, fussing over dinner, her gentle eyes watching me as I washed my hands and joined her. She asked if everything had gone well and if I needed some tea. 

I assured her I was fine and thanked her for keeping everything in order. My father-in-law glanced up from his newspaper and gave a small nod, approving of my being home on time. 

Dinner passed in its steady rhythm — Ishan’s stories, Aditya’s reminders, the quiet presence of my in-laws, moving around the home with practiced ease.

The house felt safe, ordered, almost too familiar in the way rituals are, the secrets of my day folded quietly beneath the routine.

That night, after Ishan’s story and the lull of quiet routines, I lay close beside Aditya. He reached out, squeezed my hand—an unthinking gesture of comfort—before rolling away and letting his breathing soften into sleep. I lay still for a long time, watching the familiar ceiling fade in the dark.

Beneath the comfort of my own sheets, I kept replaying soft moments from the farmhouse—laughter, sunlight, the warmth of a secret I’d carry quietly. 

A dance of guilt and longing pressed at my chest, barely letting me settle. Beside me, Aditya slept peacefully, innocent of the world I’d briefly inhabited that afternoon and the small distance it had quietly placed between us.

Turning carefully to my side, I let the memory of Girish’s farewell linger in my mind, carrying those stolen, shimmering moments gently into my dreams.

✽✽✽


12. Flirt, Flex, Repeat

I woke before sunrise, feeling restless. Even before checking the time, I reached for my phone. Its screen glowed softly in my palm, almost as if it was waiting for me to start our secret world. I tapped out a “Good morning, Girish.” Just three words. Simple, but it was our signal. It meant I was awake, thinking about yesterday, thinking about him.

His reply was almost immediate, like he also waited for this moment. "Morning, Aarti. Still thinking about yesterday?"

The sun wasn’t up yet, but my mind was full of yesterday. I kept thinking about his touch, the moments when I couldn’t hide my moans, the way his hands moved with such surety over my body, always finding what made me tremble.

I stood under the shower for a long time. My face felt warm, and I knew it wasn’t just the water. I tried to think about my workout plan for the day. It was leg day and I needed to be strong, but honestly, all I could feel was Girish’s warmth still with me.

The gym felt cool and quiet when I first walked in. I tried to focus on my stretches, but I kept thinking about yesterday — about Girish, about our time on those white sheets, about his laughter. Soon more people arrived, but I was already feeling excited and awake from those memories.

I saw Girish walk in, looking confident as always. He looked calm but strong at the same time. Today, there was something softer in his eyes. I tried not to look at him, but I noticed him everywhere, even in the gym mirrors.

I pulled out my phone between sets, pretending to check music. His message appeared: “You look tired. Blame the gym or blame me?”

People around us were focused on their own progress. Only he could make my whole world freeze so completely with such a small line.

I typed quickly, “Don’t flatter yourself. Some people work hard here, you know.”

He replied, “You never get tired of teasing me. But yesterday, your energy was something else.” Then he added, “I can still feel your legs around me. That was a good surprise from a fitness queen.”

His comment made me squirm. I turned so the nearby trainer wouldn’t spot my red cheeks. “Don’t talk about that here. I’m already struggling to breathe.”

He texted, “Struggling? I keep hearing your voice from yesterday. Those shaky moans, the way you whispered my name when you couldn’t hold back. It made me want you all over again.” Even before I could finish my reply, another message popped up.  “Do you remember how you flipped the script yesterday—when you took control, right on top of me? I couldn’t do a thing, and I didn’t want to. You made me feel so wild and helpless.

Warmth spread across my cheeks. I glanced around the gym, acutely aware that no one saw how turned on I was—everyone was lost in their own worlds.

I replied lightly, “Someone’s going to think I’m crazy—smiling at my phone like this.”

His next message came even faster: “If people saw you at the farmhouse, they’d know how flexible you are with you lower back. I can’t stop thinking about you.”

I replied to tease him “Are you always this quick? Messaging me now just like you were quick with your moves yesterday.”

For a moment there was no reply. Then a single winking smiley appeared on my screen—naughty, confident, and exactly like him.

I smiled, thinking: This man stands on stages and gets applause from thousands, but he shares his deepest cravings only with me.

He was on the other side of the gym, working through bicep curls. I watched his muscles move beneath his shirt, steady, unhurried, like he was in complete control. Suddenly he looked right at me, a smile only for me in the middle of his serious workout face.

And soon another bubble appeared. “By the way, this black outfit you’re wearing today. Are you trying to mess up my workout?”

I grinned at my phone, letting my hair fall into my face. Teasing him suddenly felt as easy as breathing. I replied “Maybe I wanted to see how much you could handle!”

[image: Aarti smiling at a text message on her phone in the gym, with Girish watching her appreciatively from the background.]

I put my phone aside and went back to squats. My form was sloppy. When I checked the mirror, I caught Girish smiling again, shaking his head in approval.

I finished my last set quickly, but took my time packing. My face still felt warm. Girish watched from the stretching area, phone in hand. When I passed, he gave a professional nod. His eyes, though, were soft, smiling for just the two of us.

As I neared the exit, my phone buzzed again. “Thank Aditya for letting me borrow his superstar every morning. If he ever hears about my workouts getting more adventurous, promise me you won’t mention who’s keeping me motivated.”

That last comment lingered in my mind as I walked out. It wasn’t a warning—it was almost a joke, a reminder that Girish enjoyed the chase as much as the secret. Outside, fresh air hit my face. I caught my reflection in the windows: flushed cheeks, shining eyes, and a secret smile only I understood.

Nobody noticed the real story—just a wife heading home after gym. Only I knew the truth: I was carrying far more than just muscle fatigue. I was bringing home memories, cravings, and the wild excitement of a private world that belonged only to me and Girish.

✽✽✽


13. The Crisis

JUne, 2011

The next few days at the gym were similar—quick texts, stolen glances, and a little flirting. But everything calmed down; the excitement faded a bit. Both of us wanted to meet again, but it just wasn’t possible. I was caught up with family responsibilities.




Girish and my chats were getting less frequent, sometimes going hours or a whole day without a message. We still met in the gym sometimes, but those meetings weren’t private—just quick exchanges in crowded spaces, casual smiles and short conversations. But his words still had a spark, and the memories of the farmhouse and our secret moments made me feel restless and alive.

Sometimes I wondered if the farmhouse was just a one-time thing for him. Maybe he didn’t think about it as much as I did. That thought stayed in my mind and made me feel a bit empty, even when I tried to focus on other things.

It had been around two months since everything changed quietly in our lives. Each day now felt slow and tense, with family members walking carefully around each other. I was busy with Ishan’s exam preparations—helping him study, making meals, checking his schedule, and doing the household chores.

One sunny afternoon, Aditya came home from office much earlier than usual. The bright sunlight hit his face sharply, but there was no smile. His steps were heavy, like the weight of the world was on his shoulders. I stopped what I was doing and looked at him, worried.

[image: Aarti comforting a worried Aditya at home, holding his hand as they discuss his job loss and future.]

He dropped his bag on the sofa and sat down with a tired sigh. He rubbed his forehead as if trying to get rid of a bad thought. “Aarti, I’ve been laid off,” he said plainly.

I knew exactly what this meant. For days, the EdTech startup had been struggling with losses, and there were rumours about layoffs. Aditya had taken a big risk leaving his secure job as a Senior Product Manager at a well-known global tech company to join this startup. I always admired him for his courage.

Now, it was not just the lost salary that worried him—more than money, there was a fear inside him. The fear of what others will think, what he will say in future job interviews.

He looked at me with a face full of doubt. “I don’t want to talk about money alone. What will I say in the interview? Why I was fired? How will I explain the gap?”

I held his hand tightly and looked into his eyes. “You are not just a job title, Aditya. You have skills, experience, and brains that no one can take away. This patch will pass, I know it. We are together in this.”

He gave a tired smile, but the worry did not leave his face.

✽✽✽

We spent the next few days calling old friends, checking with colleagues, and asking for help. I worked on updating and improving his resume. I added important points about his work on cloud ETLs, distributed queue architectures and tried to highlight his achievements. We wrote emails to various companies asking if there were any openings.

But it was tough. Most companies were not hiring or only looking for very junior roles. The market was difficult.

Late at night, while Aditya slept with Netflix playing on the TV, I lay awake thinking about Girish. Should I ask him for help? But the thought scared me. After everthing that happened between us, I didn’t want to use Girish just for a job. I didn’t want him to think I was taking advantage of our closeness. Our relationship was meant to be secret, personal. Asking for a professional favour may make things complicated or uncomfortable.

I went to the kitchen and poured myself some water. I found Aditya still awake, looking at job sites on his phone, worry clear on his face. I sat beside him and quietly said, “Do you think I should ask Girish for help? He is very senior... maybe he knows someone who can help.”

Aditya thought for a moment and said, “I don’t know... people in high positions like him are probably very busy. Girish may not have time to help directly. But you know him well and if you believe it’s the right thing to do, go ahead. Just be careful not to make it awkward.”

His words gave me comfort. That night, I wrote a message to Girish, trying to be careful and polite. I explained what happened with Aditya’s job and asked if he could see the resume. I told him I trusted his judgment and only wanted his honest opinion.

To my relief, Girish replied, “Sure Aarti, send me the resume. I’m happy to help.”

I sent the resume and then waited impatiently, feeling nervous. Had I done the right thing? Was I crossing a line? But Girish had always been a good man who respected people for their talents and hard work. I hoped that was true now too.

✽✽✽

After waiting for three days, I kept checking my phone again and again. A small part of me worried I had made things awkward by asking for help. I even thought maybe Girish was too busy to reply. Then, suddenly, his message popped up on my screen “I have looked at Aditya’s resume. His background is very strong, especially his research on distributed queue systems. I will talk to my team and get back to you soon.”

In those few days, I thought about Girish—not just about what had happened between us, but about the man he was. I remembered how he talked about his work with passion, how he patiently helped young colleagues grow, and how honest and fair he was in difficult situations. My respect for him grew beyond the secret moments of desire. He was a man with integrity, someone who earned respect in every way.

Finally, Girish sent another message: “I have forwarded the resume to the hiring team. There is a position coming up, and I believe Aditya is a good match. The team will schedule an interview soon. Tell Aditya not to stress much, just be himself. The interview is mostly formal. The final decision rests with me and my team. We will support him.”

I immediately messaged back, truly grateful: “Thank you so much, Girish. I really appreciate your help. It means a lot to me — not just because of this favour, but also because you always treat people with so much kindness and fairness. In the months I’ve known you, I’ve come to admire the way you are — with work, with friends, with everyone.”

Girish replied quickly, "Aarti, there’s no need to be so formal with me. You’re a wonderful friend, and helping Aditya is an honour, not a favour. He truly deserves this chance. Of course, merit matters most—but for you, I’m always happy to go the extra mile."

His words made me smile softly. I replied, “This means a lot, Girish. Thank you. I respect you for how you handle everything with honesty and dignity. Knowing you is a gift.”

He answered simply, “Anything for you.”

For the first time in weeks, I felt a lightness inside. The future was still unsure — Aditya’s interview was yet to happen, and our secret world still hummed quietly underneath. But I knew the lines were clear now. Girish was helping because he believed in talent and friendship, not because of anything else.

✽✽✽

Within the next two or three days, Aditya was called for an interview with Girish’s team. He was nervous but prepared. On the day of the interview, he felt the weight of so many hopes and fears resting on his shoulders. But the process went smoothly. Girish had mentioned before that the hiring was practically formal, and true to his word, the interviewers were friendly and professional.

A couple of days after the interview, we received the good news: Aditya was selected for the position. They matched his existing salary package, though there was no hike. Aditya was quietly pleased with this, relieved that at least the income was secure and steady.

He looked at me with a soft smile one evening and said, “Can you send Girish a thank you message? He helped us a lot.”

I nodded and sat down to write. My message to Girish was:

“Hi Girish, I just wanted to say thank you from the bottom of my heart — for everything you’ve done these days. Aditya is really grateful too. Getting this opportunity means a lot to our family. You have always been supportive and I truly appreciate it. This kindness will always stay with us.”

Girish replied first in his usual formal style: “Thank you, Aarti. I’m glad I could help. Aditya is very talented and I’m sure he’ll do well. Do let me know if you or he needs anything else.”

But then, after a short pause, Girish sent another message:

“You know, don’t thank me so much. I had ulterior motives too.”

I smiled at the screen and replied, “Oh really? Now I’m curious—what motives?”

He replied with a wink emoji, “Well, for starters, Keeping Aditya close just gives me that many more excuses to see you again.”

I felt my cheeks grow warm as I typed, "You still think about that day?"

He answered, “How could I not? Some memories just stay with you. And some feelings are better shared in person.”

A shiver of excitement ran through me, his words lingering longer than I expected.

His words brought back old memories, and for a while, we chatted like only we could—letting our messages linger a little longer, hearts just a little fuller.

After some time chatting on WhatsApp, Girish sent a message through our private chat app— SmartCalc. “This feels better. We can talk freely here,” he wrote.

I replied, “Yes, it’s our space,” feeling that secret excitement.

Our conversation there became intimate, both of us sharing things from our hearts. Girish wrote, “I want to see you, Aarti. Not just in messages, but in person. Maybe not alone, but even with company, it would feel special.”

I admitted, “I want to see you too. I’ve missed our talks, missed how easy everything felt between us.”

Girish then suggested, “Why don’t you bring Aditya to my home? We can celebrate his new job. It won’t be private, I know—but at least I’ll get to see you. If he doesn’t mind, it will be fun.”

I smiled, feeling a beautiful warmth. “That sounds nice. I think he would like it—and I would love to see you.”

His reply was a simple heart emoji.

This invitation felt like a new beginning, a mixing of old desires with new respect and friendship.

I looked at Aditya and smiled softly, thinking of the journey ahead—complicated, uncertain, but also filled with quiet strength and new possibilities.

✽✽✽


14. Dinner with Girish

After the storm of the layoffs, a fragile calm had finally settled over our home. Aditya’s new job at Girish’s company was a lifeline, and the constant, quiet fear about our future had started to fade. For the first time in weeks, we were breathing again.

Early in the week, Girish’s message appeared: “Saturday, 7 pm. Dinner at my place. We’ll celebrate Aditya’s new job.”

The invitation was simple, but it sent a complicated thrill through me. All week, I found my mind drifting to that Saturday evening. What would I wear? How would I act? It felt like preparing for a performance where only I knew the true script.

By Saturday, my nerves were racing. I took my time getting ready, wanting to look perfect.

All week, Girish had been teasing me in our secret messages. "You're always so modern," he had texted playfully. "I want to see you in a saree. Something timeless." So, I decided to play along.

I chose a deep wine-red chiffon saree that was lightweight and barely there against my skin. It was modern and bold, the rich color standing out without being loud. I paired it with a black strappy blouse that left my back mostly bare, covered only by the translucent pallu. It was the perfect blend of the timeless silhouette he wanted and the irresistible allure I intended.

I left my hair open, letting it fall in soft waves over my shoulders. Standing in front of the mirror, I looked like the respectable wife of a new employee. But I knew the truth. This choice was a direct answer to his private desires.

Aditya, dressed in a casual Henley and dark jeans, gave me a slow, appreciative look. “Someone is looking to impress the new boss,” he joked.

“Please,” I replied, rolling my eyes to hide my blush. “You’re the one who needs to make a good impression. I’m just the plus one.”

He laughed, though I could see he was a little nervous too. “Dinner at the big boss’s bungalow. I just hope I don’t say something stupid.”

My in-laws were happy to spend a quiet evening with Ishan, who was busy preparing for his exams. After kissing my son goodbye, Aditya and I stepped out. In the lift, I quickly opened SmartCalc on my phone.

"Stepping out now… see you in a few minutes," I typed.

His reply was instant. "Waiting."

That single word sent a shiver of anticipation through me.

As we walked the short distance to his bungalow, I marvelled at how things had changed. The first time I saw this house, I was an angry stranger fighting over a parking spot. Tonight, I was arriving as a guest, my husband at my side, to meet the man I had secretly given myself to.

The door opened almost as soon as Aditya rang the bell. Girish stood there, looking relaxed and confident in a fitted dark olive polo shirt and chinos.

“Aditya,” he said with a warm, welcoming voice. “Good to see you. Come in.” He shook Aditya’s hand firmly, then his eyes met mine. His expression softened almost imperceptibly, but his gaze was intense, a silent acknowledgment of our shared secrets.

“Aarti,” he nodded. “Glad you both could make it.”

✽✽✽

The living room was elegant and comfortable, with warm lights and the faint smell of jasmine in the air. As Aditya admired the bookshelves, Girish brought two glasses of red wine. He handed one to Aditya, and then turned to me. As our fingers brushed, his thumb stroked the inside of my hand for a fraction of a second. My skin tingled.

“To new beginnings,” Girish said, raising his glass.

“To second chances,” Aditya added, clinking his glass against Girish’s. I just smiled and took a sip, the wine doing little to calm my racing heart.

[image: Aditya, Aarti, and Girish sitting at a dining table, raising their wine glasses in a toast to new beginnings.]




The conversation started easily. Girish was a masterful host, asking Aditya about his first week and making him feel at ease.

“And Aarti,” he said, turning his attention to me. “How are you feeling now that you’ve loaned your husband to us full-time?”

“Relieved,” I smiled. “At least now he stops checking job websites every ten minutes.”

Aditya groaned good-naturedly. “Don’t expose all my secrets.”

Girish chuckled, his eyes twinkling as he looked at me. “If she starts listing secrets, I’m sure job sites will be the least of your worries.”

His casual words hit their mark. My stomach tightened. I was the one with the real secrets.

✽✽✽

Soon, we moved to the dining table. It was beautifully set, and bowls of food were already steaming gently.

As we ate, the talk turned from work to life in the city. “This is a great place you have, Girish,” Aditya said, “but doesn’t the city get to you sometimes? All the noise, the rush. How do you unwind?”

Girish leaned back, swirling the wine in his glass. “You’re right, it can be draining. That’s why I have a small place outside the city. A farmhouse. It’s my sanctuary.” He paused, his eyes briefly finding mine before returning to Aditya. “The air is different there. Quieter. You feel more… free.”

My heart skipped a beat. The farmhouse. The word hung in the air, heavy with meaning. It was our secret place, and hearing him say it so casually in front of Aditya made me feel exposed. A sudden heat crept up my neck, and I prayed my face wasn't turning red.

“That sounds fantastic,” Aditya said, completely oblivious. “Aarti loves places like that, don’t you, sweetheart?”

I forced a swallow, my throat suddenly dry. “Yes,” I managed to say softly, keeping my eyes on my plate. “I do.”

Girish offered a courteous smile to Aditya, but when his gaze shifted back to me, the polite mask slipped for just a second. “Of course. She is most welcome. I have a feeling she would appreciate the… silence.”

The deep, husky tone of his voice sent a jolt of electricity straight to my core. A sudden, intense warmth spread through my body, making my heart race. I quickly took a big sip of wine, trying to cool the fever rising in my blood.

Aditya, meanwhile, was eager to share his own love for quiet places. He launched into a story about a trek he had taken in the Himalayas years ago, describing the snow-capped peaks and the absolute stillness of the valleys. 

Girish listened intently, nodding at all the right moments, asking questions that made Aditya glow with pride. It was a perfect performance of a gracious host, masking the currents running underneath.

The rest of the meal passed in a similar vein. Girish masterfully kept a balance, making Aditya feel respected with talk of work and life, while sending secret, silent messages to me with his eyes. The tension was a constant, thrilling hum beneath the surface of the polite conversation.

✽✽✽

After the plates were cleared, Aditya, still impressed, said, “This is a beautiful home, Girish. The architecture is fantastic.”

“Thank you,” Girish said, a warm smile on his face. “I had it designed a few years ago. Would you like a quick tour?”

“I’d love that,” Aditya said, his eyes lighting up.

I felt a jolt of nervous energy. A tour. Through his house. The house where I imagined him living, sleeping.

Girish led the way, first showing us his study. It was a magnificent room, with dark wood shelves, a large desk, and comfortable leather chairs. One wall was almost entirely glass, with a door leading out onto a wide balcony.

On the desk sat a curious object—a beautifully crafted wooden cube with intricate geometric patterns inlaid on its surface. Aditya was immediately drawn to it.

“What is this?” he asked, running his finger over the smooth wood.

“A Japanese puzzle box,” Girish explained, his voice smooth. “A gift from a client in Kyoto. It requires twelve precise moves to open. Legend has it that only a mind capable of true strategic silence can unlock it.” He challenged Aditya with a small, knowing smile. “Even my VPs haven’t cracked it.”

Aditya’s eyes lit up. The challenge was irresistible. He picked it up, turning it over in his hands, his brow furrowing in concentration. “Twelve moves, huh?”

“Take a crack at it,” Girish encouraged.

Aditya sat in one of the leather armchairs, completely absorbed, sliding panels and testing corners. After a few minutes of silence, he looked up, a bewildered smile on his face. “This is tougher than it looks. I think I need a break. Could you point me to the restroom?”

“Down the hall, second door on the left,” Girish pointed.

“I’ll be right back,” Aditya said, placing the box carefully on the side table. “Don’t tell me the solution yet.”

He walked out, and the heavy door clicked shut behind him.

✽✽✽

The silence that followed was instant and heavy. The air in the room seemed to thicken. I stood near the desk, my heart suddenly hammering against my ribs. We were alone.

“He’s a smart man,” Girish’s voice came from closer than I expected. I turned to find him standing just a few feet away. “But he’s not observant enough.”

Before I could reply, he took my hand. His grip was firm, urgent. He pulled me towards the corner of the room, behind a tall row of wooden bookshelves. It created a small, hidden space where no one entering the door could see us.

“Girish—” I gasped, stumbling slightly as I followed him into the shadows of the stacks.

“Shh,” he whispered, backing me up until I was pressed against the books. His eyes were dancing with a dangerous light. “The perfect blind spot.”

My heart hammered against my ribs so hard I was sure he could hear it.

“We’re insane,” I whispered, my voice trembling. “He’ll be back any second.”

He leaned in closer, invading my personal space until his face was inches from mine. “Then we shouldn’t waste time.”

He lifted a hand, his fingers ghosting over my cheekbone, tracing the line of my jaw. His touch was electric, sparking a fire that raced straight to my core. I leaned into his hand involuntarily, my eyes fluttering shut.

“Tell me to stop,” he challenged softly.

I opened my eyes, looking up at him. “I can’t.”

His head dipped lower. There was a moment—a heartbeat of pure, suspended agony—where our lips were just breaths apart. I could feel his warmth, smell his desire.

Then, he closed the gap.

It was a stolen moment, fierce and hurried. His mouth moved over mine hungrily, his hand tightening on my waist to pull me closer. I held onto his shirt to keep my balance as my head spun. Here, hidden in the shadows of his own study, the danger made everything feel more intense. For a few seconds, I forgot where we were. I forgot the risk.

[image: Girish and Aarti sharing a stolen, passionate kiss in the shadows of a study, while Aditya is away.]




Footsteps echoed in the hallway. We broke apart instantly.

Girish didn't panic. He simply stepped back, reaching up to pull a thick, leather-bound volume from the shelf next to my head. He opened it casually, forcing his breathing to slow, though his eyes were still dark and wild.

I quickly smoothed my hair and saree, my hands trembling.

“Still seven moves to go,” Aditya’s voice called out cheerfully as the study door opened.

Girish turned calmly, the book open in his hands. We walked out from behind the shelf, looking for all the world like a host showing a guest his collection.

“Aditya,” Girish said, his voice steady, amused. “You really can’t let a challenge go, can you? Most people would have given up by now.”

Aditya smiled at Girish, looking happy and relaxed. He walked back to the desk. "I think I figured out the third move while walking back. It's a sliding mechanism, isn't it?"

I leaned against the bookshelf, my legs weak, my lips burning. I watched my husband pick up the toy, completely unaware that his wife had just been thoroughly kissed ten feet away from him.

I took a moment to steady my breathing before walking back to join them. For the rest of the evening, I played the part of the dutiful wife, nodding and smiling, while my mind kept replaying the feeling of Girish’s body against mine.

✽✽✽

When it was time to leave, acting normal while saying goodbye was harder than I expected. 

Girish shook Aditya’s hand, then turned to me. "It was a pleasure, Aarti," he said. His eyes glanced at my mouth for just a second, but it was enough. It was a silent, secret message that sent a fresh wave of heat through me.

As we stepped out of the gate, the cool night air finally hit my burning face, giving me a moment to breathe.

Aditya was beaming with excitement. “He’s one of the nicest people I’ve met. No attitude at all.” He bumped my shoulder playfully. “And I liked how respectful he was towards you. He seems genuinely impressed. You really charmed him.”

I forced a small smile. "I'm just glad I could support you."

"You did more than that," he said, pulling me closer as we walked. "You made us look good. Seriously, walking out of there tonight... I finally felt like we've truly landed on our feet. We're safe now."

✽✽✽

Later that night, the house finally grew quiet. Aditya fell asleep almost immediately, his arm thrown carelessly across my waist, a faint smile still on his lips. The evening had been a triumph for him.

For me, it was a torment. I lay awake for a long time, staring into the darkness while his steady breathing filled the room.

Aditya didn’t know. He didn’t know that his new boss had seen my body in the light of day. He didn’t know about the farmhouse, about the secret app, about the promises whispered in the dark. For Aditya, Girish was a kind boss who had given him a second chance. For me, he was the man I was risking everything for.

Unable to wait any longer, I carefully slid the phone out from under the pillow. My fingers keyed in the code for SmartCalc. A message was waiting. "Hope you reached home safely. You looked beautiful tonight."

A second message popped up immediately. "How is Aditya? Is he okay?"

I glanced at Aditya’s sleeping face, so peaceful, so unaware—and a lump formed in my throat. I slowly typed my reply. "We reached. He’s very happy. He thinks his boss was very impressed with me."

Dots blinked on the screen as Girish typed his response. "He should be. He has no idea how right he is."

A second message flashed. "And that kiss... I'm going to claim a longer one next time."

My face felt hot in the dark. I bit my lip, a smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. I typed back. "You are getting greedy."

His reply came instantly. "Not greedy. Just thorough. Dream of me."

I stifled a quiet laugh, glancing at Aditya one last time before typing. "You are impossible. Goodnight."

I slid the phone back under my pillow and closed my eyes. The room was dark, but my mind drifted straight back to that hidden corner of the study. I lay there, replaying that stolen kiss over and over again, until sleep finally took me.

✽✽✽


15. The Escape

The days following the dinner party blurred into a strange, double-edged routine. On the surface, our lives looked picture-perfect, perhaps more so than they had in years. Aditya was diving into his new role with a renewed sense of purpose, a boyish enthusiasm returning to his eyes that I hadn't seen since before the layoff scares.

That Tuesday morning, the sunlight streamed into our kitchen, catching the dust motes dancing in the air. Aditya was humming as he buttered his toast, his laptop open on the table—a habit I usually scolded him for, but today, I let it slide.

"Girish Sir wants me to lead the client presentation for the Cloud Infrastructure Migration," he said, looking up with a grin. "Can you believe it? I've been there a week."

I poured tea into his mug, watching the steam curl up. "That's wonderful, Aadi. He obviously trusts you."

"He does," Aditya nodded, his expression turning serious, grateful. "He’s not like the other bosses, Aarti. He actually listens. Yesterday, we spent an hour discussing strategy, and he treated me like a partner, not a subordinate. I really feel like I’ve landed on my feet this time."

I forced a smile, bringing my own cup to my lips to hide the tightening in my throat. "I'm so happy for you."

And I was. I truly was. But beneath the genuine pride was a layer of black, tar-like guilt. Every time he praised Girish, every time he spoke about his mentor's kindness, I felt a phantom touch on my skin—Girish’s hand on my waist, his breath against my neck in the study.

"I might be late tonight," Aditya added, checking his watch. "We have a strategy huddle. Don't wait for dinner."

"Okay," I said, my voice steady. "I have a heavy day too. Might just crash early."

The lie tasted metallic on my tongue. I didn't have a heavy day. I had a heavy secret.

✽✽✽

The office was a drone of fluorescent lights and clicking keyboards. I sat at my desk, staring at a status report that hadn't made sense for the last two hours. My body was present, responding to emails, nodding at colleagues, but my mind was elsewhere. It was drifting back to the dinner, to the stolen moments, to the way Girish looked at me when no one was watching.

Since Saturday, there had been silence on SmartCalc. No texts. No teasing. Just radio silence. It was maddening. Was he regretting it? Was he pulling back? Or was this another game?

At 2:30 PM, the silence became unbearable. I couldn't focus. On a whim, or perhaps out of desperation, I unlocked the calculator vault for the third time that hour.

My heart jumped. A message was waiting for me, timestamped 2:15 PM.

I quickly checked my surroundings—my manager was in a cabin, my neighbor was on a call—before sliding the phone into my lap to read it.

"I have a gap between meetings today. 4 PM. Are you free?"

The breath rushed out of my lungs. My heart gave a traitorous leap, slamming against my ribs. The mundane office sounds faded into a dull roar.

I typed back, my fingers trembling slightly. "I have work. I can't just leave."

The reply was instant, three dots pulsing before the text appeared. "Make an excuse. A migraine. A family emergency. I don't care. I want to see you."

The demand was arrogant, presumptuous, and utterly thrilling. He wasn’t asking; he was commanding. And much to my shame, my body responded before my brain could protest. A flush of heat spread through me.

"Where?" I typed.

"Don't worry about a cab. I'll pick you up."

I frowned. "Pick me up? Where?"

"Your office parking lot. Level B2. Look for my black SUV."

My fingers ceased hovering. Panic, cold and sharp, pierced through the arousal. "Girish, that's insane. Anyone could see us. Colleagues... security... Aditya has friends in this building."

"Tinted windows," he replied, and I could almost hear the low, amused rumble of his voice. "And I like the risk. Don't you?"

I stared at the screen. Did I?

I thought about the safety of my marriage, the steady, boring rhythm of my life. Then I thought about the adrenaline, the danger, the way he made me feel alive in a way I hadn't in a decade.

"4 PM," I typed back. "Don't make me wait."

✽✽✽

The next ninety minutes were an exercise in acting. I staged the onset of a migraine, rubbing my temples, dimming my monitor, wincing at loud noises. My manager, a kind woman named Meera, was immediately sympathetic.

"Go home, Aarti," she said, resting a hand on my shoulder. "You look pale. Rest in a dark room."

"I think I will," I whispered, gathering my bag. "I'm so sorry."

"Don't be silly. Health comes first."

I walked to the elevators, guilt gnawing at me with every step. I wasn't going to a dark room to rest. I was walking straight into the fire.

The elevator ride down to the basement felt endless. I watched the numbers tick down - G, B1, B2. The doors slid open to the subterranean gloom of the parking garage.

The air was thick with the smell of petrol and dust. It was quiet, the lull hour of the afternoon. My heels clicked loudly on the concrete, the sound echoing ominously. I clutched my bag tighter, my eyes darting around.

Level B2. His Black SUV.

I saw it almost immediately. It was parked in a shadowed corner, far from the lift lobby, backed in so it was facing the exit. Massive, sleek, blacked-out windows. It looked like a predator crouching in the dark.

I walked towards it, my pulse thundering in my ears. A security guard pedaled past on a bicycle, his radio crackling. I froze, pretending to search for my keys until he turned the corner.

Then I moved. Fast.

I reached the passenger side. The window rolled down an inch—just enough to confirm.

"Get in."

I yanked the door open and scrambled inside, pulling it shut with a thud.

The transition was jarring. The grit and noise of the garage vanished, replaced by the hushed, leather-scented silence of a luxury cabin. Soft jazz played from unseen speakers. The air conditioning was set to a perfect chill.

And there he was.

Girish sat in the driver's seat, one hand resting casually on the wheel. He was wearing a midnight blue shirt, top button undone, sleeves rolled up to reveal his forearms. He turned to me, his eyes dark and hungry, sweeping over my anxious face.

"You made it," he said, a slow, satisfied smile spreading across his face.

"You're crazy," I breathed, dropping my bag on the floorboard. My hands were shaking. "Do you know how many people from my team park on this level? If Meera had decided to leave early..."

"But she didn't," he said calmly. He reached over, his hand large and warm, and covered my trembling knee. "Breathe, Aarti. You're safe."

"Safe?" I let out a hysterical little laugh. "Nothing about this is safe, Girish."

"That's why you're here," he countered softly. His thumb began to stroke the inside of my knee, sending sparks shooting up my leg. "If you wanted safe, you would have stayed upstairs with your quarterly reports."

He put the car in gear. "Buckle up."

I clicked the belt into place as the massive car glided forward. As we approached the exit ramp, I instinctively shrank back into the seat, turning my face away from the booth.

"Relax," he murmured. "The tint is 100%. They can't see in."

"I feel like a criminal," I whispered.

"No," he corrected, handing the ticket to the guard and accelerating up the ramp into the blinding sunlight. "You feel like a woman who is finally taking what she wants."

✽✽✽

We merged onto the chaotic city traffic. The world outside was loud, dusty, and frantic—auto-rickshaws honking, buses weaving, pedestrians jaywalking. But inside this metal cocoon, we were untouchable.

"Where are we going?" I asked, watching the city blur by. "The farmhouse is too far for a few hours."

"My place. The city bungalow," he answered, his hand never leaving my leg. "The staff have been given the evening off. It's just us."

The city bungalow. The scene of the dinner party. The place where I had played the role of the respectful wife, sipping wine and making polite conversation with my husband by my side. 

The thought of returning there—to defile that domestic image, to strip away the pretense in the very halls where we had laughed with Aditya—was a potent aphrodisiac.

"Is... is Aditya at the office?" I asked, the guilt surfacing again.

"He is," Girish said, his voice devoid of any hesitation. "I gave him the lead on the migration project specifically to keep him occupied today. He has hours of code review and system architecture to get through. He won't be home before nine."

I turned to look at him, shocked by the calculation. "You planned this? You gave him work just so you could..."

"Takes me?" he finished for me, glancing sideways. "Yes. I manage my assets, Aarti. I ensure everything is in its right place. Aditya is happy with the work. You are happy with me. Everyone wins."

"It's manipulative," I said weakly, though a part of me was awestruck by the sheer control he exerted over our lives.

"It's necessary," he corrected, his voice firm but not unkind. He took my hand, lifting it to his lips. He kissed my knuckles, his eyes flicking back to the road. "Aditya is talented, Aarti. I'm not giving him busy work. This project is a genuine opportunity for him. I'm just… aligning the timing to suit us."

"Aligning the timing," I repeated, tasting the words. "You make it sound like a logistics problem."

"Isn't it?" He smiled, a ghost of a smirk playing on his lips. "We are three people with conflicting needs. I'm just finding the most efficient solution."

I shook my head, half-laughing, half-horrified. "You're impossible."

"I'm effective." He grinned.

✽✽✽

We hit a snag of traffic near the flyover. The car slowed to a crawl, sandwiched between a rusted public bus and a sleek sedan. This was the nightmare scenario I had dreaded.

The bus was packed, faces pressed against the grimy windows, staring down into our lane. I felt exposed, naked. I shrank back into the leather seat, turning my face away from the glass.

"Girish," I hissed, "That bus. They can see us."

He glanced at the bus, then at me, unconcerned. "They can see a car. They can't see who you are."

"What if someone recognizes me? What if a neighbor is on that bus?" My breathing grew shallow. "This was a mistake."

Girish didn't try to soothe me with empty words. Instead, he did something that shocked me. He released the steering wheel with one hand and slid his palm higher up my thigh, his fingers gripping the soft flesh possessively.

"Let them look," he murmured, his voice dropping an octave. "Let them wonder who the woman is in the black SUV. Let them imagine what she's doing."

[image: Girish driving a car with one hand on the wheel and the other gripping Aarti's thigh possessively.]

His fingers dug in slightly, a mixture of pain and pleasure that made me gasp. The fear didn't vanish, but it transmuted into something sharper, hotter. Being watched—or the threat of being watched—suddenly felt like part of the game.

"You're enjoying this," I accused, my voice trembling.

"I am," he admitted unabashedly. "I enjoy seeing you flushed. I enjoy knowing that you're terrified and aroused at the same time."

The traffic finally cleared, and the car surged forward, leaving the bus and its prying eyes behind. But the heat in the cabin had dialed up ten degrees.

The rest of the drive was a blur of tension and anticipation. Every red light was an opportunity for his hand to slide higher, his fingers tracing dangerous patterns on my thigh, teasing the hem of my skirt. I bit my lip, staring out at the oblivious drivers next to us. If they only knew. If they looked into this expensive car, they wouldn't see a businessman and his colleague; they would see a man methodically priming a woman for surrender.

✽✽✽

When we pulled up to the gates of his bungalow, the familiar iron gates swung open automatically. He drove onto the gravel driveway, parking right in front of the grand teak doors.

In the daylight, the house looked different. Less mysterious, more imposing. It stood silent, a witness waiting to happen.

He killed the engine. The silence that filled the car was heavy, charged with the static of unsaid things.

"Ready?" he asked.

I looked at the front door. "What if a neighbor sees?"

"They'll see a car parked in a driveway," he shrugged. "Come."

He got out and walked around to my side, opening the door. The heat of the afternoon hit me, contrasting with the AC. I stepped out, my legs feeling like jelly.

He didn't touch me outside. He walked to the door, unlocked it, and held it open.

I stepped across the threshold into the cool foyer. The smell of jasmine and polished wood greeted me—the same scent from the dinner. It triggered a visceral memory of Aditya standing right there, admiring the chandelier.

Girish stepped in behind me. The heavy door clicked shut, the lock sliding home with a finality that made my breath hitch.

The mask dropped instantly.

He didn't say a word. he reached out, grabbed my waist, and spun me around.

His mouth crashed onto mine.

It wasn't the tentative, testing kiss from the study. This was possession. It was hungry, demanding, and reckless. I gasped, my bag sliding off my shoulder to the floor with a thump. I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him closer, matching his intensity.

"I've been going mad," he growled against my lips, his hands roaming over my back, pressing me against the wall. "Playing the polite boss... watching you sit there next to him... not being able to touch you."

"I know," I moaned, my fingers tangling in his hair. "I know."

He pulled back slightly, his eyes blazing. "Do you know what I thought when you walked into that parking lot?"

I shook my head, breathless.

"I thought about how easy it would be to take you right there in the car," he whispered, his voice rough. "To make you scream while the world walked by outside."

A shiver violently racked through me.

"But I wanted this," he said, gesturing to the empty house. "I wanted you here. In my space. Where I don't have to hide."

He took my hand, lacing his fingers through mine. "Come."

He led me past the living room, past the dining table where we had broken bread, towards the grand staircase.

"Upstairs?" I whispered.

"The master bedroom," he confirmed.

My heart hammered. The master bedroom. The heart of the house.

As we ascended the stairs, leaving the respectable ground floor behind, I felt a heavy finality settle in my chest. This wasn't a stolen moment in a distant farmhouse anymore. This was his home, his bed, in the middle of the city.

I looked at his broad back, at the hand holding mine so firmly. I thought of Aditya, diligently working on his code across town, believing his wife was at her desk, finishing her shift. A pang of sorrow hit me, sharp and deep, but it was instantly drowned out by the overwhelming, crashing wave of desire.

I squeezed Girish's hand tighter. He squeezed back.

We reached the landing. He turned to me, his expression serious, stripping me bare with just a look.

He didn't say a word. He just kicked the bedroom door open.

✽✽✽


16. Bungalow Evenings

November turned into December, bringing a slight chill to the air, but my life had never been more exciting.

What started as a crazy, guilty moment in a parking lot quickly became a routine. A habit. It was scary how easily I got used to the lying, how easily I kept my two lives separate. The "Parking Lot Escape" wasn't just a one-time thing; it was the start of my new life.

The pattern was simple, but exciting because I never knew when it would happen. There were no set days or calendar invites. A message would just pop up on my secret app on a random afternoon, usually after lunch when the office was quiet.

Girish: The bungalow is ready.

I never said no. I couldn't. Not knowing when he would call me was part of the thrill.

And everything else would fall into place perfectly. Aditya would get a "critical" file to review or some urgent work, keeping him at the office until late. I would make an excuse—a client meeting, a dentist appointment, or just the bad city traffic.

We were running a covert operation, and Girish was the general. He managed the timing, the locations, and the alibis with the same cool efficiency he applied to his multi-million dollar corporation.

At first, the guilt felt heavy, like a weight I carried everywhere. But humans get used to things very fast. The weight became lighter, until it didn't feel like a burden anymore. It felt more like a secret gift I enjoyed when no one was looking.

Girish's bungalow in the city became our hiding place. It wasn't far away like the farmhouse; it was close, convenient, and deceptively dangerous. It was right there, in the heart of our daily lives, hidden in plain sight.

✽✽✽

The iron gates swung open as my cab approached. The security guard, now familiar with my face—or at least the lower half of it that I didn't hide behind sunglasses—saluted as we rolled through.

I paid the driver and stepped out onto the gravel driveway. The house stood silent and imposing in the late afternoon sun, the white walls gleaming against the rapidly greying sky. It looked like any other affluent residence in the city: respectable, quiet, empty.

But inside, it was a world suspended in time.

I unlocked the front door with the key he had given me last week—a heavy brass thing that felt warm and heavy in my palm. The moment I stepped across the threshold, the city noise vanished, replaced by the scent of jasmine and vintage wood polish.

"Upstairs," his voice called out, not from the foyer, but drifting down from the landing.

I smiled, dropping my bag on the antique bench. I didn't rush. The urgency of the early days had been replaced by a langourous anticipation. I checked my reflection in the hallway mirror, smoothing my hair, pinching my cheeks. I looked like a woman coming home.

When I entered the master bedroom, he was standing by the window, looking out at the garden. He turned as I closed the door.

"Turn around," he murmured.

The late afternoon sun filtered through the heavy drapes, casting long, golden stripes across the duvet. The air smelled of his cologne—musk and sandalwood—and the faint, lingering scent of our previous encounters.

I shifted, kneeling on the mattress, and looked back at him. He wasn't touching me yet. He was just looking. That was the thing about Girish—he devoured me with his eyes long before his hands ever made contact. In the beginning, his gaze had intimidated me. Now, I bathed in it. I preened under it.

"You look..." He paused, searching for the word. "Content."

"I am," I admitted, a little surprised by the truth of it.

"Did you hesitate today?" he asked, walking slowly towards the bed. "When the message came?"

"No," I whispered. "I was halfway out the door before I even replied."

He chuckled, a dark, satisfied sound. "Good."

The frantic, desperate energy of our early encounters had shifted. We weren't just tearing at each other's clothes anymore. We were taking our time. There was laughter now. There was teasing. The sex was still intense—God, it was mind-numbing—but it was laced with a new kind of familiarity.

He reached out, tracing the curve of my spine with a single finger. I shivered, arching effortlessly into his touch.

"You've had a long week," he said softly, his hand moving to massage the tension knotting my shoulders. "Aditya told me the new marketing strategy has been stressful for you."

I let out a groan of pleasure as his thumb dug into a sore spot. "It’s a nightmare. The client wants a total rebrand in half the time. I'm pulling my hair out."

"Shh," he soothed, his other hand joining the first to work on my neck. "Leave the client outside the gate. In here, you don't have deadlines."

This was the dichotomy that confused me the most. He was the man sleeping with another man's wife, yet he listened to me better than anyone I had ever known. He knew about my work stress, my worries about Ishan’s math grades, my annoyance with the maid. He didn't just use my body; he engaged with my mind, soothing the edges of my frayed nerves before unraveling me completely.

"Better?" he whispered, his lips brushing against my ear.

"Mmm. Much."

"Good. Now that you're relaxed..."

His hands slid down from my shoulders, drifting over my ribs, my waist, grasping my hips firmly. The massage turned into a claim. He pulled me back against his chest, his hardness pressing into the small of my back.

"Now I can ruin you properly."

I laughed, a breathless, throaty sound that got lost in the pillow as he moved with me. It wasn't the frantic coupling of strangers. It was the synchronized dance of two people who were learning the map of each other's bodies by heart.

We moved with a slow, deliberate rhythm. He wasn't rushing to the finish line; he was exploring the journey. His hands memorized the dip of my waist, the curve of my hip, the sensitivity of my inner thighs. And I, in turn, learned the language of his sighs, the tension in his shoulders when he was close, the way he whispered my name like a prayer.

✽✽✽

Later, we lay tangled in the sheets, the room fast darkening as the sun dipped below the horizon. The ceiling fan spun lazily above us, slicing through the heavy silence.

Girish reached for the bedside table, grabbing his glass of water and taking a sip. He offered it to me, and I drank greedily.

"Aditya sent me the preliminary report on the cloud migration today," Girish said casually, setting the glass down.

I almost choked on the water. I wiped my mouth, propping myself up on one elbow to look at him. "We are naked in your bed, Girish. Do we have to talk about my husband's work report?"

"It's excellent work," he continued, ignoring my protest, though his eyes crinkled with amusement. "He caught a redundancy in the architecture that our senior tech lead missed. Saved us a potential two-week delay."

I softened. Despite the situation—or perhaps because of it—I felt a swell of pride. "He's good at what he does. He just needed a chance."

"He needed confidence," Girish corrected. He ran a hand through his greying hair. "He had lost his footing. He needed to be reminded that he's valuable."

I scrutinized his face. "Is that why you kept him late today? To remind him he's valuable?"

Girish turned his head, meeting my gaze directly. There was no shame in his expression, only a calm, pragmatic logic. "I kept him late because the work needed to be done, Aarti. And because I wanted to be with you. It's a happy convergence of needs."

I sat up, pulling the sheet around my chest, suddenly feeling the need to cover up. "It feels... orchestrated. Like you're moving chess pieces. 'Work for Aditya, sex for Girish.' It’s so..."

"Calculated?"

"Yes."

"Management, Aarti, is about resource optimization." He reached out, his hand finding my ankle under the sheet. He didn't pull, just rested it there, a grounding weight. "Look at the result. Aditya is happy. He feels important, needed. He’s earning a paycheck that secures your family's future. And you..."

He squeezed my ankle gently. "You are radiant. You aren't the stressed, anxious woman I met months ago. You're glowing."

"I'm glowing because I'm cheating on him," I retorted, the sharp words hanging in the air.

"You're glowing because you're happy," he countered firmly. "You're getting what you need. Aditya is getting what he needs. Ideally, he should be the one satisfying all your needs, and you his. But life is rarely ideal. We are just... supplementing the gaps."

"Supplemental," I scoffed, though the bite was leaving my voice. "Is that what I am? A vitamin supplement?"

