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We are often told that love conquers all. But sometimes, love does not conquer — it chooses. 

Between Us is not a story about losing love. It is about what love leaves behind when it steps aside for something greater — dignity, responsibility, and a child’s future. 

This novel speaks of quiet courage. 

Of humanity over identity. 

Of letting go, even when the heart wants to hold on.

If, at any point in this book,
your heart smiles...
or your eyes get a little moist...
then my purpose as a writer is fulfilled.
— Raihan J. Sabir
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Chapter 1


[image: ]


14th Feb, 2010

How could you leave me alone, Neha? I said, looking at her profile — zooming in, zooming out, then zooming in again. Her eyes stared back at me from the screen. Calm. Confident. As if nothing had ever happened between us. I placed my thumb right beside her eyes, comparing them — screen and reality — trying to remember when they stopped looking at me the same way.

I opened the message box.

Typing... Happy Valentine’s Day, Neha.

I stopped.

Deleting...

Again typing... I hope you’re doing well.

Too safe.

Deleting...

One last time.

Typing... Actually... I still love you.

My heart beat faster. I waited, hoping the message would send itself. It didn’t.

I deleted the words and looked at the screen. That’s when Gullu finally snapped.

“Dude, stop checking your phone,” he said. “She is not going to message you.”

I didn’t look at him.

“She hasn’t messaged you for six months,” he continued. “So, tell me—why will she suddenly message you today? Because it’s Valentine’s Day?”

“Gullu,” I said, still staring at the screen, “today is Valentine’s Day. And it’s also the day Neha and I came into a relationship.”

He laughed softly—“So?”

“So... should I message her?”

“Ayaan bhai,” he said, shaking his head, “it was a one-year relationship. And you did everything for her.”

He leaned closer. “She broke up with you saying family pressure. Family pressure, my foot. She chose certainty over confusion.”

“Stop it, bhai,” I said quietly. “Just because she chose a different life... doesn’t mean I wasn’t enough.”
I paused, memories rushing in.
“Whenever she needed study material, I ran from Rajendra Place to Laxmi Nagar without even asking why. And remember the light setup? NEHA, pulsing red heart? I did all of that... for her.”
Gullu groaned loudly.

“Bhai, please don’t remind me of that,” he said, dramatically clutching his chest. “I pumped over two hundred heart-shaped balloons for you that day. I swear I still have lung problems because of that.”

Then he pointed a warning finger at me.

“And don’t you dare play that old boring cassette again. I’ve heard it a thousand times. Not today.”

He pointed toward the road.

“Look around! It’s Valentine’s Day. Bright lights. Happy faces. Beautiful girls everywhere. Pick any one of them and propose. I’m with you, start to finish.”

Then he noticed my thumb moving again.

“Arey! I’m talking to you,” he said, snatching my phone.
“Dekho, babu is back to zooming Neha’s profile.”
He zoomed in.

“Lal saree. Straight hair. Flower crown. Lal bindi. Colourful bangles.”

“Give it back,” I said, reaching for it.

“Okay,” he said, handing it over.
“But promise me—you won’t message her.”
“Ji sahab,” I said.
“I won’t message her. But if she messages me, you won’t stop me. Deal?”
Gullu laughed.

Pagal. Do you really think she’ll message you? 

But I still love her.

He looked at me for a second, then smiled.

“If Neha messages you tonight, I’ll become health-conscious. No pizza. No burgers. No biryani. I’ll burn this family-pack belly.”

I checked the time. 9:30 PM.

Only two and a half hours left. “That’s it?” Gullu said. “You’re still hoping?”

“I’m not hoping,” I said. “I’m just... checking.”

“You’ve been checking for a year,” he replied.   “Any results so far?”

I didn’t answer.

“If she wanted to talk, she would have by now,” Gullu said. “Valentine’s Day doesn’t suddenly fix unfinished stories.”

“Maybe she’s busy,” I said.

“Busy from six months?” He smiled, “Come on, Ayaan.”

I put the phone in my pocket. A few seconds later, I took it out again. No notification.

Gullu noticed. “Why do you keep looking at the phone? It didn’t even vibrate.”

“It’s a habit,” I said. “My hand moves on its own.”

“That habit won’t help you clear UPSC,” he said. “If it did, you’d already be an officer.”

I smiled faintly.

“You always turn serious things into jokes,” I said.

“That’s how I survive,” he replied. “Anyway, how much of polity is left?”

I looked at him. “Changing the topic?”

“Obviously,” he said. “Your love syllabus is already a failed attempt.”

We walked toward the bike.

“You revising the economy tomorrow?” Gullu asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “Today my head isn’t working properly.”

I checked my phone again while unlocking the bike.
Still nothing.
“Pocket,” Gullu said. “Or I’ll take it again.”

I put my phone in my pocket and started the engine.

The road opened up ahead of us. Traffic noise filled the space between our words. Gullu kept talking—about mock tests, coaching gossip, a teacher who might resign next month.

I responded when needed. Nodded when expected.

Then, my phone vibrated inside my pocket.

Hard. Sudden.

I hit the brakes without thinking. The bike screeched as it slowed down in the middle of the road. A horn blared behind us.

“Are you mad?” Gullu shouted, grabbing my shoulder. “What the hell was that?”

I didn’t answer.

My heart was pounding so loud I could hear it over the traffic. My hand had already slipped into my pocket, fingers shaking.

“Side, side!” Gullu yelled. “Take it to the side!”

I pulled the bike toward the edge of the road and stopped near the divider. Headlights passed us, one after another, as if nothing had happened.

I switched off the engine.

Silence.

Gullu looked at me. Then in my pocket. Then back at my face.

“Don’t tell me...” he said slowly.

I didn’t look at him. My phone vibrated again. I swallowed, took my phone out.

Unknown number, Gullu.

“Pick it up, pick it up,” Gullu whispered.

I answered.

“H–Hello?” My voice trembled.

“Happy Valentine’s Day, sir!” a cheerful female voice said.

For half a second, my heart jumped.

I looked at Gullu.

Then I asked, “Who is this?”

“This is Pooja, sir, calling from PW.”

Gullu and I exchanged a look.

“Yes?” I replied cautiously.

“Sir, we are running a special Valentine’s Day guidance offer,” she continued confidently. “Complete mentorship package, faculty sessions, interview strategy, test series — everything. And tonight, and tomorrow, we are giving 50% discount.”

I closed my eyes.

“Gullu bhai,” I said, handing him the phone, “this isn’t Neha. It’s a counsellor.”

“Give it to me,” he said immediately.

He took the phone and straightened his back, as if he were talking to the President.

“Madam,” Gullu said seriously, “first tell me one thing... do you have a boyfriend?”

There was a pause.

“...Sir?” she replied, confused.

“Because my friend and I almost died because of your call,” Gullu continued dramatically.
“Sudden braking. Emotional shock. Near-death experience. And you are talking about test series discount.”
“I–I’m sorry, sir,” she said, completely lost now.

“Look, Ms. Pooja,” Gullu said, now fully in character, “I also have a special Valentine’s offer for you.”

“What?” she asked cautiously.

“If you agree to marry my friend,” he declared proudly, pulling me closer, “I’ll manage everything: marriage hall, catering, decorations. Full package. 100 % discount, full love.”

I snatched the phone from him.

“I’m really sorry,” I said quickly. “Ignore him.”

“It’s okay, sir,” she said gently this time, “Happens.”

I didn’t know why... but I didn’t cut the call.

“Actually,” I said quietly, “today is Valentine’s Day.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied softly.

“And the person I really wanted to talk to...” my throat tightened,
“...she’s not with me anymore.”
Gullu sighed loudly.
“Bhai, bas kar,” he muttered. “You couldn’t tell her story, now you’ll dump it to a counsellor? Shame.”
“Shut up,” I whispered, turning slightly away.

“Pooja ma’am,” I said, embarrassed but unable to stop myself, “just listen for a minute. Please. I won’t take long.”

There was hesitation then...

“...Okay, sir,” she said quietly. “I’m listening.”

I let out a slow breath.

“It’s strange,” I said. “Talking to a stranger feels easier than talking to people who know you.”

She didn’t respond immediately. She didn’t hang up either. Gullu rolled his eyes and looked at the road.

“I met her during preparation,” I continued.
“Same goal. Same libraries. Same late-night tea breaks. Same madness...”
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Chapter 2


[image: ]


One Year Ago, 
“Gullu, today is Valentine’s Day,” I said, continuously tapping my phone against my palm.