Girish chuckled, a deep, rumbling sound. He sat up and pulled me into his arms, burying his face in the crook of my neck. "You are the oxygen, Aarti. The supplement is just the logistics. Think about it. Would Aditya be happier if he was home right now, unemployed and depressed? Would you be happier if you were sitting next to him, resentful and bored?"

I stayed silent. The answer was a terrifying no.

"I found a way for everyone to win," he whispered into my hair. "Don't punish yourself for a solution that works."

[image: Split scene showing Aditya working happily on his laptop, while Girish and Aarti share a romantic moment in the background.]

I leaned into him, my resistance melting away. It was so easy to believe him. It was so easy to buy into this twisted logic because the evidence was right there. Aditya was happier. I was happier. Our home, usually a place of silent tension, had become peaceful.

Was it really so wrong if everyone was winning?

"You're the devil," I whispered, closing my eyes.

"I'm a problem solver," he murmured against my skin. "Now, check the time. The problem solver says you need to be home before him to maintain the illusion."

✽✽✽

The transition back to reality was always the hardest part. It required a physical and mental shedding of skin. I stood in front of his bathroom mirror for ten minutes, fixing my hair, re-applying my lipstick, and checking my neck for marks. Girish was careful—he never left bruises where they could be seen—but the fear was always there.

I walked in at 7:45 PM. The house was humming with low-level domestic energy. Ishan was in the living room, sprawled on the sofa with his homework, while my mother-in-law sat in her usual armchair, half-watching a TV serial and half-dozing. My father-in-law was on the balcony, reading the evening paper.

"Mom?" he looked up, blinking. "You're late."

"Traffic was breathless," I lied smoothly, dropping my keys in the bowl. "Did you eat the snack I left?"

"Yeah. Dad's not home yet?"

"He's working late again. Big project."

I quickly showered, scrubbing the scent of Girish off my skin—the musk, the cologne, the guilt. I changed into comfortable cotton pajamas, tied my hair up in a messy bun, and started heating up dinner.

By the time the front door clicked open at 8:30 PM, I was chopping coriander at the kitchen counter.

"I'm home," Aditya called out, his voice weary but cheerful.

"In the kitchen," I shouted back.

He walked in, loosening his tie, his laptop bag sliding off his shoulder. He looked exhausted. There were dark circles under his eyes, and his shirt was rumpled from a twelve-hour day. But there was a spring in his step that hadn't been there two months ago.

"You won't believe the day I had," he said, coming over to the counter. "Girish Sir grilled us on the migration plan. He's relentless with the details."

"I heard you saved the timeline," I said, focusing intently on the coriander.

He paused. "How did you know?"

I froze. Stupid. Stupid.

"You... you texted me," I stammered, recovering quickly. "Earlier. Remember?"

"Did I?" He frowned for a second, then shrugged. "I must have. My brain is fried. But yes, I found a bug in the code structure. It was a race condition in the database query—something really obscure. If we had gone live with that, the whole system would have crashed on day one."

He picked up a piece of carrot and munched on it, his eyes shining. "Girish Sir was impressed. He actually stopped the meeting and told the team, 'This is why you hire experience.' He patted my back in front of everyone, Aarti. I felt... I don't know. Respected."

Guilt twisted in my gut, sharp and cold. Girish had patted his back with the same hand that had learned every inch of my body three hours ago.

He walked behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist and resting his chin on my shoulder. I stiffened instinctively, terrified he would smell the phantom traces of another man, but he just sighed contentedly.

"Smells good," he mumbled. Then he pulled back slightly, turning me around to face him.

I looked up at him, forcing a smile. "Go wash up. Dinner is ready."

He didn't move. He was staring at me. His eyes searched my face, moving from my eyes to my lips, then back up. It wasn't a suspicious look—not yet—but it was observant. Intense.

"What?" I asked, self-consciously touching my cheek. "Do I have flour on my face?"

"No," he said slowly. He tilted his head. "You just look... different lately."

My heart hammered against my ribs like a trapped bird. "Different how? Tired?"

"No," Aditya said. He reached out, his thumb brushing my cheekbone—the exact same spot Girish had kissed three hours ago. "You look happy. Glowing, actually. Like you've been to a spa or something."

I let out a shaky laugh. "I wish. It's just the new face cream."

"Well, it's working," he said softly. He leaned in and kissed my forehead. It was a sweet, husbandly gesture, devoid of the raw, consuming hunger Girish offered, but filled with a quiet affection that suddenly made my knees weak with guilt.

"I'm glad you're happy, Aarti," he whispered. "I know things were tough for a while. I felt like I was losing you to the stress."

"You haven't lost me," I said, the lie tasting like ash in my mouth. "I'm right here."

He smiled, satisfied, and turned to head to the bathroom. "I'll be out in ten. Starving."

I turned back to the counter, gripping the knife until my knuckles turned white.

You look happy.

He noticed. He wasn't blind. He saw the glow, the energy, the flush of life that Girish had pumped back into me. He thought it was a face cream. He thought it was domestic peace.

He didn't know he was looking at the reflection of another man's lovemaking on his wife’s face.

I stared at my reflection in the dark window of the kitchen. Aditya was right. I did look different. My eyes were brighter, my skin flushed. I looked like a woman who was alive.

But for the first time, as I listened to the shower running in the bathroom, I wondered how long I could keep the source of that life a secret.

✽✽✽


17. Swinging Between Desire and Heart

Saturday night arrived wrapped in a suffocating layer of domestic normalcy.

The living room was alive with the familiar sounds of our weekends. My father-in-law was navigating the news channels with the volume turned up a notch too high. My mother-in-law was chopping vegetables for the next day's sambhar, her silver bangles clinking softly. Ishan was sprawled on the rug, engrossed in a comic book.

And there was Aditya, sitting next to his father, peeling an orange. The smell of citrus cut through the air, sharp and fresh.

I sat on the sofa, folding laundry. It was a scene from a brochure for a happy life. The Ideal Indian Family. Safe. Respectable. Stable.

"Aarti," Aditya called out, tossing a segment of orange towards me. I caught it reflexively. "I was telling Papa about the bonus."

My father-in-law peered over his spectacles, beaming. "He says he is getting a good hike this time. Finally, this new company is recognizing his hard work."

"It's not just the company, Papa," Aditya said, his eyes finding mine. He looked proud, almost boyish. "It's the new leadership. Girish Sir knows how to reward results. He approved the migration bonus himself."

The name landed in the room like a stone dropped in a quiet pond. Girish Sir.

To them, he was a benevolent boss, a name on a paycheck, a figure of authority. To me, he was the smell of musk on a pillow, the rough texture of a chin against my neck, the man who had whispered 'ruin you' in my ear just two days ago.

I swallowed the orange segment; it tasted sour. "That's wonderful, Aadi," I said, my voice steady. "You deserve it."

"We were thinking," Aditya continued, leaning forward. "With the bonus and the savings, maybe we should finally book that new car? The Creta? The down payment won't be an issue now."

My mother-in-law looked up, pausing her chopping. "A new car? Beta, you just joined this company. Is it wise to spend so much money so soon? What if things change? We should save."

"It's not about spending recklessly, Ma," Aditya said gently. "It's about investing in our comfort. Besides, the job is secure. Girish Sir assured me. We can take that long trip we talked about. Maybe to Tirupati?"

"Yes! Tirupati!" My father-in-law clapped his hands. "We haven't been for a darshan in three years."

I felt a cold sweat prickling the back of my neck. A new car. A family trip to a temple. Five-year loan EMI. These were bricks being laid for a future that stretched out comfortably for decades. A future I was supposed to be anchoring.

But I wasn't an anchor anymore. I was drifting.

"Is it the right time?" I asked, folding a shirt with unnecessary precision. "I mean, you just started the new role. Shouldn't we wait six months?"

Aditya’s face fell slightly. "Why wait? The job is secure. Girish Sir told me specifically that he sees me as part of the long-term core team. He said, 'Aditya, build your life. You're safe here.'"

The irony twisted in my gut like a knife. Girish was telling my husband to build a life, while he was busy helping me dismantle the foundation.

"If the boss says it's safe, then it's safe," my father-in-law declared, ending the debate. "Book it on Dussehra. It's auspicious."

"Okay, Papa," Aditya smiled, casting a reassuring look at me. "We'll test drive it next weekend."

I nodded, forcing the corners of my mouth up. "Okay."

✽✽✽

By 10:30 PM, the house finally wound down. The in-laws retreated to their room. Ishan was asleep, his comic book falling from his hand.

We went to our bedroom. This was the moment I had started dreading.

During the day, with people around, I could play satisfied wife. I could cook, clean, and smile. But in the quiet of the bedroom, stripped of the audience, the performance became harder.

Aditya changed into his pajamas. He seemed lighter tonight, unburdened. The bonus, the car, the family approval—he was a man who felt like he was winning.

"You were quiet tonight," he said, climbing into bed beside me. He smelled of his lemon soap—clean, simple, familiar.

"Just tired," I lied, pulling the duvet up. "The kitchen cleanup took forever."

"You do too much," he said softly. He reached out, his hand finding my waist under the covers. "You need a break. Maybe when we get the car, we can go for a weekend drive? Just us?"

"That sounds nice," I whispered.

His hand didn't stop at my waist. It moved up, his thumb brushing the curve of my ribcage. The touch was tentative, asking a question.

I froze. I knew this touch. It was the touch of a husband realizing it had been a while. It was affectionate, claiming, and entirely within his rights.

But my body didn't respond. Instead, it recoiled.

Not physically—I didn't push him away. But internally, every nerve ending went cold. My skin, which had been alive and electric under Girish’s gaze recently, now felt numb.

"Aarti?" he whispered, leaning in to kiss my neck.

"I'm here," I breathed.

He kissed me. It was a sweet kiss. Soft. Loving. There was no aggression in it, no hunger that threatened to consume me. It was the kiss of a partner, a friend, a companion.

And it felt like betrayal.

With Girish, the guilt was a background noise I could ignore because the pleasure was so loud. But here, with Aditya, the guilt was the only thing I could feel. I was letting him touch a body that didn't feel like his anymore. I felt like I was smuggling stolen goods.

Fake it, a voice hissed in my head. He is your husband. He loves you. Do this for him.

I turned to him, wrapping my arms around his neck. I kissed him back, mimicking the passion I remembered feeling years ago. I arched into him when his hands moved lower. I sighed when he touched me.

It was a performance. A choreography of intimacy.

Move leg here. Tilt head there. Soft moan now.

Aditya, sensing my responsiveness, grew more confident. "I love you," he murmured against my skin. "I missed this."

"I love you too," I said. The words came out automatically, like a script I had memorized.

And I did love him. I loved his kindness, his stability, his devotion to our family. But as we moved together in the dark, I wasn't fantasizing about our future. I was aggressively trying to block out the flashes of the bungalow.

Don't think of Girish. Don't think of his hands. Don't think of the way he looks at you.

But the harder I tried to block it, the more vibrant the memory became. I closed my eyes tight, fighting tears. When Aditya finally found his release, collapsing against me with a contented sigh, I felt a crushing wave of loneliness.

I was lying in the arms of the man I had married, and I had never felt more alone.

Aditya fell asleep quickly, his breathing deep and rhythmic. He was happy. He was satisfied.

I lay in the dark, staring at the ceiling fan slicing through the shadows. The silence of the room was deafening. My skin felt too tight, my heart beating an erratic rhythm against my ribs.

[image: Aarti lying in bed next to sleeping Aditya, looking conflicted as she thinks of Girish.]

✽✽✽

I couldn't stay in that bed.

I slid out carefully, grabbing my phone from the nightstand. I crept out of the room, past Ishan's door, and into the small guest bathroom at the end of the hall.

I locked the door and sat on the closed toilet lid, the cold porcelain seeping through my thin pajamas. My hands were shaking as I unlocked the phone and opened SmartCalc.

Me: Are you awake?

It was 11:45 PM.

Three dots pulsed instantly. He was there.

Girish: Always. What's wrong?

The tears I had been holding back finally spilled over. I typed, my thumbs blurring through the tears.

Me: We booked a car today. A big one. Aditya is so happy. He thinks we are building a future.

Girish: And that upsets you?

Me: It makes me feel like a fraud. He was talking about family trips and temple visits. And then... we were intimate.

I hesitated before hitting send. This felt like the ultimate crossing of a line. Discussing my marital bed with my lover. But I had no one else.

Me: We slept together.

The dots pulsed for a long time. My heart hammered. Was he angry? Jealous?

Girish: Did he make you happy?

The question took the wind out of me. Not 'Did you like it?' or 'Thinking of me?' Just a simple concern for my happiness.

Me: He was sweet. But I felt empty. I felt like I was acting in a play. I kept wishing... I kept trying not to think of Tuesday.

Girish: Don't fight the thoughts, Aarti.

Me: I feel like a monster. He loves me so much, Girish. He trusts me. And I'm lying there in his arms, texting you.

Girish: You are not a monster. You are a woman who woke up.

Girish: Listen to me. What you have with Aditya—the car, the family, the safety—that is real. It is your foundation. Don't hate it.

Me: But it feels like a cage now.

Girish: It’s not a cage. It’s your anchor. Without that anchor, you and I... we would just drift away and burn out. We need clarity. We need the contrast.

Girish: Use the safety he gives you. And use the fire I give you. You don't have to choose one or the other right now.

Me: It hurts. The splitting.

Girish: I know. Growth always hurts. But look at yourself in the mirror. Are you the same woman who stood at my door three months ago, terrified of her own shadow?

I looked up at the small bathroom mirror. The woman staring back was crying, yes. Her hair was messy, her eyes red. But there was a rawness to her. A depth. She looked like someone who had secrets worth keeping.

Me: No. I'm not her.

Girish: Exactly. You are more now.

Girish: Now wash your face. Go back to him. Be the wife he needs you to be tonight.

Me: And you?

Girish: I’ll be here. Waiting for the bungalow.

Me: Tuesday feels like a year away.

Girish: Anticipation is the best spice. Goodnight, Aarti.

Me: Goodnight.

I sat there for a few more minutes, letting the conversation settle in my chest. Use the safety. Use the fire.

It was a dangerous philosophy. It was selfish. But as I splashed cold water on my face and dried my eyes, I realized it was the only way I could survive.

I unlocked the bathroom door and walked back through the dark hallway. I slipped back into bed, curling up next to Aditya’s warm back. He shifted in his sleep, his hand instinctively reaching out to cover mine.

I didn't pull away this time. I let him hold my hand.

He was my anchor. Girish was my storm. And for now, I decided, closing my eyes against the dark, I would learn to sail through both.

✽✽✽


18. The Voluntary Confession

January, 2012

The month of December blurred into January, carrying us forward on a tide of secrets and lies. The new Creta arrived, shiny and smelling of pristine leather, a trophy of Aditya's rising career. To celebrate and to "bless the vehicle," as my mother-in-law insisted, we took the family trip to Tirupati.

It should have been a spiritual cleansing. Instead, it was a pilgrimage of hypocrisy.

We waited in the long lines, the air filled with the rhythmic chants of Govinda, Govinda echoing through the complex. Aditya held my hand firmly, guiding me forward with a gentle protectiveness. He looked so devout, his eyes closed in prayer, asking for the well-being of his family.

And I? I stood there with Girish's name echoing in my head like a sinful mantra. When we finally reached the sanctum sanctorum, and the priest held out the camphor flame, I couldn't even look at the idol. I felt like a fraud. I felt that if I touched the holy flame, my skin would blister to reveal the marks Girish had left on me just days before.

"Did you pray for us?" Aditya asked later, as we ate prasadam on the temple steps.

"Yes," I lied, the sweet rice tasting like ash in my mouth. "For our happiness."

I had prayed, actually. But not for happiness. I had prayed for the strength to stop. I had prayed for the courage to unclasp my hand from Girish's and grab onto the lifeline Aditya was offering.

But prayers are weak against addiction.

✽✽✽

We returned to the city, and the routine swallowed us again. But I was choking on the silence. The guilt had evolved from a sharp stab into a dull, relentless ache in my chest—a constant reminder that while my husband was building a home, I was secretly carrying the wrecking ball.

The breaking point didn't come with a bang. It came on a Tuesday evening, two days before our twelfth wedding anniversary.

I had just returned from the bungalow. The meeting had been frantic, a collision of pent-up need after our time apart. 

Girish had been different today—more demanding, his hands possessing me with a fierce urgency that bordered on desperate, yet never crossing into harshness. He took me like a man starving, and I met him with equal hunger, shattering completely under his touch. It was one of those earth-shattering releases that leaves you floating, untethered from reality.

But as the haze of pleasure cleared, the crash was sudden and violent. The physical high collided with the moral low. Lying there in the sheets, staring at the ceiling, I didn't feel the usual afterglow. 

I felt dirty. I felt terrified. The reality of what I was doing, compared to the anniversary I was about to celebrate, hit me with sickly force.

Girish noticed the shift immediately. He didn't pull me closer or demand attention. Instead, he leaned up on one elbow, his expression soft with concern.

"You're quiet," he said gently, brushing a stray lock of hair from my damp forehead. "And not the good kind of quiet."

"I'm okay," I whispered, turning my face away to hide the sudden tears.

"No, you're not," he soothed. He pulled the sheet up to cover my shoulder, a gesture of pure care. "It's the anniversary, isn't it?"

I nodded, the lump in my throat making speech impossible.

"It's okay to feel torn, Aarti," he murmured, kissing my temple. "It just means you're human. Take a breath. I'm right here."

He had held me for a long time after, not with possession, but with a silent, steady support, offering me a safe harbor even as I prepared to sail away.

✽✽✽

I walked into our apartment at 7 PM, my body still throbbing with the ghost of his touch, my mind a fog of confusion.

I found Aditya in the living room.

He wasn't watching the news. He wasn't working on his laptop. He was sitting cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by a chaotic sea of old photo albums.

"Hey," he looked up, his face lighting up with a smile that cracked my heart open. "You're late. Traffic?"

"Yeah," I mumbled, dropping my bag by the door. "Traffic."

"Come look at this," he said, waving a photo at me. "I was looking for pictures for the anniversary collage. Look what I found."

I walked over, my legs feeling like lead. I sat down on the edge of the sofa, keeping a safe distance from the memories spread out on the rug.

He handed me a faded, slightly dog-eared photograph.

It was from our honeymoon in Kerala. We were on a houseboat, standing at the railing, the backwaters stretching out behind us. Aditya had his arm around my waist, pulling me close. I was laughing, my head thrown back, my hair wild in the wind.

We looked so young. So unburdened. So clean.

"Twelve years," Aditya said softly, his eyes tracing the faces in the photo. "Look at us. We didn't have a rupee to our names, but we look like we owned the world."

He picked up another one. "And this one. Ishan's first birthday. Remember? You stayed up all night baking that cake that collapsed in the middle."

"It tasted terrible," I whispered, a lump forming in my throat.

"It was the best cake I ever ate," he countered, looking at me with such raw, honest affection that I wanted to scream. "Because you made it."

He put the photos down and looked around the room. "We've built a good life, Aarti. It hasn't been perfect. taking this new job, the stress... I know I haven't been the easiest husband lately. But I look at these pictures, and I realize... you are the only constant. Through everything."

He reached out and took my hand. His palm was warm, rough, familiar. It was the hand that had held mine in labor. The hand that had wiped my tears when my father died.

And I was holding it with the same fingers that had traced Girish's lips an hour ago.

The nausea rose up, violent and unstoppable. The "safety" Girish spoke of—use the safety, use the fire—suddenly felt like a repulsive lie. This wasn't safety. This was parasitism. I was feeding off Aditya's love to sustain my affair. I was hollowed out, filled with another man's secrets, sitting in the center of a home I was actively destroying.

I couldn't do it anymore. I couldn't take one more breath of this double life.

"Aadi," I whispered, my voice trembling so hard the name barely came out.

He looked up, sensing the seismic shift in the air. His smile faltered. "What is it? Are you okay? You look pale."

"I can't do this," I blurted out. The dam broke.

He frowned, confused. "Can't do what? The collage? It's okay, I'll do it..."

"No," I shook my head, tears springing to my eyes, hot and fast. I pulled my hand away from his as if I had burned him. "Us. This. The lies."

Aditya went still. He placed the photo album on the floor gently, with a terrible deliberateness. Then he looked at me, his eyes dark with a sudden, dawning fear.

"Aarti," he said slowly, his voice dropping an octave. "What are you talking about?"

I covered my face with my hands, sobbing. The truth clawed at my throat, desperate to get out. I wanted to vomit the secret out, to purge myself of the toxicity.

"I... I messed up, Aadi," I choked out through my fingers. "I made a mistake."

The silence that followed was heavier than anything I had ever experienced. It pressed against my eardrums. I heard the ticking of the wall clock. I heard the hum of the refrigerator. I heard the sound of my own life shattering.

"What kind of mistake?" his voice was flat, unrecognizable.

I looked up at him through my tears. He hadn't moved. He was sitting perfectly still, like a statue carved from ice.

"I..." I took a breath, the hardest one I had ever taken. "I have been seeing someone."

The words hung in the air, irreversible.

Aditya blinked. Once. Twice. The information didn't seem to compute. "You have been seeing someone."

"I know I have broken your trust," I rushed on, desperate to fill the crushing silence. "And I can't live with this guilt anymore. Please forgive me, Aadi. I will stop this and fix this."

"It... it started a few months ago," I choked out, the admission tasting like ash. "I was lost. I was lonely. But I never meant for it to go this far."

"Who?" he asked. The question was a whip crack.

I looked at him, my heart hammering against my ribs. The instinct to lie, to protect him, to say "a stranger" rose up. It would be easier. It would save his pride.

But looking at him—sitting amidst the wreckage of our memories—I knew I had lost the right to the easy way out. He deserved the truth, even if the truth was a weapon that would kill us both.

"It's..." my voice failed me. I swallowed and tried again. "It's Girish."

[image: Aarti confessing about her relationship with Girish to Aditya while he is holding a photo album of their good memories.]

Aditya froze. The color drained from his face so fast I thought he would faint. He stared at me, his mouth opening slightly, but no sound came out.

"Girish?" he finally whispered. "My boss Girish?"

I nodded, unable to speak, tears streaming down my face.

He sat down heavily on the coffee table, knocking a stack of photos onto the floor. "Girish," he repeated, testing the name like poison on his tongue. "The man who gave me a bonus yesterday? The man who patted my back and told me to build a life?"

"I'm sorry," I sobbed. "I'm so sorry, Aadi."

He didn't look at me. He looked at his hands, then at the wall. He let out a laugh—a dry, cracking sound that terrified me more than any scream.

"Of course," he muttered, his eyes wide and unseeing. "The late nights. The projects. The 'mentorship'. It was all..." He looked up at me, horror dawning on his face. "Did he hire me... because of you?"

"No!" I cried out. "No, Aadi. He respects you. He thinks you're brilliant. That part is real."

"Shut up," he said, his voice low and dangerous. "Don't you dare tell me what is real. Don't you dare tell me he respects me."

He stood up abruptly, knocking the coffee table with his knee. He walked to the window, his back to me, his shoulders rigid. He stood there for a long time, looking out at the darkness.

"Did you sleep with him?" he asked, without turning around.

"Yes," I whispered.

He flinched, a visible shudder running through his body. But he didn't scream. He didn't break things. He just stood there, absorbing the betrayal, letting it seep into his bones, poisoning every memory, every touch, every moment of the last few months.

Finally, he turned back. His face was ravaged. He looked ten years older than the man who had been smiling at photos five minutes ago.

"I can't look at you right now," he said quietly.

"I know," I wept. "I know."

"I'm going to sleep in the guest room," he said, his voice devoid of emotion. He walked past me, giving me a wide berth, as if I were contagious.

"Aadi, please..." I reached out a hand.

"Don't," he stopped, not looking back. "Just... don't."

He went inside the guest room and closed the door. The click of the lock was soft, final.

✽✽✽

I sat alone in the living room, surrounded by the scattered photos of our happiness. The name 'Girish' hung in the air like toxic smoke. I had done it. I had told him the worst possible truth.

I reached for my phone, a reflex born of compulsive habit. I opened SmartCalc, my fingers moving automatically.

There was a new message.

Girish: Thinking of you.

I stared at the screen. A few minutes ago, I would have replied. I would have sought his comfort, his validation.

But now, looking at the closed guest room door, feeling the weight of the devastation I had caused, I felt only a cold, hard resolve.

I didn't reply. I didn't tell him that his name was now a curse word in my house. I didn't tell him that Aditya knew everything.

I simply turned the phone off and placed it face down on the table. The silence in the apartment was deafening, but for the first time in months, it felt real.

✽✽✽


19. Forgiveness and The Request

The silence in the apartment lasted for days. Aditya started sleeping in the guest room. Wednesday passed in a blur of agonizing quiet. He left the house early, before I woke up, and returned late, retreating into his room immediately. 




We moved around each other like ghosts, the air between us thick with unspoken words. Every close of a door sounded like a gunshot. Every footstep was a potential verdict.




I didn't go to work. I called in sick, my voice sounding genuinely weak and hollow over the phone. I spent the days in a state of paralysis, sitting on the living room rug, staring at the patterns in the fabric until they swam before my eyes.

I was consumed by a desperate need to care for him, even from a distance. I became a ghost in my own hallway, listening to the heavy silence from the guest room.

I carried trays of hot food to his door and knocked softly. When he opened it, I couldn't bring myself to look at his face. I stared at his chest, offering the plate with trembling hands. He took it from me silently.

I lay awake at night, listening to his restless pacing, tears soaking my pillow as I realized I had robbed him of his peace.

My only other fear was... was he talking to Girish?

That thought made my heart ache. If he confronted Girish, it wouldn't just end the affair; it would shatter Aditya's professional world. I knew how much he valued his dignity, and the thought of him standing before Girish, broken and exposed, was unbearable.

To the rest of the house, we put on a show. It was a macabre theater of normalcy. I told my in-laws that Aditya was swamped with a critical project deadline—a "Go-Live"—and needed absolute, undisturbed focus. They nodded, used to the demanding rhythms of Bangalore's IT culture, whispering in the hallway to avoid disturbing him.

"Poor boy works too hard," my mother-in-law said, handing me an extra cup of tea to take to him. I took it, my hands trembling, and walked to the guest room. I knocked, and the door opened. I held the cup out to him, keeping my gaze lowered, unable to meet his eyes. He took the steaming cup from my hands without a word. I just wanted him to have something warm.

I played Ludo with Ishan, forcing laughter that felt like shards of glass in my throat. I cooked dinner, the smell of tempering spices making me nauseous. I served food to everyone, smiling until my cheeks ached, pretending that my world wasn't ending one room away.

✽✽✽

Thursday arrived—our twelfth wedding anniversary. The date felt like a cruel joke, a mockery of the vows we had taken.

I woke up to find the other side of the bed empty, the sheets cold, as they had been for two nights. But this time, Aditya didn't leave the house. I heard him moving in the guest room. The sound of a drawer opening. The rustle of paper.

My heart hammered against my ribs. Was he packing?

At 10:00 AM, the guest room door finally opened. But Aditya didn't come out. He stood in the doorway, a shadow against the dim light of the room.

"Come inside," he said, his voice rough.

I scrambled to my feet from the living room rug, wiping my face. I walked towards him, my legs feeling like lead. He stepped back to let me in and closed the door softly behind us. The click of the lock felt loud in the small room.

The guest room was stuffy, smelling of stale air and his unwashed clothes. The bed was unmade, a tangle of sheets where he had spent the last two nights wrestling with his demons.

He gestured for me to sit on the edge of the bed. He pulled the desk chair around and sat facing me, his knees almost touching mine but not quite.




[image: Intense scene of Aditya and Aarti sitting on the edge of a bed in a guest room, having a difficult confrontation.]




He looked exhausted. His eyes were red rimmed, his face unshaven, the shadow of stubble making him look older, harder. He looked like a man who hadn't slept since he heard the truth.

He picked up a glass of water from the desk. Next to it, the small framed photo of the three of us from Diwali—which usually sat on his bedside table—lay face down on the wood.

He drank the water in one long gulp. His throat worked convulsively. He placed the glass back with a soft clink next to the overturned frame and then finally looked at me.

"I took two days off," he said, his voice hoarse. "I needed to think. I needed to... process."

I waited, my breath caught in my throat, my hands gripping the edge of the mattress so hard my knuckles turned white.

"I thought about leaving," he admitted, looking at his hands. "I thought about walking out that door and never looking back. I stood in the parking lot for an hour yesterday, keys in my hand, just wondering where I could go."

A whimper escaped me. "Aditya, please—"

"Let me speak," he said, sharper this time, his eyes flashing with a sudden spark of the anger he was holding back. He took a deep, shuddering breath. "But then I thought about Ishan. I thought about the last twelve years. I thought about... us. Before this. Before the stress. Before the loans."

He finally looked at me. There was pain in his eyes, vivid and raw, but the rage had receded, replaced by a heavy, sorrowful resignation.

"You told me yourself," he said quietly. "You didn't get caught. You came to me. You chose to tell me. That... that counts for something. I don't know how much yet, but it counts."

"I made a mistake," I said, leaning forward, my hands clasping together in a plea. "I don't know why. Maybe I was lost. Maybe it was the stress of everything we've been going through. I honestly don't know."

He looked down at his hands, watching his fingers interlock and release, over and over. "Girish," he whispered the name again, shaking his head as if trying to dislodge the reality of it. "Of all the people, Aarti. Girish."

"I know," I said, tears streaming down my face. "I know how messy it is."

"Messy?" He gave a short, bitter laugh that sounded like a bark. "It's not messy. It's humiliating."

He stood up and began to pace the small room, his agitation returning. "I have to walk into that office tomorrow. I have to sit in meetings with him. I have to listen to him talk about quarterly targets and team synergy."

He stopped and looked at me, his expression tortured. "Every time he patted my back... every time he asked about the family... was he laughing at me? Was he thinking, 'I have this man's wife in my bed'?"

"No," I said fiercely, shaking my head. "No, Aadi. Never. He respects you. I swear on Ishan, he respects you."

Aditya looked at me, skeptical, hurt. "Respects me? He slept with my wife."

"He separates it," I said, desperate to make him understand, desperate to salvage his professional pride. "He separates the work from... us. He told me so many times how brilliant you are. Last month, when you cracked that client issue? He spent twenty minutes telling me how lucky the company was to have you. That wasn't fake. That was real."

Aditya stared at me, searching my face for the truth. He wanted to believe it. He was torn. He knew he was a capable professional, but right now, he felt like a defeated husband.

"I can't stay at this job," he said finally, his voice dropping to a whisper. "I have to resign tomorrow. I'll engage a recruiter. I'll find something else."

"Resign?" I stared at him, panic rising in my chest. "Aadi, no. You worked so hard for this. The team, the salary, the potential... you love this job. It's the big break you waited five years for."

"How can I stay?" He gestured vaguely towards the window. "How can I take a paycheck from him now? Every rupee will feel like... like hush money."

"Because you earn it," I insisted, sliding off the bed to kneel before him, grabbing his hands. "You earn every rupee. He hired you because you are the best at what you do, not because of me. Please, Aditya. Don't throw away your career because of my mistake. Think about the loans, the new car, Ishan's school fees... we can't survive if you quit now."

I squeezed his hands, desperate. "Please don't let this break us financially too. I know I destroyed your trust, but don't let me destroy your hard work. Give me a chance to fix the rest, but please... hold on to your success."

He looked down at me, anger warring with exhaustion in his eyes. He gently pulled his hands away, but he didn't push me back.

"Get up," he whispered. "Don't do that."

I stood up slowly, wiping my face.

He let out a ragged breath, slumping back onto the chair, the fight draining out of him as the reality of my words sank in. He rubbed his temples, his shoulders sagging under the weight of our life. "I know," he admitted, his voice hollow. "I know the math, Aarti. I've been running it in my head for two days. If I quit now... we'd be underwater in three months."

He looked up at me, his eyes dry and hard. "I'll stay. Because I have to. But I don't know how I'm going to walk into that office every day without losing my mind."

"Tell me," I whispered. "Tell me what helps."

"I need to know it's gone," he said, his voice trembling slightly. "Not just paused. Dead. You meet him one last time to break it off, and then... nothing. No texts. No calls. Complete silence."

"I promise," I said instantly. "It ends tomorrow. Forever."

"And there's something else," he leaned forward, his expression intense, fear mixing with his resolve. "This is the hardest part. The only way I can walk into that building... the only way I can shake his hand without falling apart..."

"Anything," I said. "Just tell me."

"He must never know that I know," Aditya said.

I blinked, confused. "What?"

"If he knows that I know, and I still work for him..." Aditya shook his head, a look of pure revulsion crossing his face. "Then I become something pathetic in his eyes. A man who works for his wife's lover? Who knowingly takes a paycheck from the man who slept with his wife?"

He shivered. "I can't be that man, Aarti. I can't live with that look in his eyes—that pity, or worse, that smugness. I need to keep my dignity, even if it's based on a lie."

"I understand," I said softly, the weight of his request settling on me. "You want him to believe you are still in the dark."

"I want you to protect what's left of my pride," Aditya said firmly. "Tell him it's your decision. Tell him you're stopping because of your own guilt. Don't mention me. Let him think I am in the dark. Let him think I am still the ignorant, happy fool working at my desk."

He stood up and walked to the window. "I can live with being a fool in his eyes. I've been one for months anyway. But I cannot live with being a weak man he pities."

The irony was suffocating. He was asking me to maintain the very lie that had allowed the affair to flourish, all to protect his dignity.

"Okay," I said slowly. "I promise. He will never know that you know. I'll tell him it was all me."

Aditya sagged against the window frame, relief washing over his tense features. "Thank you," he whispered, his voice cracking. "Thank you for that."

He looked at me then, stripping away the anger to reveal the raw, gaping wound underneath. "Aarti... what did I do wrong?"

The question hung in the air, simple and devastating.

"Was I that boring?" he asked, his eyes searching mine, desperate and broken. "I know I have been busy. I know I haven't been... exciting. But I thought we were building something real. Why did you have to look outside? Was I not enough?"

"Oh, Aadi," I sobbed, shaking my head violently. "No. You were everything. You are everything. It was never about you lacking anything. It was me. I was the one who was broken."

It was a lie, of course. I wasn't broken. I was just bored. It was the crushing routine of our daily life and simple lust that made me go to Girish. But I couldn't tell him that. I couldn't tell him I cheated because our peaceful life felt too dull for me. To fix us, I had to take the blame completely. I had to be the 'damaged' one so he could feel like the perfect husband.

✽✽✽

He listened, tears finally spilling from his own eyes, tracking through the stubble on his cheeks. He wiped them away angrily. "I can't say I forgive you," he said quietly, his voice devoid of the warmth I craved. "Not yet. Maybe not for a long time."

"I understand," I wept. "I'll wait. I'll do whatever it takes."

"We will survive this," he said, more to himself than to me. "For Ishan. For the life we built. But you have to earn your way back, Aarti. Every single day."

"I will," I promised. "I won't let you down again."

He turned back to the window, unable to look at me anymore. "I need to be alone now, Aarti. Please."

I watched him turn his back to me. There was no embrace, no reassurance. Just a cold, hard road ahead. But at least the road was still there.

I walked out into the hallway. The click of the guest room door locking behind me felt like a gavel striking a block.

I sat alone in the living room. The house was quiet, but my heart was heavy. He hadn't forgiven me. He hadn't hugged me. But he had given me a way back.

Don't let him know I know.

It was a difficult condition. I had to break up with Girish, yes. But I also had to lie one last time. I had to do it to save Aditya’s pride.

I picked up my phone. I didn't turn it on. I didn't need to. I knew what I had to do tomorrow. I had to break Girish's heart to save whatever little chance I had left with Aditya.

I knew it wasn't really Girish's fault. We were just two experienced adults who got carried away by our lust. But even though he hadn't done anything wrong, he was the one I had to cut loose. My marriage couldn't survive with him in the picture.

✽✽✽


20. The Goodbye

The morning sun felt invasive. It cut through the sheer curtains of the bedroom, exposing dust motes dancing in the air—little chaotic particles that had no idea the world had shifted on its axis overnight.

I moved through the apartment quietly. My in-laws were still in their room, probably praying. I avoided the kitchen; I didn't have the energy to explain to my mother-in-law why her son had left without tea. 

Aditya had left for work early, without waking me or leaving a note. The empty spot on the console where his keys usually sat was the only sign he was gone. It was part of our new, silent agreement: Pretend everything is normal, even if it isn't.

I picked up my phone. It had been off since last night. I turned it on, bracing myself for the flood of notifications. I ignored the work emails and family groups, navigating straight to the calculator icon that hid my other life. I hadn't opened SmartCalc in two days.

I entered the code. There were three messages from Girish.

"Good morning."

"Everything okay? You've been silent for two days."

"Call me when you can."




My thumb hovered over his name. A month ago, these messages would have made me smile, a secret warmth blooming in my chest. Now, they looked like evidence.

I didn't reply immediately. I couldn't do this over text, but I couldn't just show up at his door either.

I typed a message, my fingers trembling. "We need to meet."

His reply came within seconds, the typing indicator bubbling up almost instantly.

"Of course. Missing you badly."

He didn't ask "why" or "what about". He just opened the door. He thought I was coming back to him. The trust in his words sent a sharp pang through my chest.

I hesitated. My brain screamed public, neutral, safe. Meet at a coffee shop. Keep it sterile. But my heart knew that wouldn't work. We couldn't say goodbye in a fluorescent-lit café filled with strangers. We needed to be where we happened. We owed it to the memories to end it where it lived.

"I'm coming to the bungalow," I typed back, my fingers trembling.

"I'll be waiting," he replied.

✽✽✽

I showered and put on a simple beige kurta. No makeup, no jewelry. I didn't want to look beautiful today. I wanted to look as exhausted and raw as I felt.

I walked the short distance to the bungalow, my feet moving mechanically over the pavement. The heavy iron gates loomed ahead like the entrance to a fortress I was voluntarily walking into to be executed.

It felt eerily quiet as I walked up the driveway. The bougainvillea draped over the compound wall looked vibrant, mocking my mood.

The front door opened before I could even knock. Girish stood there, looking impeccable as always in a crisp navy shirt. A warmth flooded his eyes instantly, a look of pure, unburdened welcome that twisted the knife in my gut.

"Aarti," he said softness in his voice that made my knees weak.

I walked inside. The cool air of the living room hit me, carrying the faint scent of sandalwood and expensive cologne—the scent of him. We walked to the sofa—our sofa—and sat down, not touching, but close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from him.

"What's wrong?" he asked, searching my face. "Is everything okay with Ishan? Aditya?"

"They are fine," I said, my voice steady but quiet. "Everyone is fine."

"Then what is it?" He leaned in slightly. "You look... devastated."

I took a deep breath. This was it. The performance of a lifetime.

"I can't do this anymore, Girish," I said.

The words hung in the quiet room, heavy and absolute.

He didn't flinch, but his eyes narrowed slightly. He leaned back, crossing his arms, his posture shifting from concern to defense. "Guilt? Aarti, we've talked about this. We agreed that what we have here... it stays here. It doesn't take away from them."

"I know what we agreed," I said, my voice trembling. "But agreements are words. Feelings are different. It's eating me alive, Girish. Every time I look at Aditya, every time I play with Ishan... I feel like I'm poisoning them."

"But why now?" he pressed, leaning forward again, his intensity returning. "We've been careful. We've been happy. You were happy. Don't tell me you weren't."

"I was," I admitted, the truth slipping out. "I was happy. And that's the problem. I'm happier here than I am there. And that's not fair to him."

"Then let it be your escape," he argued, his voice dropping, becoming persuasive. "Everyone needs an outlet. If you leave this, you go back to the stress, the routine... you'll just be miserable again. And how does that help Aditya?"

He was good. He knew exactly which buttons to push. He was offering me the logic I had used on myself for months.

"No," I shook my head, fighting the urge to give in. "It's different now. He's... he's trying. He's being so kind, so supportive. And I'm lying to his face every day. I can't be that person anymore. I have to choose, Girish. And I choose my family."

He watched me for a long moment, searching for a crack in my resolve. He saw none, only the exhaustion of a woman who had run out of lies.

Finally, the fight drained out of him. He sighed, a sound of heavy resignation.

"I can't force you," he said quietly. "I never wanted to be a burden. I wanted to be a relief."

"You were," I whispered. "You were everything I needed."

"If you ever change your mind," he said, holding my gaze with a burning intensity. "If the routine gets too heavy again... you know where I am. I'm not going anywhere, Aarti. The door is open."

"Thank you," I choked out, tears finally spilling over.

He stood up, and I followed. We stood in the center of the room where we had shared so many laughs, so many secrets.

I turned to leave, but he caught my hand gently.

"Aarti."

I looked back. His eyes were dark, filled with a longing that mirrored my own.

"One last time," he whispered.

He pulled me close, and I melted into him, fitting perfectly against his chest one last time. He didn't rush. He cupped my face in his hands, his thumbs tracing my cheekbones with a reverence that broke my heart.

[image: Girish holding Aarti close and cupping her face for a tender, emotional farewell kiss.]

When he kissed me, it wasn't desperate or demanding; it was slow, deep, and devastatingly tender. It tasted of coffee and the bittersweet ache of a goodbye neither of us truly wanted. My tears mingled with our kiss, salty and warm. I kissed him back with a gentle surrender, trying to memorize the feel of him, pouring all my gratitude and unspoken love into a silence that said more than words ever could.

When we broke apart, we were both breathless.

"Goodbye, Girish," I whispered, my lips tingling.

"Be happy, Aarti," he said hoarsely.

I walked out of the bungalow and into the blinding midday sun. The heavy iron gates closed behind me with a final, resonant clang. I walked back down the street, my heart hammering against my ribs. I touched my lips, feeling the ghost of his kiss.

It was done. The affair was over. And I had one final secret that Aditya would never know.

I felt a strange hollowness, a vacuum where the excitement used to be. But underneath that, there was a solid, grounding sense of relief. The lies were finished. The double life was over.

I walked home, the neighborhood blurring past me.

When I entered the apartment, it was quiet. I walked into the bedroom and changed out of the kurta. I washed my face, scrubbing away the morning's tears.

✽✽✽

I waited for the evening.

When Aditya came home, he looked drained. His tie was loose, his eyes shadowed. He looked like a man who had walked through fire.

He saw me sitting on the sofa. He stopped at the door, his hand still on the strap of his laptop bag. He didn't say anything, but the question was loud in his eyes.

"It's done," I said quietly.

He exhaled, a sound that was half-sigh, half-shudder. He put the bag down and walked into the room, but he didn't come close to me. He stood near the dining table, using the furniture as a shield.

"He didn't come to the office today," he said, his voice strained. "So I knew. I knew you were together."

"I was," I said, my throat tight. "But it's finished."

"What did you say?" he asked.

"I told him I couldn't handle the guilt," I said, reciting the lie I had crafted for him. "I told him it was my decision. I told him I wanted to focus on my marriage."

"And?" Aditya's voice was tight. "Did he believe you?"

"Yes," I nodded. "He believed me."

"Did he ask about me?"

"He asked if you knew," I said. "I told him no. I told him you were completely in the dark."

Aditya closed his eyes for a moment. I saw the tension drain from his frame, his posture realigning. His secret was safe. His dignity—that fragile, precious thing—was intact.

"Good," he whispered. "Good."

He opened his eyes. There was no warmth or forgiveness yet, but the anger had faded. We weren't enemies anymore. We were allies in a new, sad reality.

"I'm going to freshen up," he said.

"I made dinner," I offered, a peace offering. "Aloo parathas. Your favorite."

He hesitated. For a second, I thought he would refuse, that he would retreat to the guest room again.

"Okay," he said finally. "I'll come out in ten minutes."

He turned and walked towards the bedroom—our bedroom—to change. He wasn't moving back in yet, I knew that. But he was eating dinner with me.

I went into the kitchen to warm up the parathas. As the smell of roasting dough and ghee filled the small space, I felt a tiny, fragile spark of hope.

We ate in the dining room. My in-laws had already eaten and retired to their room—they sensed the work storm clouds hovering over their son and had wisely chosen to give him space. The silence between us was heavy but bearable. The only sounds were the scrape of cutlery against china and the distant hum of traffic.

"How is the project?" I asked, my voice sounding too loud in the quiet room. "The Go-Live?"

Aditya looked up, surprised by the mundane question. He chewed slowly, thinking. "It's... fine. We have some bugs, but the team is handling it."

"That's good," I said.

[image: Aarti and Aditya eating dinner in silence at the dining table, the atmosphere heavy with unresolved tension.]




"And Ishan?" he asked, not looking at me. "Did he finish his homework?"

"Yes. Math," I said. "He struggled with the fractions, but he got it eventually."

It was a conversation of strangers, polite and careful. But it was a start. We were rebuilding the infrastructure of our marriage, brick by boring brick.

"The parathas are good," he murmured after a while.

"Thank you," I said, a lump forming in my throat at the small kindness.

He finished his meal, placed his plate in the sink, and walked to the guest room where he had been sleeping for the last few nights.

He came back a moment later, holding his pillows.

"I'll sleep in the bedroom tonight," he said, pausing at the doorway.

"Thank you," I whispered, the relief making me dizzy.

"On the edge," he clarified, his voice efficient. "But... yes. Ishan is asking questions. My parents are noticing. It's better for everyone to see us in the same room."

He walked past me, carrying his exile back into our sanctuary.

We were broken. We were bleeding. But we were still standing. I had said goodbye to the fantasy. Now, the real work began.

✽✽✽


21. The Mentor

The weeks that followed were defined by a rigorous, almost suffocating normalcy. We became a machine again. The alarm rang at 6:00 AM. I made tea while Aditya showered. He left at 8:30 AM. I left at 9:00 AM. We texted about groceries and bill payments during the day. We ate dinner together. We slept in the same bed, but with a careful, measured distance between our bodies, like two countries honoring a ceasefire line.

Aditya kept his word. 

He didn't lock himself in the guest room anymore. He engaged in conversation. He helped Ishan with his homework. But the warmth was missing. He looked at me, but he didn't see me. I was a function in his life—a wife, a mother, a partner in the loan repayment plan—but not his lover. Not anymore.

I accepted it. It was better than the alternative. I had my family back, even if it was a slightly colder version of it.

But the real tension wasn't in our house. It was in his office.

Every evening, when Aditya walked through the door, I held my breath. I waited for the explosion. I expected him to tell me that he couldn't do it anymore, that seeing Girish every day was eroding his soul, that he had resigned.

For the first week, he came home silent and exhausted. He would loosen his tie, wash his face, and barely speak about work.

"How was it?" I would ask tentatively.

"Fine," he would say, cutting off any further inquiry.

But by the third week, something changed.

It was a Tuesday evening. He came home with a different energy—not happy, exactly, but puzzled. The heavy cloud of dread that usually hung over him seemed lighter.

We were eating dinner. Ishan was chatting about his school project on solar energy. Aditya listened, nodding, but I could see his mind was elsewhere.

After Ishan went to bed, Aditya sat on the sofa with his laptop. I was clearing the table.

"He promoted me to the lead on the Zeta project today," Aditya said suddenly.

I froze, a plate hovering over the sink. I turned around slowly. "What?"

"Girish," he said, using the name that usually made the air in the room freeze. "We had a strategy meeting. The Zeta integration is our biggest deliverable this quarter. Everyone expected him to give it to Rajeev. Rajeev has more tenure."

He paused, looking at his screen but not really reading. "But Girish shut everyone down. He said, 'Aditya is the only one who understands the architecture deeply enough. I want him leading this.'"

I felt a rush of complex emotions—relief, pride, and a lingering ache. "That's... that's great, Aadi. You deserve it."

Aditya finally looked up at me. His brow was furrowed in genuine confusion. "It doesn't make sense, Aarti. I expected him to sideline me. I expected him to make my life miserable until I quit. That's what people do in these situations, isn't it? If you... have a history... you don't empower the husband."

I walked over and sat on the arm of the sofa, keeping a respectful distance. "I told you," I said softly. "He separates work from everything else. He values you."

"It's not just the promotion," Aditya said, shaking his head. "Last week, I made a mistake in the client presentation. A typo in the budget slide. The client pointed it out. It was embarrassing. Girish could have let me roast. He could have used it to show I wasn't competent."

"What did he do?"

"He stepped in immediately," Aditya said, his voice laced with wonder. "He told the client, 'That's a placeholder figure we were discussing earlier, I must have asked Aditya to keep it for scenario planning. The actual figure is this.' He covered for me. Smoothly. Without even looking at me."

[image: Girish standing at a whiteboard explaining system architecture to Aditya, exhibiting a professional mentor-mentee dynamic.]




Aditya leaned back, rubbing his temples. "Why is he doing this? If I were him... I don't know if I could be that gracious to the man who..." He trailed off, the unfinished sentence hanging between us. To the man whose wife I slept with.

"Maybe he's just a decent man," I ventured carefully. "Maybe he thinks you don't know, so he's treating you exactly as he would any other talented employee."

"That's the thing," Aditya murmured. "He really thinks I don't know. You did a good job, Aarti. He looks me in the eye with zero hesitation. He asks about you. He asked today, 'How is Aarti doing? Is she enjoying her new project?'"

My heart skipped a beat. "What did you say?"

"I told him you were fine. I kept it professional." Aditya let out a short, dry laugh. "It's bizarre. I'm sitting there, hating him, wanting to punch him... and he's mentoring me. He spent an hour today whiteboard-ing the new architecture with me. He was patient. He was brilliant, actually. I hate to admit it, but the man is a genius at system design."

I watched the conflict play out on his face. Aditya was a man of logic and fairness. He wanted to hate Girish—he had every right to—but Girish's professional integrity was disarming him. It was hard to maintain a villain narrative when the villain was helping you succeed.

"He respects you, Aadi," I repeated, feeling a strange pride in both of them. Pride in Girish for keeping his dignity and fulfilling his role as a mentor. And pride in Aditya for being good enough to command that respect despite the mess we were in.

"It makes it harder," Aditya confessed, his voice dropping to a whisper.

"What does?"

"To hate him," he said. "If he was a jerk, if he was arrogant or vindictive, I could despise him. I could file him away as a distraction, a mistake. But he's... he's a respectful boss. He pushes me to be better. He treats me with more dignity than I probably deserve right now."

He looked at me, his eyes searching mine. "Is that why?"

"Is that why what?" I asked, my voice barely a whisper.

"Is that why you were drawn to him?" he asked.

The question was unexpected. It wasn't an accusation this time; it was a genuine inquiry.

I hesitated. I could lie. I could say it was just a moment of weakness. But looking at Aditya's confused, honest face, I felt I owed him a fragment of the truth.

"He has a way of making people feel seen," I said quietly. "He listens. He supports. I think... I think I just liked being someone he focused on."

Aditya absorbed this. He didn't flinch. He just nodded slowly, filing this data point away with the others.

"He's teaching me a lot," Aditya said, returning his gaze to the laptop. "Technically, I mean. He challenges my assumptions. He forces me to think bigger. I feel like I've learned more in the last month working directly under him than I did in my entire career."

"I'm glad," I said. "I'm glad it's working out."

"It's strange," Aditya mused. "I come home every day thinking, 'Today I will quit.' And every day, he gives me a reason to stay. A new challenge. A word of praise. A project I can't walk away from."

He closed the laptop and rubbed his eyes. "He's trapping me with success, Aarti. He's making it impossible for me to leave without looking like a fool."

"Then don't leave," I said firmly. "Take the success. You earned it. Use him, Aadi. Learn everything you can. Build your career. Why should our personal mess stop you from growing?"

Aditya looked at me, a slow realization dawning in his eyes. He straightened up, his posture shifting from victimhood to agency.

"You're right," he said. "Why should I run? He is the one with the secret. He is the one who should be uncomfortable, thinking he's fooling me. But I'm the one who knows the truth. I have the upper hand."

"Exactly," I encouraged him. "You know everything. He knows only what we want him to know."

"I can do this," Aditya said, a new resolve hardening his voice. "I can work with him. I can learn from him. I can use this to build my own future."

"Yes," I smiled, a genuine smile this time. "You will."

"He thinks he is just being a benevolent boss," Aditya muttered, a dark glint of satisfaction in his eyes. "Let him think that. I'll take the promotion. I'll take the mentorship. And I'll go to the top."

He stood up, looking taller than he had in weeks. The defeated husband was disappearing, replaced by a determined professional. Girish, without knowing it, had given Aditya a direction. He wasn't just a rival in love; he was now the catalyst for his success.

"I'm going to bed," he said. "I have an early meeting with him tomorrow."

"Goodnight," I said.

He paused at the bedroom door. "You were right about one thing, Aarti."

"What?"

"He is a good leader. Whatever else he is... he knows how to lead."

I watched him walk into the bedroom. I felt a wave of relief wash over me, so strong it almost made me dizzy.

✽✽✽

It was working. The lie was holding. Aditya was finding a way to cope, to repurpose his anger into ambition. And Girish... Girish was being exactly the man I knew he was—honorable, protective, and decent.

I turned off the living room lights, leaving the dark, quiet house behind me. For the first time since the confession, I didn't feel like everything was about to shatter. We were gluing the pieces back together, differently this time.

Aditya respected Girish. It was a twisted, complicated respect born of professional admiration and personal rivalry, but it was respect nonetheless.

I went into the bedroom and lay down beside my husband. He was already breathing deeply, asleep. I lay on "the edge," staring at the ceiling fan cutting through the shadows.

Life was normal again. We were safe.

But as I closed my eyes, I missed the chaos. I missed the way Girish looked at me, like I was the only woman in the world. I missed the bungalow.

I pushed the memories away, locking them in the mental drawer labeled 'The Past'.

Be grateful, I told myself. You have your husband. You have your son. You have your life.

I drifted off to sleep, listening to the steady rhythm of Aditya's breathing, trying to believe that this peace was enough.

✽✽✽


22. Curiosity and Hesitation

The truce in our house was fragile, built on a foundation of polite routines and carefully structured silences. Aditya and I were functioning, but we weren’t really living. We moved around each other like satellites in orbit—constant, predictable, but never colliding.

It had been two weeks since his promotion. The tension regarding Girish had shifted from a jagged fear to a strange, dull ache. Aditya spoke of him often now, always with that confused mix of professional admiration and personal distance. 

He would praise Girish’s insight in a meeting, then catch himself and fall silent, remembering that this brilliant mentor was also the man who had known his wife more intimately than he had in years.

Saturday evening arrived with a heavy downpour. Ishan was at a sleepover, and my in-laws had retired to their room early, leaving the main hall to us. It was a rare moment of privacy in the heart of the house.

"Let's watch something," Aditya suggested, placing his dinner plate on the coffee table before sinking into the sofa. He pointed the remote at the TV wall unit.

"Okay," I agreed, curling my legs up on the cushions beside him with my own food.

He clicked on a popular drama series that everyone at his office had been discussing. I knew the premise—a seemingly perfect suburban couple, a bored wife, a charismatic stranger. I felt a tightening in my chest as the first episode began, but I didn't say anything. To object would be to admit that the theme was too close to the bone.

We watched in silence. On screen, the wife met the stranger in a bookstore. The chemistry was electric, a stark contrast to her dull conversations with her husband. The heavy glances, the accidental touches, the rush of adrenaline—it was all directed and acted with painful accuracy.

Then came the scene. The wife and the stranger were in a hotel room. It was their first time. The hesitation, the guilt warring with desire, and then the surrender. The camera lingered on their faces, on the way the stranger looked at her—like she was a discovery, a prize.

I stared at the TV, my heart hammering against my ribs. I wanted to look away, to check my phone, to go to the kitchen for water—anything to break the spell. But I couldn't move. I felt exposed, as if the screen was broadcasting my own memories.

Beside me, Aditya was motionless. I couldn't read his expression in the dim light of the living room, but I could feel the tension radiating off him. He wasn't just watching a show; he was studying it.

The scene ended. The characters lay tangled in sheets, whispering promises.

[image: Aarti and Aditya sitting on a sofa watching a TV show, Aarti is looking uncomfortable at a scene depicting infidelity.]

"Is that how it was?"

The voice was low, cutting through the silence of the room.

I froze. "What?"

Aditya turned to look at me. His face was unreadable, illuminated only by the flickering light of the TV. "With him. Girish. Is that how it was?"

My breath hitched. "Aditya, please. Don't."

"I'm not angry," he said, and to my surprise, he sounded calm. It wasn't the cold, sharp tone of our arguments. It was something else—hollow, curious, almost clinical. "I just... I want to understand. I watch this," he gestured vaguely at the screen, "and I see the cliché. The excitement. The forbidden fruit. But that’s TV. I want to know the truth."

"Why?" I whispered, looking down at my hands. "It's over. Why torture yourself?"

"Because not knowing is worse," he said. He shifted slightly, turning his body fully towards me. "I sit in that office with him every day. I watch him lead meetings. I see him laugh. And I wonder... what did he see in you? What did you see in him? Was it just... this?" He pointed at the TV again. "Just a thrill?"

"No," I said, the word slipping out before I could stop it. "It wasn't just a thrill."

"Then what was it?"

I looked up at him. His eyes were searching mine, desperate for a logic he could parse. He wasn't asking as a husband looking for a fight; he was asking as a man trying to solve a puzzle that had broken him.

"You really want to know?"

"Yes."

I took a deep breath, the air trembling in my lungs. We were stepping onto a bridge made of glass—one wrong step, and we would both fall. But the silence between us had become a wall. Maybe the truth was the only way to break it down.

"It wasn't like the movies," I said quietly. "It wasn't about drama or... or trying to hurt you. It was... quieter."

"Tell me," he urged gently. "How did it start? The physical part. The first time."

I closed my eyes for a second, the memory of the farmhouse flooding back—the smell of rain, the silence of the garden, the overwhelming sense of safety.

"It was at his farmhouse," I said, my voice barely a whisper. "We went there just to talk. That's what I told myself. But the air... it was different there. Away from the city. Away from the routine."

"And?" Aditya prompted. He didn't flinch at the mention of the place.

"He was... gentle," I said, struggling to find the words that wouldn't sound like a betrayal, knowing that every truth was a betrayal. "He didn't push. He just... waited. He made me feel like I had all the time in the world. Like there was nowhere else he wanted to be."

Aditya listened, his gaze intense. "And then?"

"We kissed," I said, my cheeks heating up in the darkness. "And then we went to the bedroom."

"Did you... go all the way? Immediately?"

"No," I shook my head violently. "It wasn't... rushed. It wasn't about just... the act." I paused, remembering the way Girish had looked at me, the way he had touched me. "He... he worshipped me, Aditya."

The word hung in the air. Worshipped.

Aditya’s brow furrowed. "What do you mean?"

My hands twisted in my lap. How could I explain this to my husband? How could I tell him about the oral sex, the focus on my pleasure, the complete lack of expectation for me to perform or reciprocate immediately?

"He focused on me," I said, forcing myself to hold his gaze. "Completely. It wasn't about his satisfaction. He... he spent a long time just... pleasing me. With his mouth."

Aditya went very still. "He went down on you?"

"Yes."

"For a long time?"

"Yes."

Aditya stared at me, his eyes slightly wide. In our marriage, oral sex had been a rarity—a quick preamble, something hurried through in the dark before the main event. It was never a standalone act, never a centerpiece.

"Why?" he asked, his voice rough.

"Because he wanted to," I said softly. "He told me... He told me he wanted to hear me. He made me feel... seen. Not as a wife, or a mother, or a project manager. Just... me. My body. My pleasure."

I risked a glance at him, expecting disgust. Instead, I saw fascination. It was a darker look, yes, spiked with a confusing mix of jealousy and arousal. He was visualizing it—his boss, the man he respected, kneeling before his wife.

"And you let him?" Aditya asked. "You liked it?"

"I couldn't help it," I confessed, the shame burning my throat. "I was so starved for that feeling, Aadi. To be the sole focus. To not have to worry if I was doing it right, or if dinner was ready, or if the door was locked. He took all that weight away. He just... gave."

Aditya leaned back against the pillows, exhaling a long, shaky breath. He ran a hand through his hair. "He worshipped you," he repeated to himself, testing the weight of the phrase.

"It sounds terrible, I know," I said, tears pricking my eyes. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't be telling you this."

"No," he said sharply. "Don't stop. This... this explains things."

"What do you mean?"

"It explains why you looked so different," he said, looking at the ceiling. "Those months. You were glowing. You walked differently. I thought it was just the gym. But it was him. It was... the confidence he gave you."

He looked back at me, his expression softening into a strange, sad realization. "I haven't done that for you in a long time, have I? Made you feel... worshipped?"

"It's different in a marriage," I said quickly, trying to defend us. "Life gets in the way. We have responsibilities. Girish... he didn't have to worry about the loan or Ishan's grades. It was a fantasy world."

"But the feeling was real," Aditya insisted. "The orgasm was real."

I flushed deeper. "Yes."

He fell silent again, absorbing this. I waited for the anger, but it didn't come. Instead, the atmosphere in the room shifted. The air felt charged, thick with the ghost of the images I had just painted.

"Did he... say things?" Aditya asked, his voice lower now. "While he did it?"

"Aditya..."

"Tell me," he commanded softly. "Please. I need to know the man who replaced me."

"He didn't replace you," I said firmly. "But... yes. He spoke to me."

"What did he say?"

I closed my eyes, hearing Girish's voice from that afternoon at the farmhouse. "I tried to be silent while he was pleasing me," I admitted, "but he gave me the confidence to express myself. He said... 'Don't hold back.' He said, 'There is no one here but us. Be free.' He told me he loved the sounds I made. He encouraged me to be... loud."

Aditya let out a short, breathy laugh. "Loud. You're never loud with me. You're always so... careful. Quiet. Afraid waking my parents."

"I know," I whispered. "That's why... that's why it felt so different. The freedom."

Aditya looked at me, and for the first time in months, I saw a spark in his eyes that wasn't about work or duty. It was raw, male curiosity. He was looking at his wife and seeing the woman another man had unlocked.

"What else?" he asked. "After that... what happened?"

"I felt very light after the release," I said, the memory of that overwhelming physical relief washing over me. "It was one of those strong releases... I was so dizzy. Girish was resting his mouth on my stomach, speaking lightly."

Aditya watched me, his gaze steady. "And then?"

"Then he stood up," I continued, recalling the image of Girish by the bed. "He requested me to give back. He said, 'Your turn.'"

"He wanted you to take charge?" Aditya asked, his voice curious rather than accusatory. "Or just to reciprocate?"

"To reciprocate," I clarified. "I was still dizzy, but... I felt like I should do it. Because of how he had treated me. So I did."

Aditya nodded slowly, as if processing the logic of it. "It makes sense. It’s an exchange. And after that?"

"After that... it was intercourse," I said, drawing a firm line. I didn't want to describe the clumsy, sweet exploration or the way we had learned each other's bodies.

"Details?" Aditya pressed gently.

"No details," I said, shaking my head. "Just that it happened."

He seemed to accept that, perhaps sensing that the mechanics of the act mattered less than the result. "But did you come?" he asked, his voice thickening slightly. "During the intercourse?"

"Yes," I whispered, the truth unavoidable. "I came multiple times that day."

"Was it... better than with me?"

The question was the trap. The landmine. I hesitated, terrified.

"Don't lie," he warned, his voice steel. "If we're doing this, Aarti, we do it with absolute honesty. I can take it. Was it better?"

"It was... different," I said carefully. Then I broke. "My orgasms were more intense, Aadi. Because of the risk. Because of the newness. Because... because I wasn't 'Aarti the mom' or 'Aarti the daughter-in-law'. I was just a body. Just desire."

Aditya nodded slowly. He didn't look hurt. He looked... validated. As if the logic finally added up. He wasn't competing with a better husband; he was competing with a completely different context.

"I can't give you the risk," he said quietly. "I can't be the stranger."

"I know," I said, reaching out to touch his hand. He didn't pull away.

"But I can listen," he said, his fingers tightening around mine. "I can know you. The real you. The one he got to see."

He looked at me with a startling intensity. "Excite me, Aarti. Tell me one more thing. Something dirty. Something you did only with him."

My heart pounded. This was dangerous. This was wrong. But the way he was looking at me—like I was a mystery, a puzzle, a sexual being—was intoxicating. It was the same look Girish had given me, but coming from Aditya, it felt safer, grounded in our history.

"There was a mirror," I whispered.

"A mirror?"

"In the bedroom at the bungalow. On the wardrobe. You could see... everything."

"And?"

"He made me watch," I said, my voice barely audible. "He held me from behind... in front of the mirror. He told me to look at us. To look at how... how he was taking me."

Aditya’s breath hitched. "And did you look?"

"I couldn't look away," I confessed. "It was... erotic. Seeing myself like that. With him."

Aditya let out a groan, burying his face in his hands. But he wasn't crying. I could see the tension in his shoulders, the way his leg bounced. He was aroused. My confession, my betrayal, the raw details of my affair—they were turning him on.

He looked up, his eyes dark. "You watched," he whispered. "You watched another man inside you."

"Yes."

He stared at me for a long moment, the silence thick and heavy between us. Then, slowly, he reached out and touched my cheek. His thumb traced my lower lip, just as Girish's had done.

"I want to hear more," he said, his voice hoarse. "Not tonight. But... I want to know. Everything."

"Why, Aadi?" I asked, trembling. "Won't it hurt?"

"It hurts," he admitted. "But it also... it makes you real. You're not just my wife anymore, Aarti. You're... you're a woman who did that. A woman who wanted that."

He pulled his hand back, standing up abruptly. The moment was broken, but the energy remained.

"I think... I think that's enough for tonight," he said, his voice unsteady. "I need to... process."

✽✽✽

He stood up and walked to the washroom, closing the door firmly behind him. I sat alone on the sofa, the TV still playing mute scenes. My body was humming, alive with a strange, terrified excitement. I had thought the truth would destroy us. I had thought the details of my affair would be the final nail in the coffin of our marriage.

But instead, they had opened a door. A door to a dark, confusing, but undeniably compelling room where my husband didn't just want to forgive me—he wanted to know me. He wanted to consume the story of my sin.

I turned off the TV, the room plunging into shadow. A few minutes later, Aditya walked back in, looking drained. Without a word, we headed to the bedroom. He turned off the lights and lay down on his side, his back to me.

The silence was different tonight. It wasn't empty. It was waiting.

For the first time since the affair ended, I didn't feel like I was hiding. I felt like I was being watched—and for the first time in my marriage, that gaze felt less like a judgment and more like a question I was finally ready to answer.

✽✽✽


23. The Ignition

That first night of confession broke the dam. What followed wasn't a flood, but a steady, controlled stream that flowed into the cracks of our marriage, filling the dry, silent spaces with a strange new fluid.

For the next week, a routine emerged. It was a ritual as distinct as our morning tea or the evening news, but far more volatile. We would go through the motions of our day—work, groceries, Ishan's homework—with the efficiency of a well-oiled machine. But at night, when the bedroom door clicked shut and the lights went dim, the real conversation began.

It became our "Ignition."

Aditya asked questions every night. It became a hunger he couldn't satisfy, a ritual that bridged the gap between dinner and sleep. He didn't just want to know the timeline; he wanted the texture of it. He wanted to know the things that husbands usually cover their ears to avoid hearing.

He probed into the dark corners of our intimacy, asking about the things I never did with him. He wanted to know the mechanics of our pleasure—specifically if Girish went down on me, how long he stayed there, and if I enjoyed it more than I admitted.

He was particularly fascinated by the deception itself. When I told him about the 'SmartCalc' app—the fake calculator where I hid Girish's messages and photos—Aditya didn't look angry. He looked impressed. He made me show him how it worked, watching with wide eyes as I typed in the passcode and the hidden interface revealed itself. "Ingenious," he had whispered, scrolling through the chats I hadn't deleted yet. "You were living a double life right under my nose."

He pressed for details about the farmhouse, asking if I was loud, if I screamed Girish's name, if I let him take me in positions I usually found too tiring at home. I answered with a burning face, confessing that with Girish, I wasn't a tired mother or a dutiful wife; I was insatiable.

I told him how Girish worshipped my body, how he made me beg for release. Aditya didn't recoil; he leaned in closer, his breath hitching, fascinated by the image of his permissible, dutiful wife transforming into a wild lover for another man.

✽✽✽

But it was on Saturday, a week after that first confession, that the tone shifted.

Aditya had been quiet all evening. We had ordered food—veg biryani from a local place—and eaten with Ishan, laughing at his stories about a school cricket match. But once Ishan was asleep, the atmosphere in our bedroom thickened.

Aditya poured himself a glass of whiskey—a rarity for him at home—and sat in the armchair by the window. I was at the dressing table, removing my earrings. I could feel his gaze on my back, heavy and expectant.

"He called me today," Aditya said suddenly.

My hands froze on my earring. "Girish?"

"Yes. Just a work check-in. But he kept me on the phone for twenty minutes, talking about the Zeta project." Aditya swirled the amber liquid in his glass. "He was... charming. Engaging. He asked about you again."

I turned around slowly. "What did he ask?"

"Just generally. 'How is Aarti? Hope the workload isn't too much.' Polite." Aditya took a sip. "But I found myself listening to his voice... really listening. It’s deep. Commanding, but soft at the edges."

He looked up at me, his eyes piercing. "Is that what drew you in? The voice?"

"It was part of it," I said honestly. "He sounds... sure of himself."

"Confidence," Aditya mused. "That’s the word, isn't it? The man exudes confidence. He walks into a room and owns it without raising his voice."

He stood up and walked over to where I sat. He didn't touch me, but he stood close enough that I could smell the whiskey and the soap on his skin.

"Tell me about the stamina," he said.

The question was so abrupt, so technical, that I blinked. "What?"

"You said you came multiple times," Aditya said, his voice dropping to that husky register that had become our signal. "That day at the farmhouse. And other times."

"Yes."

"So... he could last? He could keep up with you?"

I felt the heat rise in my cheeks. This was the territory of comparison, the most dangerous ground of all. "It wasn't just about... duration, Aadi. It was about pacing."

"Explain," he commanded softly.

"He... he didn't rush to the finish," I stammered, looking down at my hands. "He treated the whole thing... the foreplay, the talking, the touching... as the main event. Intercourse was just the end of a long sentence. So by the time we got there... I was already..."

"Prime," Aditya finished. "Ready."

"Yes."

Aditya walked back to the window, looking out at the darkened street. "I’ve been thinking. Watching him. Watching how he handles the team. How he handles clients. He has this... patience. He waits for the other person to show their cards. He controls the tempo."

He turned back to me, and his expression was pained. "He handles you better than I do, doesn't he?"

"No," I said instantly, standing up and moving towards him. "Aditya, no. That's not true."

"Don't lie to make me feel better," he warned, though his voice lacked bite. "I can see it, Aarti. Even in the way you talk about him. You sound... relaxed. With me, you're always managing things. Managing the house, managing my mood, managing the family. With him... you were just woman. And he knew how to handle that woman."

"It's not that he's better," I insisted, reaching out to grasp his arms. His muscles were tense beneath his shirt. "It's the context, Aadi. I told you. We didn't have history. We didn't have baggage. It's easy to be patient and charming when you only see someone for two hours a week in a bungalow. You live with me. You deal with my moods, my tiredness, the mundane crap of life. That's harder. That takes more strength."

Aditya looked at me, searching my face for the truth. "Maybe," he conceded. "But there's something else. I realized it today while he was explaining a flowchart."

"What?"

"I'm not just angry at him," Aditya confessed, the words tearing out of him. "I'm... inspired."

I stared at him, stunned. "Inspired?"

"Yes." He laughed, a dry, incredulous sound. "God, it sounds twisted. But looking at him... seeing how he operates... I found myself thinking: That's how a man should be. Calm. In control. Generous with his power because he has so much of it."

He took a deep breath. "He made you happy, Aarti. In a way I hadn't been able to for years. Clearly, he knows something I don't. Or he is something I'm not."

"He's just... older," I said weakly. "More experienced."

"Maybe," Aditya said. "But do you know what I thought when I came home today?"

I shook my head, terrified and mesmerized by this new, raw Aditya.

"I thought... if I were in your place," he said slowly, "and I met someone like him... someone who made me feel worshipped, who took control, who gave me that kind of release... I might have done the same thing."

The world seemed to stop spinning. My husband—the man with the rigid moral compass, the man who valued loyalty above all—was offering me an absolution I hadn't dared to ask for.

"Aadi..." I didn't know what else to say. My vision blurring as tears welled up and spilled over. 

"It's true," he said, stepping closer and cupping my face. "I'm not saying it was right. I'm not saying it didn't hurt. But... I get it. It wasn't about me not being enough. It was about him being... overwhelming. It was the charisma. The personality. The way he handles things."

He wiped a tear from my cheek with his thumb. "He's a formidable man, Aarti. It took a formidable man to sway you. I can respect that, even if I hate it."

"I love you," I whispered, the words fierce and desperate. "I chose you. I came back to you."

"I know," Aditya said. His eyes darkened, a raw hunger surfacing that I hadn't seen in years. "But tonight... I don't want to just be the husband you came back to. I don't want to be the safe choice."

"What do you want to be?"

He didn't answer with words. Instead, he kissed me.

It wasn't a gentle, reassuring peck. It was a claim. His mouth crushed against mine, hungry and demanding. His tongue swept into my mouth, taking possession with a rhythm that felt different—more deliberate, more authoritative.

He pulled back, breathless, his forehead resting against mine. "I want to see what he saw," he growled. "I want to feel what he felt."

He picked me up—literally lifted me off the floor—and carried me to the bed. He had never done that before, not even in our honeymoon phase. He usually complained about his back or joked about us getting heavy. But tonight, he didn't hesitate.

He laid me down and stood over me, unbuttoning his shirt. His gaze didn't waver. He wasn't looking at me with the soft, familiar affection of a husband; he was looking at me with the assessing, appreciative hunger of a lover.

"Take it off," he commanded, gesturing to my nightgown.

I obeyed, my fingers trembling slightly. As the silk slid down, revealing my body, he didn't look away. He scanned every inch of me—my breasts, my stomach, my thighs—as if memorizing a map.

"Beautiful," he murmured. The word sounded different coming from him tonight. It wasn't a compliment; it was a statement of fact.

He joined me on the bed, but instead of the usual fumbling for position, he took charge. He pushed my legs apart and settled between them, but he didn't enter me. Not yet.

"You said he worshipped you," Aditya whispered, his hand sliding up my thigh, his thumb pressing firmly against the sensitive skin of my inner thigh. "Like this?"

"Aadi..." I gasped as his touch grazed the center of my heat.

He lowered his head, not to kiss my lips, but to trail hot, wet kisses down my neck, over my collarbone, circling my breasts. He didn't rush. He was exploring, savoring.

"Did he do this?" he asked against my skin.

"Yes," I breathed.

"And this?" His hand moved lower, finding the rhythm I liked, the one I had described to him—slow, teasing, consistent.

"Yes... oh god, yes."

"Good," he muttered.

When he finally kissed me again, it was deep and consuming. He moved with a new weight, a new purpose. It wasn't the efficient, let's-get-this-done sex of the last few years. It was an interrogation of pleasure. He was asking my body questions, and demanding answers in gasps and arches.

He didn't just touch me; he handled me. He guided my hands, he directed my movement. "Look at me," he said when I squeezed my eyes shut. "I want to see your eyes."

I opened them, locking my gaze with his. He looked intense, almost feverish. There was a fire in him that I hadn't seen in a decade. It was the fire of competition, yes, but also of reclamation. He was reclaiming me not by forcing me back into the box of 'wife', but by expanding himself to fill the space Girish had occupied.

He entered me then, slowly, filling me completely. I gasped, the sensation sharp and sweet.

"Say it," he gritted out, his hips moving in a steady, powerful rhythm.

"What?"

"Say you're mine."

"I'm yours," I cried out. "Only yours."

"Again."

"I'm yours, Aditya. I'm yours."

He picked up the pace, driving into me with a stamina I hadn't known he possessed. He wasn't stopping. He wasn't faltering. He was driven by something primal, something that seemed to feed on the very stories that had wounded him.

I felt the tension coil in my belly, tighter and tighter. The friction, the emotional intensity, the sheer shock of Aditya taking control like this—it pushed me over the edge.

"Aadi!" I screamed, arching my back, my nails digging into his shoulders.

I shattered. It was a crashing, rolling orgasm that shook my entire body. I clung to him, sobbing his name, lost in the sheer physical release.

He didn't stop. He held me through the waves, his own breathing ragged, maintaining the rhythm until I began to settle. Only then did he let himself go. With a guttural groan, he buried his face in my neck and poured himself into me, shuddering with the force of his own release.

✽✽✽

We lay there for a long time, tangled in the sheets and each other's limbs, the silence of the room returning slowly. The air smelled of sex and sweat and musk.

I felt... emptied. Cleaned out. The guilt that usually sat heavy in my chest had been burned away, at least for tonight, by the heat of his touch.

Aditya rolled onto his back, staring up at the ceiling, one arm thrown over his eyes. He was breathing hard.

"Are you okay?" I whispered, tracing the line of his jaw.

He moved his arm and looked at me. His hair was messy, his eyes bright. He looked younger. Lighter.

"I'm better than okay," he said. A slow grin spread across his face—a genuine, boyish grin I hadn't seen in years.

He turned on his side, propping himself up on one elbow. "Can I tell you a secret?"

"What?"

He traced the curve of my shoulder. "Tonight... while we were doing it... I wasn't just me."

I held my breath, staring at him in the silence, waiting.

"I was imagining myself as him," he confessed, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "I was thinking... how would Girish touch you? How would he look at you? I channeled him, Aarti. I used his confidence. I borrowed his... swagger."

He laughed softly, shaking his head. "It's crazy. I should be jealous. I am jealous. But in that moment... imagining him made me feel powerful. It made me feel like I could conquer anything. Even you."

I stared at him, trying to process the layers of what he was saying. It was a complex, tangled knot of psychology—using the rival to perform, using the fantasy to fuel the reality. It was a new, dangerous logic taking root, though neither of us knew where it would lead.

"You didn't need to borrow anything," I said softly. "It was you, Aadi. It was all you."

"Maybe," he shrugged, still smiling. "But a little inspiration doesn't hurt."

He leaned down and kissed my nose, a tender, affectionate gesture that contrasted with the raw intensity of the last hour.

"You know," he murmured, pulling the duvet up over us. "I never thought I'd say this. And don't make me say it again."

"What?"

He chuckled, closing his eyes and pulling me against his chest.

[image: Aditya and Aarti cuddling closely in bed in a dark room, sharing a moment of reconnection after intimacy.]

"Maybe your affair added a little spice to our marriage after all, Mrs. Mehta."

I lay against him, listening to his heartbeat slow down to a steady rhythm. The darkness of the room felt protective now, not oppressive.

We were walking a strange, uncharted path. We were using the ruins of our old marriage to build something new—something darker, perhaps, but also stronger. Something that could withstand the truth.

As I drifted off to sleep, I realized that for the first time, Aditya wasn't just the husband I had betrayed. He was the partner who was willing to dance in the ashes with me.

And Girish... Girish was no longer just the secret lover. He was becoming something else. A ghost in the room. A catalyst.

An ignition.

✽✽✽


24. The Request to Return

The morning sun filtered through the sheer curtains, casting long, pale stripes across the bed. It was a lazy Sunday light, the kind that invited you to burrow deeper under the duvet and ignore the world for another hour.

I lay on my side, watching Aditya. He was already awake, lying on his back with his hands interlocked behind his head, staring at the ceiling. But unlike the brooding, heavy silences of the past two weeks, this silence felt... thoughtful. Calculated.

His chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm. The tension that had tightened his jaw for days—the angry clinch of betrayal—was gone, replaced by a strange calmness. It was as if the storm of the previous night, that frantic, reclaiming passion, had washed the debris away.

I moved closer, draping an arm across his chest. His skin was warm. "Good morning," I whispered.

He turned his head to look at me. His eyes were clear, devoid of the shadows that had haunted them since my confession. "Morning," he said, his voice rough with sleep but gentle.

He freed one hand to stroke my hair, his fingers tangling in the strands. "Did you sleep well?"

"Better than I have in a long time," I admitted. It was the truth. The physical exhaustion of our encounter had knocked me out, granting me a dreamless, heavy sleep.

"Me too," he murmured. He turned back to the ceiling, his thumb still tracing idle circles on my scalp. "I was thinking, Aarti."

My stomach gave a small, reflexive lurch. thinking had been a dangerous word lately. "About what?"

"About last night. About us."

I propped myself up on one elbow, studying his profile. "Me too," I said softly. "I had a good time last night, Aadi. I felt... very close to you. Closer than I have in years."

He turned to look at me, a faint smile touching his lips. He reached out and squeezed my hand, a silent acknowledgment of the connection we had rebuilt. But the serious glint in his eyes remained, and when he spoke, his voice cut through the lazy Sunday morning air with unexpected gravity.

"I don't think we should stop," he said.

I blinked, confused. "Stop what? Talking? Being... close?"

"No," he turned to face me fully, his expression serious but not unkind. "I meant you. And Girish."

The air left my lungs. I pulled my hand back as if burned, sitting up and pulling the sheet against my chest. "Aditya, what are you saying? I told you. It's over. I chose you. Last night was—"

"Last night was amazing," he interrupted, sitting up as well. "It was the best sex we've had in years. Maybe ever."

"Because we were connecting," I insisted, panic rising in my throat. "Because we were being honest."

"Partly," he agreed. "But also because of him."

He looked me in the eye, unflinching. "I wasn't joking, Aarti. When I said your affair added spice... I meant it. The energy between us changed. You’ve changed. You’re... more alive. More open. And knowing that you were with him, knowing that a man like him wanted you... it woke something up in me."

"That's just jealousy," I said, my voice shaking. "It’s a reaction. It will fade, Aadi. And then the hurt will come back."

"Maybe," he conceded. "But I’ve been lying here for an hour, thinking it through. Logic, not emotion."

He shifted, leaning his back against the headboard. It was his 'project manager' pose—analytical, practical, solving a problem.

"Look at the facts," he said. "Before this... before Girish... we were stagnating. We were roommates who raised a child together. We were efficient, but we weren't passionate. You were bored. I was complacent."

I looked down at my hands, unable to deny it.

"Then he came along," Aditya continued. "And suddenly, you're glowing. You're attentive. You're happy. And last night... you were wild. I haven't seen you like that since we were twenty-five."

"I can be like that with you," I argued weakly. "We can find that again. Just us."

"Can we?" He raised an eyebrow. "Can we really replicate that intensity in a vacuum? Or do we need the catalyst?"

"Aditya, he's a person, not a catalyst," I snapped, the defense automatic. "You can't just use people to fix your marriage."

"Why not?" he asked calmly. "If everyone benefits?"

I stared at him, stunned by his pragmatism. He sounded so... detached, yet so invested. This wasn't the traditional husband speaking. This was someone new.

"What are you proposing?" I whispered, afraid of the answer.

"I think you should keep seeing him," he said.

The words hung in the sunlit room, bizarre and impossible.

"You want me to have an affair?"

"Not an affair," he corrected. "An arrangement. An affair implies deception. I don't want you to lie to me ever again. I want you to go to him... with my blessing."

I shook my head, a nervous laugh escaping my lips. "This is crazy. You're testing me. You want to see if I'll agree so you can prove I still want him."

"I know you still want him," Aditya said softly. "I saw it in your eyes when you talked about him. You miss him, Aarti. You ended it for me, not for yourself."

Tears pricked my eyes. He saw too much. "That doesn't matter. I made a choice."

"And I'm unmaking it," he said firmly. "I'm telling you that you don't have to choose. Not entirely."

He reached out and took my hand, his grip firm. "Here's what I want. I want you to see him. Maybe once a month. Or once in two months. Keep it manageable. I don't want you disappearing every night. I still need my wife. Ishan still needs his mother."

"You want me to sleep with him?" I asked, my voice barely audible.

"Yes. If that's what makes you happy. If that's what brings that... fire back home to me."

"And you?" I searched his face. "What do you get out of this? Just... better sex?"

"Is that not enough?" he smiled, a little self-deprecatingly. "But no, it's not just that. It's... it's about him too. I respect the man, Aarti. I've seen how he operates. He's powerful. He's successful. And yet, he chose you. My wife. There's a validation in that. And frankly... there's a thrill in knowing that I'm sharing something with a man of his caliber."

I pulled my hand away, wrapping my arms around myself. It was too much to process. My husband, the conservative, predictable engineer, was suggesting a shared dynamic. The concept was clear, yet it felt impossible coming from his lips.

"What about him?" I asked. "Will he know that you know?"

Aditya’s expression tightened instantly. The openness vanished, replaced by a wall of pride.

"No," he said, his voice dropping to a harsh whisper. "He must never know."

"He won't know?" I repeated, trying to understand the rules he was protecting.

"This is non-negotiable, Aarti," he stated flatly. "As far as Girish is concerned, you are cheating on me. You are sneaking around. I am the ignorant husband."

"Why?" I asked, bewildered. "If you're okay with it, why not just tell him? It would make everything so much simpler. It would mean... no more lies."

"Because of my dignity," he said, tapping his chest with a clenched fist. "I have to work with him. I have to look him in the eye every day. I can handle him sleeping with my wife if I know I’m the one allowing it—if I’m the one pulling the strings. But I cannot handle him pitying me. I cannot handle him thinking I’m some weak, submissive husband who agreed to share because he couldn't satisfy his woman."

He leaned forward, his eyes intense. "He thinks he's stealing you. Let him think that. That's his power trip. My power trip is knowing that I'm letting him do it. That I'm the one who decides when you go and when you come back. Do you understand?"

It was a twisted, fragile logic. A way to reclaim control over a situation that had stripped him of it. He needed to feel like the puppet master, even if the strings were made of lies.

"Aditya..." I hesitated. "This is dangerous. If he finds out..."

"He won't," Aditya said confidentially, standing up. "Not if you play your part. You have to be the guilt-ridden lover. Can you do that?"

I bit my lip, looking at his determined face. The plan felt fragile, but his resolve was clear. "I... I can try. But are you really okay with this? The frequency... everything?"

"I'm sure," he nodded. "I want you to be happy, Aarti. And I want us to be... exciting. If this is the price, I'm willing to pay it."

He checked the wall clock. "I promised Ishan I'd take him to the park for cricket practice at ten. I should get ready."

He threw the covers off and stood up, stretching. He looked normal. Just a husband getting ready for a Sunday with his son. But the air in the room had shifted irrevocably. The boundaries of our marriage had been redrawn, expanded to include a third person, a silent partner.

At the door to the bathroom, he paused and looked back. "Text him," he said casually. "See if he's free this week."

Then he closed the door, and I heard the shower turn on.

✽✽✽

I sat there in the silence, my heart pounding a frantic rhythm against my ribs. I looked at the bedside table where my phone lay charging.

Girish.

I picked it up, the metal cool against my palm. I hadn't messaged him since the goodbye. I had deleted our chat history, a symbolic cleaning of the slate.

My fingers hovered over his name in my contacts.

Text him.

It was a command from my husband. A permission slip. It felt illicit and sanctioned all at once.

I opened a new chat window. My thumb tapped out the letters, hesitant at first, then gaining speed.

"Hi. Can we talk?"

I stared at the drafted text. No. That sounded too ominous. Too much like another breakup. I backspaced it.

"Are you in town this week?"

I shook my head. Too casual. Deleted.

I took a breath, channeling the woman Aditya had seen last night—the woman who wanted, who took.

"I miss you."

Simple. True. But maybe too vulnerable. I couldn't send that either.

Finally, I settled on something in between. A testing of the waters.

Aarti: Thinking of you. Are you free to meet sometime this week?

I hesitated for a second, the old guilt flaring up one last time. I looked at the bathroom door. The steam was escaping from the cracks. Aditya was humming a tune inside.

I pressed send.

The little tick appeared. Then the second one.

Two blue ticks.

He was online.

Typing...

My breath hitched. The screen lit up with his reply almost instantly.

Girish: Always partial to you, Aarti. Tell me when.

I stared at the screen, a smile blooming on my face despite the fear. It was starting again. But this time, everything was different. This time, I wasn't running away from my marriage. I was running with it.

I typed back.

Aarti: Tuesday?

Girish: Tuesday is yours. The usual place?

Aarti: Yes.

I locked the phone and placed it face down on the duvet. My hands were trembling, but not with shame. With anticipation.

I got out of bed and walked to the window, pulling the curtains wide open. The sunlight flooded the room, bright and blinding.

The game had changed. The rules of engagement had been rewritten. And I was ready to play.

I walked to the bathroom door and knocked. "Aadi? Save some hot water for me."

"Coming out," he called back, his voice cheerful.

A moment later, the door opened. Steam billowed out, carrying the scent of his soap. Aditya stepped out, drying his hair with a towel, another one wrapped low around his waist. He looked refreshed, the tension of the conversation washed away.

"Well?" he asked, pausing as he saw me sitting on the bed. "Did you do it?"

"Tuesday," I said.

Aditya nodded, a sharp, satisfied jerk of his chin. "Good. Tuesday works."

[image: Aditya drying his hair with a towel after a shower, looking at Aarti who is sitting on the bed holding her phone.]




We were a team again. A strange, twisted, exposed team. But a team.

Aditya turned to get dressed, humming that tune again. I looked at my phone one last time, the secret weight of the future heavy and thrilling in my pocket. The game had changed, and this time, there were no shadows left to hide in.

✽✽✽


25. Reunion

March, 2012

The Sunday had passed in a strange, suspended animation. I moved through the house, played a board game with Ishan, cooked lunch, and folded laundry, but my mind was constantly jumping ahead to Tuesday. To the bungalow. To Girish.

And yet, beneath the anticipation, a knot of anxiety tightened with every passing hour.

By the time night fell and Ishan was asleep, the knot had become a physical ache in my chest. I sat at my dressing table, brushing my hair, watching Aditya in the mirror. He was already in bed, reading a business magazine. He looked calm. Settled.

He had given me permission. He had rewritten the script of our marriage. But the condition he had attached—the lie—felt like a stone in my shoe.

"Aditya?"

He looked up, marking his page with a finger. "Hmm?"

"I... I can't do it."

He frowned, lowering the magazine. "Can't do what? You already texted him. It's set for Tuesday."

I turned on the stool to face him, the hairbrush resting in my lap. "I can't lie to him, Aadi. I just can't."

Aditya sighed, setting the magazine on the nightstand. "Aarti, we discussed this. It’s not about lying. It’s about boundaries. My dignity."

"I know," I said, my voice pleading. "And I respect that. But think about it. The whole reason we’re in this mess—the reason I broke down and told you—was because the weight of the secrets was crushing me. I couldn't live a double life. And now... now you’re asking me to start a new double life. Just in reverse."

"It's different," he argued, sitting up. "You're not hiding anything from me. That's what matters."

"But I’m hiding you from him," I countered. "I’m going there, to be intimate with a man I care about, and I have to pretend that I’m betraying you. I have to pretend I’m a cheater. Again." I took a deep breath, steadying myself. "Girish isn’t just a random fling, Aadi. You know that. We have an emotional connection. If I lie to him about something this huge... it feels... dirty. It feels like I'm using him."

Aditya looked away, his jaw working. "And if he knows? Then what? He looks at me in the office and thinks, 'Ah, there's the husband who lets me sleep with his wife'? You want that?"

"He won't think that," I said firmly. "You said it yourself this morning—he respects you. He respects us. If he knows that you made this choice... that you are secure enough, strong enough to allow this... don't you think that commands even more respect?"

Aditya remained silent, staring at the duvet cover.

"Think about it," I pressed, moving from the stool to sit on the edge of the bed near him. "If he thinks I'm cheating, he thinks you're a fool who doesn't know what's happening in his own house. But if he knows the truth? Then he knows you are the one in control. You are the one holding the cards."

I reached out and touched his knee. "And I trust him, Aadi. He has kept our secret for months. He never forced me to leave you. He never spoke ill of you. Even when I broke up with him, he accepted it with grace. If he wanted to hurt us, he could have done it a dozen times over. He won't mock you. I swear it."

Aditya looked at my hand on his knee, then up into my eyes. I saw the conflict warring behind his gaze—the ingrained male pride fighting against the logic I was presenting.

"He has to promise," Aditya said quietly, after a long silence.

"What?"

"If I agree to this... if I let you tell him..." His voice hardened, becoming the voice of the man who managed million-dollar projects. "He has to promise absolute silence. No one else knows. Not his friends, not a soul. This stays between the three of us. The moment I feel like I'm being laughed at... it's over. Instantly."

Relief washed over me, so potent it nearly made me dizzy. "He will. I know he will."

"And," Aditya added, a strange glint entering his eye. "I want to know what he says. Exactly what he says when you tell him."

I nodded, squeezing his knee. "I'll tell you everything."

Aditya leaned back against the headboard, a slow, resigned exhale escaping his lips. "Okay. Tell him. Let's see if your Girish is as honorable as you think."

✽✽✽

Tuesday arrived with a humid, overcast sky. The air hung heavy over Bangalore, charged with the threat of rain.

I drove the short distance to Girish’s bungalow in Koramangala with a heart that felt like a trapped bird. Since we lived in the same neighborhood, the route was painfully familiar—the leafy bylanes of the 4th Block felt surreal. Just three days ago, I thought I would never drive down this road again.