“Yeah, so?” Gullu replied, half asleep.

“I was thinking,” I said slowly, “about Neha. About how much I like her. Maybe... she likes me too. The way she treats me—different from others.”

I hesitated. “Should I propose to her today?”

Gullu sat up on the bed with great effort, his stomach reaching first.

“You’re really doing this today?” he asked.

“Bhai, please cover your nine-month pregnancy,” I said, smiling. “The child could come anytime.”

He stared at me. “Very funny. Now tell me—how are you planning to propose? Did you buy a gift?”

“No...” I admitted, rubbing the back of my neck. After a pause, I sighed. “What should I give her, Gullu? Help me out.” 

“Dude, she’s not my girlfriend. You’re the one in love. You should know what turns her on emotionally.”

“Maybe... a pink dress?” I said, scratching my head.

Gullu’s eyes lit up instantly. “Wow. Pink dress. Solid start.”
Then he smirked.
“Should I add matching bra and panties to your shopping list too? Who knows—maybe she’ll say yes and jump straight to sex.”
“Chhi... dirty mind,” I said, throwing a pillow at him. “Control your hormones.”

He laughed.
“What? I’m just preparing you mentally. Proposal today, sex tomorrow. That’s how Bollywood lies to us.”
I laughed despite myself. “What about SRK style?” I spoke. “Rab Ne Bana Di Jodi. Lights on, lights off?”

Gullu blinked.
“Lights? Why lights? Are you proposing or conducting a raid?”
“Arey,” I said, getting excited now.
“Remember the scene? Raj—Taani’s dance partner—takes her to the hills. He uses house lights to write I LOVE YOU.”
Gullu went quiet for a second. “Ohh,” he said slowly. “That scene.”

I nodded.
“Same romance. Zero background dancers. And hopefully... better results, what will you say?”
“Not a bad idea,” he said. “But isn’t that expensive? Going house to house, asking people to switch on and off their lights at the right time?”

I paused. 

“What about our roof?” I said suddenly, staring at the ceiling.

Gullu blinked. “What?”

“I’m an electrical engineer,” I said. “Let’s do the same light effect... on our roof.”

He sat up straight.

“Do you know what you’re saying? That will take hours. And will Babita aunty even allow this?”

“Be positive,” I said. “I’ll manage everything.”

I checked the time—8:54 a.m.

“Should I message her to come to our flat at 9 p.m.?” I asked.

Gullu smirked. “If you finish the lighting before 9, go ahead.”

I opened WhatsApp.

Her display picture was still her childhood photo—sitting in her mother’s lap, crying. She looked innocent.  I smiled without realising.

“She’s online,” I said.

“So?” Gullu said. “Message her.”

Me: Hi Neha, good morning with one smile emoji and one coffee cup emoji.

Neha: Good morning, Ayaan. She sent a message in a few minutes with a sleepy face emoji

Me: Are you sleeping?

Neha: No. Just woke up. (with one stretching emoji)

I imagined her rubbing her eyes, hair messy, still half inside her dreams.
My heart suddenly felt lighter.
Me: Neha...
Neha: Yes...?
I took a deep breath.

Me: Are you free today?

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

Neha: Depends. Why?

I glanced at Gullu. He raised his eyebrows dramatically.

Me: No special reason. Just thought we could study together... maybe in the evening.

Neha: On Valentine’s Day?

My heart skipped.

Me: Is that a problem?

Neha: No. Just asking.

A pause.

Neha: Where?

Me: in my place. Terrace. It’s quiet. Less distraction.

She didn’t reply immediately.

Gullu whispered, “She’s judging you.”

Finally—

Neha: When?

Me: at 9 p.m. I replied immediately.

Neha: Okay. 9 p.m.

I looked at Gullu. He stared back at me. Blank. Silent. Then he jumped off the bed.

“She said yes?” he asked.

I nodded.

“She said yes,” I said, trying to sound normal.

Gullu clapped his hands once. Loud.

“Terrace,” he said. “9 p.m. Valentine’s Day.”
He paused.
“And you said study.”
“It sounded safe,” I said.

“It sounded boring,” he corrected me. “But fine. Now listen carefully.”

He sat down beside me, suddenly serious. “You want SRK lights. You want drama. You want emotion. So tell me—what do you need?”