When I pulled up to the heavy iron gates of Girish's bungalow, he was already there, waiting. He opened the gate himself, not waiting for the watchman.

I parked the car and stepped out.

He stood by the porch, dressed in a simple grey t-shirt and dark jeans. He looked tired, I thought. There were lines around his eyes that seemed deeper than I remembered.

"Aarti," he said. Just my name.

"Hi," I whispered.

We stood there for a moment, the gravel crunching under my shifting feet. The air between us was thick with things unsaid—the breakup, the silence, the sudden text.

Then he moved.

He walked towards me slowly, his gaze never leaving mine. There was no rush, just a deliberate, gravitational pull. When he reached me, he simply opened his arms and wrapped them around me, pulling me into a firm, steady embrace that felt like coming home.

I buried my face in his neck, inhaling the scent of him—musk, expensive cologne, and rain. A sob escaped my throat, involuntary and raw. "I missed you," I muffled against his skin.

"I thought I lost you," he murmured into my hair, his grip tightening. "God, Aarti. I thought that was it."

He loosened his hold slightly but didn't let go, his hands moving up to cup my face, his thumbs brushing away the moisture that had gathered in my eyes. He looked at me with such intense, hungry adoration that my knees went weak.

[image: Girish and Aarti embracing tightly in a driveway under an overcast sky, reuniting after a period of separation.]

"Come inside," he said roughly. "Before I kiss you right here in the driveway."

The walk to the living room was a blur. I barely registered the familiar decor, the large paintings, the silence of the house. As soon as the front door clicked shut, his mouth was on mine.

It wasn't gentle. It was a reclaiming. A desperate, starving kiss that tasted of longing. My bag dropped to the floor with a thud. My arms went around his neck, pulling him closer, needing to feel the solidity of him against me.

We stumbled onto the large, plush sofa in the living room. His hands were everywhere—in my hair, on my waist. In a fluid motion, he pulled his t-shirt over his head, tossing it aside, and reached for the hem of my top.

I gently caught his hands. I wanted him—God, I did—but I couldn't let this go further until I told him everything.

"Girish, wait," I whispered.

He stopped immediately, searching my face. "Too fast?"

"I... I'm a little cold," I murmured, shivering slightly. "The AC..."

"Sorry." He reached for a light blanket from the back of the sofa and covered us, pulling me into his arms instead of pressing further.

I rested my head on his bare chest, listening to the slow, steady thud of his heart.

He traced the line of my spine with a lazy finger. "I was surprised to get your text," he said softly. "Pleasantly surprised. But surprised."

"I broke my own rule," I murmured, tracing a circle on his chest.

"I'm glad you did." He kissed the top of my head. "I honestly didn't think you would. I had convinced myself that I'd never hold you like this again."

"I thought so too," I whispered. I pulled back slightly, needing to see his face. "But everything has changed."

I pushed myself up, wrapping the blanket tighter around me, and looked at him.

"Girish, I have to tell you something. Something important."

He sensed the shift in my mood immediately. He sat up, his expression serious. "What is it? Is everything okay? Is it Aditya?"

"Yes," I said. "It's about Aditya."

He waited, his eyes guarded.

"He knows," I said.

The silence that followed was absolute. I saw the color drain slightly from Girish's face. He didn't move, didn't blink.

"He knows... about us?" he asked, his voice very low.

"Yes. I told him. That day... when I broke up with you. I went home and told him everything."

Girish let out a long breath, running a hand through his hair. He looked away, staring at the floor, processing. I could see the wheels turning—the implications, the danger, the career consequences.

"Then why are you here?" He looked back at me, his eyes narrowing slightly. "To say goodbye?"

"No," I said, reaching for his hand. "I didn't come here to end it."

"Then what?"

"Aditya wants us to continue," I said clearly.

Girish stared at me. For the first time since I’d known him, he looked completely floored. "What?"

"He wants us to continue," I repeated. "He knows I’m here right now. He knows we are together. He... he didn't just give permission. He insisted."

Girish sat back, his eyes widening. "He insisted? But Why?"

I took a deep breath, trying to find the words to explain the madness of the last two days.

I told him everything. I told him about Aditya’s initial hurt, his processing, his logic, and his strange, twisted request. I told him about the condition of secrecy he had wanted, and how I had fought to tell the truth today.

"I couldn't lie to you, Girish," I said softly. "I told him that if I come back to you, it has to be with open eyes. He agreed. But he has one condition."

"Which is?"

"Total secrecy," I answered, meeting his gaze. "He wants us to be invisible. Not a soul can know—not even your closest friends. He told me he is ok with letting me be with you privately, but he can't live with the world knowing about it. His dignity is... fragile."

"Of course no one will know," Girish said smoothly, his voice dropping. "I am not a person who shares my private life with anyone. And you are my private life."

I hesitated, knowing Aditya needed more than just a casual assurance. "He needs to hear it, Girish. He needs to know he has your word."

"There is no need for this," Girish said, reaching out to pull me towards him. His hands settled on my hips, pulling me firmly into the cradle of his thighs. "Tell him my reputation is as important as his, and he has my word. And tell him..."

He leaned in, his lips grazing my ear. "Tell him not to expect any special favors at the office. This arrangement doesn't buy him a promotion. But if he wants you spiced up, I’ll make sure you’re glowing by the time you go back to him."

"I... I'll tell him," I whispered, blushing with shyness, my hands resting on his shoulders.

"Good." His grip tightened, possessive and hot. "This changes everything, Aarti. It clears the air. We don't have to feel guilty. Now I can simply focus on pleasuring you."

"That's what he said," I murmured.

"So," he whispered, brushing a stray hair from my face. "Since we have the afternoon... and a clear conscience... shall we go upstairs?"

I smiled, my heart feeling lighter than it had in months. "Yes."

We climbed the stairs slowly, his arm around my waist, pulling me into him with every step.

"You know," he murmured, his fingers dancing along my hip. "This feels different. No sneaking around. No looking at the clock."

"It feels... sanctioned," I teased.

He chuckled, the sound vibrating against my side. "Sanctioned. I like that. Did the husband give you a permission slip? Or perhaps a list of requested activities?"

"Girish!" I slapped his chest lightly, though I felt my face heat up. "He just wants... he wants me to be happy. But I promised him I'd share the smallest details. So Aditya will know... whatever you do to me."

"Is that so?" Girish’s voice dropped an octave, a thrill lacing his tone. "Then I better make it memorable. let's give him plenty to visualize." he murmured, stopping on the landing to cup my face, his thumbs stroking my cheekbones.

"That sounds dangerous," I whispered, leaning into his touch, my pulse racing. "He might get jealous."

"Let him," Girish said, a possessive heat in his eyes as he backed me towards the bedroom door. "I want him to know that for these few hours, you don't belong to him. You belong to the pleasure I give you."

He pushed open the bedroom door, but before we stepped inside, my phone buzzed in my hand. One message from Aditya.

Aditya: Is everything okay?

I typed back quickly.

Aarti: Everything is perfect. He gave his word.

I put the phone away and took Girish's hand.

"Then don't keep me waiting," I whispered.

He smiled, pulling me into the room and closing the door behind us, shutting out the world.

✽✽✽

Later, the room was steeped in the golden quiet of the late afternoon. The storm—both outside and between us—had passed, leaving a heavy, sated silence in its wake.

I lay with my head on Girish's chest, my fingers idly tracing the damp hair on his sternum. He was running his hand up and down my arm, a rhythmic, soothing motion.

"Aarti," he said, his voice rumbling deep in his chest. It lacked the playful lilt from earlier; it was heavier now, tinged with reluctance.

"Hmm?" I murmured, too comfortable to open my eyes.

"There is something I have to tell you," he said softly. "And I hate that I have to say it now, when we've just found our rhythm again."

I lifted my head, propping my chin on his chest to look at him. His expression was serious. "What is it?"

"I have to fly to Dubai tomorrow morning," he said, brushing a strand of hair from my forehead. "The Middle East expansion... it's entering a critical phase. I'll be gone for a month."

"A month?" The disappointment was sharp, piercing through the afterglow. "But... we just started."

"I know," he sighed, his hand cupping my cheek. "Bad timing. But it's necessary. And when I get back... we will have all the time in the world. No secrets. No hiding."

He leaned up and kissed me, a soft, lingering promise. "We have today. And then, you have a month to make your husband miss you... and prepare him for when I return."

I managed a small smile, though my heart ached. "He's going to be very curious," I warned. "A month is a long time for him to wait for details."

"Then let him wait," Girish grinned, the mischief returning to his eyes. "Tell him the best things are worth waiting for."

I settled back onto his chest, listening to his heartbeat. A month of waiting. But this time, I wouldn't be waiting in secret. The reunion was complete. A new, uncharted chapter of our lives had just begun—with a goodbye, but also with a promise.

✽✽✽


26. The Handover

The wait had been excruciating. It had been nearly a month since that Tuesday meeting. Just as we unlocked this new chapter, Girish left for a critical business trip to Dubai.

For thirty days, we lived on text messages. Every night, I shared our conversations with Aditya. He read them avidly, even the intimate parts. He didn't just tolerate them; he seemed to enjoy these digital glimpses into our relationship. Outwardly, he remained calm, but I could feel the anticipation building in him with every day.

The breakthrough finally came on Wednesday night. I unlocked the secret calculator app while we lay in bed to check for updates.

I have a surprise for you, Girish had typed. I land on Friday morning. And I don't just want an evening, Aarti. I've missed you too much. I want you to spend the entire weekend with me. Friday to Sunday.

I felt a jolt of nervous heat. I angled the phone so Aditya could see. He didn't flinch. Instead, he leaned into the halo of the screen light, reading the words slowly.

"He wants the whole weekend," I whispered, pulling the phone back. "He says he has a surprise. But it's too much. I can't leave Ishan alone for two days."

Aditya stared at the ceiling for a moment, the shadows of the room playing on his face. "Ishan won't be alone," he said finally, his voice calm. "I'm here. I'll take care of him."

"But still," I hesitated. "Two nights... it feels like I'm abandoning you both."

Aditya turned to me, resting his hand on my arm. "Then compromise. Give him one night. Go on Friday evening and come back Saturday night." He squeezed my arm gently. "Actually, I want you to go. You’ve been miserable without him. Use the time. Enjoy it." He paused, his eyes glinting in the dim light. "And honestly? I'm looking forward to hearing about his surprise."

"Are you sure?" I asked, searching his face for any trace of resentment.

"I'm sure," he replied softly. "Go."

So, it was settled. A night with Girish, sanctioned by my husband.

✽✽✽

By Friday evening, the air in the bedroom was thick with anticipation. I was packing a weekend bag—clothes, toiletries, and the essentials. I had chosen a deep yellow kurta that Girish liked, pairing it with silver jhumkas. As I fastened the earring, watching the little silver bell tremble against my neck in the mirror, I felt a familiar cocktail of guilt and excitement.

We had already briefed Ishan and my in-laws with a plausible excuse: I was heading to Mysore for an overnight interview drive organized by my office. It was a sturdy lie, boring enough to avoid questions, yet significant enough to justify the bag and the overnight absence.

Aditya was sitting on the edge of the bed, watching me. He was already dressed in his casual home clothes, having returned from work surprisingly early.

"You have everything?" he asked, his eyes following the zipper of my bag.

"Yes," I said, my voice barely a whisper. "Just the basics."

"Good." He stood up, reaching for the car keys on the dresser. "I'm ready."

I paused, clutching the handle of my bag. "Ready? For what?"

"To drop you," he announced, walking over to stand behind me. He met my eyes in the mirror. He looked... eager. A little nervous, perhaps, but definitely eager. "I want to drive you there. I want to see you go to him."

"Aadi..."

"Please, Aarti," he said softy, his hands heavy and warm on my shoulders. "I want to see his house. I want to see..." He hesitated, licking his lips. "I want to see the moment you meet him."

I turned around to face him. "You want to watch?"

"Yes. Is that weird?" He gave a small, self-conscious laugh. "I know we didn't discuss this, but I keep imagining it. You walking up to his gate. Him waiting for you. I want to see it for real."

His honesty was disarming. It wasn't about control, I realized. It was about participation. He wanted to be part of the narrative, even if he was just the spectator.

"Okay," I said slowly. "If you really want to."

"I do." He squeezed my shoulders. "And... I have one request."

"What?"

"I'll drive the car inside his compound to drop you. And when you meet him... don't just walk inside." He dropped his voice, his cheeks flushing slightly. "Kiss him. Before going in his house."

My breath hitched. "Aditya! In the driveway?"

"The walls are high. No one from the street will see," he urged. "Just a quick one. I want to see my wife kissing her lover. Please."

The taboo of it sent a shiver down my spine. My husband was asking me to perform for him. "Okay," I whispered, feeling the heat rise in my cheeks. "I'll try."

We took the Creta. The drive to Girish's bungalow was short—barely five minutes—but the air inside the car was charged with a strange, nervous energy. Aditya was driving carefully, unlike his usual aggressive style. He kept glancing at me, then back at the road, a small, anxious smile playing on his lips.

"Is the gate usually open?" he asked as we turned onto the familiar street.

"The watchman opens it," I said.

Aditya shot me a sharp look. "A watchman? Then he'll see us."

"He stays at the gate," I reassured him. "He won't be in the driveway."

I leaned closer, a nervous smile touching my lips. "Besides, he is used to seeing me. He knows 'Madam' is a regular visitor. He just doesn't know 'Madam' has a husband."

Aditya gave a small, naughty smile, his eyes glinting with a secret amusement.

We approached the bungalow. The high stone walls shielded the house from view, but as we neared, I saw the heavy iron gates were slightly ajar. Girish was waiting just inside, standing on the gravel driveway, leaning against a pillar of the porch. He was wearing a fitted black henley, the top buttons undone to reveal a hint of chest, and soft grey lounge pants.

Aditya slowed the car as we reached the entrance. The watchman stepped out of his cabin, frowning at the unfamiliar white SUV. I leaned forward and rolled down the window. As soon as he saw me, his expression cleared into recognition.

He hurried to push the massive iron gate open, saluting as we drove past. Aditya waited until the path was clear, then rolled the car smoothly into the compound.

The unfamiliar white SUV rolling into his private sanctuary surprised Girish. He straightened up, shading his eyes against the late afternoon sun. He was expecting the familiar low profile of my hatchback, but this was a large, imposing vehicle parked squarely in his driveway.

"We're here," Aditya whispered, putting the car in neutral but keeping the engine running. Girish stood just a few feet away, clearly visible through the windshield.

"That's him," Aditya breathed, staring through the windshield. "He looks... impressive."

"He's just Girish," I said softly, reaching for the door handle.

He reached out and touched my cheek. "Go. Don't keep him waiting. And remember..."

I nodded, my heart pounding a frantic rhythm against my ribs. I opened the door and stepped out onto the gravel.

The air inside the compound was still and fragrant, smelling of the damp earth from the garden. The high walls cut off the noise of the city, creating a private theatre.

Girish looked at me, then past me to the man behind the wheel. He didn't look angry at the intrusion. He looked curious, assessing.

"Aditya?" he asked, his voice low.

"Yes," I whispered, walking up to him. "He wanted to drop me. He wanted to drive me... all the way in."

Girish glanced at the car. The windshield reflected the porch lights, but he could see the silhouette of my husband watching us.

"He's watching," Girish stated. It wasn't a question.

"He asked to," I admitted, standing close enough to smell his cologne. "He wants to see us. He... he asked for a kiss."

Girish’s eyebrows rose. "Here? Now?"

"Safety of the walls," I murmured, repeating Aditya's logic. "He said no one else can see."

Girish looked at the white car, then back at me. A slow, knowing smile spread across his face. He understood. It wasn't about safety; it was about the frame. Aditya had framed us perfectly in his field of view.

"Well," Girish said, his voice dropping to a husky rumble. "We shouldn't disappoint the audience, should we?"

He didn't rush. He moved with deliberate, theatrical slowness. He reached out and took my hands, pulling me closer until our bodies were touching. He turned me slightly, ensuring the angle was perfect for the spectator in the car.

"Ready?" he whispered.

"Yes," I breathed.

He cupped my face, his thumbs tracing my cheekbones, and then he lowered his head.

The kiss was soft and deep. He claimed my mouth with a familiarity that made my knees weak. My hands went to his shoulders, gripping the soft fabric of his shirt, and for a fleeting moment, the world narrowed down to his touch. But then the awareness of the car behind me spiked through my nerves. I was being watched. My husband was ten feet away, gripping the steering wheel, watching another man take his wife.

[image: Girish kissing Aarti in a driveway while Aditya watches them from the driver's seat of a nearby car.]

Then he pulled back, leaving my lips tingling. He kept his arm around my waist, keeping me close.

"Do you think he liked that?" Girish murmured against my hair.

I looked back at the SUV. The car sat motionless for a second. Then, I saw Aditya lift a hand from the steering wheel—a slow, deliberate wave of acknowledgment.

"I think he did," I whispered, a nervous giggle bubbling up.

Girish laughed softy. "Go inside, Aarti. I'll close the gate after he leaves."

He gave my waist a final squeeze and released me. I walked towards the porch steps, my legs trembling.

Behind me, I heard the sound of the car shifting into reverse. Aditya backed the car out slowly, respectful of the property, respectful of the scene he had just witnessed.

As I reached the door, I turned back. The white Creta was gone. The heavy iron gates stood open, framing the empty street.

"He's gone," Girish said, walking up to join me.

"He's changed," I said, still staring at the gate. "He's not just accepting it, Girish. He's... feeding on it."

"It's a powerful drug," Girish agreed, opening the door for me. "Watching the thing you love being desired by someone else. Now come inside. Enough theater for one night."

We stepped into the cool interior of the bungalow, the heavy door clicking shut behind us.

"He's a brave man," Girish said, shaking his head. "And a little twisted. I like him."

"He respects you," I said, resting my forehead against his chin. "He was so worried about overstepping. He just... he wants to be part of it, in his own way."

"Well," Girish ran his hands down my back. "He certainly made an entrance. Hand-delivered. It adds a certain... flavor to the evening, doesn't it?"

"It does," I admitted, my skin prickling with the residual adrenaline.

"The thought of Aditya sitting there, imagining what we're doing now... does it turn you on, Aarti?"

I looked into his eyes and told the truth. "Yes."

"Good." Girish kissed me again, harder this time. "Then let's give him plenty to imagine."

As he led me towards the stairs, I thought of Aditya driving home alone, the image of our kiss burned into his retina. The handover was complete. The boundaries had blurred.

✽✽✽


27. The Limit

It had rained the entire next day. The downpour finally broke just as I saw the headlights of the Creta sweep across the dark driveway. It was 9:30 PM.

Girish walked me to the porch, holding a large black umbrella over us. The air was cool, smelling of wet earth and rain. We didn't say much; we had said everything in the last twenty-four hours. He simply squeezed my shoulder, his fingers lingering for a moment on the fabric of my kurti, before he opened the blurred passenger door.

"Take care," he murmured.

"I'll message you," I whispered back.

I slid into the passenger seat, the sudden dry warmth of the car wrapping around me. Before the door clicked shut, Aditya leaned forward slightly, looking past me. Girish looked back. For a brief moment, the two men nodded at each other—a silent, heavy understanding. Then I pulled the door shut, blocking out the sound of the rain and Girish.

Aditya turned his gaze back to the windshield, his hands gripping the steering wheel at ten and two. He didn't look at me immediately. The engine hummed—a low, steady vibration that seemed to match the thrumming of my own pulse.

"Hi," I said softly, buckling my seatbelt.

He turned then. His eyes searched my face, scanning for... what? Guilt? Satisfaction? Change?

"Hi," he replied. His voice was calm, but there was a tightness in his jaw. "Ready?"

"Yes."

He shifted gear, and we rolled out of the compound. I glanced back once. Girish was still standing on the porch, a dark silhouette against the warm yellow light of his home, watching us leave. Then we turned the corner, and he was gone.

The drive back to our apartment was wrapped in a thick, heavy silence. It wasn't angry, but it was charged. The windshield wipers slapped back and forth—swish, thud, swish, thud—counting down the seconds. I watched the rain-streaked city pass by: the blurred neon signs of Koramangala, the late-night traffic, the couples huddled under umbrellas. Normal life.

My mind, however, was still back in that bungalow. I could still feel the phantom weight of the heavy jewelry against my skin, the scent of vetiver and musk that clung to Girish's sheets. Sitting here in the passenger seat, dressed in my normal cotton kurti, I felt like an impostor. A spy returning from a foreign land where I was a queen, trying to blend back into the peasantry.




"Did you... have dinner?" Aditya asked, breaking the silence as we stopped at a red light.

"Yes," I lied lightly. I hadn't eaten much since lunch; my stomach had been too full of butterflies and adrenaline. "Did you and Ishan eat?"

"Yeah. Ordered pizza. Ishan was happy."

"Good."

"Did you... manage to sleep?" he asked, his knuckles white on the gear stick.

"A little," I said.

That was it. Small talk. The safety net of the mundane. He clearly wanted to ask more, I could see the questions burning in his eyes, but he held back. Perhaps he was afraid of the answers. Or perhaps he was saving them, hoarding the anticipation for when we were behind closed doors.

✽✽✽

When we reached our apartment complex, the routine took over. We parked, took the elevator up, and unlocked our front door. The familiarity of home hit me—the smell of the incense my mother-in-law lit in the evenings, the pile of shoes by the door, the hum of the refrigerator.

My mother-in-law looked up from the TV as we entered. "You're back? How was the interview drive?"

"It was good, Ma," I said, slipping off my sandals. "Exhausting. But good." The lie rolled off my tongue with practiced ease. It scared me a little, how easy it was to bridge these two worlds with a smile.

"Go freshen up, I kept some dal for you," she offered.

"I ate comfortably, Ma. I'll just change and check on Ishan."

I went to Ishan’s room. He was fast asleep, one leg kicked out of his blanket, his mouth slightly open. I stood there for a long moment, watching him breathe. The innocence of his sleep felt like a balm on my frayed nerves. I bent down and kissed his forehead, smoothing back his hair. I am still here, I told him silently. I am still your mother. Nothing has changed.

But everything had changed. I was different. My skin felt different.

I went to our bedroom. Aditya was already there, changing into his night clothes. He had his back to me, unbuttoning his shirt.

I closed the door and locked it. The click of the latch sounded incredibly loud in the quiet room.

I grabbed my nightdress and went into the bathroom. I stood under the shower for a long time, letting the hot water wash away the residue of the day. I scrubbed myself pink, trying to wash away not the sin, but the overwhelming sensory overload of the last twenty-four hours.

✽✽✽

When I came out, drying my hair with a towel, the room was dim. Aditya had turned off the main lights and left only the bedside lamp on. He was sitting up in bed, resting against the headboard, waiting. His hands were folded in his lap, but his eyes were locked on me the moment I stepped out.

I walked over to the dressing table, applying my night cream, stalling. I could feel his gaze on my back—heavy, expectant.

"So," he said. one word. Loaded.

I turned on the stool to face him. "So?"

"The message," he said, his voice dropping a little. "On Wednesday, he mentioned a surprise. 'I have a surprise for you,' he wrote."

I felt a flush rise up my neck. "He did."

"What did he give you?" Aditya asked. He shifted slightly, leaning forward.

I looked at my husband. I saw the curiosity burning in him, battling with his pride. He didn't just want to know; he needed to know. He was feeding on the image of me with another man, just as Girish had predicted.

"He followed through," I whispered.

I walked to the bed and sat on the edge, keeping a little distance between us. "Do you really want to hear the details, Aadi? It’s... intense."

"I want everything," he said, his voice rough. "Start from the beginning. After I left you there yesterday."

I took a deep breath, meeting his gaze. "When your car disappeared, the tension just... dissolved. He didn't pounce on me. He just took my hand and led me inside."

"Just like that?"

"Yes. We had dinner. We drank wine. We actually talked about you."

Aditya looked surprised. "Why?"

"He thinks you're strong, Aadi. To drive me there... he said it takes a specific kind of madness, or courage. He respects it. He told me he intended to honor that trust."

I saw Aditya's shoulders relax slightly, his pride soothed.

"After dinner, he took me upstairs," I continued softly. "He could feel I was trembling. He just held my hand, rubbed my knuckles until I stopped shaking. He told me to leave the nerves downstairs."

"He was... gentle?"

"Very. Then he showed me the surprise. It was in the dressing room. A large box wrapped in silk."

"What was inside?" Aditya asked, his eyes locked on mine.

"A drape... like an ancient Dhoti," I corrected. "It was a length of pristine white, heavy raw silk, styled like the Apsaras in our old stories. And the jewelry... it looked ancient. Heavy gold waist belt, armlets, a maang tikka."

"He bought you clothes?"

"He told me he found it at the Royal Fables exhibition," I explained. "He also bought a book from there along with the clothes. He told me a story from it and asked me to dress like the lady in that story. He told me he didn't want the corporate Aarti or the wife. He wanted a woman from a time before shame."

Aditya swallowed hard. "Okay. Go on. The dress."

"He left me in the dressing room with the box. He kissed my forehead and whispered, 'Get ready for me.' I spent forty minutes in there, Aadi. It was... transforming."


"It took time," I whispered, watching his eyes dilate. "The jewelry was heavy. Cold. I put on the necklace first... I could feel the weight of it against my skin."

"And the saree?" Aditya asked, his voice low.

"It wasn't exactly a saree... not like the ones I wear now," I whispered. "The silk was raw, thick. I had to drape it the ancient way—pleating it low, letting it hug my hips." I paused, my own breath hitching at the memory. "I didn't wear a bra, Aadi. I wrapped a breast-band tight, just like they did in the old days. It felt... confining, but in a good way. Like armor."

Aditya moistened his lips. "What else?"

"The kamarbandh," I said, gesturing to my waist. "I cinched it tight. The metal pressed into my flesh. And then the maang tikka... the cool touch of gold on my forehead, the pendant resting heavy between my brows."

"You... you looked different?"

"I didn't recognize myself," I admitted. "When I looked in the mirror, I looked ancient. Earthy. My hair was loose, wild around my shoulders. The white silk glowed against my skin, the gold gleaming in the dim light. I felt powerful."

"Did he like it?" Aditya asked, his voice barely audible.

"I walked out to show him," I said. "But I was terrified, Aadi. I held the doorframe for a solid minute before stepping out. I’ve never worn anything like that... the primitive drape felt so different, so exposed. I felt shy, almost like a bride."

"But you did it," Aditya whispered.

"I did. Girish had dimmed the lights in the bedroom to a warm, golden glow. He was sitting on the edge of the bed, wearing just his lounge pants. When I stepped into the doorway, he stood up."

"He didn't speak," I said, my voice soft. "He just stared at me. I saw pure awe on his face, Aadi. Not plain lust—but reverence. He walked towards me slowly, his eyes drinking in the sight. He stopped inches away, looking at me as if I were a delicate statue he was afraid to touch."

"I would have loved to see you in that look," Aditya murmured, his voice heavy with regret. He looked at me, his eyes softening with a dark, complicated pride. "You are lucky, Aarti. And maybe... maybe I am too. Seeing a man like him fall at your feet... it just proves what a treasure I have at home."

He paused, clearing his throat. "What did he say?"

"He told me I was magnificent. He led me to the large mirror that covered the entire wall, standing close behind me. He started whispering naughty things—compliments that made me laugh and blush."

"Like what?" Aditya breathed, leaning closer, his eyes dark.

"He whispered that I was driving him crazy. He told me I was 'killing him' with this look."

"Did you enjoy that?" Aditya interrupted, his voice thick.

"I... I loved the attention," I confessed, my voice dropping. "He buried his face in my neck, inhaling me like an addiction. He was kissing me, biting me... treating me like he was starving for a taste. He made me feel completely irresistible." I took a breath. "But then, he suddenly pulled back."

"Why did he stop?" Aditya asked, his voice low.

"He told me that maybe before he messed me up, I should take a picture for you."

"For me?" Aditya asked, his voice tight.

"Yes." I paused, playing with the edge of the duvet. "I refused at first, though. I was terrified."

"Why?"

"I thought you would be jealous," I admitted, meeting his eyes. "The clothes... they reveal so much. I thought if you saw me like that, posing for him, you might hate it. That it would be too much."




"I am jealous," Aditya admitted, his voice low. "But... somehow this gives me a different kind of excitement, Aarti."

"Aadi, I know you like imagining me with him, but I was scared this crossed a line. " I whispered.

Aditya swallowed hard. "Did he... did he take the photo?"

"Yes, Girish convinced me that you need more than just stories, Aadi. He said you need to see it. He wanted me to give you the photo as a little aid... something to help you when you're alone." I whispered, my face burning.

Aditya hesitated, then nodded vigorously. "Show me."

[image: Aditya looking at a smartphone screen displaying an artistic photo of Aarti dressed in traditional silk and gold jewelry.]

I reached for my phone on the bedside table, scrolled to the gallery, and handed it to him.

I passed the phone to him. Aditya stared at the screen, his eyes going wide.

"He... he took this?" Aditya’s voice was barely a whisper.

"Yes."

He traced the image on the screen—the white silk draped low over my hips, the heavy gold jewelry shining, my expression serious and royal. "You look... untouchable. Like a queen."

"It was just a roleplay, Aadi," I said softly, sensing the shift in his mood.

He handed the phone back, his hand trembling slightly. He didn't ask for the next detail. He didn't reach for me. He just sat there, staring at the duvet, the silence stretching thin between us.

"He sat behind me on the bed, Aadi, his chest warm against my back," I whispered, the memory vivid. "All the while, he kept whispering ancient stories from the Kamasutra into my ear—tales of royal lovers and their secret pleasures."

I noticed the tensed expression on Aditya's face, his jaw tight as he listened, but I pushed on. "I never thought such stories could arouse me, but his words... they aroused me deeply. He unwrapped the silk slowly, layer by layer, until only the heavy gold remained against my skin."

I saw Aditya’s knuckles turn white as he gripped the duvet, his chest struggling to draw air as if the image was physically crushing him. He looked torn between covering his ears and demanding more.

"You know Aadi! He kept the jewelry on," I whispered, thinking he wanted to know. "All night. The anklets... they chimed every time we moved."




[image: Intimate scene of Girish and Aarti in bed, with Aarti wearing traditional gold jewelry including anklets and armlets.]




Aditya flinched. The detail seemed to hit him like a physical blow. He squeezed his eyes shut.

"Don't," he choked out.

"Aadi?" I reached for his hand, but he pulled it back—not in anger, but in a sudden, sharp retreat.

"I can't," he said, his voice cracking. "I can't hear anymore tonight, Aarti."

"Aadi, I'm sorry. I thought—"

"No," he shook his head, looking at me with raw, unguarded pain. "It's not you. It's... the image. You, in gold. Him worshipping you. The anklets ringing." He let out a shaky breath. "I’m sitting here in my pajamas, in our ordinary bedroom, trying to get turned on by the fact that my wife was a goddess for another man yesterday. And suddenly... I just feel small."

"Aditya..." My heart broke for him. I moved closer, wrapping my arms around his stiff shoulders.

"I can't do it tonight," he whispered into my hair, his arms finally coming around me, holding on tight like a drowning man. "I can't compete with that ghost. Only tonight... just let me hold you. Just be Aarti. Not the Apsara. Just my wife."

"I am yours," I promised, kissing his temple. "Always yours."

We lay down in the dark, the unbridged gap of the "Debrief" hovering between us. There was no release, no frantic reclaiming sex to wash away the jealousy. There was just the heavy, quiet weight of the truth, and the realization that some fantasies are heavy enough to crush the reality that tries to carry them.

I stared at the ceiling, my mind swirling with confusion. This wasn't how it was supposed to go. Usually, the details acted like gasoline, turning his jealousy into a dark, possessive hunger. Why was tonight different? Was it the *visual* proof? The sheer intimacy of the anklets? Or had the fantasy finally become too large, too real for him to stomach? I had thought I was feeding his desire, but for the first time, I felt like I had simply hurt him. The deviation from our twisted script terrified me.


And in the darkness, with my husband’s grip tight and desperate around my waist, I finally slept, the phantom sound of chiming anklets still echoing in my dreams—a reminder that the door we had opened could not be easily closed.

✽✽✽


28. The Morning Check-In




Sunday floated by in a quiet, heavy haze. We moved around the house softy, sharing simple meals and avoiding the sharp edges of reality. The emotional exhaustion from the weekend wrapped us in a fragile, silent cocoon.

We only touched upon the topic once. "Aditya, are you okay?" I had asked him over lunch, my voice tentative. "About last night?"

He looked up, his expression unreadable—not angry, but not quite present either. "I'm fine, Aarti," he said, his voice level. "It was intense, but I'm fine. Don't worry."

He sounded calm, but it was a detached kind of calm that didn't reach his eyes. I wanted to believe him, but the knot in my stomach remained tight. I wasn't sure if this was acceptance or just the calm before a storm.

But Monday morning ripped that cocoon open entirely. The sun felt too bright, too exposing.

I woke up alone. Aditya had already left for the office; the other side of the bed was cool, the sheets smoothed out.

I sat up, pushing my hair back, and checked the time. 10:15 AM.

Panic, cold and sharp, instantly replaced the lingering warmth of sleep.

They were together. Right now.

Aditya was at the office. Girish was at the office. They were in the same building, breathing the same air, walking the same corridors. The two men who had shared my body—one in reality, one in a feverish, narrated fantasy—were now facing each other in the harsh, fluorescent light of a corporate Monday.

I got out of bed, my legs feeling heavy, and walked to the window. The streets of Koramangala were busy with the usual traffic, oblivious to the storm brewing in my chest.

What are they saying to each other?

Did Aditya look him in the eye? Did Girish smile that knowing, confident smile? Or was there tension? Silence? A simmering anger that hadn't shown itself in the dark of our bedroom but might explode in the daylight?

I imagined Aditya walking past Girish’s cabin. I imagined Girish looking up from a file, his eyes meeting my husband’s. The thought made me feel sick. Last night, in the safety of our bedroom, Aditya had been overwhelmed. But daylight makes everything feel scarier. It sharpens insecurities, turning a moment of weakness into a weapon.





I spent the day in a haze. I was working from home, hoping the distance from the office would calm my nerves, but the silence of the house only made it worse. 

I sat at the dining table with my laptop open, staring at unread emails while mechanically going through the motions of household chores—instructing the maid, folding the laundry, checking Ishan’s school diary. 

My body was here, but my mind was stuck in that office building. I checked my phone every ten minutes. No messages.

No angry texts from Aditya. No reassuring ping from Girish. The silence was deafening.

✽✽✽

By the time the clock struck 7:00 PM, I was pacing the living room. When the lock finally turned, I froze.

Aditya walked in. He looked... calm.

He placed his laptop bag on the sofa, running a hand through his hair, and looked at me. There was no rage in his eyes. There was no shame. Instead, there was a strange, light energy about him—something I hadn't seen in years.

"You're home," I breathed, searching his face.

"I am," he smiled. A genuine smile.

"How... how was it?" I asked, unable to mask the tremor in my voice. "The office. Girish."

He walked over to the dining table and poured himself a glass of water. He took a long gulp before turning to face me.

"He called me," Aditya said quietly.

My heart hammered against my ribs. "He called you? Where?"

"Into his cabin. Around 11 AM. He asked his secretary to hold all calls."

I sank onto the dining chair, my legs suddenly weak. "Oh god. What did he say? Was he... was it awkward?"

Aditya pulled a chair opposite me and sat down, leaning forward, his elbows on his knees. His expression was intense, engaged.

"I thought it would be," he admitted. "When I got the message to come to his cabin, I was sweating, Aarti. I thought, this is it. This is where the reality check happens."

He paused, looking at his hands for a moment before meeting my gaze.

"But when I walked in... he wasn't sitting behind his desk. He was standing by the window. He turned around, and he didn't look like a boss. He looked like... I don't know, a friend? An equal?"

"What did he say?" I whispered.

"He didn't beat around the bush," Aditya recounted. "He just looked at me and asked, very simply, 'Are you okay, Aditya? You seemed quiet.'"

I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding.

[image: Girish shaking hands with Aditya in an office setting, checking in on him with genuine concern.]

"He wasn't asking about work," Aditya continued, his voice steady. "He was asking about us. About me. I told him the truth. I told him I was fine now, but last night... I was overwhelmed. That the reality of it hit me harder than I expected, and I felt angry. Small."

"You told him that?" I whispered, mortified.

"I did," Aditya nodded. "And he didn't judge me. He just listened. He told me it’s normal to feel this way. But talking to him... it cleared my head. I realized I was just overthinking it."

He reached across the table and took my hand. His clasp was firm, reassuring.

"I realized that he handles you so... differently," Aditya said softly, searching for the right words. "The way he speaks about you, the way he ensured you were comfortable... there's a confidence there. Even when he's pushing boundaries, he's somehow looking out for you."

"He does," I admitted, "He really does."

"I honestly felt strangely comfortable with him," Aditya said, looking at me with a thoughtful expression. "He didn't make it weird. And sitting there, I realized... if he can make me feel this at ease in such a crazy situation, I can only imagine how safe he makes you feel."

Aditya squeezed my hand. "He told me, 'If at any point, you feel bad, or if it gets too much, you can tell me directly. We stop the moment you say stop. Your marriage is the priority here, Aditya, not my pleasure.'"

"He respects you, Aadi," I whispered.

"I felt it," Aditya nodded vigorously. "I really felt it. And then... he mentioned the photo."

My head snapped up. "He did?"

"Yeah. He smiled and said, 'I actually thought about asking Aarti to send you the picture I took yesterday. She looked stunning. But I wasn't sure how you would handle it.'"

"Oh my god," I covered my face with my free hand.

"I told him I saw it," Aditya grinned, a boyish, conspiratorial look in his eyes. "I told him you showed me last night. And you know what he said?"

"What?"

"He laughed. He said, 'Good. It was meant for you anyway. She was posing for her husband, I just held the camera.'"

Aditya leaned back, looking satisfied. "It felt... normal, Aarti. We were two men talking about a woman we both admire. It didn't feel dirty. It felt... evolved."

I sat there, absorbing his words. The knot of anxiety in my chest was unraveling, replaced by a strange, buoyant relief. They had crossed the bridge. They hadn't just tolerated each other; they had bonded.

"There's one more thing," Aditya said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out his phone.

"What?"

"He suggested something. He told me, 'I know you like reading our messages. It must be hard being on the outside, wondering what’s happening.' So he offered to create a group."

"A group?"

"A WhatsApp group," Aditya explained, unlocking his screen. "For the three of us. He said, 'Why should you be a spectator? If we are doing this, let's do it together.'"

He tapped on his screen, scrolling for a moment before looking up. "I'm adding you now."

My phone pinged on the table. A loud, customized notification tone that made me jump.

I picked it up.




You have been added to a group: "The Circle"




I opened WhatsApp. The group icon was a simple, abstract image of three intersecting rings.

There were two members already: Girish and Aditya.

The chat log was empty, save for the cryptic system message: You were added.

And then, typing appeared.




Girish: Official now. No more hiding.




I looked up at Aditya. He was reading the same message, a smile playing on his lips. He wasn't threatened. He wasn't angry. He looked... involved. He started typing a reply.

My phone pinged again.




Aditya: I am just an audience here. Carry on.




I stared at the screen, my heart beating a new rhythm. It was a rhythm of acceptance, of a strange new family forming around a secret that would have destroyed anyone else.

I looked at Aditya, then back at the phone. My fingers hovered over the keyboard. This was it. The wall between my two worlds had officially crumbled.




Me: I don't know what to say. You two are impossible.

Girish: We try.

Me: I don't think I can chat here. It feels too awkward.

Girish: Suddenly shy? That's cute. But we both know you love the attention.

Aditya: She's just pretending. She loves being the center of it all.




I put the phone down, laughing—a relieved, hysterical little sound. Aditya laughed too. In the quiet of our dining room, with the smell of dinner warming in the kitchen, the 'Morning Check-In' had turned into an evening inauguration.

We weren't just a couple with a secret anymore. We were a trio.

✽✽✽


29. Friendship

When that 'The Circle' group icon first popped onto my screen, I had been terrified. I imagined it becoming a constant source of anxiety, a battlefield for passive-aggressive digs or awkward silences. I prepared myself for jealousy to flare up with every notification. But my fears were unfounded.

The group didn't turn into a place for casual chitchat or silly 'good morning' forwards. By some unspoken rule, we kept it strictly for us. It stayed quiet most days, sitting innocently in my chat list. But when it buzzed, my heart would jump. 

We used it only for the important things—planning a meetup, or sending those private photos to Aditya while I was with Girish. It was our secret hotline, thrilling and dangerous, not a place for idle talk.

The real shift didn't happen on that screen. It happened out in the open, in the spaces where I expected the tension to be highest. Instead of enemies, the two men in my life were becoming something I had never anticipated: friends.

It didn't happen overnight. But after their meeting in Girish’s cabin, their friendship grew fast. It became a part of our daily lives until it felt almost… normal.

I watched it happen with relief, but I still couldn't quite believe it.

For weeks, Aditya had been coming home with occasional stories about Girish—instances of his leadership or his sharp decision-making. But now, the stories were constant. The professional distance was gone, replaced by the easy vibe of two guys just getting along.

"We were talking about history during lunch today," he told me one evening, loosening his tie. "Girish has some amazing stories. He knows so much about how this city was built."

"You had lunch with him?" I asked, pausing as I set the table.

"Yeah. Well, with the team, but we ended up talking for an hour. He’s a history buff, did you know that? He knows more about the Maratha empire than a history professor."

I knew that, of course. His intellect was one of the things that made him so attractive to me. In our private moments, I often found his knowledge incredibly sexy. But hearing Aditya notice it—hearing my husband praise the very mind I adored—gave me a strange, secret kick.

"That's… nice," I managed to say.

"Nice?" Aditya laughed, grabbing a slice of cucumber from the salad bowl. "It’s brilliant. The man is sharp, Aarti. Intimidatingly sharp. But he listens. He doesn't just lecture; he actually engages with your points. It’s been a while since I had a conversation that actually challenged me."

But the friendship truly solidified not in the office, but on the field.

Our apartment society in Koramangala organized an annual cricket tournament. It was a matter of immense pride for the residents, a weekend spectacle of colored jerseys, commentary boxes, and intense rivalries. Aditya had always been the captain and star all-rounder for our block’s team, 'The Royals'.

This year, they were short a top-order batsman.

"I asked Girish Sir," Aditya dropped the bomb casually on a Friday night.

"You asked Girish… you asked him to play gully cricket?" I stared at him.

"It’s not gully cricket, Aarti. It’s a proper tournament. And he played at the university level. He agreed."

✽✽✽

That Sunday, the ground was buzzing. I sat in the makeshift stands with the other wives, feeling a knot of anxiety in my stomach. Girish arrived not in his usual impeccably pressed suit, but in the team’s yellow jersey, looking disarmingly athletic. He wore sunglasses and a cap, blending in, yet somehow standing out with that effortless aura of authority he carried everywhere.

Girish walked out to open the innings for our team. I watched Aditya on the sidelines, standing with the rest of the players, clapping the hardest. He wasn't just a subordinate cheering for his boss; he was the captain, showing full confidence in his new opening batsman.

Girish looked composed at the bat. He didn't play like a man trying to prove his strength. He played with elegance—hitting the ball into the gaps, running fast, and bringing a calm presence that anchored the chaotic energy of the game.

When the first player got out, Aditya walked in.

The crowd murmured as they met in the middle of the pitch. Aditya punched Girish's glove, a sharp sound that echoed across the ground.

The partnership was electric.

Aditya was raw power, smashing the ball hard and far. Girish was the calm anchor, playing it safe and letting Aditya take the glory. They understood each other perfectly, moving in a rhythm that didn't need words.

"Yes! Two, two!" Aditya yelled, his voice raw with effort.

Girish responded instantly, sprinting right alongside him. They completed the run, and as they crossed, Girish tapped his bat against Aditya’s gloves.

I watched them, mesmerized. I didn't care about the score or the rules. I was watching a dance of mutual respect. Aditya was the fire, and Girish was the wind that fanned it without letting it burn out of control.

In the final moments of the game, the tension was thick enough to touch. Aditya swung at a ball and missed completely. The ball thudded into the keeper's gloves—no run. Aditya stood there, freezing, shaking his head in frustration.

Girish walked down the pitch to him. He put a hand on Aditya’s shoulder, squeezing it firmly. He whispered something, his expression calm amidst the noise. Aditya took a deep breath and nodded.

[image: Aditya and Girish in yellow cricket jerseys hugging and celebrating a victory on the field, while Aarti watches from the side.]

The next ball was it. Aditya didn't hesitate. He swung with everything he had, sending the ball soaring into the sky, far beyond the field.

The team erupted. Aditya threw his arms up, and the first person to reach him was Girish. They hugged—a proper, sweaty, masculine embrace of shared victory. Aditya was laughing, slapping Girish’s back. Girish was smiling, that rare, genuine smile that crinkled his eyes.

From the stands, I felt a strange cocktail of emotions. Pride, yes. But also a bizarre sense of exclusion. They were bonding over a language I didn't speak. They were building a world where they were the teammates, and I was… what? The shared secret they were both keeping?

✽✽✽

Later that evening, the high continued.

Aditya sat on the sofa, nursing a sore ankle but grinning. "Did you see his shots? Pure class. He told me I have a 'reckless streak' that needs channeling. He’s right, you know."

"You guys seemed… close," I ventured.

"We are," Aditya said simply. "He’s a good man, Aarti. I know what he is to you. But to me… he’s becoming a mentor. And a friend."

✽✽✽

The shift rippled into his career as well.

Aditya started getting way more respect at work. It wasn't like Girish was just handing him promotions, but everyone saw how close they were getting. That proximity gave Aditya a new kind of confidence. People noticed the way they'd chat in the halls, and suddenly, even senior managers were actually listening when he spoke in meetings. Just being seen with the boss changed everything for him.

"It’s different now," Aditya said one night. "I used to feel like just another developer in the crowd. But today, in the architecture review, Girish asked for my opinion on the microservices migration strategy. In front of the leads. He said, 'Aditya understands the legacy dependencies better than anyone.' That one comment shut everyone up."

"He values you, Aadi," I said, tracing the line of his jaw.

"I know," he said, his voice quiet. "And I respect him. It’s weird, Aarti. I never thought I would respect a person who sleeps with you, but this is different. Actually, I feel proud that a man of his stature chooses to spend time with you. It says a lot about your standards. I just feel… elevated."

He turned to look at me, his eyes gleaming in the dim light. "It’s like being in the inner circle of a king. You don't get jealous of the king; you just feel powerful being near him."

But the most disorienting part of this new friendship was the duality of it. It was like they had two completely different frequencies of communication, and they switched between them with terrifying ease.

In person—at the office, at the cricket ground, or even at society events—they were perfectly proper. They stood shoulder to shoulder, two professionals, two friends discussing worldly matters. There was no hint of the dark, tangled secret we shared. Their chemistry in public was of equals; Aditya was respectful but confident, and Girish was authoritative but approachable.

✽✽✽

This strange new comfort didn't just stay in the office or the cricket ground; it began to bleed into the private world of our arrangement.

It started with a change in routine. Initially, Aditya would drop me at Girish’s gate, his car idling until I disappeared into the bungalow before he drove away into the night. It was a swift, functional handover.

Then, one rainy Friday, Girish insisted. "Don't be silly, Aditya. Come in for a drink. The traffic is terrible anyway."

Aditya hesitated, then killed the engine.

That night marked a shift. The "drop-offs" evolved into "evenings." Aditya started coming inside, entering the very sanctuary where I had betrayed him, and treating it like a friend's lounge.

They would sit in Girish’s expansive living room, sipping single malt whiskey. I would sit with them, sometimes participating, often just watching in silence. The conversation flowed effortlessly—cricket analysis, office politics, the stock market. To an outsider peering through the window, we looked like the picture of a happy, modern family—three close friends winding down after a long week.

But as the weeks went by, the conversation occasionally drifted closer to home—closer to the unspoken truth that bound us.

One evening, as Girish swirled the ice in his glass, he looked at me, then turned his gaze to Aditya.

"Have you noticed it too, Aditya?" Girish asked, his voice low and thoughtful.

Aditya looked up from his drink. "Noticed what, Sir?"

"The change in her," Girish swirled his finger towards me, not touching, just indicating. "She walks differently now. There’s a certain… confidence. A glow."

I shifted in my seat, feeling the weight of their combined gaze. It wasn't sexual—at least, not overtly. It felt like an appraisal.

Aditya looked at me. Really looked at me. For a moment, I thought I saw a flash of the old insecurity, but it was quickly replaced by something else—pride?

"I have," Aditya admitted quietly. "She used to doubt herself a lot. In her decisions, in her appearance. That doubt seems to be… fading."

"It’s not just fading," Girish corrected gently. "It’s being replaced by power. A woman who knows she is desired, who knows she has options… she carries herself with a different kind of strength. It spills over into everything—her work, her parenting, even simply how she sits in a room."

He paused, taking a sip. "She was always beautiful, Aditya. But now? Now she is formidable."

My heart hammered against my ribs. Girish was rewriting the narrative right in front of us. He wasn't stealing Aditya’s wife; he was enhancing her.

Aditya nodded slowly, absorbing the words. "I see it," he whispered. "She’s happier. Lighter, somehow."

"And that," Girish leaned forward, locking eyes with my husband, "is the point. Isn't it? We are all better versions of ourselves because of this. You, me, and especially her."

A silence settled over the room. It wasn't the heavy, guilty silence of the past. It was a silence of agreement. A pact sealed not in blood, but in the shared admiration of the woman who sat between them.

Aditya finished his drink in one long swallow. He stood up, but the tension in his shoulders was gone. He looked at Girish, then at me, and smiled—a genuine, almost peaceful smile.

"You're right, Sir," Aditya said. "She is."

He turned to the door. "I should get going. Ishan will be waking up early."

Girish stood to walk him out, clapping a hand on his shoulder. "Drive safe, Aditya."

"Goodnight, Sir." Aditya paused at the door, catching my eye one last time. "Goodnight, Aarti."

He left, the sound of his car fading into the distance. But this time, the air in the room didn't feel heavy with betrayal. It felt charged with a strange, validating purpose.

Girish turned to me, the 'mentor' mask dropping to reveal the lover, but the respect remained. "He’s a good man, Aarti," he murmured, pulling me close. "He’s learning to see you the way I do."

✽✽✽


30. The First Watch
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The silence in our apartment that Friday evening was heavy. With Ishan and my in-laws away at our hometown in Ahmedabad for the summer vacation, the house felt strangely empty. 




It was without its usual noise and life. There was no clutter of Lego blocks tripping us in the hallway, no hum of the mythological serials my mother-in-law watched at full volume, no sound of the pressure cooker whistling from the kitchen.




Just me, Aditya, and the heavy excitement of the weekend that stretched out before us like an unknown road.

"I'll drop you," Aditya said, his voice cutting through the quiet of the living room where I was checking my purse for the third time.

"You don't have to," I replied automatically. "It’s walking distance. I can walk. It's a quiet street, nobody will notice."

"No. I'll drop you."

The drive to Girish's bungalow was quiet, but it wasn't the empty silence of strangers. It was a loaded silence, full of unspoken thoughts.

The air conditioning hummed against the humid Bangalore night, fighting the warmth from outside. On the stereo, a low instrumental track played—something moody and jazz-influenced that Aditya liked.

I watched his hands on the steering wheel. They were gripping the leather tight, his knuckles slightly pale. He was focused on the road, but I could feel his awareness of me, of where we were going, of who we were going to see.

It was becoming our new routine. It was a strange, civilized habit where husband and lover acknowledged each other’s space in my life, a handover of sorts.

"The neighborhood is surprisingly quiet," he murmured as we turned onto Girish's street.

"It's the weekend," I said. "Everyone’s heading out of the city."

"Like us," he said, though we weren't leaving the city. We were diving deeper into its secrets.

When we pulled up to the familiar gates of Girish’s bungalow, the lights were on—warm, inviting golden glows on the lawn. I unbuckled my seatbelt, the click sounding loud in the car.

"Do you want to come in for a minute?" I asked, a courtesy I had started extending recently.

It was a test, always. A way to check his mood. Usually, he would decline or stay just for a quick drink, keeping up the polite fiction of a casual visit.

Aditya hesitated, checking his watch, though time meant nothing tonight. "Maybe just a quick one. It’s too quiet at home anyway. I don’t feel like going back to an empty apartment just yet."

The gatekeeper opened the heavy gates, and we drove up the driveway.

✽✽✽

Girish was waiting at the main door before we even stepped out of the car.

He was dressed in casual lounge pants—grey cotton that hung loosely—and a dark navy t-shirt that hugged his chest and arms, showing off the fitness he maintained with religious discipline. He looked relaxed, the master of his domain.

"Good to see you, Aditya," Girish said, extending a hand as Aditya climbed out. The handshake was firm, lasting a second longer than necessary. "I was hoping you'd come in."

"Just dropping her off, Sir," Aditya said, falling into the habit of addressing him as a boss, though things had changed so much.

"Come on. Don't be formal." Girish guided us inside.

The living room was dim, lit only by the soft glow of floor lamps and the large TV playing a movie on mute. A bottle of expensive red wine was already open on the center table. Three glasses were set out.

He had expected him.

"I can't stay long," Aditya repeated, though he sank into the plush leather sofa with a sigh of relief.

Girish poured the wine—rich, dark red—and handed a glass to Aditya. "Nonsense. Where are you rushing to? The house is empty, isn't it? Aarti told me Ishan and your parents are away for the entire summer."

"Yes, they are," Aditya admitted, taking a sip. He swirled the liquid, watching it move in the glass.

"Then stay," Girish insisted.

Aditya nodded, sinking into the single armchair.

I took a seat on the larger sofa. Girish joined me there. He shifted his weight against the cushions, adjusting his posture until he was perfectly at ease, and draped his arm along the back of the sofa, settling comfortably into the space.

The seating naturally formed a triangle—me and Girish on one side, Aditya facing us.

"Relax for a while," Girish said. "It’s Friday night. No work tomorrow. No family duties. Just... us."

We settled in. The movie playing in the background was Casino Royale. Daniel Craig was chasing someone through a construction site, the action frantic but the volume kept low to allow for conversation.

"I haven't seen this one in years," Aditya commented, his eyes on the screen. He took a sip of his wine, looking more relaxed than he had been in the car. "The stunts still hold up."

"They do," Girish agreed easily, swirling his glass. "It set a new standard for action movies. Less CGI, more physical work." He glanced at Aditya. "Speaking of work, how was your week? I saw the report your team filed on the new project."

"It was hectic," Aditya admitted with a wry smile. "But productive. The new timeline you suggested actually helped us streamline the deliverables. We should be ready for the presentation by Monday."

"That’s good to hear. You’ve been handling that team well," Girish replied with an appreciative smile.


✽✽✽

They chatted for a while longer—about office logistics, the upcoming quarterly targets, even the increasing traffic in the city. It was deceptively normal.

I sat between them, silent, feeling the surreal nature of the moment. The two men in my life were discussing corporate strategy while I sat on a sofa in a dimly lit room, waiting for the inevitable shift.

It came slowly. As the conversation tapered off, the silence returned. It wasn't the comfortable silence of friends anymore; the air grew heavier, charged with an unspoken intent.

Girish shifted his weight. His arm, which had been resting on the back of the sofa, slid down. It wasn't a sudden move. He simply adjusted his posture, but his hand came to rest on my shoulder.

My heart began to beat a little faster. It started as a casual touch, his fingers warm against my bare skin, but then his thumb began to stroke my collarbone in a slow, rhythmic circle.

Aditya had gone quiet. He was staring at the TV, but his focus seemed glazed. He wasn't watching Daniel Craig anymore.

Girish turned his body slightly towards me. His hand slid down from my shoulder, tracing the curve of my arm, before moving to rest firmly on my waist. I stiffened slightly, glancing at Aditya.

Aditya was watching us. He didn't look away. His gaze was dark, unreadable, fixed on Girish’s hand on my waist. He took a long, slow sip of his wine, his eyes never leaving us.

"You look tense, Aarti," Girish murmured, loud enough for Aditya to hear. "Relax."

He pulled me tighter into his side. I let my head rest on his shoulder, smelling his cologne—musk and cedar.

It felt wrong, yet exciting. My husband was sitting five feet away, watching us, and my lover was holding me like I belonged to him.

"She’s always a bit tense at the start," Aditya offered, his voice steadier than I expected. He took a sip of his wine, watching us over the rim of the glass.

Girish smiled, looking at Aditya. "Is she? You know her triggers better than I do, perhaps. Or maybe... I know new ones."

Girish’s hand grew bolder, sliding up from my waist to the side of my breast. His thumb brushed the nipple through the fabric. A sharp gasp escaped my lips.

Aditya froze. His glass stopped halfway to his mouth. He stared at Girish’s hand on my breast. I saw him swallow hard.

Girish leaned down and kissed the curve of my neck, his lips hot. He bit lightly at the sensitive skin there.

"See?" he whispered against my skin, the vibration running down my spine. "He likes seeing you with me. Look at him, Aarti."

I forced my eyes open. I looked at my husband. He wasn't angry. He was mesmerized. His eyes were glassy with a heavy, focused need, like a man starving, watching a feast he couldn't touch but couldn't look away from.


But the living room felt too open. The large windows, even with the curtains, made me feel exposed. And doing this here, on the sofa where we had just been discussing office politics ten minutes ago, felt too jarring.

"Girish," I whispered, panic rising in my chest. I pulled back slightly. "Not here."

He smiled, a knowing look in his eyes. "Why not? The door is locked."

"I... I can't," I stammered. I stood up abruptly, smoothing my dress with trembling hands. "It feels... too exposed. In front of the TV... the lights..."

"Go to the bedroom then," Girish said softly. He didn't let go of my hand immediately, letting his fingers trail off mine.

✽✽✽

I walked away quickly, the cold marble sharp against my bare soles. My heart was pounding in my throat, a drumbeat of excitement and terror.

I stood in the center of the master bedroom, trying to steady my breathing. The room was familiar—the king-sized bed with the grey duvet, the large mirror covering the entire wall opposite the bed, the scent of lavender.

It was our private space, but tonight, knowing Aditya was just outside, it felt like a stage.

A moment later, the door opened. Girish walked in, closing it softly behind him. He didn't come to me immediately. He stood by the door, watching me.

"You're shy," he said, stating it as a fact.

"He's right there, Girish," I said, my voice trembling. "It’s one thing to know about it. It’s one thing to text about it. It’s another to... perform. To let him watch."

Girish held my hands, but he didn't launch into a speech. He just looked at me. "Decide, Aarti. It's your call. He’s part of this. He’s been part of this since the day you told him. You saw him out there. He didn't want to look away. I dont mind involving him in our fun, do you?"

I took a deep breath. I thought of Aditya's face in the living room—the conflict, the desire. He wasn't just a spectator; he was my husband, and he was trying to understand this part of me.

"I don't know," I whispered, looking down, hesitation gripping me. "It feels... awkward."

Girish stepped closer, lifting my chin so I had to look at him. "It's only awkward because you're thinking too much," he said softly, his confidence washing over me. "This isn't a performance, Aarti. It's just us."

Then a mischievous glint entered his eyes. "Besides, honestly, I don't know why you are feeling awkward. Aditya has seen you naked a thousand times. Right? If anyone should be feeling the pressure of a performance review, it's me. I'm the one being audited here."

I let out a short, surprised laugh. The tension in my chest loosened instantly. He was right; the absurdity of it made it easier.

"You're impossible," I said, squeezing his hand. I took a deep breath, the laughter fading into a quiet resolve. "Okay. Let's do it."

Girish smiled, giving my hand one last reassuring squeeze. He walked to the door, opened it, and leaned out.

"Aditya?" he called out, his voice casual and inviting. "Come upstairs."

✽✽✽

My heart hammered against my ribs as I waited. The silence stretched for five seconds. Then, the sound of slow, heavy footsteps climbing the stairs.

Aditya appeared in the bedroom doorway. He had left his wine glass behind. He looked hesitant, almost boyish, stripping away the confident office look.

"Come in, Aditya," Girish said, his tone warm and grounding. He gestured to the plush armchair near the window. "Make yourself comfortable there."

Aditya walked in slowly, his eyes darting between me and Girish. He sat on the chair, stiff, his hands gripping the armrests. "I didn't want to intrude," he said, his voice quiet.

"You are not intruding," Girish replied firmly. He stood behind me, his hands resting on my shoulders, his chin brushing the top of my head. "You are her husband. You belong here."

He turned me around and kissed me. It wasn't a tentative kiss; it was deep and claiming, full of a hunger that made my knees weak. I clung to his t-shirt, losing myself in the familiarity of his taste. When his lips finally left mine, I was breathless.

Girish didn't waste time. He guided me gently to the center of the bed. I lay back, the duvet cool against my skin. Girish knelt between my legs, his eyes locked on mine. He didn't look at Aditya, focusing entirely on me, making me the center of the world.

As he lowered his head, a wave of pleasure crashed over me. Girish knew exactly what he was doing. His movements were slow at first, deliberate, teasing out a moan that I couldn't suppress.

"Aditya," I whispered, the name escaping me in a breathy gasp. My eyes fluttered open, seeking him out.

He was sitting in the chair, watching us. His face was flushed, his eyes wide with a mix of shock and fascination. But the distance felt wrong.

"Come," I said, my voice barely a whisper. I reached out a hand towards him. "Come here... on the bed."

Aditya hesitated. He glanced at the empty space beside me, then at Girish. The comfortable distance of the chair seemed like a safety net he was afraid to leave. He shifted but didn't stand.

"Don't sit there like a stranger, Aditya," Girish said, his voice warm. "Come on the bed. She needs you close."

Aditya took a breath and stood up. He walked over to the bed and sat down tentatively on the edge, close to my head. He took my outstretched hand. His palm was sweaty, his grip tight.

"Aadi..." I gasped, my hips bucking involuntarily as the pleasure spiked. "He is so good at it... so, so good..."

Aditya looked down at where Girish was, then back at my face. He saw the ecstasy I couldn't hide. He didn't speak. Instead, he leaned forward and kissed my forehead, squeezing my hand harder.

Girish paused and lifted his head. He gave me a playful smile. "I heard that, Aarti. Careful, don't praise me too much."

"Don't stop now" I whispered, lifting my hips slightly to meet him, my voice trembling with a mix of playful threat and desperate need. "Please."

He chuckled, then looked at Aditya. "Don't leave her hand. Sit comfortably, but be ready." He gave us a naughty smile. "She is going to squeeze your hand very hard. Any moment now."

I couldn't stand the delay. I pushed his head down, desperate. "Please," I gasped. "Do it."

Aditya shifted and leaned back against the headboard, gripping my hand firmly. His touch kept me connected to reality, while Girish lowered his head again, pushing me closer to the edge.

The buildup was intense. I squeezed Aditya’s hand so hard I thought I might hurt him. "Aditya... oh god, Aditya..."

I released with a cry that echoed in the quiet room. My body arched, trembling, every nerve ending firing at once. It went on for what felt like forever, and through the haze, I felt Aditya’s other hand stroking my hair, a gentle, comforting touch.

When I finally collapsed back onto the pillows, I was gasping for air. I turned my head to look at Aditya. He was smiling—a shy, awestruck smile.

"That was..." he started, but couldn't find the words.

"Beautiful?" I supplied, my voice raspy. "It feels like flying, Aadi. Like being completely free."

✽✽✽

I lay there for a moment, letting the aftershocks fade. Then, driven by a surge of energy and affection, I sat up. Girish was sitting back on his heels, watching us with a satisfied expression.

"Wait," I told Aditya.

I moved towards Girish. He didn't need to be asked. He settled back against the pillows, and I lowered my head to take him in.

I could feel Aditya’s eyes on me—on the way my hair curtained around Girish’s lap, on the rhythmic bob of my head. He wasn't just hearing the sounds of our intimacy; he was seeing the wet, glossed reality of his wife pleasuring another man. Girish groaned low in his throat, his hand tangling in my hair, guiding me deeper.

Aditya watched, his breathing getting heavier. He was leaning forward, his gaze intense.

"Why are you just watching?" Girish’s voice cut through the air, strained but playful. He looked at Aditya, his eyes engaging him. "You’re fully dressed, Aditya. It’s not fair."

Aditya blushed, looking down at his lap.

"Get naked," Girish suggested, his tone brotherly yet bold. "Or at least... get comfortable. Play with yourself. Don't just sit there like a spectator."

Aditya hesitated for a heartbeat, then slowly, he reached for his belt. The sound of the leather belt unbuckling was loud in the room. As I continued to focus on Girish, I heard the rustle of clothes. A moment later, I glanced up. Aditya had shed his trousers and was touching himself, his rhythm matching the sounds in the room.

✽✽✽

Soon, Girish reached out and pulled me up. "Come here," he murmured.

He lay back, pulling me on top of him. I straddled his hips, taking him in. It was a familiar, perfect fit. I began to move, finding a rhythm that worked for both of us.

Aditya was lying next to us now, curled on his side, watching. He was close enough to touch. I could hear his sharp intakes of breath.

"Look at her, Aditya," Girish said, his hands guiding my hips. "She’s incredible, isn't she?"

"God, yes," Aditya breathed, his hand moving faster. "I’ve never seen her like this... she’s moving on you so perfectly."

"You look beautiful, Aarti," Aditya said, his gaze locked on mine. "I didn't know you could move like that. Must be your training, Girish."

"She is a dedicated student," Girish quipped, meeting my thrusts with equal force. "But I think she's performing better today because you're watching."

The combined heat of their words pushed me higher. I leaned back, closing my eyes, lost in the sensation of Girish inside me and the intoxicating reality of being shared by them.

Girish shifted, pulling me down for a deep kiss, murmuring against my lips. "Does it feel good? Knowing he's watching? Knowing he accepts this?"

"Yes," I moaned into his mouth. "It feels... complete."

"Not yet," Girish murmured, suddenly stopping his rhythm. He gripped my hips. "I want him to see everything."

✽✽✽

He guided me onto my hands and knees. The shift in perspective was dizzying. I faced the headboard, looking directly at Aditya who was leaning back, watching us with feverish intensity.

Girish entered me from behind, the sensation deeper, more commanding. I gasped, my fingers seeking purchase on the sheets.

"Look at this, Aditya," Girish commanded, his voice strained as he began to move. "This view... it’s all yours."

Aditya leaned forward, his eyes fixed on where we were joined, nodding mutely, unable to look away.

After several intense minutes, Girish pulled me back, flipping me over so I was on my back. He pinned my wrists above my head, driving into me with renewed urgency. The pace increased, frantic and desperate.

"I'm close, Aarti," he groaned, his forehead resting against mine.

He drove into me a few more times, hard and fast, before finding his release within me with a shuddering groan. I arched against him, crying out, as we drifted down together.

✽✽✽

We lay there for a while in the quiet aftermath, limbs tangled, catching our breath. Then, Girish sat up, pulling me with him.

"Come," he said softly. "Let's get you cleaned up."

I didn't hesitate. I slid off the bed, my body feeling loose and languid. As Girish led me towards the en-suite bathroom, I glanced back at Aditya. He was watching us, his eyes wide. I saw the shock there—not at the sex, but at this domestic intimacy. The casual way we walked into the bathroom together, naked and comfortable. I realized with a pang that I had never been this open with him; our modesty had always been a wall we maintained.

Inside the bathroom, Girish turned on the warm water. As he helped me wash, he leaned in close.

"Listen," he whispered, wiping a stray hair from my forehead. "When we go back out, don't forget him. Help him release. If we just go to sleep now, he’ll feel awkward. Left out."

I nodded, touched by his thoughtfulness even now. "I will."

✽✽✽

We returned to the room a few minutes later, fresh and smelling of soap. Girish pulled me back onto the bed, pulling me against him. His hands settled firmly on my hips, squeezing them with deliberate appreciation.

"God, these hips," Girish groaned, looking directly at Aditya. "They are dangerous, aren't they, Aditya? Just seeing them is enough to lose control." He caressed them slowly, making sure Aditya watched every inch of the movement.

Aditya’s gaze was glued to Girish’s hands, his desire visibly spiking again.

Satisfied, Girish kissed my cheek and nudged me playfully. "Go on, Aarti. He’s ready. Don't make him wait too much."

"Come here, Aadi," I said softly, reaching out for him.

Aditya moved closer, hesitant but eager. I took him in my hands, setting a steady pace. Girish watched, his chin resting on my shoulder, his breath warm against my ear.

"Aarti..." Aditya gasped, his head falling back. "It’s too much... watching you two... seeing how much you enjoyed it." He looked at me, his eyes hazy with pleasure. "I’ve never been this turned on in my life."

With both of us there, focused entirely on him, he didn't last long. He went over the edge quickly, releasing with a deep, shuddering groan.

"I'll... just be a minute," Aditya murmured after a moment, getting up to head to the bathroom. He looked flushed, a little shy again.

When he came back out, the room was dim. I was already drifting off, my head resting on Girish’s broad chest. Girish was awake, stroking my arm.

"Aditya," Girish called out softly. "Don't go to the guest room. Sleep here."

Aditya froze near the door. He turned back, his expression uncertain in the dim light. "I... I shouldn't... Aarti might not be comfortable."

"She is comfortable, Aditya," Girish said gently, his voice warm and inviting. "We just want you to be with us. Come on, get some rest."

Aditya looked at him, then at me. The genuine kindness in Girish’s voice melted his hesitation. He nodded silently, walked to the other side of the huge bed, and climbed in carefully. 

I instinctively reached out, finding his hand in the dark. I held it tight, anchoring him to us, while my other hand played idly with Girish’s lips and chest.

Aditya looked at us—at Girish’s arm thrown possessively over my waist, his hand resting heavily on my hip. He didn't look away this time. He just squeezed my hand back, closed his eyes, and finally, let himself sleep. Soon, we were all asleep, three naked souls finding comfort in the shared warmth of the night.

✽✽✽


31. The Morning After

Sunlight didn't just enter Girish’s bedroom; it invaded in. It came through the thin curtains, painting the grey walls in bright streaks of gold. It was the kind of sharp morning light that usually shows everything clearly—smudged makeup, bad choices, the harsh reality of a mistake.




But as I blinked, my heavy eyelids sticky with sleep, I didn't feel bad.

I was lying on my side, my cheek pressed against skin that was warm and solid, smelling faintly of musk and the sweat of a long night. My hand was resting flat on a broad chest that moved with a slow, steady rhythm.

Girish.

The memories of Friday night rushed back clearly. The movie. The whiskey. The living room. The bedroom. The watching.

I moved slightly, the soft sheets rustling. The movement pulled at the blanket covering my legs, and that’s when I felt the other weight. A hand was holding my left fingers, resting heavily on the pillow near my head.

I turned my head carefully, my neck a bit stiff.

Aditya was there.

He was lying on his back, his mouth slightly open, in a deep sleep. He was shirtless, his chest rising and falling in a different rhythm to Girish’s. The sheet was bunched around his waist.

I froze. I lay there, sandwiched between them, the reality hitting me hard.

Me. In the middle. Aditya on my left. Girish on my right. All of us in the same bed, under the same roof, in the clear light of Saturday morning.
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It was a scene that went against everything I had grown up believing. The conservative girl in me—raised to value modesty and the sanctity of marriage—told me I should be horrified. I should have been scrambling out of bed, grabbing a sheet to hide my body, and drowning in shame. I should have been running to the bathroom to cry.

But the shame didn't come.

Instead, I felt... safe. Grounded. There was a strange rightness to the weight of their bodies on either side of me. It felt like a circuit was complete, the power flowing freely for the first time.

Aditya stirred. He shivered a little against the sun. He groaned low in his throat, waking up. Then, his eyes opened.

He stared at the ceiling for a few seconds, blank and confused. I could see him thinking—confusion, then memory. He turned his head quickly, his eyes locking onto mine.

I held my breath. The Morning After is dangerous. It’s when the drunk feeling goes away, the excitement fades, and the guilt sets in. I waited for him to pull back. I waited for him to let go of my hand.

But he didn't.

His look softened as the sleep cleared from his eyes. He squeezed my hand—the one he had been holding in his sleep—tightly.

"Good morning," he whispered, his voice rough.

"Good morning," I whispered back, a small smile coming to my face.

He lifted his head slightly, looking past me at Girish sleeping. He watched him for a moment—the rise and fall of his chest. Aditya let out a long breath, dropping his head back onto the pillow.

"He snores," Aditya muttered, a small smirk playing on his lips. "Only a little. But he does."

Relief washed over me. I let out a short laugh, quickly covering my mouth to keep it quiet. "He does not."

"He does," Aditya insisted, turning his body to face me, ignoring the fact that we were in another man's bed. "Around 3 AM. It sounded like a generator starting up in the distance. I thought the power had gone out."

"Liar," I whispered, nudging his leg with my foot under the covers. "You were asleep."

"I was awake. I heard it. I almost woke him up to ask for earplugs."

The movement and our hushed voices must have disturbed the man in question. Girish groaned, a deep sound that vibrated against my cheek. His arm, which was over my waist, tightened, pulling me closer.

"I do not snore," a deep voice rumbled from above me.

I froze. I looked up. Girish’s eyes were still closed, but a lazy, happy grin was on his face. He finally opened one eye, looking down at me, before looking at Aditya.

"And if I did," Girish added, his voice thick with sleep, "it was because you two hogged all the heavy breathing earlier. A man needs to breathe deeply to recover."

My face flushed hot, heat rising from my neck to my hairline. Aditya chuckled, the sound surprising me with its genuine ease.

"Good morning, Sir," Aditya said, peering over my shoulder, the habit dying hard.

Girish groaned again, rolling onto his back and rubbing his face with both hands. "Aditya, rule number one: If you call me 'Sir' while we are all naked in bed, I am going to kick you out. Seriously. It’s too weird. It makes me feel like I’m in a very confusing office meeting."

Aditya laughed openly this time. "Habit. Sorry... Girish."

The name hung in the air, easier than before.

Girish sat up, the sheet sliding to his waist. He stretched his arms high, his back cracking. I saw Aditya checking him out—not with jealousy, but with that same curiosity I had seen last night. He was comparing, understanding.

"Coffee," Girish said, swinging his legs out of bed. He stood up, completely naked, the morning light showing his fit body. He walked toward the bathroom with total confidence. "I need coffee. Strong coffee. Before I can process that I just had a sleepover with my employee and his wife."

He paused at the bathroom door, looking back at us with a wink. "Don't fall back asleep. And don't leave. I'm making breakfast. And Aditya—you're chopping the onions."

When the bathroom door clicked shut, the room was quiet again. But the tension didn't return. The air felt lighter.

I turned back to Aditya. He was looking at the empty spot where Girish had been, then back at me.

"Are you okay?" I asked softly, brushing his hair off his forehead.

He leaned into my touch, closing his eyes for a second. "I am," he said. "Surprisingly. I thought... I thought I would wake up feeling weird. Or angry. Or dirty."

"And?"

"And I just feel... hungry," he admitted, grinning. "And maybe a little sore. That armchair isn't as comfortable as it looks."

I laughed, feeling a huge wave of relief. "We should get up. Before he comes back."

✽✽✽

Twenty minutes later, the scene in the kitchen was very domestic, but also strange.

Girish had put on grey lounge pants and a black t-shirt. I had put on my dress from last night. Aditya was wearing his trousers and shirt, sleeves rolled up.

The kitchen was a mess of batter bowls, toast, chopped onions, and coffee mugs. The smell of frying besan and coffee filled the air, making it feel real.

"Pass the salt," Aditya said, standing by the stove, flipping a golden-brown chilla.

Girish slid the salt shaker across the counter. "Careful with the flip. If you drop it, you're eating floor-food."

"I won't drop it," Aditya muttered, focused. He flipped it perfectly. "See? I have skills."

"Impressive," Girish said, leaning against the counter with his mug.

[image: Aditya flipping an omelet in the kitchen while Girish and Aarti sit at the counter watching him.]

We sat down at the small breakfast table near the window. Sunlight came in on the plates. It was intimate. But we were just eating toast and talking about breakfast.

"So," Girish said after a few bites, putting his fork down. He leaned back, holding his coffee. He looked directly at Aditya. "Talk to me. How was it?"

I froze, my toast halfway to my mouth.

"Girish..." I warned.

"No, Aarti. We need to talk about it," Girish said calmly. "The silence is where the bad thoughts hide. If we speak it, it becomes real." He looked at Aditya. "Be honest. The view from the best seat in the house... did you hate it? Did you want to punch me? Did you want to leave?"

Aditya chewed slowly. He didn't look scared anymore. The wall between 'Boss' and 'Employee' had come down a lot last night.

"I didn't want to punch you," Aditya said slowly. "I knew I enjoyed listening to it—hearing the details. But I never thought I would love watching it." He paused, looking down at his hands. "I was scared. I thought seeing you actually touch her would break something inside me. I thought my ego would snap."

"But?" Girish prompted gently.

"But... it didn't," Aditya admitted, looking down at his plate. "It was... electric. Seeing her like that." He glanced at me, his eyes darkening slightly, a flush rising on his cheeks. "Aarti looked... free. There was no pressure on her face. Usually, when we do it, I’m always worried—am I doing it right? Is she enjoying it? Is she faking it to make me feel better? Is she tired?"

I reached out and squeezed his hand on the table. "Aadi, you know you don't need to worry about that."

"I know, but I do," he said, gripping my hand. "But last night... watching you take control, watching her respond to you... it took all that performance anxiety away. I could just see the pleasure. I could enjoy her enjoyment without worrying about myself."

Girish nodded, his face serious now. "The watcher’s privilege. All of the pleasure, none of the work."

"It wasn't just that," Aditya continued, his voice getting stronger. "It was... seeing her desire. Raw desire. We’ve been married ten years. The spark... it changes. It gets comfortable, routine. But last night... seeing her with you... it brought the spark back. I wanted her more in that moment than I have in years."

"That," Girish said, pointing his fork at him, "is the key. Compersion. Finding pleasure in her pleasure. It’s a rare thing, Aditya. Most men can't get past their fragile masculinity to feel it."

"My ego took a beating," Aditya admitted with a wry smile. "Especially when she... you know... squeezed your hand instead of mine at the start."

I blushed deep red, hiding my face in my hands. "Oh god. I didn't mean to..."

"It's okay," Aditya said quickly, smiling at me. "Honestly? It turned me on. Knowing you were that lost in it."

Girish chuckled, pouring more coffee. "See? I told you. You two are stronger than you think. A weak marriage would have broken last night. Yours just stretched."

He topped up Aditya’s mug. "You know, Aditya, you performed quite well yourself. For a spectator. I was surprised you joined in so... enthusiastically at the end."

Aditya turned red. "I... uh... I got carried away."

"Don't be shy," Girish teased. "Next time, just follow your instinct. Watch as long as you want, but don't hesitate to step in if the mood takes you."

The words hung in the air. Next time.

It wasn't a question. It was a promise.

Aditya didn't flinch. He looked at Girish, then at me. "Next time," he repeated softly. "Definitely."

"Look at you two," I said, a playful smile touching my lips as I tried to hide my embarrassment. "Already planning the next time?"

"Why not?" Girish leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. "We have an entire month left of the summer vacation. Empty house. No parents. No Ishan."

Girish smiled playfully at Aditya and continued. "You should take full advantage of it. So tell me, what are you doing next Friday?"

Aditya didn't hesitate. "Nothing. We’re free." He looked at me, and I nodded, my heart skipping a beat at the eagerness in his voice.

"Good," Girish said decisively. "Come over Friday evening. Stay the weekend. We have four weekends this month. Let's make them count."

"We can plan the details on the group chat," Aditya added, sounding almost professional, but his eyes were bright with anticipation.

"Done," Girish grinned.

We finished breakfast in a lighter mood, sketching out plans for the coming weeks. The heavy, taboo feeling was gone, replaced by a strange, easy friendship. We were three partners sharing a secret that the rest of the world would hate, but in this sunny kitchen, over burnt toast and coffee, it felt like the start of something exhilarating.

✽✽✽

As we were leaving, walking towards the car, the morning sun was blazing down on Bangalore. The street was fully awake now—vegetable vendors pushing their carts, the distant honking of traffic.

Girish walked us to the car. He stood by the driver's side window as Aditya buckled up.

He extended a hand to Aditya. A formal, firm handshake.

"See you Monday, Aditya," Girish said, his voice going back to professional tone perfectly. "Don't be late for the review meeting. I want those analytics."

"I won't, Sir," Aditya said, grinning as he shook the hand. "And... thank you."

"For the sex or the breakfast?" Girish asked, raising an eyebrow.

"Both," Aditya laughed. "Definitely both."

Girish looked at me through the open window. He didn't lean in to kiss me—it was too public. But he reached in and squeezed my shoulder, his thumb brushing my neck in a familiar way.

"Take care, Aarti," he said softly.

"Bye, Girish."

✽✽✽

As we drove away, leaving the bungalow behind, I leaned back and closed my eyes. The AC hummed, cooling my skin.

"You okay?" Aditya asked after a few minutes. His hand found mine in the space between us.

I opened my eyes and looked at him. He looked lighter. The shadow that had been hanging over us for months—the shadow of secrets and lies—was gone. We had walked through the fire and come out the other side, not burnt, but stronger.

"I'm more than okay," I said, squeezing his hand back. "I'm happy."

Aditya smiled, keeping his eyes on the road. "Yeah," he said softly. "Me too. I really am."

The car turned the corner, heading back towards our apartment, back to our normal life. But as I looked at my husband, I knew our 'normal' had changed forever. And for the first time in a long time, I wasn't afraid of it.

✽✽✽

That morning was just the beginning.

With the house empty and the calendar clear for the next four weeks, we didn't just go back to our routine. We created a new one.

The "Month of Bliss," as I would come to call it, was a blur of adrenaline and affection.

We met frequently—not just on weekends, but stealing evenings too.

Sometimes, Aditya and Girish would pick me up from my company, and we would drive to the bungalow, spending hours in that sanctuary before driving home late at night, giddy like teenagers.

We spent entire weekends there, living a domestic fantasy where I had two husbands—one who cooked with me in the kitchen, and one who worshipped me in the bedroom.

It was a period of intense, guilt-free exploration. We stopped overthinking. We stopped worrying about "what if." We just lived in the moment, exploring the dynamics of this new triangle.

Aditya grew more confident, his jealousy transforming into that compersion Girish spoke of. Girish, in turn, became an integral part of our happiness, not an intruder but a catalyst.

For those few weeks, the world outside didn't exist.

It was just us—Aarti, Aditya, and Girish—floating in a bubble of golden light, savoring a perfection we never thought possible.

✽✽✽


32. The Family Dinner

One month. That’s how long we had lived in this fever dream—the "Month of Bliss," as we called it.

With Ishan and my in-laws away in Ahmedabad for the summer vacation, our reality had suspended itself. We hadn't been careful. We hadn't been subtle. We had consumed each other.

It had become a rhythm. A strange, intoxicating, secret rhythm.

Every weekend was spent at the bungalow. Mid-week dinners became "strategy sessions" that ended in tangled sheets. Aditya, Girish, and I had fallen into a domestic fantasy that felt dangerously permanent.

We cooked together, watched movies together, and slept together.

But now, the calendar had flipped. Summer vacation was over. My in-laws and Ishan had returned from Ahmedabad yesterday.

Suddenly, the logistics of our affair became a nightmare. Our home was distinctively full.

I could still manage to steal a few hours with Girish here and there—a quick lunch, an "extended grocery run," or a late meeting. But the three of us? Together? That was nearly impossible now.

And overnights were out of the question.

We couldn't just drive to the bungalow for the weekend anymore. We couldn't vanish for twelve hours without raising eyebrows.

The freedom was gone, but the desire wasn't. We were back to being the dutiful son and the ideal daughter-in-law, vibrating with withdrawal.

We spent our nights staring at "The Circle" on WhatsApp, scrolling through photos of last month, wondering when—or if—we would ever get that life back.

✽✽✽

But today was different. The bubble was about to be tested. We received a message from Girish, formal and precise.

“My daughter, Neha, is landing this Thursday. She’s staying for three months with her son, Riaan. I’m hosting a welcome dinner on Saturday. I want you both to come. Let's try a wholesome evening for a change.”

And then, the kicker.

“Aditya, Bring your parents as well. It will make Neha feel like she is among family.”

That had sent a wave of panic through me. Aditya had been nervous too. "My parents?" he had asked, staring at the phone screen. "Girish wants to meet Pappa and Mummy? Why? What if he slips up? What if he says something about... us?"

"He won't," I had reassured him, though my own stomach was twisting. "Girish knows how to play the game better than anyone."

✽✽✽

So here we were. Saturday night.

We stood at the gate of the bungalow—the same gate we usually slipped through with hearts pounding in anticipation of sin. But tonight, we weren't alone. Aditya’s parents were with us.

Aditya’s father, a retired bank manager with a stiff spine and strict principles, looked at the sprawling house with raised eyebrows. "This is your boss's house, Aditya? It is... quite grand."

"Yes, Pappa," Aditya said, adjusting his collar. He looked terrified.

"He lives alone?" his mother asked, clutching her purse.

"Usually," I said, stepping in. "But his daughter is visiting from the US."

The watchman opened the gate, recognizing our car, but he looked confused to see the full family entourage. We walked up the driveway, the gravel crunching under our feet. The house looked different tonight. The lights were warmer, brighter. The shadows where Girish usually pulled me for a quick, stolen kiss were fully illuminated.

The front door opened before we rang the bell.

Girish stood there.

For a second, my breath caught. I was used to seeing him in comfortable t-shirts, gym shorts, or nothing at all. Tonight, he was wearing a crisp beige kurta with a white churidar. He looked elegant, respectful, and impossibly handsome in a fatherly way.

"Welcome," he said, his voice warm and booming. He stepped out, bypassing me and Aditya completely to walk straight to my in-laws.

Without missing a beat, Girish—the man who had bent me over his balcony railing just last week—bent down and touched Aditya’s father’s feet. Then his mother’s.

"Namaste," he said comfortably. "I am Girish. I am so honored you could come."

My father-in-law, usually reserved and critical, was immediately disarmed. "Arre, no no, Sir. Please. We are honored."

"Not Sir," Girish corrected gently, straightening up. "I may be Aditya's boss in the office, but here, in my home, I am just a host. And you are elders. Please, come in."

He ushered them inside with a grace that left me stunned. Aditya and I exchanged a glance. Who is this man?

Inside, the living room had been transformed. The bar was closed. There were toys scattered on the Persian rug—Lego blocks and a toy car. The scent in the air wasn't whiskey and musk; it was rich biryani and roasting spices.

"Neha!" Girish called out. "Come, meet everyone."

A young woman walked down the stairs. She looked maybe twenty-eight, with bright, expressive eyes and a warm smile. She was holding a four-year-old boy on her hip.

"Hi," she smiled, breathless. "Sorry, Riaan refuses to wear pants tonight."

We all laughed, the tension breaking instantly. Aditya stepped forward, offering a hand to Riaan. "Hey, buddy. Pants are overrated anyway."

Riaan giggled, hiding his face in his mother's neck.

✽✽✽

The next hour was a masterclass in social chameleon-ship. Girish was charming, attentive, and deeply respectful. He sat next to Aditya’s father, asking him about his tenure at the bank, listening to tales of Ahmedabad and how the city had evolved.

"I have great respect for your city, Sir," Girish said, leaning forward, his hands clasped. "The balance of tradition and modernity in Gujarat is unique. Bangalore is losing its soul a bit, becoming just concrete and glass."

"Exactly!" Aditya's father exclaimed, slapping his knee. "That is what I tell Aditya. Here, everyone is running, running, running. No time to breathe. But you... you have kept this house with such peace. It reminds me of our old haveli."

"I tried," Girish smiled humble. "Roots are important. Without them, we are just drifting leaves."

He then turned his charm to my mother-in-law. He complimented her saree, asking if it was a Patola, which made her blush and launch into a detailed explanation of the weave. He listened as if the history of silk gathered from Patan was the most fascinating topic in the world.

"You have raised a gem of a man," Girish said at one point, looking at Aditya with pride. "In my company, people come and go. But Aditya... he has integrity. He has character. That comes from upbringing."

Aditya’s father sat up straighter, beaming. "We tried our best. He is a good boy."

"And Aarti," Girish continued, his eyes flickering to me for a brief second—a spark of heat hidden behind a wall of respect. "She balances her career and her home so perfectly. You are very lucky to have such a daughter-in-law."

"We are," my mother-in-law agreed, patting my hand. "She takes good care of us."

I took a sip of water, trying to cool the sudden heat in my cheeks. It was surreal. He was praising us to our parents, validating us in the most traditional way possible, while we all knew the secret truth of how he knew us so well.

✽✽✽

"Dinner is served!" Neha announced.

We moved to the dining table. It was a feast—Vegetable Biryani, Paneer Butter Masala, stuffed mushrooms, and various dals. Girish had ensured everything was strictly vegetarian for my in-laws.

"Let me help," I said instinctively, standing up as Neha struggled with a heavy bowl of raita and the toddler pulling at her leg.

"Oh, thanks, Aarti," Neha said. "I'm still figuring out where Dad keeps everything. He moved the spices again."

I walked into the kitchen. The familiar scent of Girish—coffee beans and old wood—hit me instantly, even over the smell of biryani.

"He likes to organize by usage frequency, not category," I said without thinking, picking up a tray. "It drives the maids crazy."

Neha laughed, wiping a smudge of yogurt from her kurta. "Tell me about it. Yesterday I searched for salt for ten minutes. It was next to the tea bags. Who keeps salt next to tea?"

"Girish," I smiled. "He says morning salt water gargles are important, so they should be near the morning tea."

Neha paused, looking at me with a friendly curiosity. "You know his habits well. You don't even work with him, right?"

"No, I don't," I said, my heart rate picking up slightly. "But Aditya... he loves coming here to drink and unwind. We’ve practically adopted this place as our weekend spot."

"That's nice," she said, hoisting Riaan up properly. "He talks about you two a lot on our calls. 'Aditya did this, Aarti suggests that'. I was actually jealous that he had 'children' here who actually listened to him."

I laughed nervously. "We try."

I moved on autopilot. I bypassed the main counter, opened the second drawer on the left to grab the serving spoons, then opened the overhead cabinet to get the small glass bowls for the dessert. I knew exactly where the napkins were kept in the bottom drawer next to the fridge.

I turned around, bowls in hand, to find Neha staring at me.

She was leaning against the doorframe, Riaan on her hip, a curious expression on her face. The smile was still there, but it was sharper now.

"You know this kitchen well," she said. It wasn't an accusation, just an observation.

I froze. My heart hammered against my ribs. The innocent banter suddenly felt like a trap.

I had moved with the familiarity of a woman who had cooked "post-coital Maggi" in this kitchen at 3 AM. I knew that the second drawer stuck if you don't pull it to the left. I knew the fridge door needed a firm push to close.

"I..." I stammered, my mind racing. "We... like I said, we spend so much time here. I guess I've helped him out enough times to learn the layout." It felt like a flimsy explanation.

Neha tilted her head. "Dad doesn't usually let people in the kitchen. He's possessive about his spices."

"I totally am," Girish’s voice came from behind her.

I nearly dropped the bowls.

[image: Girish, Aarti, and Girish's daughter Neha standing in a kitchen, having a serious discussion about family.]

Girish stepped into the kitchen, sensing the tension. He didn't look flustered. He looked calm, almost amused. He walked over to Neha and tickled Riaan’s tummy, making the boy shriek with laughter.

"Aarti and Aditya are my saviors, Neha," Girish said smoothly, taking the bowls from my frozen hands. "When I host these dinners, I’m helpless. Aarti has saved me from serving soup with a fork more than once. They aren't just colleagues."

He looked at Neha, his expression softening, becoming serious.

"They are family here," he said firmly.

The weight of the words hung in the narrow kitchen. Family.

Neha looked at him, then at me. Her eyes searched mine. I didn't know what she saw—guilt, fear, or just simple care. But her expression softened.

"Well," she said with a smile, shifting Riaan. "Thank god for that. Because I have no idea where the sugar is."

I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding. "Third jar on the right shelf," I said automatically.

Neha laughed. "See? Family."

We carried the food out. The dinner was a success. Aditya’s father was laughing at Girish’s jokes. Aditya looked relaxed, actually enjoying the conversation.

✽✽✽

As the night wound down, we moved to the porch to say our goodbyes. The cool Bangalore breeze rustled the leaves of the mango tree—the same tree I had stared up at from Girish's bedroom window so many times.

My in-laws were already near the car, arguing about who would sit in the front. Neha had taken a sleepy Riaan upstairs.

For a brief moment, it was just the three of us in the shadows of the porch.

The facade dropped.

Girish’s posture changed. The respectful host vanished, and the hungry, possessive lover appeared in the set of his jaw. He looked at me, his eyes sweeping over my sleeveless floral kurta and wide-legged pants, lingering on the curve of my waist. Then he looked at Aditya.

"You can breathe now," Girish said quietly.

"Barely," Aditya let out a nervous chuckle. "When you touched Pappa's feet... I thought I was hallucinating."