I opened my notebook.

“LED bulbs,” I said. “At least thirty. Warm white and red.”

“Thirty?” he asked. “You’re proposing, not opening a wedding hall.”

“Trust me,” I said. “Spacing matters.”

He nodded slowly.

“Okay. Wires?”

“Thin copper wire. Long. Very long. The terrace is wide.”

“Extension board?”

“Yes. Two.”

“Switch?”

“I’ll make one. Manual control.”

Gullu leaned closer.
“IC?”
“Yes,” I said. “Simple timer IC. 555. Nothing fancy.”

He whistled softly.

“So, lights will blink?”

“Not blink,” I corrected him. “Flow. One by one. Like a heartbeat.”

He smiled.

“And letters?”

“I’ll wire them separately,” I said. “N-E-H-A on one circuit. A heart on another.”

He stared at me.

“You’ve thought about this,” he said quietly.

“I’ve been thinking about her for months,” I replied.

Gullu stood up.

“Okay,” he said, rolling up his sleeves. “We need scissors, tape, insulation, and prayers.”

“And permission,” I added.

He froze.

“Babita aunty,” he said slowly.

“Babita aunty,” I repeated.

He sighed.

“I’ll handle her,” he said. “You handle electricity. If something explodes, I’ll say it was science.”

I checked the time. 9:18 a.m. We had less than twelve hours.

Gullu grabbed his wallet.

“Come,” he said. “Let’s go to the electrical shop before love turns into a short circuit.”
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“Gullu, faster—faster,” I said, checking the time again. “It’s already 8 p.m. She could arrive any moment.”

I covered the circuit with the black cloth—N-E-H-A in warm white bulbs, a glowing red heart beside it.

Gullu dropped the balloon pump and clutched his stomach. “Bhai,” he said weakly, “I can’t feel my legs.”

“Drama mat kar,” I said. “Just pump two more balloons.”

“I’m not acting,” he replied. “This is hunger at a national-emergency level. If I collapse today, tell people it wasn’t love—it was lack of biryani.”

“Focus, Gullu,” I said. “This is the most important night of my life.”

“And this,” he said, pointing at his stomach, “is the most important for mine.”

He looked at the glowing bulbs, then at me.

“Listen,” he said seriously, “I’m doing illegal electrical experiments, risking Babita aunty’s reputation, and pumping balloons like a wedding decorator. Minimum requirement—food.”

“What do you want?” I asked, defeated.

“Something oily,” he said instantly. “Something heavy. Something that makes you regret life choices.”

“Pizza?” I suggested.

“Too light.”

“Burger?”

“Emotional support food, not diet food.”

“Biryani?” I asked.

He stood up straight.

“Order. Now.”

I sighed and took out my phone.

“Zomato?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said. “And don’t select ‘healthy option’. Today, we eat like we may die tomorrow.”

I placed the order. Three plates of biryani. Extra raita. One cold drink.

“ETA twenty minutes,” I said.

Gullu smiled like a man who had just been given hope.

“Okay,” he said, grabbing the balloon again. “Now I can work. Hunger with expectation is manageable.”

He started pumping balloons with renewed energy.

I tied the last wire carefully, adjusted the bulb alignment, and stepped back to look at it again.

N-E-H-A.
Heart.
My hands trembled slightly.

I checked the time. 8:27 p.m.

I wiped my palms on my jeans and opened Neha’s chat again.
Last seen: 8:12 p.m.
I typed.

Me: Neha, where are you? With anxious smile emoji.

Two minutes later— the phone vibrated.

Neha: On the metro. Coming. Sorry for being late. (two sad-face emojis)

My shoulders relaxed without me realizing it.

Me: It’s okay. Come. And exactly where are you right now?

Neha: Karol Bagh Metro Station.

Me: Really? Okay, okay. I’m coming. You wait at Rajendra Place.

Neha: Okay. Come soon.

I locked the phone, took a deep breath, and turned to Gullu.

“Gullu bhai,” I said, trying to stay calm,
“she’s coming. Please operate the light switches carefully. When I give you the signal, turn them on properly—first N-E-H-A, then the heart. After that, all three of us will eat biryani. Okay?”
Gullu nodded seriously.

“Now I’m going to bring her from Rajendra Place Metro Station,” I added, grabbing my wallet.

I was about to leave when Gullu called out, his tone suddenly irritated.

“Bhai,” he said, “are you really going to propose to her wearing trousers and a T-shirt? Change it. Wear that blue coat.”

I looked at him.

“Bhai,” I said, “am I going for a UPSC interview? Is she in love with me or my coat?”

Gullu froze for a second.

Then he folded his hands dramatically. “I’m sorry. Forgive me, my baap.” 
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“Hey, mister.” A familiar voice came from behind me.

I turned.

There she was—standing near Gate No. 5, one hand raised, waving lightly so I wouldn’t miss her. She was wearing a soft blush-pink sleeveless kurti—sheer, flowing, the kind that moved even when she stood still. Underneath, an ivory flared palazzo fell effortlessly around her legs, light and graceful, almost floating as she walked toward me.

Her hair was open, straight, smooth, falling freely over her shoulders. Small silver drops earrings brushed against her neck with every step. The makeup was minimal: light foundation, defined eyes, soft pink lips. 

For a moment, I forgot how to breathe.

I placed one hand in my pocket, the other on my cheek, staring at her like an idiot.

She noticed.

“What?” she asked, smiling slightly, adjusting the strap of her bag. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

I cleared my throat. “Neha... should I tell you a lie?”

She raised an eyebrow. “A lie? Go on.”

“You look gorgeous. Stunning. Beautiful. Hot. Attractive,” I said in one breath, not even pausing between the words.

She laughed softly, shaking the ends of her kurti side to side in mock drama.
“As usual,” she said, that familiar, effortless smile lighting up her face.
Then she looked me up and down—slowly, deliberately.

“And you,” she added, pointing at me, “you’re looking handsome today too.”

She tilted her head slightly.
“Blue pants. Blue coat. White T-shirt. White sneakers. Black sunglasses.”
She smiled wider.
“Wah, Mr. Blue.” Then she looked straight at me. “So... did you propose to anyone today? On Valentine’s Day?”
My throat went dry.

“Yeah, that’s you”, I said, my voice dropping almost to a whisper.

She blinked.
“What?” she asked. “I didn’t hear you.”
I looked away, suddenly shy.
“Nothing,” I said quickly, pointing toward the road.   “Shall we?”
We started walking.

The metro noise faded behind us—announcements, footsteps, the rush of people moving somewhere else with their own stories. Sometimes, by accident, my hand brushed against hers. The first time it happened, I pulled my hand back immediately, pretending it meant nothing. But my heart reacted before my mind could—beating faster, louder.

I tried to keep a little distance between us. Just enough to stay in control.

She noticed.

“Ayaan,” she said quietly, calling me closer with just my name.

I stepped nearer.

This time, my fingers touched hers again. Not accidental. Deliberate. My hand trembled slightly. I felt it. I hoped she wouldn’t.

My heartbeat picked up. My breath shortened.

I wanted to hold her hand. I wanted to lace my fingers into hers and walk like that—across Delhi, across time—without worrying about anything else. But courage doesn’t always arrive on time.

Our hands brushed again. Then again. Each touch lasted a second longer than the previous one.

Finally, she did what I couldn’t.

She slid her hand into mine and held it—firm, warm, certain.
“Now walk,” she said softly, squeezing my hand. “Why are you moving to the side?”
I smiled and kept looking at her—at her hazel eyes, her Kashmiri cheeks, the way her silky hair framed her face and caught the streetlight.

She noticed.

Her smile turned shy. She tilted her head slightly and said, almost laughing,
“The road is there, Ayaan.”
I looked ahead for a second, then back at her again.

“Sorry,” I said. “I was just... distracted.”

She shook her head, still smiling, and tightened her grip on my hand.

Why did I reach the gate so early? I scolded myself silently. Babita aunty was standing on her balcony. The moment she noticed us, she leaned forward, curiosity lighting up her face. Then she came down, her eyes first resting on Neha before shifting to me.

“So,” she said, folding her hands, “is she that girl?”

I nodded. “Yes, aunty.”

Her expression softened immediately. She placed her palm gently on Neha’s cheek.

“You are so cute, beta,” she said warmly. “God bless you. Your jodi looks perfect.”

My heart jumped.