"Respect is respect," Girish said, but the seriousness in his eyes was replaced by a mischievous glint. "However, my dutiful daughter presents a logistical challenge."

"She's sharp," I laughed softly. "I almost got caught in the kitchen."

"Create a crime scene, and the detective appears," Girish teased. "With Neha and Riaan here, the bungalow is officially a 'Family Zone'. No sneaking upstairs. No late-night 'strategy meetings' for three months."

Aditya let out a low whistle, his grin widening, but he stayed silent.

"Think of it as a tantalizing pause," Girish smirked, leaning casually against the pillar. "We’ve been moving fast. A little anticipation never hurt anyone. In fact, it might make things... interesting."

"Interesting or torturous?" I asked archly, crossing my arms.

"Depends on how you play," Girish countered, his voice dropping to a playful whisper. "We still have our phones. I expect you two to keep me entertained while I'm stuck watching cartoons."

"We might charge for that service," Aditya joked.

"I pay well," Girish shot back without missing a beat.

"Aarti! Aditya!" My mother-in-law called out from the car. "It’s getting late!"

"Duty calls," Girish stepped back, waving us off like we were teenagers caught loitering. "Go. Take care of the elders. And check your phones later."

"Goodnight, Sir," Aditya said, suppressing a laugh.

"Goodnight."

✽✽✽

We walked to the car, the mood light and bubbling. I settled into the back seat while Aditya drove.

"Such a nice man," my mother-in-law said, adjusting her shawl. "So cultured. And so lonely in that big house. It is good his daughter has come."

"Yes," I agreed, catching Aditya’s eye in the rearview mirror.

He held my gaze, a small, knowing smile playing on his lips. The rush was over. The frantic, secret meetings were done for now.

We weren't saying goodbye. We were just hitting pause. And the waiting? It already felt sweet and dangerous.

✽✽✽


33. The Wait

June, 2012

The silence was the loudest thing in our house.

It wasn't a literal silence. The television was blaring a prime-time news debate in the living room, my mother-in-law was clattering dishes in the kitchen, and Ishan was humming a tune while packing his school bag. The house was full of life, full of the comforting, chaotic noise of a joint family.

But for Aditya and me, it felt deafeningly quiet.

It had been three days since the family dinner at Girish’s bungalow. Three days since Neha and Riaan had filled his home with distinctively wholesome energy, effectively sealing the doors to our playground.

We were dining together, the table crowded with bowls of dal, rice, and sabzi. My father-in-law was recounting a story about a distant cousin’s wedding in Ahmedabad.

"And can you believe?" he said, wiping his mouth with a napkin. "They served lunch at 3 PM! By then, half the guests had left."

"Terrible," my mother-in-law chimed in, serving Aditya another roti. "Management is everything. You must learn from this, Aditya. When Ishan gets married, we will be punctual."

Aditya stared at his plate, pushing a piece of okra around. "That’s fifteen years away, Mummy," he said, his voice flat.

"Time flies!" she laughed. "Just yesterday you were in school."

I looked at Aditya. He looked drained. His eyes, usually bright with mischief or affection, were dull. He caught my gaze across the table. In that split second, I heard him as clearly as if he had spoken aloud: I’m bored. I’m so incredibly bored.

I offered him a small, sympathetic smile, but inside, I felt the same hollowness.

For a month, we had lived on a high frequency—stolen glances, coded texts, the constant thrum of adrenaline knowing that a secret life awaited us just walking distance away. We had been spies, lovers, adventurers.

Now, we were just Aarti and Aditya. Parents. Children. Employees.

We slipped back into our mundane rhythms—office, home, dinner, sleep. We moved through the days like sleepwalkers. I found myself checking my phone incessantly, and I saw Aditya doing the same, both of us waiting for a ping that didn't come. "The Circle" remained dormant.

Aditya went to work, of course, but he returned each evening with a shrug. Girish was on leave for his daughter’s visit, he reminded me casually, so the office was just an office again—grey and eventless. There were no updates from that front either.

Five days of complete radio silence.

✽✽✽

[image: Aarti and Aditya sitting on a bed together, looking at a notification from Girish on Aarti's phone.]

On the fifth evening, after dinner, we were in our bedroom. I was folding laundry, and Aditya was checking emails on his phone.

Suddenly, a notification pinged. A distinct, sharp sound that we both knew instantly.

Aditya looked up, his eyes meeting mine. "He posted."

I dropped the shirt I was folding and sat next to him on the bed. My heart gave a little jump.

I unlocked my phone. One new message in The Circle.

Girish: Good evening. I hope the week has been productive.

I smiled. It was so formal, so Girish.

Me: Too quiet, actually. The silence is loud.

Aditya: Very productive, but missing the fun. How are you, Sir?

Girish: Surviving. Neha is very observant, so I have to be careful. But I have been thinking about us.

Girish: We had a great month. But honestly, it's risky. Neha almost caught us last time.

Me: I know. It scares me too. When is Neha leaving? We can go back to normal after that, right?

Girish: It is not about Neha, Aarti. It is about us. We need to control this.

Girish: We can't be reckless. Daily messaging, weekly meetings... someone will notice.

Girish: Maybe we should save it. Make it special.

Me: Save it? Meaning?

Girish: Like... we only meet when it matters. Birthdays, anniversaries. Special dates.

Aditya looked at me, frowning slightly. "Only special dates? That’s like... three or four times a year."

"It makes sense though," I said slowly. "Ideally, we shouldn't be taking risks every week."

Me: So, we only meet on big days?

Girish: Yes. Think about it. If we meet every week, it becomes routine. But if we wait... if we meet after months... it will be intense.

Me: But why wait so long?

Girish: Because I don't want us to become mundane. Like your marriage did.

Me: Shut up!

Girish: Then why did you come to me?

Aditya: Ouch, that was cruel. Was it for me?

Girish: It is not about you, Aditya. If things become monotonous, we don't enjoy them. Especially in private life.

Aditya: Hmmm. I hate waiting, but I get your point. It keeps it safe. And exciting.

Girish: And in between, we stay quiet. No daily chats to risk exposure. We focus on our families.

Me: Miss you already.

Girish: I know. But it's better this way. We keep the magic alive without burning down our houses.

Aditya: 3 times a year?

Girish: Maybe 4. I’m not cruel.

Me: Okay. I hate waiting, but if that is what you want...

Girish: Good. Then it's settled. We go silent for now.

Girish: One last thing, Aditya.

Aditya: Yes?

Girish: She hates waiting. So make sure she sleeps well tonight. Use your mouth. She likes that the most.

My face flushed hot instantly. I looked at Aditya, who smirked, his eyes darkening.

Aditya: Noted, Sir.

Me: Girish... you are impossible.

Girish: Good girl.

Girish: Goodbye.

We watched the "Online" status disappear.

✽✽✽

Aditya put his phone down and looked at me. The room felt quiet again, but not empty.

"So," he said softly. "We are on our own for a while."

"It's better, Aadi," I said, trying to convince myself. "Safer."

"I know," Aditya nodded, moving closer. "And he's right. If we wait, it will be crazy when we finally meet."

He put his arm around me. "We can do this."

"When is the next special occasion?" I asked. "My birthday? Your birthday?"

Aditya shook his head, a strange, excited gleam in his eyes. "No. Let's not plan it. Let him decide."

"Let him decide?"

"Yeah," he whispered, his hand sliding up my thigh. "He said he’ll contact us. Not knowing when... letting him surprise us... that's a kick in itself, isn't it?"

I shivered. He was right. The uncertainty, the waiting for his signal—it made it feel like part of the act.

"We wait for the call," I whispered back.

"Exactly," Aditya smiled, leaning in to kiss me. "But until then... I have some instructions to follow."

He switched off the bedside lamp, enveloping us in darkness. That night, as we followed the command, it didn't feel like we were just husband and wife. We were partners in a secret, bound by his instructions that made every touch feel heavier, more meaningful.

✽✽✽

Aditya was right. Girish had become the invisible spark we had been missing. It didn't matter if he was physically in the room or just a lingering presence in our minds; his influence was undeniable. Just the thought of him was enough to transform our intimacy.

This became our new normal. In the sanctuary of our bedroom, Aditya often took on Girish's role, adopting his tone and his guidance. It led to some of the most intense nights of our marriage.

I couldn't help but notice that Aditya seemed to enjoy being Girish more than he enjoyed being himself—there was a liberation in it for him. And for me? I was more than okay with it. There is nothing wrong with having fantasies, especially when they turn the familiar rhythms of marriage into something thrilling and new.

I knew it would be a long time before I saw Girish again. But the waiting itself became a sweet pain, a sharp, constant longing that kept the fire alive. Aditya helped fan those flames, asking me to whisper Girish's name in the dark, reminding me of him when it mattered most.

The plan was set. We were playing the long game now.

✽✽✽


34. Four Years Later

March, 2015

Four years. It is a strange thing how time works.

When you are living through the days, fighting traffic on the Outer Ring Road, attending parent-teacher meetings, and managing quarterly deadlines, time feels like sticky treacle. It feels slow, heavy, and exhausting.

But when you look back, it feels like a flicker.

One blink, and your son is taller than you. His voice cracks into a deep baritone that startles you from the other room.

Another blink, and the secret life you built—the one that was supposed to be a temporary madness—has become the very foundation of your existence.

I sat on the balcony of our new apartment in Whitefield, nursing a cup of Earl Grey that had gone cold.

The evening breeze was cool, unusual for Bangalore in March, but welcome. We had moved here two years ago. It was a bigger space in a "premium" society. It was the kind of upgrade that announced to the world that Aditya and Aarti were doing well.

And we were. We were doing very well.

Our marriage had survived the storm. In fact, it hadn't just survived; it had evolved into something unshakeable. It was forged in the fires of a secret that would have destroyed most marriages.

The "long game" Girish proposed that night—the waiting, the limited meetings, the intense reunions—had worked.

✽✽✽

For three and a half years, we had lived that life, treating it like a precious, finite resource. We met Girish only three or four times a year. They weren't just hookups; they were pilgrimages.

I closed my eyes, letting the sounds of the city wash over me. I allowed myself to remember.

There was that weekend in Coorg, six months after the "Wait" began. We had rented a private estate in the middle of a coffee plantation.

I remembered the mist rolling in over the hills, the smell of damp earth and roasting coffee beans.

I remembered Aditya sitting on the planters' chair, sipping whiskey. He watched Girish trace the line of my spine with a peacock feather he’d found in the garden.

There was no urgency, no frantic need to hide. We had two whole days, and we spent them in a haze of slow, worshipful intimacy.

Then there was that Holi in Goa two years ago. We had told my in-laws we were attending a conference.

Instead, we spent the afternoon in a secluded villa with a private plunge pool. It was the same resort where Aditya and I had honeymooned—a fact I found deliciously ironic.

Those days were marked in gold in my calendar. They were the release valves that kept the pressure of ordinary life from crushing us. They were the secret oxygen we breathed.

✽✽✽

But then, six months ago, the oxygen supply was cut off.

Girish moved to London.

It wasn't a surprise. His business had been expanding in the UK for years. More importantly, his younger daughter was moving there to get married.

It was the logical next step for a single father with global ambitions. But for us... for me... it felt like losing a limb.

The bungalow in Koramangala was locked up. It was managed by a silent caretaker who dusted the ghosts of our memories once a week.

Our "playground" was gone. The physical intimacy that had become the secret glue of our trio came to a sudden, jarring halt.

We still had the WhatsApp group—The Circle—but we stuck rigidly to our agreement: no contact between meetups. The logic was to let the hunger build, to keep the desire sharp. So there were no "Good mornings," no "How is London?" texts. Just a heavy, disciplined silence.

The "Wait" had turned into an indefinite pause. And the silence was beginning to rot the edges of my happiness.

I sipped my cold tea, feeling a familiar ache in my chest. It wasn't just lust—though God knows I missed his touch.

I missed Him.

I missed the way he looked at me—like I was the only woman in the world, distinct from the mother, the wife, the employee.

I missed the way Aditya looked at me when he looked at me. Without Girish acting as the mirror, I sometimes felt Aditya’s gaze slipping back into the comfortable, non-seeing look of a husband of fifteen years.

✽✽✽

"Aarti?"

Aditya stepped onto the balcony, sliding the glass door shut behind him. He was holding his phone.

His face held a peculiar expression—half-amused, half-electric. It was a look I hadn't seen in six months.

"What is it?" I asked, putting my cup down. "Is Ishan okay? Did the results come?"

"Ishan is fine. He's destroying zombies on his PlayStation," Aditya said. He sat down next to me.

He didn't relax into the chair; he sat on the edge, radiating energy. "Check your phone."

"Why?"

"Just check it."

I picked up my phone from the table. There was a notification from The Circle—a single line from Girish: Check email.

"He sent it to both of us," Aditya said, pointing to my email app.

"An email? Why not a text?" I frowned. "Is something wrong? Is he sick?"

"He's not sick," Aditya said, a small smirk playing on his lips. "He's... nostalgic."

My heart hammered against my ribs. I opened the mail app.

There it was, sitting at the top of the inbox.




Sender: Girish 

Subject: The 4th Anniversary




"Fourth anniversary?" I looked at Aditya. "Has it really been exactly four years?"

"Open it," Aditya urged. He leaned closer, his shoulder pressing against mine. I could feel the heat radiating from him.

I tapped the screen. The email wasn't brief. It was a letter.




Dearest Aarti, Aditya,




London is cold, gray, and miserably lonely without you two. The business is thriving, I have dined with lords and bankers, but my soul is bored. I find myself looking at the calendar and realizing something significant.

Next month, specifically the second weekend of April, marks exactly four years since the weekend at the Farmhouse.

I've spent six months being a dutiful father and a businessman. I need to be a man again. I need you, Aarti.

Attached are tickets and a confirmed itinerary. I have cleared my schedule for ten days. I expect you to do the same.




Destination: Seychelles. 

Dates: April 25th - May 5th.




I verified Ishan's exam schedule before booking. So, no excuses. The villa is booked. The ocean is waiting.




Yours, G.




I stopped reading. The Farmhouse. The memory hit me instantly—the scent of jasmine, the dappled sunlight on the wooden floor, and the terrifying, exhilarating freedom of that afternoon.

"The Farmhouse," Aditya murmured, reading over my shoulder. His voice was heavy, thick with a shared, vicarious intimacy.

He squeezed my hand, his fingers lacing through mine. He didn't need to say more. He knew exactly where my mind had gone. He had lived that afternoon through my confessions, consuming every detail during our late-night talks until the memory felt as much his as it was mine.

I leaned back into him, grounding myself in his solid presence. I looked back at the screen. Below the text were three PDF attachments. Flight tickets. Hotel confirmation. Visa documents.

I stared at the screen, but it wasn't the destination that caught me first. It was the line about Ishan.

"He checked Ishan's dates?" I looked up at Aditya, surprised. "He actually remembered to check when his exams finish?"

"He covers all bases," Aditya said with a knowing smile. "He knows you wouldn't step a foot out of Bangalore if Ishan was still studying."

I looked back down, a warmth spreading through my chest. It was... consideration. Deep, thoughtful consideration.

Then, the rest of it hit me. Seychelles. Ten days.

"Seychelles?" I squeaked.

"Seychelles," Aditya repeated, savoring the word like a piece of rich chocolate. "The land of white sands, turquoise water, massive granite boulders, and... absolute privacy."

"But... April?" Panic, cold and sharp, pierced the bubble of excitement. "Aadi, that's next month! That's three weeks away!"

"So?"

"So? What about Ishan? We can't just leave him."

"Sorted," Aditya countered effortlessly. "Mummy-Pappa are visiting Ahmedabad next month. Ishan can go with them. We’ll tell them I have an international conference, and since the company is sponsoring the spouse, you are coming with me."


"Okay, but my work!" I grasped at straws. "The quarterly review is the first week of April. I can't just vanish."

"Come on! You said your review is on the 4th and 5th. We fly on the 25th. That gives you twenty days to wrap things up. You have fifty days of leave accumulated, Aarti. You haven't taken a real vacation in two years."


"But the cost!" I blurted out. The ultimate middle-class defense mechanism kicked in.

"Aadi, think about the money! We just bought this apartment. The EMI is ninety thousand a month. Ishan's college fees will technically start in June—that’s going to be lakhs."

I took a breath. "Seychelles is incredibly expensive! The currency difference alone will kill us."

I stood up, pacing the small balcony. "The flights alone must be over a lakh each. And a resort? For ten days? In Seychelles? That’s easily a five or six lakh rupee trip, Aadi. Maybe more. We can't blow half a million rupees on a... on a sex vacation!"

Aditya stayed seated. He watched me pace with a calm, predatory smile. He waited for me to finish my rant, to list every EMI, every potential expense, every logical reason why this was madness.

"Are you done?" he asked, when I finally paused for breath.

"No! I'm not done. What if an emergency comes up? We need liquid cash. We can't just—"

"Aarti," he interrupted gently, tapping the phone screen. "Look at the attachments again."

"I see them! Business Class. Oh my god, Business Class? That’s even worse! Do you know how much that costs?"

"Yes," Aditya said, leaning back and stretching his legs. "It costs a fortune. But not our fortune."

I stopped pacing. I looked at him, confusion warring with the adrenaline. "What?"

"He paid," Aditya said, his grin widening. "Fully paid. Flights, stay, transfers. Even the 'All-Inclusive' meal plan at the resort. I checked the booking references. It’s an ultra-luxury property with private pool, Aarti."

I slumped back into my chair, the wind knocked out of me. "He... he paid for everything?"

"Everything. We just have to show up."

"He can't just do that," I whispered, though the protest was weak. "It's too much. It's too extravagant. It makes me feel..."

"Like a kept woman?" Aditya suggested, eyebrow raised.

"Like he's buying us," I corrected, though my cheeks burned.

"He's not buying us, Aarti. He's spoiling us," Aditya said, his voice dropping.

"He's Girish. He has more money than he knows what to do with, and he's stuck in a cold country missing his two favorite people. Frankly, considering he's deprived us of his company for six months, I think he owes us this."

"Aadi!" I slapped his arm, scandalized. "Don't be so shameless."

"Why not?"

He stood up and walked to the railing. He looked out at the glittering lights of Whitefield. He looked good—fit, graying at the temples, a man who had grown into his confidence.

"You know you want to go. Don't worry about the money. Your rich lover has taken care of the logistics. All you have to do is accept."

"He's not my—"

"He is," Aditya interrupted softly, turning to face me. "And thank God for that. Because if he wasn't, we'd be spending April watching Netflix and complaining about the heat."

He walked back to me and took my hands, pulling me up to stand with him. The teasing glint in his eyes shifted into something darker, hungrier.

"Four years," he mused. "Do you realize what this means?"

"What?"

"It means we have ten days. Just the three of us. No work. No kids. No neighbors to worry about. No soundproofing the bedroom walls."

He stepped closer, invading my personal space. I could smell his aftershave—wood and spice.

"I'm actually jealous," he whispered.

"Jealous?" I blinked. "Of him paying?"

"No," he laughed low in his throat. "I'm jealous that he has the memory of you in that farmhouse, and I don't. But I'm going to make up for it."

[image: Aditya and Aarti standing on a balcony, holding hands and smiling as they discuss an upcoming trip.]

He ran a hand down my arm, his fingers trailing fire. "I want you to please him. You are wearing a bikini in Seychelles, Aarti."

I flushed, pulling back slightly. "Aadi, please. I am forty. I have stretch marks. I am not wearing a bikini."

"Oh, you are," he promised. His tone left no room for argument.

It was the voice he used when he was channeling Girish—assertive, commanding.

"We are going to the mall this weekend. And we are going to buy the smallest, most expensive, most scandalous swimwear we can find. If Girish is paying lakhs for a private pool, the least we can do is ensure you please him."

"You want me to... show off?"

"I want you to stun him," Aditya said, his eyes darkening. "I want him to see you and realize exactly what he's been missing for six months."

My stomach did a flip—that familiar mix of anticipation and liquid heat. It had been so long since I felt this. The silence of the last six months had been numbing, but this... this raw, directed desire in Aditya... this was what I starved for.

"We have to reply," I said, my voice breathless.

"I already did," Aditya said.

"What? Without asking me?"

"I knew the answer," he shrugged. "While you were hyperventilating about the EMI, I sent this."

He turned his phone around.




Aditya to The Circle: Tickets received. We are overwhelmed, Sir. But honestly, we are uncomfortable with the expense. It feels like too much for us to accept.

Girish: I didn’t ask for your acceptance of the cost, only your presence. I have missed you both. Let me spoil you.

Aditya: Point taken. She is currently flushed, wondering if she can handle the kind of 'spoiling' you have in mind. She says it feels scandalous, but I think she’s secretly dying to be corrupted.

Girish: Corrupted? I certainly hope so. Tell her to sleep well this month. She won't be getting much rest in Seychelles.

I read the message, biting my lip, a shiver chasing the heat under my skin. Won't be getting much rest.

"Well," I said, looking up at Aditya. I felt the thrill course through my veins like electricity, washing away the fatigue of the last six months. "I guess I really need to apply for leave."

"And I," Aditya said, steering me back towards the living room. His hand was firm on the small of my back. "I need to help you shop. I’m thinking red. You look dangerous in red."

The sounds of virtual zombies dying were still coming from inside—Ishan was still at it—but I didn't hear it anymore. All I could hear was the phantom sound of the ocean, and the rapid, heavy beating of my own heart.

The wait was over. The game was back on.

✽✽✽


35. The Preparation

The Phoenix Marketcity mall in Whitefield was buzzing with the usual Saturday crowd—families with screaming toddlers, teenagers in groups, and couples holding hands. But as we walked through the glass doors, the air around us felt different. It felt charged, distinct, as if we were walking in a separate bubble of reality.

Aditya’s hand was firm on the small of my back, guiding me through the throng. He wasn't walking with his usual relaxed, weekend stroll. There was a purpose in his stride, a kind of hunting energy that I hadn't seen in years.

"Where are we going first?" I asked, trying to keep up with him. "Lifestyle? Pantaloons?"

Aditya laughed, a short, dismissive sound. "We are not buying you a cotton salwar kameez for a family pooja, Aarti. We are dressing you for Seychelles. We are dressing you for him."

He steered me past the family department stores and headed straight for the international brands on the ground floor. We bypassed the sensible clothing racks and named brands that I usually admired from the window but rarely entered.

"Aadi, these places are expensive," I hissed, tightening my grip on his arm. "Everything here is way over our usual budget."

"Relax," Aditya said, not slowing down. "You won't find this kind of style or variety anywhere else. And don't worry about the price tag—I can easily afford to spoil my wife a little. Besides..." He stopped and turned to face me, his eyes glinting with mischief. "It's been years since we really splurged on you. Let's make sure you turn heads when you walk into that villa."

My cheeks burned, but I couldn't deny the thrill that shivered down my spine. This version of Aditya—assertive, detailed, focused on my sexuality—was intoxicating. It was as if the invitation from London had unlocked a door in him that had been rusting shut for the last few months.

✽✽✽

We entered a high-end lingerie and swimwear boutique. The lighting was soft and golden, the music a low, ambient thrum. The mannequins were terrifyingly perfect, draped in lace and silk that looked like it would tear if you breathed on it too hard.

A sales assistant, a young woman with impeccable makeup, glided over to us. "Good afternoon. How can I help you today?"

"We are looking for swimwear," I said, attempting a confident tone. "For a beach vacation."

"Of course," the girl nodded professionally, assessing my size. "Do you have any preference, Ma'am? High waist? One-piece? Prints?"

I instinctively opened my mouth to ask for a one-piece, but I felt Aditya's hand tighten slightly on my waist—a silent, pressing signal. I swallowed my modesty.

"Two-pieces," I said, my voice a little higher than usual. "And... not high waist."

Aditya leaned in close to my ear, his breath warm against my skin. "Tell her you want to show off that figure," he whispered, low enough that only I could hear.

I felt a flush rise to my cheeks. Great figure? I was forty. I had birthed a child. But the weight of Aditya's gaze made me straighten my spine just a little.

"Right this way," the girl smiled, unaware of the silent exchange, and led us to the back of the store.

She pulled out a few options—sensible floral prints, some modest cuts that offered good coverage. I reached for a blue one with a skirted bottom. "This looks nice. It covers the thighs and—"

"No," Aditya said, gently taking the hanger from my hand and putting it back on the rack. "Too safe. Too 'Mom on holiday'."

He started flipping through the racks himself, his fingers moving quickly. He pulled out a vibrant emerald green bikini with gold clasps. It was tiny. The bottom looked less like a garment remain and more like a suggestion.

"Aadi," I whispered, scandalized. "That is... that is barely anything! It's a string!"

"It's perfect," he said, holding it up against me. "Emerald. It makes you look exotic. Like a siren. Try it."

"I can't wear that!" I hissed, looking around to see if anyone was listening. "I have stretch marks, Aadi. My stomach isn't flat like it was ten years ago. Girish hasn't seen me in six months. What if he... what if he's disappointed?"

Aditya’s expression softened. He stepped closer, invading my personal space, blocking out the rest of the store. He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear.

"Aarti," he said softly. "Girish doesn't want a mannequin. He wants you. And frankly, so do I. I see you every day, and I still think you're the most beautiful woman in the room. Trust me on this. Go try it."

He pressed the green fabric into my hands. "And take this one too," he added, handing me a black one that looked even more complicated, with straps that seemed designed to confuse and entice. "And this gold one."

I walked into the changing room, my heart pounding a frantic rhythm against my ribs. The lighting inside was unforgivingly bright. I took a deep breath and undressed.

Putting on the green bikini felt like a physical challenge. I adjusted the straps, tugged at the fabric, and tried to cover as much skin as possible. But there wasn't much fabric to work with.

I looked at myself in the mirror.

It was... shocking.

My stomach was soft, yes. There were faint silver lines on my hips from when I carried Ishan. But the emerald against my skin was striking. The cut of the top pushed my breasts up, making them look fuller. The high cut of the bottoms made my legs look longer.

I took a deep breath and opened the door a crack. "Aadi?"

He was waiting right outside, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. He straightened up immediately. "Let me see."

I stepped out, wrapping my arms around my stomach self-consciously.

Aditya went still. His eyes traveled slowly from my face, down to my neck, over the swell of my breasts, down to my hips, and back up. He didn't say a word.

"Is it... is it too much?" I asked, my voice trembling. "I look like I'm trying too hard, don't I?"

Aditya shook his head slowly. He walked over to me, stopping just inches away. He reached out and gently pulled my arms away from my stomach.

"You look breathtaking," he whispered. His voice was rough, darker than usual. "Giving you to him is going to be the hardest thing I've ever done. And the hottest."

"You really think he'll like it?"

"Like it?" Aditya let out a breathless laugh. "Aarti, he's going to lose his mind. When he sees you walking out of that villa onto the deck... specifically in this..." He traced the strap of the bikini top with his finger, sending a shiver racing through me. "He's going to realize that waiting six months was torture."

"I want him to realize that," I admitted, the truth slipping out. "I want to knock him off his feet."

"You will," Aditya promised. "Turn around."

I turned, feeling exposed and vulnerable, but also incredibly powerful. I watched him in the mirror. He was looking at my reflection, his eyes hungry, possessive, yet eager to share.

"Perfect," he murmured. "We're taking it."

"It's five thousand rupees, Aadi," I reminded him, checking the tag.

"Don't look at the tag, Aarti," he said effortlessly. "Just look at the mirror. For that look on his face? It's worth every rupee."

I hesitated, looking back at the black bikini I had also tried on—the one with slightly more coverage and a sturdy confident fit. It wasn't 'Mom on holiday', but it wasn't 'Video Vixen' either.

"We're getting this one too," I said firmly, grabbing the hanger.

"Why?" Aditya asked, raising an eyebrow. "The green one is superior."

"Because I need a warm-up act," I argued. "I can't just walk out in the green string first thing. I need something I feel 100% confident in for the beach, for when other people might be around. The green... the green is for private viewing."

Aditya considered this, a slow grin spreading across his face. "Private viewing," he repeated. "I like the sound of that. Fine. Get the black one for the public. Keep the green one for us."

✽✽✽

We spent the next two hours in a whirlwind. We moved to the men's section briefly. Aditya was efficient—he grabbed three crisp linen shirts and a couple of tailored shorts and ducked into the trial room. He was out in five minutes, holding the hangers.

"How was the fit?" I asked.

"Perfect," he said, handing them to the attendant. "Bill them."

"You look good in linen," I noted, smoothing the collar of the shirt he had kept on to show me. "Girish will be impressed."

"I'll pass," he smiled, catching my hand. "But I'm just the supporting actor in this movie. You're the star. Now come on, we need sunglasses."

✽✽✽

He dragged me back to the accessories department. He insisted on a white crochet cover-up dress ("For tantalizing glimpses while walking to the beach"), a pair of oversized sunglasses ("So you can hide your eyes when you're looking at him"), and a bottle of expensive shimmering body oil ("To make your skin glow in the candlelight").

He was meticulous. He debated colors, checked fabrics, and imagined scenarios I hadn't even dared to think of yet.

"This dress," he said, holding up a backless maxi dress in deep burgundy. "For the dinner. It has easy access."

"Aadi!" I swatted his arm, but I was laughing. "You are obsessed."

"I'm being practical," he grinned. "Try it on. I need to see the back."

I took the dress into the changing room. The silk was cool against my skin, slipping over my head like water. It fit perfectly, clinging to my hips and draping elegantly to the floor. But the back... the back plunged low, dangerously low, stopping just above the curve of my waist.

There was no way to wear a bra with it.

I stepped out, feeling the cool air regarding my bare skin. Aditya was waiting. He didn't say anything at first; he just gestured for me to turn around.

I turned slowly. I could feel his eyes tracing the line of my spine.

"Walk," he commanded softly.

I took a few steps away from him, the silk swishing around my ankles.

"Perfect," he murmured. "Girish loves your back. He's going to go crazy when he sees this."

He walked up behind me, his hands hovering just inches from my bare skin, sending goosebumps erupting across my arms. "We're taking it. No bra, obviously."

"Obviously," I echoed, my voice breathless.

✽✽✽

After the dress, we needed a break. We collapsed into chairs at a coffee shop on the first floor, surrounded by our haul. I nursed a cappuccino while Aditya scrolled through his phone, checking something.

"What are you looking at?"

"The itinerary," he said, putting the phone down. "Aarti, I want you to promise me something."

I looked up, curious. "What?"

"For the next ten days, starting the moment we board that flight..." He leaned forward, his expression intense. "You are not 'Mummy'. You are not 'Mrs. Mehta'. You are not managing a household or a team."

"Then who am I?"

"You are just Aarti," he said simply. "You are the woman two men are crossing oceans for. I don't want to hear about Ishan's college admission forms. I don't want to hear about the EMI. I don't want to hear about your diet."

He reached across the table and took my hand. "For ten days, I want you to be selfish. I want you to be vain. I want you to bask in the attention. Can you do that?"

I looked at him, seeing the earnestness in his eyes. He wasn't just doing this for Girish or himself. He was doing it for me. He knew how heavy the mantle of 'responsibility' sat on my shoulders. He was giving me permission to put it down.

"I can try," I whispered.

"Don't try," he grinned, the playful spark returning. "Do. Or I'll tell Girish to tease you endlessly."

I laughed, feeling the tension melt away. "You're enjoying this too much."

"I am," he admitted. "Now drink your coffee. We still need to find those shoes."




By the time we finally walked out of the mall, we were laden with bags. My feet hurt, my credit card was groaning, but my spirit was soaring.

[image: Aditya and Aarti walking through a shopping mall, carrying multiple shopping bags and looking happy.]

✽✽✽

We sat in the car, the AC blasting against the afternoon heat. Aditya tossed the bags into the back seat and turned to me.

"Happy?" he asked.

"Nervous," I admitted. "But... excited. It feels real now. We're actually going."

"We are," Aditya said. He put the car in gear but didn't move. He looked at me, his expression turning serious.

"Aarti," he said quietly.

"Yes?"

"I meant what I said back there," he said. "About you looking beautiful. I know we joke about Girish and the money and the luxury... but I'm proud of you. I'm proud that you're mine. And I'm proud that we've reached a place where we can do this."

I felt a lump form in my throat. I reached over and squeezed his hand. "I wouldn't be doing this with anyone else, Aadi. You know that, right? It's not just the trip. It's... us. I'm doing this because you're with me."

"I know," he said hoarsely. He leaned over and kissed me—hard, brief, and full of promise. "Now let's go home. I need to help you pack. And I think I need a preview of that emerald bikini again. Without the shop assistant watching."

I laughed, feeling lighter than I had in years. "You just want to see if the investment was worth it."

"Oh, the investment is already paying off," he grinned, pulling out of the parking lot. "The dividends are going to be spectacular."

As we drove back towards Whitefield, the sun setting in a blaze of orange and purple, I looked at the bags in the back seat. They weren't just clothes. They were costumes for a play we were about to perform. A play where I got to be the star, Aditya got to be the director, and Girish...

Girish was the audience we were both dying to please.

The preparation was done. The stage was set.

Seychelles was waiting.

✽✽✽


36. Arrival in Seychelles

April, 2015

The flight to Mahe was a blur of nervous excitement and champagne in business class—another extravagance Girish had insisted on. But the real magic began when we boarded the smaller propeller plane to Praslin, skimming just feet above the turquoise water.

By the time we reached the private villa resort, nestled in a secluded cove with white powder sand and granite boulders, I felt like I had stepped into a postcard I had no business being in.

"This is insane," I whispered to Aditya as a buggy whirred us through lush tropical gardens. The air smelled of salt, frangipani, and money.

"It's Girish," Aditya corrected with a grin, squeezing my knee. "Look."

The buggy pulled up to a massive villa perched on a hill overlooking the ocean. And there he was.

Girish was standing at the entrance, dressed in white linen trousers and a crisp white shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He looked tan, fit, and—my heart did a traitorous flip—older. The grey at his temples had spread, giving him a distinguished, silver-fox aura that made my mouth go dry.

He descended the steps as we climbed out. He didn't hesitate. He walked straight to Aditya first, pulling him into a firm handshake that turned into a half-hug.

"You made it," Girish said, his voice warm and familiar, stripping away the six months of distance in a second. "Good to see you, Aditya."

"You too, Girish," Aditya smiled, and I saw genuine affection in his eyes. "You've outdone yourself with this place."

"Only the best," Girish winked. Then, he turned to me.

The air shifted. The friendly camaraderie vanished, replaced by a heavy, charged silence. His eyes swept over me, taking in the sundress I’d changed into at the airport, my hair frizzy from the humidity, my face devoid of makeup.

"Aarti," he said softly.

"Hi," I managed, feeling like a schoolgirl.

He didn't hug me. Not yet. He just reached out and took my hand, raising it to his lips. He kissed my knuckles, his eyes never leaving mine. "You look beautiful."

"I look like a travel-weary mess," I laughed nervously, my skin burning where his lips had touched.

"You look like you're here," he said simply. "That's all that matters."

✽✽✽

We had lunch on the private deck of our villa, overlooking the endless Indian Ocean. The table was laden with an elaborate vegetarian spread that Girish had arranged specifically for us.

The initial awkwardness melted away faster than I expected, replaced by the easy rhythm we had built over four years.

We talked about Ishan first. He had happily flown off to Ahmedabad with Aditya’s parents for the holidays, completely unaware that his parents were currently sipping wine on a private island in the Seychelles.

Then the conversation shifted to Girish’s new life in London. He spoke about the bone-chilling cold and the overly polite British society, admitting how much he actually missed the vibrant, noisy chaos of India.

"But the museums are excellent," Girish added, pouring more wine for Aditya. "And the history. I've been reading up on the colonial trade routes. Did you know the spices from here fueled half the economy of the empire?"

Aditya laughed. "There he goes. The history professor is back."

I watched them banter, a warm glow spreading in my chest. It wasn't the wine. It was them. My husband and my lover, sitting at the same table, laughing together. It felt perverse, perhaps, to the outside world. But to us, it was a hard-won peace.
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"Speaking of history," Aditya said, leaning back and twirling his wine glass. "We were talking about the old days on the flight. Do you remember the first time you two met?"

Girish chuckled, shaking his head. "Vividly. I was a complete jerk. She parked her car in my driveway, and I marched out there like a grumpy old landlord and told her to move."

"I was terrified," I admitted, laughing at the memory. "I came home and told Aditya that the neighbor was a 'Khadoos'. I was so embarrassed."

"I wasn't angry, though," Girish said, looking at me. "I was just... surprised. I wasn't used to seeing someone so bold."

"But that wasn't the start," Aditya pointed out. "The real start was the gym."

"Ah, the apology," Girish smiled. "Weeks later. You walked up to me while I was resting between sets and gave me this very formal, very rehearsed apology for the parking incident."

"Aarti was telling me something interesting about that," Aditya said, his eyes glittering with mischief. He looked at me. "Go on, tell him."

I froze, my fork hovering halfway to my mouth. "Aadi, no."

"Tell him," Aditya insisted, enjoying this. "Or I will."

I blushed, feeling the heat rise to my cheeks. Girish looked between us, intrigued. "What? What am I missing?"

I put my fork down and sighed, looking at my plate. "It wasn't... it wasn't just an apology."

Girish frowned. "What do you mean?"

"I wasn't actually sorry," I confessed, my voice barely above a whisper. "I mean, I was sorry about parking in your spot that first day, but... that day at the gym? I didn't just 'bump' into you."

Girish looked genuinely confused. "But you came over specifically to apologize."

"I came over because I needed an excuse," I said, meeting his eyes. "I had been watching you at the gym for weeks. I saw how you treated the staff, how focused you were. I didn't care about the parking. I just... I practiced that apology for three days in front of the mirror just so I could talk to you without looking like a fool."

There was a moment of stunned silence. The only sound was the gentle lapping of the waves against the wooden stilts of our deck.

Girish stared at me, his fork frozen halfway to the plate. Then, a slow, incredulous smile spread across his face. "You rehearsed it?"

"I had three versions," I admitted, my face burning. "Polite neighbor, casual acquaintance, and... well, the one I used."

Aditya burst out laughing. "She plotted it, Girish! My innocent wife spent three days scripting her opening line!"

Girish threw his head back and laughed—a rich, hearty sound that carried over the waves. "I can't believe it. And here I thought I was the smooth one, charming you with my forgiveness. I walked away from that conversation thinking, 'What a polite, well-mannered woman'."

"I am polite," I defended, reaching for my wine glass. "But I was also... interested."

Girish stopped laughing and looked at me. The amusement in his eyes softened into something deeper. "Four years," he murmured. "And I always thought that was just a random act of courtesy."

"I wanted to hear your voice again," I whispered.

"I'm glad you did," he said, his voice dropping an octave. He reached across the table and covered my hand with his. His thumb stroked my palm, sending casual, electric shocks up my arm.

Aditya watched us, his smile fading into a look of quiet satisfaction. He wasn't jealous. He looked like a man who had just won a bet with himself.

✽✽✽

After lunch, the jet lag began to set in. We moved to the lounge chairs on the deck. The sun was dipping lower, casting long golden shadows across the wood.

I watched Girish as he stood by the railing, looking out at the ocean. The wind ruffled his shirt. It had been six months. I missed his voice. I missed his scent. I missed the way he made me feel—cherished, desired, dangerous.

I looked at Aditya. He was lying on a sunbed, reading a book, but I knew he wasn't really reading. He was hyper-aware of the tension in the air.

I walked over to his sunbed and sat on the edge. He lowered the book.

"Aadi," I whispered.

"Hmm?"

"I..." I hesitated. My heart hammered against my ribs. We had rules. We had boundaries. But the air here was different. "I was wondering about tonight. About the sleeping arrangements."

Aditya looked at me, seemingly confused. "We have the master suite. It has a massive bed."

"I know," I said, twisting my hands in my lap. "But... well, it's been six months, Aadi."

"And?" He waited, his face neutral, forcing me to say it.

"I feel... disconnected," I dragged the words out. "I see him standing there, but it feels like I'm looking at a ghost. I need to know he's real. I need to... find our rhythm again."

Aditya glanced over at Girish, who was still staring out at the ocean, then turned back to me. "We can all find that rhythm together, Aarti. That's why we're here."

"I know," I pleaded softly. "But if you're there... especially for the first time in so long... I'll be distracted. I'll be performing for you. I'll be worrying about whether you're enjoying the view."

I took a deep breath and looked him in the eye. "I need to be alone with him, Aadi. Just for tonight. I need to be selfish. I need to bury myself in him and not worry about anyone else. Just to reset the clock."

Aditya stayed silent for a long moment. The only sound was the waves crashing against the rocks. He studied my face, searching for something—maybe honesty, maybe regret. He found only desperate need.

"You need to get used to him again, just the two of you,," he said finally, his voice soft.

"Yes," I whispered. "I need to."

Aditya closed his book and set it on the table. He sat up, swinging his legs over the side so our knees touched. He reached up and cupped my face.

"I saw it at the airport," he said quietly. "You were shaking when you saw him. You looked like you were nervous."

"I am," I admitted.

"Then go," he said, running his thumb over my lower lip. "Break the tension. Find your rhythm with him again. I can wait one more night."

"Are you sure?"

Aditya smiled—a small, crooked smile that I loved. "I'm sure. But... there is a condition."

"Anything."

" Wear the burgundy dress," he said. "The backless one. And... let me get you ready."

✽✽✽

The bathroom in the master suite was larger than our living room in Bangalore. It had a massive rain shower and a deep jacuzzi tub that offered a view of the ocean.

Aditya filled it with steaming water and scented salts that turned the water a milky turquoise. He stripped down and stepped in first, extending his hand to guide me.

"Come in," he said softly, helping me into the warmth.

We sank into the heat together. Aditya sat behind me, pulling me back until I rested against his chest. His arms wrapped around me, holding me close, the water lapping around our shoulders. It felt intimate, grounding—a moment of quiet connection before the storm of emotions I knew was coming.

He picked up a soft sponge and lathered it with the luxury shower gel—something that smelled of orchids and sea salt. He washed my arms, his movements slow and caring, then the sponge glided over my neck and chest.

"You're tense," he murmured against my ear, his breath warm.

"I'm nervous," I admitted, leaning my head back on his shoulder. "It's been so long. What if... what if the rhythm is gone? What if it's awkward?"

"It won't be," Aditya said softly, kissing my wet shoulder. "The body remembers, Aarti. And the heart remembers even better. Besides..." He paused, his hand squeezing mine underwater. "He loves you. I see it every time he looks at you. That hasn't changed. If anything, the distance has made it sharper."

I turned in his arms to look at him, comfortably encased in his embrace. "You really are okay with this? With me going to him tonight?"

Aditya smiled, a small, secret smile. "I told you. I want you to be happy. And honestly? Knowing you're going to be with him... knowing I prepared you for him... it does things to me too. But tonight isn't about my turn-ons. It's about you two getting your sync back."

We lingered in the warmth for a few more minutes, his presence calming my racing heart. Then he kissed my cheek. "Come on. Time for the oil."

When we were dry, he stood behind me in front of the full-length mirror. He took the bottle of shimmering body oil we had bought in Bangalore.

"Arms up," he whispered.

I lifted my arms. He poured the oil into his palms and began to massage it into my skin. His hands were warm, strong. He worked the oil into my shoulders, down my arms, over my breasts and across my stomach.

"You have to glow," he said softly, meeting my eyes in the reflection. "You look stunning, Aarti."

My skin glistened. I felt slippery, sensual, primed.

He helped me step into the burgundy silk dress. It slid over my oiled skin like a second layer of water. As he zipped it up—or rather, left it unzipped as designed—he traced the bare curve of my spine with a gentle finger.

"No underwear," he reminded me with a playful glint in his eye.

"None," I confirmed, a nervous flutter in my stomach.

He turned me around, then stepped back to admire me.

"Perfect," he whispered. "You look beautiful. He won't know what hit him."

He kissed my forehead. "Go. He's waiting in the east wing."

✽✽✽

The walk to Girish’s suite felt like walking down the aisle. The wooden walkway was lit by low lanterns. The sound of the waves was louder here, crashing rhythmically against the rocks below.

I reached his door. It was slightly ajar.

I pushed it open.

The room was dim, lit only by candles that flickered in the ocean breeze coming from the open balcony doors. Girish was standing by the bed, pouring two glasses of whiskey. He looked up as I entered.

He stopped. He put the bottle down, his hand shaking slightly.

"Aarti," he breathed.

I closed the door behind me and locked it. The click echoed in the silence.

"I wanted alone time with you," I said, my voice trembling. "For tonight."

Girish walked towards me. He moved slowly, as if he was afraid I was a mirage that would vanish if he moved too fast. He stopped inches from me. He didn't touch me. He just inhaled, smelling the oil, the perfume, the woman.

"And?" he asked hoarsely.

"He agreed."


Girish let out a shuddering breath. "He understands. He truly understands."

He didn't wait anymore. He wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me flush against him. His mouth crashed down on mine—starving, desperate, possessive.

It wasn't a gentle kiss. It was a claiming. It was six months of lonely nights in London and Bangalore pouring into one moment. I groaned into his mouth, my hands tangling in his hair, pulling him closer.

"I missed you," he growled against my lips. "I missed you so much it physically hurt."

"Me too," I whimpered. "Me too, Girish."

His hands found the bare skin of my back, thanks to the dress. He groaned at the contact, his palms sliding down to cup my bottom, lifting me up. I wrapped my legs around his waist instinctively.

He carried me to the bed, not breaking the kiss. He laid me down on the crisp white sheets, the burgundy silk pooling around me. He hovered over me, bracing himself on his arms.

He looked down at me, his eyes dark with an intensity that made my toes curl. He traced the line of my jaw.

"Tonight," he whispered, "I don't want to rush. I want to memorize you again. Every inch."

"I'm yours," I promised, reaching up to unbutton his shirt. "All yours."

He stripped quickly, his body lean and hard in the candlelight. When he came back to me, skin to skin, the friction of the oil making us slide against each other, I felt a sense of completion I hadn't realized I was missing.

He kissed my neck, my collarbone, the slope of my breast, worshiping the skin he had been denied for half a year. "You have no idea," he murmured against my skin, his voice vibrating through me, "how many times I've replayed our last night in my head. How many times I've reached for you in an empty bed in London."

"Show me," I whispered, my voice breaking. I opened my legs for him, a surrender and an invitation. "Show me, Girish. Don't make me wait anymore."

And he didn't.

He moved over me, his weight familiar and grounding. He didn't thrust into me immediately. He pressed the tip of himself against my entrance, teasing, waiting, letting the heat build. I arched my back, a needy sound escaping my throat.

"Please," I begged.

He entered me slowly, inch by agonizing inch, filling the empty ache that had throbbed in me for months. I gasped, digging my fingers into his shoulders, anchoring myself as he stretched me, claimed me, filled me completely.