Yes, aunty. Tell her it is Outstanding jodi, I wanted to shout it out loud—but the words stayed trapped inside me.

“We are not—” Neha began, then stopped herself. Her cheeks turned pink, almost white turning red with shyness.

Babita aunty smiled knowingly, “Acha, acha,” she said lightly. “Go, go. Don’t stand here.”

I cleared my throat quickly.
“Aunty,” I said, “we actually have to study. A lot of revision is pending.”
She waved her hand, amused.
“Study well. Both of you. And don’t stay up too late.”
Neha nodded politely, still embarrassed.

As we walked past the gate, I felt her fingers tighten around mine—just for a second—before she slowly let go.

“Neha, put your bag here,” I said, pointing at a wheelchair near the wall. “Let’s go to the terrace.”

“Terrace?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Why? Don’t you want to study?”

“Obviously,” I said quickly. “But before that... let’s take a fresh breath. Two minutes.”

She smiled, placed her bag on the chair, and started climbing the stairs. I followed her. Halfway up, she stopped and turned back.

“By the way,” she asked casually, “where is Gulshan bhaiya?”

“Oh... Gullu?” I said, pretending to think. “No idea. Somewhere. You go ahead.”

“Nice...” she said when we reached the terrace, standing in the middle and slowly looking around. Fairy lights, balloons, soft decorations swaying in the evening air.
“You people are celebrating Valentine’s Day beautifully. Good.”
I forced a smile, but inside my heart skipped. People? Celebrating?
No. This wasn’t decoration. This was a confession waiting for you.
I ignored her words and looked around nervously.

Where is Gullu?

“Neha,” I said, trying to sound normal, “can you wait here for one minute? I’ll be back.”

She nodded, distracted, gently touching the heart-shaped balloons, pressing them lightly as if checking whether they were real.

I ran.

Operator room—empty.
Bathroom—empty.
Terrace corner—nothing.
I pulled out my phone and called him. No answer.

I rushed to his room, pushed the door open—and froze.

“Gullu... what is this?”

He was sitting like a king at the dining table, attacking a plate of biryani. His belly looked bigger than ever, touching the edge of the table, rising and falling like it had its own heartbeat.

“Pagal!” I hissed. “I told you to stay near the operator! You were supposed to switch on the lights. And you—bhukkar—you’re eating here?”

“Please, bhai,” he said, mouth full, rice falling back into the plate, “let me eat. I’m starving.”

“Chhi,” I said, pulling the plate slightly away. “At least eat properly.”

“Neha is on the terrace,” I whispered urgently. “If she comes down, the whole plan will get spoiled.”

“Chya,” he said irritably, standing up. “You and your love story.” 

He washed his face, wiped his hands on his T-shirt, and sighed.
“Chal.”
As he walked, his belly moved left and right like it had its own rhythm. I almost laughed—but controlled myself. This was not the moment to offend the technician of my love.

We reached the terrace.

“Sorry, Neha,” I said breathlessly. “Nature’s called.”

She smiled. “That was some urgent call.”

I guided her gently toward the centre—right in front of the black cloth covering the lights. Then I dropped to one knee.

“Ayaan—what are you doing?” she asked, shocked.

“Please, Neha,” I said softly. “Don’t interrupt. Otherwise, I’ll forget what I’ve memorized with so much difficulty.”

My hands were shaking. I turned my head slightly and signaled Gullu. He pulled the cover.

Slowly.

One by one, the lights came alive.

N...
E...
H...
A...
Then the RED heart lit up—pulsing, blinking—beating exactly like my heart was beating at that moment. Fast. Loud. Uncountable.

Neha covered her mouth with her hand. Her eyes shimmered, wet but smiling.

“Ayaan...” she whispered. “What all this... so suddenly?”

I shook my head and smiled softly.

“It’s not sudden, Neha,” I said. “It only looks sudden because I never said it out loud.”

I took a breath.

“The day our bags got exchanged in the metro—that day something stayed with me. Not love at first sight,” I said honestly. 

I looked into her eyes.

“After that, every conversation, every shared silence, every small smile... it all added up Slowly.

I held the rose a little upper.

“I didn’t fall in love in one day. I walked into it—step by step—without realizing when you became the most important part of my routine.”

My voice softened.

“I don’t promise perfection. I don’t even promise big things. But I promise this—if life ever gets heavy, I’ll stand beside you. Not in front, not behind. Beside.”