He held still for a moment, burying his face in the crook of my neck. I could feel his heart hammering against my chest, matching the frantic rhythm of my own. He breathed my name, "Aarti," like a prayer.

Then he began to move.

It wasn't the performative, kinky sex we sometimes had for Aditya's benefit. It wasn't about angles or exhibitionism. It was raw, emotional lovemaking. The rhythm was slow at first, deep and grinding, re-learning the friction, the fit, the way our bodies slotted together perfectly.

"I missed this," he groaned, pulling back to look at my face, his eyes searching mine. "I missed you."

"I love you," I cried out, the words slipping out in the heat of the moment, pure and unfiltered.

His eyes darkened, and his pace quickened. The tenderness gave way to a desperate hunger. He drove into me harder, faster, his hands gripping my hips, bruisingly possessive. I met him thrust for thrust, wrapping my legs around him, pulling him deeper, wanting to merge with him, to erase the distance, the time zones, the lonely thoughts.

Tears pricked my eyes—not from pain, but from the overwhelming relief of having him. The friction of the oil made our bodies slick, sliding against each other in the humid tropical night. The sound of our skin slapping together mixed with the roar of the ocean outside.

"Girish... Girish, please!" I wasn't even sure what I was asking for, but he knew.

He shifted his angle, hitting that sweet spot deep inside me that only he knew how to find. I threw my head back, a scream building in my throat. He lowered his mouth to mine, swallowing my cry, his tongue tangling with mine as he drove us both over the edge.

I shattered. The climax ripped through me, a blinding wave of pleasure and emotion that left me shaking, sobbing, clinging to him as if he were the only solid thing in the world. He followed me seconds later, groaning my name into my mouth, pouring himself into me, his body shuddering with the force of his release.

We collapsed together, a tangle of limbs and sweat and silk sheets. The silence of the room returned, broken only by our ragged breathing.

Girish didn't pull away. He stayed inside me, his weight heavy and comforting. He kissed my damp forehead, my eyelids, my nose. He licked a tear from my cheek.

"Welcome home, Aarti," he whispered.

And as the Seychelles moon climbed high outside our window, I knew he was right. I was home.

✽✽✽


37. The Ocean View

The morning light in Seychelles was different from home. It was softer, filtered through the salt spray and the sheer white curtains, filling the room with a hazy, dreamlike quality.

It wasn't the sharp, invading sun of Bangalore; it was a gentle invitation to wake up.

I woke up tangled in the high-thread-count sheets, my body humming with a pleasant, heavy exhaustion. For a moment, disoriented by the rhythmic sound of crashing waves and the unfamiliar canopy of the bed, I forgot where I was.

Then I felt the arm draped across my waist—heavy, possessive, and warm.

Girish.

I turned my head on the pillow, moving slowly so as not to wake him. He was deeply asleep, his breathing even and quiet. In the unforgiving morning light, the lines on his face were softer, but the grey in his beard caught the sun, reminding me of the years that had passed.

Four years. We had all aged, matured, grown into people I barely recognized from when this affair started.

Last night had been frantic—a desperate collision of bodies starving for touch after six months of separation. But this morning? This morning felt intimate in a domestic, quiet way that was almost more dangerous.

I watched him for a long time. His chest rose and fell against my side. I traced the scattering of silver hair on his forearm with my gaze.

I felt a surge of affection so strong it made my chest ache. It wasn't just lust. It was the comfort of being known, completely and utterly.

He stirred, his arm tightening around me before his eyes even opened.

"Stop thinking so loud," he rumbled, his voice thick with sleep.

I smiled, resting my hand on his arm. "I'm not thinking. I'm admiring."

One of his eyes cracked open, dark and amused. "Admiring the wreckage?"

"Admiring the view," I corrected.

He shifted, pulling me closer until my back was pressed against his chest. He buried his face in my hair, inhaling deeply. "You smell like sea salt and my shower gel. It’s a good combination."

"We should get up," I whispered, though I made no move to leave. "Aditya..."

"Aditya is fine," Girish murmured, kissing the sensitivity spot behind my ear. "He knows where you are. He sent you here."

"I know. But it’s morning. The sun is up. The reality is..." I trailed off.

"The reality is that we are on a private island, and for the next few days, the only reality is the one we create." He squeezed my waist. "But you're right. We shouldn't leave him alone too long."

He let me go, reluctantly. I sat up, stretching, feeling the pull of muscles I hadn't used in months. My body felt claimed. Marked.

✽✽✽

I slipped out of bed and grabbed his discarded white shirt from the floor—a cliché I happily embraced—and walked out onto the private balcony of his suite.

The view was staggering. The ocean was a gradient of impossibly clear blues, from aquamarine at the shore to a deep, royal sapphire further out. The air smelled of salt and frangipani.

And there, on the deck of the main villa—our villa—I saw a figure.

Aditya.

He was sitting on a lounge chair, facing the ocean, a cup of coffee in his hand. He looked small against the vastness of the sea, but there was a stillness to him that radiated peace. He wasn't pacing. He wasn't looking at his phone. He was just... waiting.




[image: Aarti standing on a balcony looking down at Aditya, who is raising a coffee cup to her from the deck below.]




A sudden wave of conflicting emotions washed over me—guilt, yes, but also a strange, thrilling sense of duality. I was up here, wearing my lover's shirt, while my husband sat down there, knowing exactly what I had done.

And he was calm.

As if sensing my gaze, Aditya turned his head. He looked up at the balcony. The distance was too great to see his expression clearly, but he raised his coffee cup in a silent toast.

I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding. He wasn't angry. He was participating.

✽✽✽

By the time I showered and walked back to the main villa, the humidity was already rising.

Girish had promised to join us after checking some emails ("Even in paradise, London calls," he had grumbled).

I found Aditya exactly where I had seen him, though now he had a book open on his lap. He was wearing sunglasses, his face unreadable.

"Good morning," I said softly, stepping onto the wooden deck.

Aditya looked up. He took off his sunglasses, and his eyes scanned me, looking for… what? Regret? A change?

He smiled, and it reached his eyes. "Good morning. You look… glowing."

I felt the heat rise in my cheeks, a reflex I couldn't control. "I feel… rested."

"I can tell," he teased gently, patting the empty sunbed beside him. "Sit."

I sat down, tucking my legs under me. "Aadi, about last night—"

"Don't," he stopped me, placing his hand over mine. His palm was warm from the coffee cup. "We discussed it. I agreed to it. I wanted you to have that time. Did it help? Do you feel connected to him again?"

I nodded slowly, looking at our joined hands. "Yes. It felt… vital. Like breathing after holding my breath for too long. But I missed you. I felt guilty leaving you here."

"I wasn't alone," Aditya said, looking out at the ocean. "I had my imagination. And frankly, knowing you were with him... it was arousing in its own way. I slept better than I have in weeks."

"You did?"

"Yes. Paradoxical, isn't it?" He chuckled. "Girish texted me, by the way. Said he’s bringing breakfast over here."

"He texted you?" I raised an eyebrow, amused by the modern domesticity of my husband and lover coordinating meals.

"We have a group chat, remember?" Aditya grinned. "He also mentioned that the tide is low this morning. Perfect for a swim."

I followed his gaze to the water. It was inviting, glass-like in its calmness, gently lapping against the white sand. "That sounds lovely. Will you come? We can all go."

Aditya leaned back, linking his hands behind his head. The fabric of his t-shirt pulled tight across his chest. "Actually, I was thinking of staying right here."

"Here?" I frowned. "But we’re in Seychelles. The water is right there. Don't you want to swim?"

"I want to watch," he said, the playfulness dropping from his voice, replaced by honesty. "The view from here is… spectacular. I have my book, my coffee, and this perfect vantage point. You two go. I’ll keep watch."

I studied him. The deck was elevated, built on the granite rocks, giving it a commanding view of the private stretch of beach below.

If we went down, we would be alone on the sand, distinct figures against the blue, but entirely visible to him.

"You want to watch us," I stated, the realization prickling over my skin. "Like a show."

"Not a show," he corrected smoothly, though his eyes darkened. "A scene. My scene. I want to see you happy, Aarti. And if my beautiful wife happens to be frolicking in the ocean with her lover while I witness it... well, that’s just a bonus."

✽✽✽

Girish arrived ten minutes later, looking fresh in swim shorts and a linen shirt left unbuttoned, revealing his tan chest. He carried a tray of fruit and pastries, looking every bit the lord of the manor.

He greeted Aditya with an easy warmth, clapping him on the shoulder. "You sure you don't want to join, Aditya?" Girish asked as he peeled an orange. "The water looks incredible. Best in the world."

"I'm good, thanks," Aditya replied, settling deeper into his chair. "Someone needs to guard the fort. Besides, I find I prefer the director's chair today."

Girish glanced at me, a knowing glint in his eyes. He understood the game immediately. He knew Aditya needed this—needed to be the observer to regain his own sense of control and pleasure in the dynamic.

"Suit yourself. Come on, Aarti. Let’s not waste the tide."

I went inside to change. I looked at the black bikini I had bought as a 'safe' warm-up, but then my eyes drifted to the one Aditya really wanted me to wear. I reached for the emerald green bikini. It was exactly as I remembered—vibrant against my skin, vibrant and daring.

When I looked in the mirror, I hesitated. It was revealing. Very revealing. It showcased the curves of my hips, the softness of my stomach, and the heaviness of my breasts.

At forty, I wasn't a model, but I was soft and womanly, and my skin still held the flush of last night’s pleasure.

He wants to see this, I reminded myself. Aditya chose this specifically for this moment.

I pulled on the white crochet dress I had bought for this trip. It was a long, open-knit cover-up that hugged my frame, the wide netting revealing more than it hid. The deep V-neck plunged low, teasing the green fabric beneath, and the high slits up the sides left my legs almost entirely bare. I grabbed my oversized sunglasses and walked out.

Both men stopped talking when I stepped onto the deck. The silence was instant.

"Wow," Girish breathed, his appreciation undisguised.

Aditya didn't say anything at first. He just lowered his sunglasses, his gaze traveling slowly from my toes to my neck. He lingered on the deep V-neck where the emerald fabric peeked through the white netting, visibly swallowing.

"Perfect," he murmured, his voice husky. "Absolutely perfect."

"Ready?" Girish held out his hand to me, but his eyes were on Aditya.

I took it. "Ready."

We walked down the wooden stairs that wound through the tropical foliage down to the beach. The air grew heavier, salter, as we descended.

I could feel Aditya's eyes on my back—on the sway of my hips, on the glimpses of skin through the open weave of the crochet dress.

✽✽✽

The beach was deserted, a private slice of paradise walled in by massive granite boulders. The sand was cool and powdery under my feet.

I looked back up at the villa. From down here, the deck looked high, like a throne. I could see Aditya clearly. He had put his book down and was standing at the railing, leaning forward, his elbows on the wood.

"He's watching," I whispered to Girish, my voice trembling slightly.

"I know," Girish said, his voice low and vibrating with amusement. He squeezed my hand. "Does it bother you?"

I reached for the hem of the dress and pulled it up and over my head. The cool breeze hit my skin as I let the white knit fabric drop to the sand. I felt exposed, vulnerable, and incredibly aroused. "No," I confessed. "It makes me feel… reckless."

"Good," Girish grinned, a flash of white teeth. "Then let's give him something to watch."

He grabbed my hand and pulled me towards the water. We walked into the ocean, splashing like teenagers. The water was lukewarm and crystal clear. We laughed as a small wave hit us, the salt spray sticking to our skin.

We waded out until the water was waist-deep. The ocean floor was soft sand. Girish pulled me into his arms. The water buoyed us, making me feel weightless.

"Look at him," Girish whispered against my ear, turning me so my back was to the villa.

I glanced over my shoulder. Aditya hadn't moved. He was a statue on the hill, his attention fixed entirely on us.

"Wave to him," Girish commanded softly.

I raised my arm and waved.

On the deck, Aditya raised his hand in return. Acknowledgment. Permission.

[image: Girish and Aarti sharing an intimate embrace in the ocean water, while Aditya waves to them from the deck.]

"He likes this," Girish murmured, his hands sliding down to grip my underwater waist. "He likes seeing you with me. He likes knowing that while he sits there, safely watching, I’m holding you."

"Does that… does that turn you on?" I asked, looking up at Girish.

"Immensely," Girish admitted. His eyes were dark, dilated. "It's the ultimate trust, Aarti. And the ultimate possession. Knowing I can touch you like this in front of him."

He kissed me then. It wasn't the desperate kiss of last night. It was slow, wet, and deliberate. He tasted of salt and orange. I melted into him, wrapping my arms around his neck, letting my body float against his.

I knew Aditya could see us. He could see the way our bodies pressed together. He could see Girish's hands roaming over my back.

Girish’s fingers found the knot of my bikini top.

"Girish!" I gasped, clutching my chest instinctively as the tension released. "Wait... the people on the beach..." I glanced towards the distant specks near the main resort.

"They're miles away," Girish murmured, catching the emerald fabric before it drifted away. "To them, we're just ripples in the water."

"But it feels so open," I whispered, my heart hammering. "What if they have binoculars?"

"Then they'll see a man worshipping a beautiful woman," he countered with a wicked grin. "This is an adults-only island, Aarti. Everyone here is focused on their own partner. They'll just assume we're lost in our own world. Which we are. Now, relax. No one is here but us. And him. Let him see."

He gently pried my hands away. My breasts floated free in the water, pale shapes beneath the turquoise surface, distorted but visible.

I looked up at the villa. Aditya stood up straighter. He gripped the railing with both hands.

"He saw," I whispered, a shiver running down my spine that had nothing to do with the water temperature.

"Turn around," Girish directed. "Back into me."

I turned, pressing my naked back against his chest. His arms wrapped around me, his hands covering my breasts, his thumbs teasing my nipples beneath the water.

I let my head fall back onto his shoulder, closing my eyes, overwhelmed by the sensation of the cool water, the hot sun, and his hands.

"Open your eyes, Aarti," Girish growled in my ear. "Look at your husband."

I opened them. Aditya was watching. Even from this distance, I could feel the intensity of his gaze. It was a physical weight. I wasn't just being touched; I was being consumed by two men—one tactile, one visual.

"He wants to be here," Girish whispered, his lips grazing my neck. "But he’s denying himself. He’s holding back to heighten the pleasure. For you. For himself."

"It's… intense," I moaned as Girish’s hand slid lower, slipping beneath the waistband of my bikini bottoms.

"Let’s make it harder for him," Girish challenged.

He kept my back pressed against his chest, his arm locking me in place. His other hand moved with deliberate, maddening slowness beneath the water, slipping fully inside my bikini bottoms.

"Girish..." I gasped, my knees buckling.

"Stand still," he whispered against my ear, his voice rough. "Let him see you unravel."

His fingers found me, skilled and relentless. The sensation was sharper underwater—the cool ocean contrasting with the heat of his touch. He didn't rush. He teased, circled, and pressed, playing me like an instrument he knew by heart.

I threw my head back onto his shoulder, my eyes finding the villa again. Aditya was still there. He was pacing now. Back and forth along the railing. Like a caged tiger.

"He's pacing," I panted, my hands gripping Girish's forearm, digging my nails into his skin.

Girish chuckled, a deep rumble in his chest that vibrated against my back. "Good. Let him suffer a little. The anticipation will make tonight unforgettable."

He increased the pressure, his rhythm becoming faster, more demanding. My world narrowed down to the sensation of his hand, the salt on my lips, and the tiny figure on the hill who watched.

"Aditya..." I whimpered, the pleasure building to an unbearable peak.

"Say it," Girish urged, his fingers driving me over the edge. "Say it for him."

"Aadi!" I screamed, uncaring if the staff at the main resort miles away could hear.

My knees gave out, and Girish held me up, his arm tight across my chest as I shuddered against him, the climax ripping through me. It was raw and public and exhilarating.

We stayed like that for a long time, floating in the aftermath, our breathing ragged. The water lapped gently against us, soothing and cool.

Eventually, Girish pulled back. He helped me re-tie my bikini top, his fingers clumsy but tender. He kissed my forehead.

"You were magnificent," he whispered.

✽✽✽

We waded back to the shore, our legs wobbly. As we walked up the beach, hand in hand, I looked up at the deck.

Aditya was gone.

We found him in the living room of the villa. The air conditioning hit us like a wall of ice after the tropical heat.

Aditya was sitting on the sofa, a glass of whiskey in his hand. It was barely noon.

He looked up as we entered, dripping wet and smelling of the sea. His eyes were dark, heavy-lidded. He looked like a man who had run a marathon without moving an inch. His shirt was unbuttoned at the collar, and he looked flushed.

"Welcome back," he said, his voice raspy.

"Did you enjoy the view?" Girish asked, grabbing a towel and tossing it to me before taking one for himself. He wiped his face, watching Aditya closely.

Aditya took a slow sip of his drink. He didn't look at Girish. He looked at me. He looked at the wet bikini clinging to my skin, the flush on my chest, the messy, salt-tangled hair. He stood up, drawn to me like a magnet.

"It was..." Aditya paused, searching for the word. He set the glass down with a sharp clink. "It was the hottest thing I have ever seen."

I felt a fresh wave of desire curl in my belly.

"I saw you pacing," Girish noted, leaning against the counter, relaxed and triumphant. "I thought you were going to jump the railing."

Aditya let out a short, dry laugh. "I considered it. Seeing her... seeing you take her in the water... it was primal."

"Well," Girish pushed off the counter and walked towards the door to his suite. "I’m going to shower. Aarti..." He looked back at me. "You should help your husband. He looks like he needs... tension relief."

He winked and disappeared down the hall.

✽✽✽

Silence stretched between us. I stood there, dripping on the expensive rug, looking at my husband.

"Do you?" I asked softly, stepping closer. "Need relief?"

Aditya stood frozen. I reached out and touched his chest. His heart was hammering.

"I need," he whispered, his voice rough, "to wait."

"Wait?" I blinked, confused. "But Girish said—"

"Girish is right. I’m dying here," Aditya admitted, a pained smile twisting his lips. He grabbed my wrists, stopping me from touching him further.

"But I made a choice. Watching you two... it built something up. Something massive. If I release it now, it's just... relief. But if I wait... if I wait until the last night..."

"You want to wait?" I asked, incredulous. "Aadi, we have  ten more days."

"I know," he groaned, leaning his forehead against mine. "It's going to be maddening. But I want to watch. I'll touch you, I'll play with you... but I won't release. I'll wait until I can't take it anymore."

He pulled back, his eyes blazing with a strange, masochistic determination.

"Go shower," he asked gently, turning me towards the bathroom. "Wash off the salt. Then come back to me. We have a lunch reservation."

I walked to the bathroom, my legs still trembling. As I turned on the shower, I looked at myself in the mirror. My eyes were bright, wild.

This vacation wasn't just about reviving my affair with Girish. It was about discovering a side of my husband I had never known existed.

And God help me, I loved it.

✽✽✽


38. The Dinner

The transition from afternoon to evening in Seychelles was a slow burn of colors. The sky turned from blinding azure to a bruised purple, and the air cooled just enough to be comfortable against bare skin.

We had spent the afternoon in a strange, suspended state. After lunch—which had been a quiet affair, filled with charged glances and the clinking of silverware—we had retreated to our respective corners. Girish had gone to his suite for a "nap" (though I suspected he was working), and Aditya and I had gone back to ours.

I had eventually dozed off, lulled by the sound of the waves. But Aditya hadn't.


Aditya had spent the hours lounging on the balcony, feet up, staring at the ocean with a look of deep, satisfied contemplation. He wasn't brooding. He was savoring. He had a small, private smile playing on his lips, occasionally closing his eyes as if replaying a favorite movie scene in his head.

When I woke up, the sun was already low. I decided to take a quick shower to freshen up before dinner. When I came out wrapped in a towel, he had looked up, his eyes bright and appreciative. 

He didn't touch me with desperation; he touched me with the confidence of a man who owned the moment. He had gripped my shoulders, inhaled the scent of my damp hair, and whispered, "Perfect."


✽✽✽

Now, we were at dinner.

Girish had booked a table at the resort's finest restaurant, a secluded pavilion perched on the edge of the granite rocks, cantilevered over the crashing waves below. It was private, lit only by candles and the moonlight reflecting off the water. The sound of the ocean was a constant, rhythmic backdrop.

"The truffle risotto is excellent," Girish said, breaking the comfortable silence. He swirled his wine, his eyes moving between Aditya and me. "But you two are barely eating."

I looked down at my plate. The food was exquisite, but my stomach was fluttering—not with anxiety, but with a high-frequency excitement.

"I'm not hungry," Aditya said, picking up his wine glass. He looked relaxed, his shirt collar open, his posture easy. "I'm still full from this morning."

"Still thinking about the view?" Girish asked, a knowing grin spreading across his face.

Aditya met his gaze, unblinking. "I can't stop thinking about it. Seeing her in the water with you... watching you claim her while I sat there... it was electric, Girish. Better than I imagined."

"It has been a long time," Girish acknowledged. "Four years. I was worried we might be rusty."

"Not at all," Aditya chuckled, taking a sip of wine. "If anything, the distance made it sharper. Like aged whiskey."

"Aarti mentioned something interesting," Girish said, leaning back in his chair. "She told me you turned her down this afternoon. Are you really planning to stay untouched for the entire trip?"


I looked at Aditya. His eyes traveled over me, lingering on the curve of my neck, the swell of my breasts. There was hunger there, yes, but it was controlled. It was the hunger of a gourmand saving the best bite for last.

"It is," Aditya said, his voice smooth. "I’m enjoying the build-up too much. If I give in now, the tension breaks. I want to ride this wave until the very last night. I want to see how high we can take it."


Girish smiled, evidently pleased. "You’ve changed, my friend. You've learned to enjoy the show."

He reached out and covered my hand, which was resting on the white tablecloth. His thumb stroked my knuckles. "But if we are going to do this... if you really want to maximize this pleasure of 'watching and waiting'... we should go all in."

"All in?" I asked, looking between them.

Girish locked eyes with Aditya. "If you are the audience, Aditya, and she is the main event... then you shouldn't have to share the backstage duties. You shouldn't have to deal with the domestic in-between."

Aditya tilted his head, intrigued. "What are you suggesting?"

"I'm suggesting she moves in with me," Girish said.

My breath hitched.

"You mean for the nights?" Aditya asked, not sounding shocked, but curious.

"I mean for the trip," Girish corrected. "Move her bag to my suite. She sleeps with me. She wakes up with me. She spends her downtime with me. You join us for meals, for activities, for the evenings. You come to my room whenever you want. We hang out. But at the end of the night... you leave. And she stays."

Girish paused, letting the image settle.

"Think about it," Girish continued softly. "You walk back to your room alone, not feeling lonely, but feeling that buzz. Knowing she is in my bed. Knowing she is being taken care of. You wake up in the morning, excited to come over and see the aftermath. It turns the whole trip into one long scene."

Aditya was silent for a moment. He looked at me, visualizing it. And then, a slow, wicked smile spread across his face.

"That," Aditya said, pointing his wine glass at Girish, "is a brilliant idea."

"You... you like it?" I asked, surprised by his immediate acceptance.

"I love it," Aditya said, his eyes glittering. "It’s the ultimate fantasy, isn't it? To be the guest in my own marriage. To come over, enjoy the company, watch my wife be worshipped, and then sleep peacefully knowing she’s happy."

He laughed, a genuine, light sound. "It takes all the pressure off. I can just execute my role: the observer."

"Excellent," Girish toasted. "To the observer."

✽✽✽

Walking back to the villa felt different this time. There was no heaviness. The air buzzed with a shared, naughty secret. I walked between them, hand in hand with Girish, while Aditya walked slightly ahead, humming a tune.

When we reached our suite, Aditya was efficient and cheerful. He pulled my suitcase out.

"Take the red dress," he advised, tossing it onto the pile. "And the lotions. Don't forget the lotions."

He packed my bag like he was sending me off to a spa. There was no hesitation, only a palpable excitement.

"Aadi," I said, smiling at his energy. "You seem... happy."

"I am," he stopped and kissed me on the cheek—a chaste, husbandly peck. "This is going to be fun, Aarti. Real fun. I feel lighter than I have in years."

He zipped the bag and handed it to me. "Go on. Don't keep him waiting."

"I'll come get it," Girish appeared at the door, leaning against the frame, looking amused. "Ready?"

"She's all yours," Aditya said, handing the bag to Girish.
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I blushed, my heart swelling with happiness. I reached up and kissed Aditya on the cheek, silently thanking him. I never thought he would offer this, but somehow, I was just happy to be getting this alone time with Girish.

"I'll be over in ten minutes," he added, turning to Girish. "Open that Blue Label."

"Deal."

✽✽✽

Girish's suite became the new center of gravity. When we walked in, he placed my bag on the rack and turned to me with a grin.

"He took that better than I expected," Girish noted.

"He's enjoying it," I said, stepping into his arms. "He really is. It turns him on."

"Good," Girish kissed me hard. "Because it turns me on too."

Aditya arrived ten minutes later, fresh drink in hand. The atmosphere in the room was relaxed, almost celebratory.

We sat on the L-shaped sofa. Girish sat in the corner, pulling me between his legs, my back to his chest. Aditya sat opposite us, kicking his feet up on the coffee table.

Girish poured the whiskey. The conversation flowed easily—cricket, politics, travel. But the subtext was physical.

Girish held me openly. His arm draped over me, his hand resting on my thigh, his fingers idly tracing patterns on my skin. Occasionally, he would lean down and kiss my neck or whisper something in my ear that made me giggle.

Aditya watched it all. But he didn't watch like a starving man looking at a feast he couldn't touch. He watched like a man enjoying a private performance put on solely for his benefit.

When Girish’s hand slid under the hem of my skirt, resting warmly on my thigh, Aditya didn't wince. He took a sip of his whiskey and smiled.

"Comfortable?" Aditya asked me.

I nodded with a soft smile, leaning my head back against Girish’s shoulder.

"You look good there," Aditya commented, nodding at Girish. "You two... you fit."

"We do," Girish agreed, tightening his hold. "Does it bother you?"

"I've been craving this," Aditya admitted. "Seeing you with her... seeing how relaxed she is... it feels like everything is back in place. I didn't realize how much I missed this dynamic until now."

He gestured with his glass. "Go on. Don't stop on my account."

Girish laughed. "Careful what you wish for."

Girish leaned closer, burying his face in the crook of my neck. I gasped, biting my lip as his hands continued their exploration, firm and possessive beneath the fabric of my dress.

Aditya’s eyes darkened, a flush appearing on his cheeks, but he didn't look away. He leaned forward, captivated by the intimacy.

Girish kissed the sensitive skin behind my ear, his breath hot against my neck, while his fingers teased and claimed.

"You like that," Aditya observed softly, his voice thick.

"I do," I whispered, leaning back into Girish's embrace, surrendering to the sensation of being held by one and watched by the other.

We stayed like that for another hour—Girish pleasuring me with kisses and wandering hands, and Aditya watching, asking questions, participating verbally in the intimacy. It was a triangle of pleasure, perfectly balanced.

Finally, Aditya stood up. He finished his drink.

"I'm calling it a night," he announced, stretching.

"Already?" Girish teased. " The show is just starting."

"I know," Aditya grinned. "That's why I'm leaving. I want to keep the mystery alive for tomorrow. If I watch everything tonight, what will I daydream about?"

He looked at me, his eyes dark and dilated. "Goodnight, Aarti. Enjoy yourself."

"Goodnight, Aadi," I said, feeling a rush of affection for him. "Sleep well."

"Oh, I will," he promised. "I'm going to sleep like a baby."

He walked to the door, looking back one last time at the two of us intertwined on the sofa. He didn't look lonely. He looked victorious.

"Lock the door," he advised Girish with a wink. "Or don't. See you at breakfast."

He closed the door behind him.

Girish turned to me, shaking his head in disbelief. "Your husband is full of surprises. He's actually getting off on leaving us alone."

"He is," I smiled, turning to kiss Girish. "He really is."

"Well," Girish murmured against my lips, his hands moving to unzip my dress.

I looked towards the window. The light in Aditya's suite turned on. I could imagine him there—pouring a nightcap, smiling at the ceiling, savoring the image of us.

He was thriving. And knowing that made the night ahead infinitely sweeter.


✽✽✽


39. The Public Edge

The days that followed blurred into a sun-drenched haze. We fell into a rhythm. It felt illicit, yet oddly natural. The boundaries of our real life in Bangalore dissolved in the humidity of Seychelles. The schedules, the roles, the constant caution—they all faded away.

Here, the rules were rewritten daily. They were scripted only by our desires and the vast ocean.

We were just three people orbiting each other in a little world of our own. The arrangement Girish had proposed became our reality.

I slept in his bed. I woke up to his touch. I lived in his suite.

Aditya was our visitor. He was our constant shadow and our audience. He would arrive in the mornings for coffee, stay through the lazy afternoons, and leave only when the night grew heavy.

It wasn't just about the sex. There was plenty of that, of course. But it was also about the companionship.

I watched the two men in my life bonding. They drank single malt whiskey and savored grilled food. Their laughter echoed off the granite rocks.

They discussed something new every day. Aditya was visibly impressed by the depth of Girish's knowledge, no matter the topic. They spoke with an intensity that made it seem like they were planning to change the world together.

And always, there was that familiar undercurrent. A shared understanding of the woman sitting between them.

One evening, I watched them relax on the deck. I realized the bond between them had deepened. It was a strange brotherhood.

It was built on the foundation of their shared obsession: me.

They were partners in this project.

✽✽✽

On one morning, the sun was fierce.

We were lounging by the private pool of our villa. The water was still, reflecting the expansive blue sky. Aditya was applying sunscreen to my back. His hands were firm and methodical, kneading the knots in my shoulders.

"What is this?" Aditya asked. His fingers paused at the curve of my neck, just below my ear.

I lowered the book I was reading. I turned my head slightly. "What?"

"There's a mark here," he murmured. He leaned closer, his breath hot against my damp skin. "A red... is that a tattoo?"

I flushed. I instinctively reached up to touch the spot. "Oh. That."

Girish pulled himself out of the pool at that moment. He was dripping wet, water sluicing down his broad chest and soaking his swim shorts. He grabbed a white towel and walked over to us. There was a mischievous glint in his eyes.

"You noticed," Girish grinned. He rubbed his hair vigorously with the towel.

"Hard to miss against her pale skin," Aditya said. He traced the shape with his thumb. "A kiss mark."


I felt a mix of embarrassment and thrill. "We went to the local market yesterday while you were napping. There was a stall... it's just a temporary henna tattoo. It’ll fade in a few days."

I remembered the moment clearly. Girish had pulled me toward the stall. He picked the design. He watched the artist apply the cool paste while he whispered in my ear. He told me exactly how he wanted to mark me.

"I picked the design," Girish added. He dropped into the wicker chair opposite us. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. His voice dropped to a whisper.

"I thought it was appropriate. A permanent kiss, right where I like to leave them."

Aditya hummed. Aditya looked from the red ink on my skin to Girish. Then he looked back to me, a playful grin spreading across his face.

He finished the sunscreen application with a lingering caress over the tattoo.

"It looks good," he decided. "Trashy in the best possible way. It suits this... version of you."

"Trashy?" I swatted his arm playfully. But the heat in his gaze made my stomach flip.

"Wild," he corrected. He leaned down to kiss my shoulder, right next to the red ink. "I meant wild. It makes you look like you have a secret."

✽✽✽

The thrill of privacy in the villa was one thing. But the real rush came when we ventured out.

The resort was expansive. It was filled with other tourists—couples on honeymoons, families from Europe, retirees soaking up the sun. We moved among them like thrill-seekers hiding a bomb. The tension of our dynamic was invisible to everyone but us.

One afternoon, we decided to spend time at the main infinity pool. It was a crowded spot overlooking the bay. The vibe was social and lively.

I was wearing the black bikini—the one with slightly more coverage that I’d specifically chosen for public places like this. The water was full of tourists sipping cocktails and taking selfies.

We drifted to the far edge of the pool. We looked out over the ocean. Aditya sat on a deck chair a few feet away. He was safely behind his dark sunglasses. A book rested, forgotten, on his lap.

He was watching us.

To anyone watching, we were just a couple cooling off. But under the turquoise water, everything was different.

Girish stood behind me. His chest pressed to my back. He effectively shielded me from the view of the pool bar. His hands rested innocently on my waist above the water.

But his knee was nudged between my legs. He applied a steady, rhythmic pressure. I had to bite my lip to keep from moaning.

"Stay calm," he whispered against my ear, his voice barely audible. He pointed vaguely at the horizon, playing the part of the casual tourist. "Keep looking at the ocean. No one knows."

I forced a smile. My heart hammered against my ribs.

"Girish, be careful," I breathed, barely moving my lips. I leaned back into him, using his body to shield mine. "We're completely exposed."

"The water keeps our secrets," he murmured, his breath hot against my neck. He shifted closer, the cool water doing nothing to mask the heat of him as he pressed his hardness firmly against my lower back.

I looked towards Aditya. He tipped his mojito at us.

He knew exactly what was happening beneath the surface. He could probably see the tension in my shoulders. He saw the way I clutched the pool edge. He wasn't looking at the view. He was looking at the way Girish whispered to me. He watched how my body reacted.

✽✽✽

Later, we went down to the beach. I had slipped into a long, patterned maxi dress that fluttered around my legs as we walked back to the villa through a secluded path. It was a clean, winding walkway, flanked by tall palms and rugged ancient stone walls that held the warmth of the day. The air was thick with salt and our own arousal.

Girish stopped me suddenly. He pinned me against the rough, warm surface of the stone wall.

He didn't speak. He just captured my mouth in a deep, hungry kiss. It wasn't a hidden peck. It was a claim. His hands roamed over my back. He pulled me hard against him.

I heard footsteps approaching. The crunch of gravel. A couple walking their dog was coming around the bend.

My heart leaped into my throat. I tried to pull away. Panic flared.

"Someone's coming," I gasped against his lips, panic flaring.

"Stay still," Girish whispered, his voice tense but controlled.

He broke the kiss instantly as they rounded the bend. He didn't step away, but shifted his stance, turning us toward the ocean so his broad back shielded me from their view. He wrapped his arm around my shoulders, pulling me into a casual, protective hug.

"Lovely evening," he called out to them as they passed, his tone effortless and polite.

The couple smiled back, oblivious. They just saw two people enjoying the sunset, unaware of the racing hearts and the flushed skin hidden in the shadows.

Aditya was walking a few steps behind us. He had stopped to examine a flower, playing his part perfectly. He watched the exchange with a relieved grin. He waited until they were safely out of earshot before speaking.

"I really can't take you two anywhere," Aditya commented, his voice low and laced with amusement as he caught up to us. "You act like teenagers discovering each other for the first time."

"Don't look at me," Girish chuckled, keeping his heavy hand firmly on the nape of my neck. "It's your wife. I think she needs a bigger audience than just you, Aditya."

I didn't deny it. The thrill was still coursing through my veins. Emboldened by his words, I leaned up and kissed Girish again—a slow, deep claim that I knew Aditya was watching closely.
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"Maybe I do," I whispered against Girish's lips. Then, urgency took over. I tugged at his hand. "Come on. Let's go back to the villa."

Girish resisted the pull, pausing with a playful glint in his eyes. He tilted his head towards Aditya. "Wait. I believe the plan was for Aditya to join us at the suite? We were supposed to enjoy the sunset together, weren't we?"

It was a polite fiction, and we all knew it.

I looked at Aditya. He stood perfectly still, the anticipation radiating off him palpable. He was waiting for me to decide the scene.

"If he wants, he can join us," I said, my voice dropping to a husky whisper as I looked back at Girish, my eyes darkened with intent. "But... I think he decided not to. And I am dangerously in the mood."

I ran my thumb over Girish's knuckles. "I think we can all regroup again during dinner."

Aditya let out a shaky breath, a slow, knowing smile spreading across his face. He looked like he was already visualizing the scene he was forbidden to see.

"Dinner it is," Aditya agreed, his voice rough with arousal. He stepped back, giving us space. "I'll be waiting. Don't... rush."

Girish smirked, tightening his arm possessively around my waist. We walked back to the villa in a charged heavy silence. At the entrance, Aditya turned towards his own room with a lingering, envious glance, leaving us to disappear into the privacy of the master suite.

✽✽✽

The "public" edge of our dynamic peaked on Thursday.

We were at the resort's open-air bar, waiting for a table. Aditya had struck up a conversation with an older British woman—a retired schoolteacher named Eleanor who was traveling alone. She was charming, chatty, and clearly enjoyed Aditya's company.

"My husband used to love cricket," she was saying, sipping her gin and tonic. "He would have liked you very much, Aditya."
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I walked up to them then, having returned from the restroom.

"Ah, and here is my better half," Aditya said, his smile bright and proud. He reached out and took my hand. "Eleanor, meet my wife, Aarti."

Eleanor turned to me with a warm smile, ready to offer a polite greeting. "Lovely to meet you, my d—"

The word died in her throat.

She froze. Her eyes zoomed in on my face, and recognition dawned instantly. The warmth drained from her expression, replaced by a sudden, jarring confusion. Her gaze darted from me to Aditya, then back to me.

"Oh," she said, her voice faint. "Oh dear."

She knew me. She was at the pool earlier. We had actually spoken briefly—Girish had charmed her with a conversation about travel and India. She had seen Girish's hands all over me, the undeniable intimacy of a couple in love.

A heavy silence descended. Eleanor looked physically uncomfortable, clutching her glass. She couldn't meet Aditya's eyes anymore. She clearly thought she had stumbled into a sordid affair.

I decided to put her out of her misery.

I tightened my grip on Aditya’s hand. "It's okay, Eleanor," I said softly, meeting her gaze head-on. "He knows."

I tilted my head toward Aditya, not breaking eye contact with her. "Girish."

Eleanor sat back as if slapped. She looked at Aditya, then at me, trying to process what she was hearing. "You... you know?"

"I do," Aditya confirmed. He lifted his glass in a small toast, his smile relaxed and genuine. "It was agreed upon. Just a little... fun for the trip."

The realization hit her slowly. This wasn't a betrayal. It was an arrangement.

A deep crimson flush worked its way up Eleanor’s neck. She wasn't just scandalized; she was titillated. Her eyes went wide, and she looked at us with a sudden, breathless fascination that stripped away her 'retired schoolteacher' persona.

"Oh my," she whispered, fanning herself with a napkin. "I... well. That is... very modern."

"We like to think so," Aditya grinned.

"Well," she managed, finishing her drink in one large gulp. "I suppose... I suppose everyone has their own recipe for happiness." She gave us a shaky, blushing smile. "You are certainly... an interesting couple."

She excused herself moments later, still flushed, glancing back at us twice before disappearing into the crowd.

"She's going to need another gin," I whispered, suppressing a giggle.

"She's going to write a very interesting postcard home," Aditya laughed. "Did you see her blush? I think we just made her vacation."

I swatted his arm playfully. "You need to stop introducing me as your wife on this island, Aditya. At least for these ten days. You're giving these poor people heart attacks."

✽✽✽

The thrill of these public displays—from the pool to the bar encounter—added a volatile new fuel to our dynamic. It gave a different kind of arousal to all of us, but especially to Aditya.

He was feeding on it, banking every stolen glance and shocked reaction, building it all up for the last day. I didn't know how he managed to hold back this much desire, how he could walk away night after night with such disciplined resolve.

But as he had whispered to me once, "Extending the orgasm is often more fun than having the orgasm."

He was deliberately extending his own anticipation, building his desire day after day, waiting for the perfect moment to finally let his control shatter.


✽✽✽


40. The Last Night in Paradise

The last day in Seychelles arrived with a bittersweet brilliance. The sun seemed brighter, hanging low in a sky that was painfully blue.

The ocean looked like a deeper, more impossible turquoise. It was as if the island itself was trying to imprint this memory onto our retinas before we had to leave.

I spent the morning packing, folding the bikinis, delicate sarongs, and sheer cover-ups that had been my uniform for the last ten days. Each one held a memory. 


As I smoothed the fabric of the burgundy dress I had worn on the first night, a strange realization settled over me.

We had come here with high expectations. We had expected sex. We had expected the thrill of the reunion.

But I hadn't expected the peace.

I had anticipated that Aditya would be a hovering presence. I thought he might be too eager, perhaps a little anxious, always needing reassurance that he was part of the equation.

I had prepared myself to manage his feelings. I thought I would have to constantly check in with him to ensure he wasn't feeling left out.

I couldn't have been more wrong.

For ten days, Aditya had rewritten the script. By practically moving me into Girish’s suite, he had changed everything. By voluntarily stepping back into the shadows of the observer, he had created a dynamic that was far more potent than his constant presence would have been.

He hadn't been hovering. He had been waiting.

His absence during the nights had created a vacuum that Girish and I filled with intimacy. But his looming return in the mornings had added a layer of electric tension to everything we did.

Every time Girish touched me, I knew Aditya would be asking about it later.

Every time I moaned, a part of me wondered if he could hear it from across the hall. I imagined him listening. I imagined him touching himself to the sound of my pleasure.

It was a masterstroke of psychological foreplay.

By denying himself the release, he had turned himself into a loaded gun. He held back his own physical participation until the very end.

The pressure had been building for ten days. It was building in him, in me, and in Girish.

And tonight, the safety was coming off.

✽✽✽

We had our final dinner on the terrace of our villa. We decided to skip the restaurant. We wanted privacy. We wanted the freedom to speak, to touch, to breathe without the eyes of strangers like Eleanor on us.

The staff had set up a table by the pool, lit by hurricane lamps. We ate grilled exotic vegetables and drank the last of the champagne. The conversation was light, nostalgic. But underneath it, the air was thick.

Girish was relaxed, leaning back in his chair. His shirt was unbuttoned halfway down his chest, the sea breeze ruffling his hair.

He looked like a man who had feasted. He had claimed me fully for ten days, and his satisfaction was palpable.

Aditya, on the other hand, was vibrating.

He sat on the edge of his seat, his eyes darting between us. He wasn't eating much. He was drinking water, pacing himself. His gaze was intense, fixed often on my mouth, then on Girish’s hands, then back to my eyes.

"You're quiet tonight, Aadi," Girish observed, pouring more champagne into my glass.

"I'm focusing," Aditya said, his voice tight.

"Focusing on what?" I asked. I slid my foot out of my sandal to run my toes up his calf under the table.

He jumped slightly at the touch. He looked at me with pupils so dilated his eyes looked black. "On remembering this. On the build-up."

"You've been incredibly patient," Girish said, raising his glass in a toast. "I have to hand it to you, Aditya. I didn't think you'd last. Ten days of watching. Ten days of listening to us. Not a single release."

"It wasn't easy," Aditya admitted, a flush creeping up his neck. "The first night... God, that was difficult. I actually walked up to your door. I had my hand raised to knock, just to join in."

"You came to the door?" I asked, my eyes widening.

"I did. But then I heard you moan," Aditya said, his eyes darkening at the memory. "And I froze. I stood there in the hallway until you both went silent."

He paused, then confessed, "And honestly... I came back many times. I stood right outside, just listening."

Girish looked at him, stunned. "You never said a word."

"I didn't want you to know," Aditya explained. "If you knew I was there, you might have put on a show for me. I didn't want that."

"I wanted the raw sounds," he continued, his voice dropping. "I wanted to hear what it sounds like when you forget I exist."

Girish shook his head, a mix of awe and amusement on his face. "You truly are a pervert, Aditya. That is... impressively twisted."

"It kept me sane," Aditya grinned, leaning forward. "And it made the next mornings so much more vivid. Every time I saw you at breakfast, Aarti, you looked..."

"Used?" Girish suggested, a wicked glint in his eye.

"Loved," Aditya corrected, though the rawer word clearly resonated with him. "Thoroughly loved. Glowing. And knowing I let that happen... it gave me a rush I can't explain."

"Well," Girish set his glass down. The sharp click against the glass table sounded like a starting pistol. "The waiting is over."

He looked at me, then at Aditya. "Let's go inside."

✽✽✽

The air in the master suite was cool, conditioned to a perfect stillness that contrasted with the tropical heat outside. The lights were dimmed to a warm, amber glow.

I went into the dressing area to change. I wanted this to be visual. I wanted to be the feast Aditya had been starving for.

I chose the shimmering silver-blue satin chemise I had bought specifically for this trip. It hugged my figure like liquid moonlight, stopping mid-thigh. I layered the matching sheer robe over it, letting it drape loosely off my shoulders.

As I looked in the mirror, I saw a woman who belonged to two men. My hair was loose, wild from the sea breeze. My lips were bitten red.

I walked out.

Aditya was standing by the foot of the bed. Girish was pouring three glasses of whiskey at the side console.

Aditya turned as I entered. His breath hitched audibly. He didn't say anything; he just stared, his eyes tracing the shimmer of the satin as it clung to my hips.

"God," he whispered. "You look..."

"Silver," Girish finished for him, walking over with the drinks. He handed one to Aditya and one to me, but his eyes never left my body. "Like moonlight."

We didn't drink. Girish set his glass aside and spun me around, instantly pressing his chest against my back. His arms wrapped around my waist, holding me flush, while his lips found the sensitive curve of my neck. He kissed me there—wet, slow, and deliberate.

Aditya stepped closer, unable to stay back. He stood inches from me, his breath hitching as he watched Girish claim me. I could feel the heat radiating off him.

"Don't just look," Girish murmured against my neck, sensing him. "Come closer. Worship her."

"You are breathtaking," Aditya whispered, his voice thick with need.




[image: Girish holding Aarti, who is wearing a silver satin dress, in a romantic embrace while Aditya stands nearby watching.]




Girish’s hands slid from my waist to my shoulders, taking over. He pushed the robe down my arms, letting it pool on the floor with a soft whisper, leaving me standing in just the shimmering satin chemise.

Aditya knelt before me, his eyes filled with a devotion that made my knees weak. He pressed his face against my stomach, the cool satin separating his lips from my skin. I felt his hot breath seeping through the fabric as he inhaled deeply.

He kissed his way down, his hands sliding under the hem of the dress to find my skin. His tongue traced a deliberate, wet path along my inner thighs. It wasn’t rushed; it was a slow, agonizing worship. I gasped, leaning back into Girish’s solid chest for support. Girish held me tight, his hands splayed across my ribs, grounding me as Aditya teased the sensitive skin.

"Let him in," Girish murmured against my ear, his voice rough with approval. "Make space for him."

Girish guided my right leg up, placing my foot firmly on the edge of the mattress. The position left me completely open. Aditya didn't need further invitation; he gripped my hips and buried his face between my thighs. He groaned into my skin, a sound of relief and hunger, before his tongue swept out to taste me properly.