I smiled, nervous but sure.

“So no, Neha... this is not sudden love.”

I paused.

“This is love that waited for the right moment to speak.”

I extended the rose.

“Will you walk with me—from today... and for all the days we don’t yet know?”

“Buddhu,” she said, smiling.

She took the rose, brought it close, inhaled its scent slowly—as if she wanted to remember that moment forever—then pressed a soft kiss to the petals.

“I will,” she said gently. “I enjoy your company. The way you treat me. The way you make me feel... lighter.”

She looked at me, her voice softer now.

“When I’m with you, I forget my past. I forget my worries about the future. I only live in the moment—with you.”

Then she laughed quietly, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear.

“But tell me something,” she added. “Isn’t this too filmy? Lights, balloons, my name glowing in the dark... whose idea was this?”

I smiled, a little proud, a little nervous.
“This buddhu engineer’s idea,” I said softly.   “Mine.”
She turned around, looking again at the glowing letters and the beating heart.

“But it’s beautiful, Ayaan,” she said honestly. “Girls don’t usually get moments like this.”

She turned back to me, eyes warm.

“I love it. And mostly...” she paused, smiling shyly,
“I love you.”
Then, teasingly, she added,
“And obviously—look at you. So handsome by shaking my checks calmly. How could anyone say no?”
I laughed softly, overwhelmed. I stepped back, opened my arms wide, half-joking, half-dramatic—like SRK in every love story I had grown up watching.

She didn’t laugh and ran straight into my arms.

I held her tightly, instinctively, as if letting go would break the moment. Her head rested against my chest. I could feel her heartbeat—calm, steady—so different from mine.

Her hands slowly found my back. 

Time slowed.

When she pulled back slightly, our foreheads touched. We stood there, breathing the same air, eyes locked. The terrace lights reflected in her tear-filled eyes, making them shimmer.

I could feel her breath on my skin.

I raised my hand and brushed my thumb gently against her cheek, then along the corner of her lips—slow, asking without words.

She didn’t move away. She closed her eyes and leaned in.

So, did I.

Just as our lips were about to meet—

“Ahem... uhhmm... UHUMMMM!”

We froze.

I opened my eyes.

“Gullu.”

Neha looked at him, then gently stepped away from me, suddenly aware of everything around us.

“Hi... bhaiya,” she said awkwardly, tucking her hair behind her ear.

“Hello,” Gullu nodded, trying to look innocent.

I frowned. “What? What do you want now? Couldn’t you come after some time?”

He leaned closer and whispered, “Sorry, bhai... but everyone is looking at you.”

“Who?” I asked, irritated.

He lifted his chin slightly. “Bhai... just look around.”

I raised my head. And my heart dropped.

Aunties on neighbouring terraces. Uncles pretending to water plants. Students leaning over railings. Children sat on parapets as if it were free entertainment.

“Oh bhai...” I muttered.

Neha’s face turned pink. Without saying anything, she slowly stepped back, clearly embarrassed.

“I’ll... I’ll go downstairs,” she said softly.

I nodded quickly, trying to smile at everyone like nothing had happened.

“Ji... ji... good evening,” I said, folding my hands automatically—like that would erase the last five minutes.

Neha had already started descending the stairs.

I followed her.

Behind us, the lights still blinked.

N-E-H-A.

The heart kept beating.
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“Ayaan,” she said softly, picking up her bag from the other chair, “my heart really wants to spend more time with you... but I have to go. It’s already 10:30.”

I caught her hand before she could step away and gently pulled her closer.

“Please, Neha,” I said, looking straight into her eyes. “Stay tonight. Go tomorrow. Please.”

She smiled sadly and shook her head.
“I really want to... but not today.”
I nodded, trying to act mature, failing a little.
“Okay. But at least stay a little longer,” I said, hugging her suddenly, my head resting against her stomach like a stubborn child.
She laughed softly, ran her fingers through my hair, and sighed.
“Okay, baba,” she said. “Half an hour. Not more.”
Just then, we heard the sound of a door opening.

Gullu stepped out of his room into the hall.

Neha immediately stepped back from me.

I shot Gullu an angry look.
“Why do you always come at the right moment?” I whispered sharply.
He looked confused, then
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