I let my head fall back onto Girish's shoulder, surrendering to the sensation. Aditya was relentless, feasting on me to make up for every second of his abstinence. I leaned fully into Girish, accepting his support as I floated in a haze of pleasure.

Girish tightened his hold, his hands splayed across my stomach over the silk. He leaned down, turning my face towards his, and captured my lips. The kiss was deep and possessive, distracting me from the pleasure below just enough to keep me grounded.

✽✽✽

After a while, Girish pulled back, breaking the kiss but staying close. He gripped my waist firmly.

"Turn around," he murmured against my lips. "Come to me."

He slowly began to guide me around to face him, forcing Aditya to pull back from his worship.

Girish held my gaze, his dark eyes sweeping over my face, claiming me with just a look. He stepped back towards the edge of the bed and tugged my hand gently.

"Come here," he whispered.

I followed, and with a subtle pressure on my shoulder, he guided me down. I sank to my knees on the soft rug, settling between his legs as he stood before me.

Aditya moved with me to fill the space behind me. I felt his chest press against my back, his legs bracketing mine, creating a warm, solid wall of support.

"Keep her warm," Girish murmured to Aditya, reaching down to stroke my hair. "Make sure she's comfortable while she takes care of me."

Aditya chuckled, the sound vibrating against my spine. He wrapped his arms around me, his hand brushing over my breast.

"Why are you trembling, hmm?" he whispered, his lips grazing my ear, voice thick with affection. "It's not your first time tasting him. Are you nervous because I'm here?"

He nipped at my earlobe, sending a shiver through me. "Don't be. Go on, taste him. I'll take care of the rest of you."

I didn't answer with words. Instead, I turned my head, giving Aditya a teasing stare. I leaned back and pressed my lips to his, kissing him deeply, lingering to show him exactly whose presence I craved.

When I pulled away, breathless, I turned back to Girish. I leaned forward and took him into my mouth. As I tasted his desire, Aditya buried his face in the curve of my neck. He kissed and licked the sensitive skin there, his hands roaming over my stomach.

It was perfect—my husband holding me while I loved my lover, every sensation amplified by their shared focus on me.

✽✽✽

Girish bent down, cupping my face, and kissed me deeply, his mouth tasting of me. It was a signal. Aditya pulled back, giving us space, his warmth leaving my back. Girish gently pulled me to my feet.

He guided me to the edge of the bed. "Lie back," he murmured.

I lay down, my hips resting at the very edge. Girish stood between my legs. He leaned over and kissed my neck, trailing wet, hot kisses down my chest, over my stomach, lingering on my inner thighs. When he finally straightened, I was breathless.

He lifted my legs, draping them over his shoulders. He entered me then—slowly, filling me inch by inch. A long, shaky breath hissed through my teeth as my body stretched to accommodate him. I tipped my head back, biting my lip, before locking eyes with him, overwhelmed by sheer fullness of him.

Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Aditya watching us. I turned my head to face him, my smile widening.

Aditya moved closer. He climbed onto the bed and lay down beside me. He didn't speak; he just began to worship me, his tongue tracing lines of fire along my neck while his hand slid down to find the sensitive pearl between my legs.

He rubbed it gently, matching his rhythm to Girish's thrusts. "She likes this," he whispered against my skin. "Don't you, Aarti? You like being touched exactly where you need it while he fills you?"

"Are you enjoying the double attention?" Girish teased, driving deeper.

"I love it," I confessed, my voice breaking. "But your fingers, Aditya... God, they are wicked. You're multiplying my pleasure."

"You've got the magic touch, Aadi," Girish chuckled, his eyes dancing with amusement as he moved within me. "I can feel the reaction instantly. She gives me a lovely little squeeze as you keep playing with her."

Aditya stared down at me, his eyes dark with intent. "Glad to be of service," he murmured, his thumb brushing over my lower lip. "Though she seems to be enjoying this a little too much. You're a greedy little thing today, aren't you, my love?"

Girish chuckled. He tightened his grip on my hips and picked up the pace, his thrusts becoming faster, deeper, demanding everything I had.

Aditya’s fingers matched Girish’s intensity, teasing and tormenting me. I writhed between them, my moans filling the room. I couldn't think anymore. I could only feel, drowning in the combined attention of the two men who knew me best.

✽✽✽

"I need to move," I gasped, my legs trembling uncontrollably. "Please... change."

Girish slowed, sensing my overwhelming state. He withdrew, leaving me gasping at the sudden emptiness. He touched his forehead to mine for a brief second before pulling back.

"She's all yours, Aadi," Girish offered, stepping back with a mock exasperated sigh. "Your turn. Fill her up. Show your wife some love while I grab a drink."

Aditya gave a nervous smile, shaking his head. "No chance. If I enter her now, I won't last ten seconds. I am already on the edge." He trailed his fingers down my stomach, his touch trembling slightly. "You carry on. I want to play with her while you fill her. Let me enjoy this a little longer."

My breath hitched. Hearing them bargain over me, discussing my pleasure so casually, sent a fresh wave of heat through my veins.

Girish grinned, a wicked glint in his eyes. "Lazy man," he teased. He turned to me, his expression shifting to one of playful command. "Well, if he wants a show, let's give him one."

He guided me onto my hands and knees. "Up," he murmured, his hands firm on my waist. I arched my back, presenting myself to him.

"This view..." Girish groaned, running a hand down my spine. "Perfect."

He entered me from behind—deep and claiming. I cried out, digging my fingers into the sheets. But before I could settle into the rhythm, Aditya moved.

He slid his body underneath my arched form, lying flat on his back. He deliberately positioned himself in reverse, his face aligning with my feminine center while his hips settled directly beneath my face.

"Aadi," I breathed, understanding the delicious invitation.

"Connect with me," he whispered, his eyes seeking mine, full of love and longing.

His tongue found my sensitive center, warm and wet, teasing with maddening precision. I didn't need to be asked twice. I lowered my head, taking him deeply into my mouth.

It was a chaotic, beautiful tangle of limbs. Girish drove into me with a steady rhythm from behind, anchoring me, while Aditya and I were locked in a desperate sixty-nine. I was suspended in a web of sensation, sandwiched between their desires, tasting my husband's desire while my lover claimed my body.

"Look at that," Girish grunted, admiring the scene. "Look at how much she loves you, Aadi."

"I know," Aditya mumbled against me, the vibration sending sparks through my core.

The pressure built rapidly, far faster than before. The combination of Girish filling me and Aditya’s tongue on me was too much. "I'm close," I sobbed, my hand tightening on Aditya. "Girish, Aditya... please... I'm going to—"

Suddenly, Girish stopped. He withdrew abruptly, breaking the connection. Aditya pulled back as well, leaving me shivering on the precipice of a climax that never came.

"Not yet," Girish commanded softly, his hand soothing down my back. "Aditya wants to make this last. And seeing you this desperate... well, it's a view we both want to enjoy a little longer."

✽✽✽

We paused for ten minutes, the silence in the room filled only by our heavy breathing and the faint hum of the air conditioner. The air was thick with musk and the lingering scent of our arousal.

Girish moved to the side table, pouring whiskey into crystal glasses. The clink of ice was a grounding sound, pulling us back from the precipice. He handed a glass to me, his eyes dancing with amusement.

"You were ready to beg," he teased, nudging my knee with his free hand. "I could feel you shaking, Aarti. Just one more minute and you would have lost your mind."

I flushed, taking a long sip of the cool liquid to steady my nerves. "You didn't have to stop right then," I murmured. "It was cruel."

"Cruel? Maybe," Girish agreed with a devilish grin. "But look at you now—flushed, trembling, and wanting more. I'd say my methods are working perfectly."

Aditya took his glass from Girish, downing a large gulp. He let out a long, shaky exhale. "Good timing," he laughed, running a hand through his damp hair. "I've held out for ten days, but hearing her scream that she was coming? God. I was seconds away from losing it completely."

"I noticed," Girish grinned. Raising his glass, he shot me a teasing look. "You need to help him hold on a little longer, Aarti. Don't break him so soon."

Aditya chuckled, shaking his head. He turned to me, his expression shifting from amusement to pure, raw affection. He set his glass down and cupped my face. "God, you are beautiful," he whispered, his thumb tracing my lower lip. "Even when you're unraveling... especially then."

"I love you," I whispered back, leaning into his touch.

He kissed me then—not with lust, but with a deep, soulful tenderness that made my chest ache. It was a kiss that reaffirmed everything: our trust, our bond, and the safety net that allowed us to fly this high.

Girish watched us from the edge of the bed, sipping his drink. The look in his eyes was one of genuine admiration. "I've been watching you two for years," he observed softly. "I've always admired the bond you share. But seeing it up close like this? It's even stronger than I thought."

"Tell me something," Aditya asked, swirling the last of his drink. He looked at Girish curiously. "Were you always this... caring with her in bed? Gentle?"

Girish paused, his glass halfway to his mouth. He looked at me, a slow, teasing smile spreading across his face. I bit my lip, feeling the heat rise in my cheeks, and gave a small nod.

"Honestly?" Girish turned back to Aditya. "Not always. Your wife loves giving up control. She responds beautifully to a firmer hand."

"Then why hold back now?" Aditya challenged comfortably. "Don't act differently just because I'm here. I want to see the real dynamic. Be yourselves."

"Aadi!" I protested, flushing slightly. "Some things should stay between a couple... I mean, I can't be as raw in front of you as I am alone with him. It's embarrassing."

"Then this is not trust," Aditya countered softly, capturing my gaze. "If you really trust me, I want to see the real you, Aarti. Don't hide who you are."

The weight of his words hung between us in the heavy silence, leaving my heart pounding against my ribs. 

✽✽✽

Girish set his glass down, the sharp click cutting through the tension in the room. "Well," he said, his voice dropping to a commanding, dark register as he met Aditya's gaze. "Let me give you a glimpse."

He seized the mood, stepping in between us before I could argue. He simply took my glass, setting it aside, and cupped my face.

Look at me," he commanded softly, holding my gaze. He kissed me—a hard, possessive, and demanding kiss. It was a clear signal that the time for talking was over.

He broke the kiss and guided me backward until the backs of my knees hit the mattress. "Lie back," he ordered, his tone leaving no room for refusal.

I complied, sinking into the soft sheets. Girish moved over me with predatory grace. He knelt directly over my face, his dominant stance leaving me deliciously vulnerable beneath him.

It was an audacious move. I heard the sharp intake of breath from Aditya as Girish lowered his weight, his musky heat resting right against my face.

Aditya stepped closer to the edge of the mattress, completely captivated. He slowly lowered his own glass, the drink entirely forgotten, his eyes dark with pure, heated admiration as he watched my surrender.


"Make me hard," Girish commanded, his voice rough. "Without taking me in your mouth. Just use your tongue. Show Aditya how well you serve me."

I obeyed. I parted my lips, my tongue darting out to lap at the soft, heavy skin resting against my cheek. I teased the sensitive heat of his center with a slow, wet rhythm, giving all my attention to pleasing him.

"Look at her, Aadi," Girish growled softly, his voice thick with desire. "She has such a soft tongue. Watch how completely she surrenders just to please me."

Aditya leaned closer, his breathing heavy. "God, this is incredibly hot," he whispered, his eyes dark with admiration. "This is something completely new to me. I never even knew she could do that."

Girish chuckled, his fingers gently stroking my hair. "She learned it here, in Seychelles. She has perfected getting me this hard with just her soft tongue. And you can be sure she's going to do this for you at home, too."

Girish glanced up from me, his dark eyes locking onto Aditya. "Do you just want to watch her do this, Aadi? Or you can do me a favor. Make her ready for me."

Aditya didn't hesitate. He moved to the bed, trailing his hands up my thighs. I let out a muffled gasp as his warm lips and tongue found my sensitive center. He tasted me expertly. Being tangibly loved by my husband while I served my lover sent a wild rush of pleasure through me.

Under the constant teasing of my tongue and the wet sounds of Aditya tasting me, Girish quickly grew thick and heavy against my cheek, fully aroused. He gently tapped his hot length against my skin—a dominant, claiming gesture.

"Beautiful," Girish breathed, looking down at me with burning eyes. "Run your tongue over me one last time, sweetheart. And then I am taking you."

I leaned in, sweeping my tongue across him one final time, feeling his thighs tremble against my ears. He was ready.

✽✽✽

After a few moments, Girish pulled back, his breath ragged. He ran a hand through his hair, composing himself with that effortless dominance I adored. He glanced at Aditya, a smirk playing on his lips. "See what happens when I take control, Aadi?" Girish murmured. "This is what she loves."

Aditya smiled back.

"Lie down on your side," Girish told me, turning his attention back to the task at hand. "Spooning."

I complied, curling onto my side facing the balcony doors. Girish fitted his body against my back, wrapping one arm around my waist to pull me flush against him. He entered me slowly, savoring the connection.

"Aditya," I called out, reaching my hand out toward him. "Come here."

Aditya moved to lie in front of me. He lay flat on his back, positioning himself close enough that his hips were within easy reach of my hand, while he turned his head to face me.

We were a circle of connection. Girish holding me, me holding Aditya.

I looked into my husband's eyes. They were shining with tears of unadulterated happiness.

"I love you," I whispered, reaching out to hold him, needing to feel his heartbeat against my palm.

"I love you," he choked back, covering my hand with his own.

Girish began to move, his rhythm slow and reverent. He kissed the nape of my neck, his stubble grazing my skin.

"Feel him, Aarti," Girish whispered in my ear. "Feel how much he loves you."

I held onto Aditya, grounding myself in his gaze. We were connected, a single organism of love and trust.

Girish’s pace quickened. Suddenly, he raised his hand and landed a sharp, playful slap on my bottom. The stinging sensation sparked a jolt of electricity through me, mixing wildly with the pleasure. He struck again, harder this time, and that raw, commanding touch was the final trigger.

The friction, the sting, the connection—it set my blood on fire.

"I'm close," I gasped, locking eyes with my husband. "I'm about to come, Aadi."

Hearing me, seeing the desperation in my eyes, shattered Aditya's control. "Aarti!" he cried out, his hips bucking wildly against my hand.

It happened all at once. Aditya's release erupted like a geyser—an untamed flood of ten days of pent-up desire. The sheer volume of it coated my hand and pooled onto the sheets. 

He groaned, his body shaking with his climax, matching the exact moment my own orgasm ripped through me. I screamed his name, clamping down forcefully around Girish.

As my trembling subsided, I looked down at the incredible mess my husband had made, eyes wide with shock. 

Girish let out a sudden, rich burst of laughter—a sound of pure, awestruck astonishment. "Good god, Aadi," he chuckled, his chest rumbling against my back. "I think you’ve set a record."

A joyous giggle escaped my lips as I met Aditya's glazed eyes. To see him so completely spent, surrounded by the undeniable proof of his arousal, was intensely endearing. We were laughing together—a breathless moment of absolute wonder.

✽✽✽

The joyful levity held us for a few sweet seconds. But as my giggles faded into soft sighs, the atmosphere shifted. The easy laughter disappeared from Girish's face, quickly replaced by a predatory hunger. His grip on my waist tightened—a clear reminder that his own craving was far from satisfied.

The intensity of our shared climax seemed to have snapped the last of his restraint. He pulled back abruptly, flipping me onto my stomach in one fluid, authoritative motion.

He covered my back with his chest, his weight heavy and grounding. Reaching forward, he found my hands on the pillows and interlaced his fingers tightly with mine, fully pinning me to the bed.

"Mine," he growled against my ear.

He entered me again—deep, claiming, and wild. But before he lost himself in the rhythm, he looked up at Aditya, who was watching us, his chest heaving.

"Watch her, Aadi," Girish rasped, his voice laced with dark pride. "See how she give up everything? She loves this control. She craves being owned like this."

Aditya didn't look away. A shiver seemed to pass through him, his eyes darkening as he fed on the sight of his wife being completely conquered.

Girish drove into me with a frantic, desperate rhythm that demanded everything I had left. I accepted him, squeezing his fingers tight, letting his storm wash over me.

Soon, he stiffened, his groans matching the rhythm of his thrusts. He reached for my chin, turning my face sideways to meet his. He crushed his mouth to mine, sealing our lips in a deep, desperate kiss as he poured himself into me.

With one final, powerful surge, he joined us in the release, not breaking the kiss until he was completely spent. He collapsed against my back, staying deep inside me for a long moment, savoring the unity.

✽✽✽

We lay there for a long time, the silence comfortable and heavy with satisfaction. The only sound was our synchronized breathing and the hum of the air conditioner.

Eventually, Girish pulled away, and the hazy aftermath of passion began to clear. After a sleepy trip to the en-suite to wash up and quickly dragging fresh sheets over the wet mattress, we finally settled under the cool covers. 

Girish lay on his back, eyes closed, a contented smile on his face. I lay on his chest, my head resting over his heart, while Aditya lay close beside me, his hand interlaced with mine.

"That," Aditya murmured sleepily, "was worth the wait."

"See?" Girish mumbled, kissing the top of my head. "Patience is a virtue."

I shifted, listening to the steady beat of Girish's heart. "So," I whispered into the darkness. "Seychelles again next year?"

Aditya chuckled softly. "Let me recover first."

"We can discuss it," Girish said, his voice thick with sleep. "But for now... sleep."

I closed my eyes, feeling anchored. Safe. Loved.

We fell asleep like that—The Lover, The Wife, The Husband. It was the same formation we had discovered that first night—a triangle that was no longer sharp edges, but a perfect, unbreakable circle.

✽✽✽


41. The Return

The ride from our private villa to the small Praslin airstrip was a silent procession through paradise.

Outside the luxury SUV’s tinted windows, the world was aggressively beautiful—monolithic granite boulders smoothing out into turquoise bays, lush green palms swaying in the humid breeze, the smell of salt and hibiscus heavy within the air before we had sealed ourselves in.

But we were separated from it now, sitting inside the cool AC of the car, moving back toward our normal lives.

Girish sat in the front seat. He chatted casually with the driver about flight times and traffic, his voice calm. He was a man who knew how to switch between his fun side and his serious side perfectly.

I sat in the back with Aditya, my hand resting on his thigh, but my eyes were fixed on the rearview mirror, catching fragments of Girish’s expression. I saw the crinkle of his eyes as he smiled, and the curve of his lips that I had kissed a thousand times in the last ten days.

It felt like waking up from a deep, vivid dream, only to find the cold morning light waiting for us.

For ten days, we had lived in a different world, where the only rules were desire and freedom. We had lived in a bubble of pleasure, free from the responsibilities waiting for us back home.

Now, the gravity of the real world was pulling us back with increasing force.

Schedules, office meetings, school fees, and the endless expectations of Bangalore society—they were all waiting for us, like heavy weights ready to be put back on our shoulders.

Aditya shifted beside me. He was looking out at the coast, deep in thought. He looked tan and relaxed, younger than he had in years. But the shadow of "Aditya, the Corporate Executive" was already starting to appear on his face.

"It feels strange," he murmured, switching effortlessly to Hindi so our driver wouldn't understand. His voice was barely audible over the hum of the engine and the soft jazz playing on the car stereo.

"What does?" I asked, following his lead in our native tongue, squeezing his leg gently to ground him.

"Going back," he murmured, looking at me. "Not just the vacation ending. Everyone hates that. But... the re-entry. Going back to the masks."

Girish turned in his seat, resting his arm on the backrest so he could include us. The movement was fluid, familiar.

"That's definitely the hardest part," Girish agreed, grinning. "Going back to black and white after living in 4K for ten days. You look like a kid whose summer holidays just ended."

Aditya chuckled. "Maybe. But this trip... it was different. It wasn't just about the intimacy. Or even the sex."

"What was it then?" Girish raised an eyebrow, his eyes dancing with mischief. "Don't tell me it wasn't the sex. You seemed pretty lost in the moment last night. I don't think I've ever seen you that unrestrained."

"Of course I loved it," Aditya laughed, a genuine, relaxed sound. "But the real high? It wasn't just the intimacy. It was where we were."

"You mean... Seychelles?" I asked, confused.

"The anonymity," he corrected. "Being away from India. Being in a place where we were just three strangers on a beach."

He looked at Girish. "I saw you holding her hand at the restaurant. I saw you pull her into your lap by the pool when the waiter was right there. I saw the way you touched her back when we were walking through the market."

He paused, his eyes looking far away. "And nobody cared. No whispers. No judgment. No 'Who is that woman with?' No scandal."

He turned to me, his eyes dark and searching, tracing the line of my jaw as if verifying I was still there.

"In Bangalore, even in our most open moments, there is always a wall. A fear. The fear of being seen. We are always acting like a 'Normal Couple' for the world, even when we want to be us. But here... I got to see you be 'his' in the world. Openly. I watched other men look at you, look at him, and realize you belonged to him."

I felt my cheeks flush. I remembered the freedom of those moments—the way Girish had claimed me in the water, the way he had kissed me under the open sky while strangers walked by.

"How did it feel?" I asked, looking into his eyes. "I was planning to ask you this after we reached home, but since we are talking... seeing me romancing with Girish in public? How was it for you?"

"Honestly?" Aditya grinned, leaning back. "It turned me on. Does that make me crazy? Seeing you claimed by him... I felt proud. I mean, look at him." He gestured playfully towards Girish. "A busy, successful man flies all the way from London just to be with my wife while I watch? That’s an ego boost right there."

Girish chuckled, shaking his head. "I didn't hear you complaining."

"Complaining? I was getting inspired," Aditya said, his tone shifting to genuine admiration. "Seriously, Girish. The way you were handling Aarti... it was awesome. I was learning." He paused, then his eyes lit up with mischief again. "And honestly? I wasn't the only one getting inspired. Did you notice that young Indian couple at the pool yesterday? The honeymooners?"

"Of course I noticed them," I said. "I didn't expect to see Indians at such a private resort, but... yes. Hard to miss. Why?"

"They were sitting right next to me," Aditya explained, his eyes bright with amusement. "They had no idea I was with you. I could hear everything they were whispering."

"Oh god," I laughed nervously. "What were they saying?"

"They were obsessed with your chemistry," Aditya said, grinning. "The wife kept pointing at Girish. She was telling her husband, 'Look at him! He's older, but look at that fitness!' They were surprised by the age difference, but mostly? They were just impressed. And when you two started kissing? They were giggling like teenagers, totally awestruck. The wife was practically hitting her husband's arm in excitement."

"You are exaggerating," I said, feeling a blush rise.

"I swear!" Aditya protested. "And you know the best part? When we were returning from the beach, I saw them standing at the same spot, kissing each other. You guys inspire people."

"See?" Girish leaned forward, a playful smirk playing on his lips. "You aren't just attracting attention, Aarti. You are setting trends. Corrupting innocent newlyweds? I always suspected you were a bad girl."

I felt my face heat up, a mix of embarrassment and thrill. I buried my face in Aditya’s shoulder to hide my smile. "You both are impossible," I mumbled. But as they laughed together—a warm, rich sound that filled the car—I knew the truth. I loved being their bad girl.

✽✽✽

The SUV slowed as we approached the small Iles des Palmes Airport. It was a charming, open-air structure, barely larger than a plantation house, contrasting sharply with the grandeur of the villa we had left behind.

We unloaded our luggage in silence. The transition was beginning. We checked our bags and walked out onto the tarmac, the tropical sun beating down on us one last time.

The flight back to the main island of Mahé was short—a mere fifteen-minute hop over the ocean—but it remains etched in my memory. 

We boarded a small propeller plane, the kind where you have to duck to enter and can see the pilots flipping switches in the cockpit. The cabin was cramped, noisy, and vibrating with life.

We sat in the back row, squeezed together on a bench seat designed for two but accommodating three friendly passengers. I was in the middle, wedged between Girish and Aditya. Our knees knocked together; our shoulders overlapped. The engine roared to life, a deafening drone that made conversation impossible, but we didn't need words.

As the plane lifted off, banking sharply over the water, I looked down. Praslin lay below us like a green jewel set in crushed blue velvet. I could see the cove where our villa was, the stretch of white sand where we had walked, the ocean that had tasted our skin.

In that cramped, noisy cabin, stuck between the paradise we were leaving and the real world we were going to, I felt an overwhelming surge of emotion. I was wedged between them, feeling the solid warmth of Girish on one side and the familiar presence of Aditya on the other.

It was a perfect circle. A silent promise. We were leaving the island, but we were taking this—this connection—with us.

✽✽✽

By the time we landed at Seychelles International Airport on Mahé, the mood had shifted. The noise of the propellers faded, replaced by the bustling, sterile hum of an international terminal. 

We navigated customs and check-in for our respective connections—Girish had a flight to London; we were heading back to Bangalore via Dubai.

Finding a quiet corner in the departure lounge, we sat down away from the crowds. We had about an hour before we had to part ways. 

The terminal was bright and busy, filled with sun-burnt Europeans, honeymooners clinging to each other, and families wrestling with luggage. We sat in a small triangle of intimacy, ignoring the chaos around us.

Girish went to get coffee and returned with three cups, handing them out. He sat across from us, crossing his legs, looking every bit the global businessman he had become. The wildness of the island was already being tucked away behind his professional demeanor, but his eyes remained soft.

"So," he said, taking a sip. "Back to reality."

"Back to reality," I echoed, a heavy lump forming in my throat. The coffee was bitter, a stark contrast to the sweet coconut water we had been drinking for days.

"It works, though," Aditya said suddenly, picking up the thread of our conversation from the car. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, intense. "This model. The 'limited occurrence' model."

Girish nodded, his gaze sliding over to me with a wicked glint. "I think so too. Besides, if we tried this every weekend... I wouldn't survive. An old man like me needs at least a few months to recharge just to keep up with your wife's energy. She is insatiable."

"Please," Aditya grinned. "I'm the one who should be worried. You've set the bar so high, I'll have to work overtime just to match her expectations."

"Oh, don't worry about that," Girish said, leaning back with a smirk. "She did mention that you do a very convincing impression of me in the bedroom. Apparently, you like to play 'Girish' quite often."

Aditya turned to me, his expression one of playful annoyance. "That was supposed to be a secret."

I bit my lip, trying not to laugh. "Oops. Slipped my tongue," I teased, giving Aditya a cheeky nudge. "But don't pretend you don't enjoy it. You're even more demanding than Girish himself"

We laughed—a loud, happy sound that turned a few heads, but for the first time, we didn't care.

I looked between them—my husband and my lover. They were my world. Aditya, my anchor, my reality. Girish, my escape, my fantasy.

"I love you both," I whispered, looking from one to the other, overwhelmed by their acceptance. "I admire the understanding you both show... it's incredible. For years, I worried this was just a phase. That the balance would tip."

"And now?" Girish asked gently.

"Now I realize... it's the foundation," I said. "We've been married for over fifteen years, Aadi. Most couples we know are bored or resentful. But us? We have sparks. We have patience. We're better parents to Ishan because we are happy ourselves."

"She's right," Aditya said, holding my hand. "When I'm stressed at work, I think about this 'secret garden.' It makes the ordinary days bearable. Knowing I have this wild world waiting for me makes everything easier."

"Exactly," Girish agreed. "This lifestyle relies on trust. I get the best parts—the passion, the escape—because Aditya deals with the reality. I am the guest who never stays too long. I respect the boundary. Without the marriage, this doesn't work."

We sat there for a long moment. It was the validation we needed. We weren't just doing something wrong; we were building our own happiness.

✽✽✽

The overhead announcement crackled, breaking the spell. Flight BA064 to London Heathrow is now boarding at Gate 4.

Girish checked his watch and sighed, a sound of genuine reluctance. "That's me."

We stood up. The terminal was crowded now. People were rushing, hugging, lingering. We were part of the tapestry of departures, just another group saying goodbye.

Girish slung his carry-on over his shoulder. He looked at Aditya and extended his hand. They shook firmly, a grip that conveyed more respect and understanding than spoken vows.

"Thank you," Aditya said simply, holding the handshake for a moment longer than usual. "For everything. For the villa... and for arranging everything."

"Take care of her," Girish replied, his voice thick. "I'll see you in... what? Six months? Maybe we can plan a trip to Europe next time. Somewhere cold, so we have to stay in bed."

"Maybe four," Aditya grinned. "Let's not push it too far."

Girish turned to me. The sadness in his eyes was fleeting, replaced quickly by that familiar, burning warmth that always made my knees weak. "Aarti."

"Girish."

Usually, in public, this would be the moment for the polite hug. A quick, sanitized peck on the cheek. The socially acceptable goodbye for a 'family friend' or business associate. I could see the hesitation in him, the automatic preparation to follow the rules of the game we played back home.

But today, my heart was hammering against my ribs. I thought about the villa. I thought about Aditya’s words in the SUV. I got to see you be his in the world.

I looked around the terminal. It was filled with Europeans, Chinese tourists, and locals. There were hardly any Indians. The realization hit me like a shot of adrenaline. We were still anonymous. We were still free.

I stepped forward, closing the distance between us. I didn't go for his cheek. I wrapped my arms around his neck, standing on my toes, pulled his head down, and mashed my lips against his.

It wasn't a polite kiss. It wasn't friendly. It was deep, wet, and claiming.

I felt Girish stiffen in surprise for a fraction of a second—and then he melted into it, his arms wrapping around my waist, pulling me hard against his body. I opened my mouth to him, tasting the coffee and the unspoken goodbyes, feeling the scratch of his beard against my chin, breathing in his scent one last time.

Around us, the noise of the terminal seemed to dip. I could practically feel the heads turning. Travelers pausing with their luggage trolleys. An older couple staring with open mouths.

I didn't care.

I kept my eyes open for a fleeting second and saw Aditya watching us. He wasn't looking away. 

He was standing just a few feet back, a small, proud smile playing on his lips, his eyes drinking in the sight of his wife kissing another man in the middle of an international airport. He nodded slightly—a silent permission, a silent participation.
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I closed my eyes again and gave myself to the kiss, pouring all my gratitude, all my love, and all my longing into it. It was a seal on the contract we had just verbally renewed.

When I finally pulled back, breathless and flushed, my hands still resting on his chest, Girish looked dazed. A slow, incredulous grin spread across his face.

He looked over my shoulder at Aditya, his eyes shining.

"That," Girish said, his voice rough and low, "was for you."

Aditya laughed, a genuine, joyful sound. He nodded, acknowledging the gift. "I know. And I loved it."

Needing no further words, Girish turned and walked toward the security gates, not looking back. 

We watched him until his broad shoulders disappeared into the crowd, swallowed by the stream of passengers leaving for other lives.

✽✽✽

Two hours later, we were in the air, climbing sharply through the cloud layer over the Indian Ocean. The cabin was dimmed, the hum of the engines settling into a steady, hypnotic lullaby. The world below was dark, the islands swallowed by the night.

I adjusted my seat, pulling the thin airline blanket over my legs. I felt drained, physically and emotionally. It was a good kind of exhaustion—the feeling of a vessel that has been poured out completely, leaving it clean and ready to be filled again.

Beside me, Aditya was flipping through an in-flight magazine, but I could tell he wasn't really reading. His gaze was distant, a faint smile ghosting his lips.

He reached over and took my hand, interlacing our fingers on the armrest. His grip was firm, grounding.

I leaned my head onto his shoulder, breathing him in. The fabric of his shirt smelled like him—familiar, safe, permanent. It was the smell of home.

"You okay?" he whispered, kissing the top of my head.

"Yeah," I breathed, closing my eyes. "I'm okay. Better than okay."

"Me too," he replied softly, resting his chin gently against my hair.

We were going back to reality. To the traffic jams of Silk Board, the homework struggles with Ishan, the subtle interrogations from in-laws. But we were going back stronger. 

We carried the island with us, a hidden warmth in our chests that would sustain us through the cold routine of daily life. We had a secret that made the world brighter, a pact that made the burdens lighter.

I squeezed his hand, sensing the wedding band on his finger pressing against my skin. It didn't feel like a shackle. It felt like an anchor.

I drifted toward sleep, feeling anchored. The affair hadn't ended at the departure gate. It had just gone home with us.

✽✽✽


42. Epilogue: A Decade Later

September, 2025

London in late September was exactly as I had always imagined it—a canvas of steel-grey skies and charcoal stone, punctuated by the vivid red of double-decker buses and the golden glow of streetlamps fighting the early drizzle. It was a city of history, of secrets kept behind thick velvet curtains, and today, it felt like it welcomed us.

Inside the bustling residence hall of Imperial College, however, the mood was far from somber. It was bright, chaotic, and loud—a whirlwind of diverse accents, nervous laughter, and the distinctive smell of cardboard boxes and new beginnings.

"Mom, seriously, I have enough socks," Ishan groaned, trying to shove a pile of thick wool into his already bursting suitcase. "I'm going to university for my Masters, not an expedition to the Antarctic."

I stood back, clutching a large packet of homemade khakhras, feeling that familiar, sharp ache in my chest. My baby was twenty-two. He was taller than Aditya now, with a jawline that had lost its softness and eyes that looked at the world with hungry, confident curiosity. He didn't need me to pack his socks anymore.

"You say that now," I said, my voice thick, ignoring his protest and tucking the packet into a side pocket. "But wait until December. You'll thank me when you're eating these at 2 AM."

Aditya laughed, clapping a hand on Ishan’s shoulder. "Listen to your mother, Ishan. She knows about cold weather. And if you run out, you know where to go."

Ishan grinned, pushing his hair back—a gesture so like his father’s it made my heart stumble. He turned to the man standing by the window, looking out at the rain-slicked Kensington streets. "I know, Dad. Girish Uncle is just a tube ride away."

Girish turned. At sixty-five, he was more distinguished than ever. Time had carved deeper lines around his eyes and silvered his hair completely, cutting it short and sharp. He wore a heavy charcoal turtleneck that made him look like the retired global executive he was—imposing, serene, and utterly safe. 

Girish had moved to Londonover ten years ago permanently, a shift that had terrified me at first, until we realized what it meant for Ishan.

"Your room is ready whenever you need a break from dorm food," Girish said, his voice warm and steady. "And I added that gaming monitor you asked about."

Ishan’s eyes lit up, transforming him back into a excited boy for a moment. "No way! The Alienware one?"

"The very same," Girish winked, stepping closer. "But don't tell your father. He thinks you're coming over to study economics."

Ishan laughed—a sound that was both cheeky and surprisingly mature. "Come on, Uncle. Dad sees everything," he said, shooting a glance at Aditya, his voice holding a deep, quiet respect. "He knows my mischief. He always has."

He crossed the room, pulling Girish into a hug. It wasn't a tentative, polite hug for a distant relative. It was a firm, two-armed embrace of family. "But thanks, Girish uncle. Really. You're the best."

He pulled back, his gaze lingering on Girish for a fraction of a second too long. There was a flicker in his eyes—recognition? A quiet understanding? He was a smart boy, observant like his father. Maybe he suspected. Maybe he had pieced together the lingering glances and the unspoken weight of our bond over the years. Or maybe he simply didn't care, as long as the love was real.

Whatever he saw, he simply smiled, accepting it without a word.

"We should let you settle in," Aditya said, checking his watch, his voice a little rough. "Orientation starts in an hour, and you don't want to be the late kid."

The goodbyes were a blur of tearful hugs and brave smiles. "Call us tonight," I insisted, squeezing Ishan one last time, smelling his soap and the faint scent of the new leather jacket Girish had bought him. "Promise me."

"I promise, Mom," Ishan said, gently extracting himself. "Go. Enjoy London."

When we finally walked out of the building and into the crisp, damp London air, the silence that fell between the three of us wasn't empty. It was the comfortable silence of a job well done.

"He'll be fine," Girish said softly, falling into step beside me. He didn't touch me—not here, on the street—but his presence was a shield against the cold.

"I know," I replied, tucking my hand into the crook of Aditya's arm while bumping my shoulder against Girish's. "He has you."

✽✽✽

Girish’s apartment was in Southwark, a sprawling penthouse with floor-to-ceiling glass looking out over the winding Thames. The Shard pierced the sky in the distance, a shard of glass against the clouds, and the lights of the city were just beginning to flicker on as the afternoon faded into twilight.

It was quiet here. The frantic energy of the drop-off had faded, leaving just the three of us and the low hum of the city below.

Aditya walked to the window, engaging in his ritual of surveying the view. He loosened his tie, the silk slipping through his fingers. He looked tired but content. The years had been kind to him, softening the edges of his ambition. He was forty-nine now, greying at the temples, but his eyes still held that boyish warmth I adored.

"It’s good to be here," Aditya murmured, not turning around. "Knowing he’s just across the river. It feels... safe."

Girish moved to the vintage bar cart, the clink of crystal loud in the stillness. He poured three glasses of scotch—single malt, aged eighteen years, smooth and smoky. 
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He handed one to Aditya, one to me, and we all remained standing by the window, a quiet trio smiling at each other.

"To Ishan," he said, raising his glass.

"To Ishan," we echoed.

We drank in silence for a moment, letting the warmth spread through our chests, chasing away the chill of the empty nest.

"Can you believe it?" Aditya asked, sinking onto the plush leather sofa beside me. He rested his hand on my knee, a casual, claiming touch. "Ishan is twenty-two. And looking at us... it feels like we've been living this way for a lifetime."

I looked at them. A lifetime.

It had been fourteen years since the affair began, transforming the terror we had once felt into this quiet, unshakable peace.

We had stuck to the rules with religious fervor. We met three, maybe four times a year. Sometimes in London, sometimes in Dubai, once in a hidden resort in Kerala backwaters where the humidity made our skin slick and the isolation made us bold. The gaps between meetings were long, filled with careful emails and video calls where we talked about everything and nothing.

But the reunions...

The reunions were explosive. They were the fuel that kept us running. They were the weeks where I lived as a queen with two kings, where my body was worshipped and shared, where Aditya’s admiring gaze and Girish’s commanding passion danced in a perfect, harmonious rhythm.

And in between, life had happened. Real life. Unexpected and messy.

"We've built something real," I said softly, staring into the amber liquid in my glass. "It's not just about the stolen weekends anymore, is it? It's about the late-night calls when I was worried about Ishan's grades. It's about you helping Aditya with his portfolio investments."

Aditya tightened his grip on my knee. "It's about being a team."

"I used to think this was fragile," I admitted, looking at Girish. "That one wrong move and it would shatter."

Girish leaned forward, his eyes soft. "It was never fragile, Aarti. Unconventional, yes. But never fragile."

"We are like a constellation," Girish said simply. "Separate stars, but connected by invisible lines that make the picture complete. Take one away, and the meaning is lost."

"We all played our part," Aditya said, his voice thick with emotion. "I still remember that first day I dropped you at his place... wondering if I could really do it. If the jealousy would eventually eat me alive. If the next day I’d wake up and hate you for touching him." He chuckled, a dry sound. "Turns out, I just needed to learn to stop competing and start appreciating."

I smiled, squeezing his hand. "You did more than appreciate, Aadi. You directed half the scenes. You became more demanding than Girish sometimes."

We laughed, the sound easy and light, releasing the tension of the day. The sexual urgency that had defined our early years had evolved. It was still there—God, it was still there—but it was deeper now. It wasn't just about the thrill of the forbidden anymore. It was a ritual. A communion.

✽✽✽

I looked at my leather tote sitting on the coffee table. It looked out of place among the sleek modern furniture. The leather was worn, the strap slightly frayed from years of use.

"I have something," I said suddenly.

The change in my tone made them both look up. The laughter died down, replaced by curiosity.

I reached for the bag and pulled out the thick stack of papers. It was heavy—three hundred and fifty pages of handwritten text, bound with a simple rubber band. The edges were dog-eared, the ink varying from blue to black to pencil, marking the years of stolen moments—writing in cafes, in waiting rooms, late at night while Aditya slept beside me.

I placed it on the glass table between the whiskey glasses. It landed with a heavy thud.

"What is this?" Girish asked, leaning forward, his brows furrowing.

"The diary," Aditya said softly. He knew. He was the only one who knew I had been writing it. "You finished it?"

"Last night," I whispered, my heart hammering against my ribs. "On the flight over. I wrote the last entry somewhere over the Black Sea."

Girish looked at the stack as if it were a bomb, then at me. "What is it about?"

"Everything," I nodded, my voice trembling. "From the first time we met. The guilt. The confession. The bungalow. The tears we shed. The way we found our balance. The way Aditya stood by us. Every feeling, every fear, every moment of joy. It’s all there."

I reached out and touched the top page, feeling the texture of the paper. "Aditya told me years ago to write it down. To get it out of my head so it wouldn't consume me. But as I wrote... it became something else. It became a proof. Proof that we existed. That we weren't monsters."

Girish reached out and picked up the manuscript. His hands, usually so steady, trembled slightly. He opened it to a random page near the middle. I saw his eyes scan the text, recognizing the scene.

He read aloud, his voice low and raspy in the quiet room.

"He stood by the window, the rain lashing against the glass, and told me he loved me. And for the first time, I didn't feel any shame. I didn't feel like I was breaking my home. I just felt like a woman who was finally complete, thanks to a husband who loved me enough to agree to explore this with me."

He closed his eyes for a second, a muscle in his jaw jumping. Then he looked at me, his eyes shining. "Aarti..."

"I want to publish it," I said.

The words hung in the air, terrifying and liberating.

Aditya sat up straighter, his glass freezing halfway to his mouth. "Publish it? Aarti, I told you to write it as a private journal, just to clear your head. Are you sure? The society back home... the relatives... Ishan..."


"Not as me," I said quickly. "Anonymously. Or under a pseudonym. But I want it out there."

I stood up and walked to the window, looking out at the London skyline. The city was a sea of lights now, millions of lives, millions of secrets.

"There are so many people out there, Aadi," I said, turning back to face them. "Couples who feel their bond weakening, buried under unspoken rules. Or those stuck in affairs, torn between guilt and love, who think they have to choose. I want to give them the courage to be honest with their partners. To show them that the truth, no matter how terrifying, can sometimes save what they thought was already lost."

I looked at Aditya, pleading for him to understand. "For years, we've lived in the shadows. We've told ourselves that what we have is wrong, or weird, or a 'twisted fantasy'. But it's not. It’s love. It’s trust. It’s us."

I turned to Girish. "I want to show them that you can be a good mother, a good wife, and still follow your heart. That you don't have to choose if you have the courage to be truthful. That a husband's love can be big enough to let his wife fly—both personally and professionally."

The room was silent. The only sound was the distant wail of a siren and the beating of my own heart.

Aditya picked up the manuscript from where Girish had left it. He turned to the very last page. He read the final lines I had written just twenty-four hours ago.

"I am forty-nine years old. My hair is greying, my body has softened, but my heart is fuller than I ever thought possible. I have a husband who is my anchor and a lover who is my wings. I am not torn. I am complete."

He closed the book gently. When he looked up, a playful glint sparkled in his eyes.

"It's perfect," he said, a teasing smile playing on his lips.

He looked at Girish. "What do you think?"

Girish was smiling—a proud, fierce smile that took ten years off his face. "I think," he said, standing up and walking over to me. He pulled me into his arms, holding me tight against his chest, his chin resting on top of my head. "That it's the bravest thing you've ever done. And God knows, you've done some brave things."

I leaned into him, letting his strength seep into me. Over his shoulder, I saw Aditya watching us. He sat back comfortably enjoying the view of our shared happiness.

"But you can't use your name," Girish said practically, the businessman emerging. "We need to protect Ishan. He's just starting his life."

"I know," I said. "I'll find a ghostwriter. Someone to polish it, to hide the identities, to change the names just enough so that no one knows it's us... except us."

"What will you call it?" Aditya asked. "It needs a title."

I looked at the reflection. A woman held by two men. No shame. No secrets. Just acceptance.

"I thought about The Forbidden Bloom," I said. "Or The Open Bedroom."

"No," Girish said immediately, shaking his head. "Too shallow. That sounds like a cheap paperback. This isn't just about desire. It's about life."

"Then what?"

Aditya touched the manuscript with reverence. "It's about permission," he said thoughtfully. "Not just mine. But yours. You gave yourself permission to be happy. We gave each other permission to break the rules."

I looked at the stack of papers. The story of a sin that became a salvation. The story of an affair that didn't break a marriage, but saved it.

"The Approved Affair," I whispered.

The words settled in the room like dust motes catching the light.

Girish tested the words, rolling them around in his mouth. "The Approved Affair." He nodded slowly. "It fits. It’s provocative, but it’s the truth. It implies consent. It implies choice."

"The Approved Affair," Aditya agreed, a smile spreading across his face. He kissed my temple. "I like it."

I took a deep breath. It was decided. "I'll start the process tomorrow."

"Tomorrow," Girish agreed, dismissing the topic as he stepped closer. His gaze dropped to my lips, heavy and unmasked. "But the manuscript is finished, Aarti. And I've been very patient."

"Have you?" I teased, though the breath hitched in my throat as he crowded my space.

"Barely," he admitted. In one smooth motion, he swept me up into his arms, the sudden elevation making me clutch his charcoal turtleneck. "And I'm done waiting."

He looked over his shoulder at Aditya, a wicked invitation in his eyes. "Are you coming, Aadi?"

Aditya chuckled, stepping back to give us room, though his eyes remained fixed on my legs. "I think she needs you alone tonight. I promised her a private night before we left for London, and she's been holding me to it. She has a lot of... pent-up energy... to work off. Make it count."

[image: Girish carrying Aarti up a floating staircase in a modern home, while Aditya watches them from the room below.]




"Generous of you," Girish deadpanned, though his grin was wolfish. "Don't blame me if she's too exhausted to speak by breakfast."

Girish leaned down, his lips brushing my ear, sending liquid fire through my veins. "Save your breath, darling. You're going to need it to scream my name."

I blushed, feeling the crimson heat rise to my cheeks, but I laughed—a sound of pure joy that bubbled up from my chest. I looked between them as we ascended—my past, my present, my future. The two halves of my heart, playful and alive.

As he carried me up the floating staircase, leaving the manuscript on the table—a story finished, a life still being written—I knew deep in my bones that we had won. We had beaten the odds. We had written our own rules.

And they were beautiful.

✽✽✽

THE END

✽✽✽


Author's Note: 

This book, "The Approved Affair," is based on the real diaries of 'Aarti'. While names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of the family, the events, the emotions, and the journey are real.

To every woman who has ever felt like she was too much, or not enough—this is for you.

✽✽✽

As this is my debut novel, your thoughts mean the world to me. If Aarti's journey resonated with you, I would be incredibly grateful if you could take a moment to leave an honest review on Amazon.

I am also curious to know what you would like to read next. Would you be interested in a second part exploring the fast-forwarded years of Aarti's diary, or perhaps a new story in a similar genre? Please let me know!

I’ve just started my author accounts and would love for you to be among my very first followers! Come say hi and share your thoughts with me: 

Website: www.riteekabooks.com

Instagram: @author.riteeka

Threads: @author.riteeka

✽✽✽
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