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​For everything that quietly led me here.
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​Author’s Note
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This story began with a simple thought on a regular day during lunch.

It wasn’t planned. It wasn’t something I had been thinking about for a long time. It just came to me in that moment, and instead of letting it pass, I chose to sit with it for a while. Over time, that one idea slowly grew into this story.

I didn’t want to write something dramatic or overcomplicated. I wanted it to feel real. Something that could exist in a normal office, between normal people, without anyone noticing when it actually begins.

Sometimes ideas don’t arrive dramatically. They sit beside you every day at 1 PM and wait to be noticed.

​
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​PROLOGUE
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I don’t remember when it started. Not the exact day, at least. If I try, I can only recall fragments, small things that didn’t feel important at the time.

A chair across from me. A lunch box on the table. A kind of silence that never felt awkward. At some point, it just became normal.

Every afternoon, a few minutes before one, I would pause whatever I was doing. Not consciously. It just happened. I’d close my laptop, move a few things around on my desk, and shift my lunchbox slightly to the right. Always to the right. I don’t know when that became a habit.

And then there would be two gentle knocks. Not loud. Not hesitant. Just... there.

I never checked the time. I just knew. By the time I looked up, he would already be at the door.

We rarely greeted each other. No “hi,” no “have you eaten,” nothing like that. He would walk in and sit in the same chair opposite mine, and open his lunch box at almost the exact moment I opened mine. We never spoke about it. It just... worked out that way. Every day.

For a long time, I told myself it was just routine. Something simple. Something that didn’t mean anything.

But routines don’t stay small forever. They settle in quietly. Become part of your day without asking. And before you realise it, they become something you expect.

I didn’t notice when that happened. I didn’t notice when I started waiting for it. Or when it began to feel like something I wouldn’t know how to replace.

I only remember that, at some point, it stopped feeling ordinary. And by then, it already meant something.
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​A Note to the Reader
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This story unfolds through two perspectives.

Akanksha’s chapters take place in the present, capturing the events as they happen.

Raghav’s chapters reflect the past, gradually revealing the moments that led to where things stand today.

Each chapter is titled accordingly to guide you through the timeline.

As the story progresses, these two threads come together.

Enjoy the journey.
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AKANKSHA
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February 12, 12:58 PM 

Present Day

My phone vibrates against the table just as I am closing my laptop for lunch.

The cabin fills with the faint hum of laptop fans and distant keyboard clicks drifting in through the glass partition. Meera sits to the left, facing the wall, scrolling through her phone, one eyebrow raised at whatever reel has caught her attention. I sit at the center, facing the door, while Nisha occupies the right, still typing furiously.

I turn my phone face up without thinking. A photo memory notification appears. 1 year ago.

For a second, I don’t open it. I just stare at it. My thumb hovers mid-air, suddenly aware of the date at the top of the screen. February 12. Not the day of the photo. Still... close enough.

A small, almost involuntary smile pulls at the corner of my lips as I tap the notification.

The photo fills the screen instantly. First floor supermarket corridor. Valentine’s Day poster on the glass wall. Pink background. Red hearts. Cheap decoration tape, slightly peeling from one corner. And right in front of it, him.

Raghav.

Standing, eyebrows slightly raised, half-amused, half-confused, while I am pointing at the poster like it is the most serious thing in the world.

I zoom in without realising. He is looking at me in the picture, not at the poster. Of course he is. He always looks at the person talking, not at the noise around them. Even in photos.

My chest feels oddly tight, but I press my lips together and exhale slowly, locking the phone for a second before unlocking it again. As if the photo might disappear if I don’t check it twice.

“Akaaankshaaa,” Meera drags my name dramatically, leaning over. “Lunch time. Your daily guest will come any minute.”

I don’t look at her. I am still looking at the photo.

“One minute,” I murmur.

Nisha notices before Meera does. She always does. Her eyes flick from her screen to my face.

“Memory?” she asks casually.

I nod. She doesn’t ask what memory. She already knows what it is. Of course she knows.

My phone vibrates again in my hand, but this time it’s just a random Teams notification. I ignore it and swipe back to the photo. The Valentine’s poster is in the background. I remember how seriously I was pretending to speak that day. And how casually he answered.

I let out a soft breath.

Meera finally peeks and gasps. “Oh my God, that poster day photo? You still have that?”

“I don’t delete memories,” I say, locking my phone and placing it face down on the table.

That is the safest answer. And also the truest one.

From outside the cabin glass, I can already see movement in the corridor. People carrying lunchboxes. Someone laughing loudly near the pantry area. The faint smell of curries and spices slowly fills the floor as everyone begins their lunch routine.

I sit up straighter without realising it. I take out my lunchbox and place it on the table, but don’t open it yet. Routine is a dangerous thing. Especially when it includes a person.

Meera stretches her arms and spins her chair slightly towards the door. “He’ll come,” she says, grinning. “Exactly 1:00. Watch.”

Nisha doesn’t smile. She just glances at the cabin entrance and then back at me.

“Are you still thinking about that memory?” she asks softly.

“Yes.”

“And?”

I shrug. “Nothing,” I say lightly. “Just a memory.”

Meera snorts. “A one year old memory is not ‘just’ a memory. That is story material.”

I ignore her. But my mind doesn’t. My gaze drops to the table as my thoughts drift.

A soft knock on the glass door breaks the silence. Two gentle knocks. Not loud. Not hesitant. Just familiar.

I don’t look up immediately. I don’t need to. I already know.

Meera slides the cabin door open before the third knock, as she always does, and the corridor noise spills in for a second before settling again.

I lift my eyes. Raghav stands at the entrance of the cabin, holding his lunchbox. His hair is slightly messy, and a faint line of sweat rests near his temple. He must have walked fast. Again.

“Am I late?” he says.

Calm. Slightly breathless. Always polite.

“Right on time,” Meera announces dramatically.

He blinks once. “Alright.”

Nisha chuckles softly.

I finally speak. “Come. Sit.”

He nods and steps inside like he does every single day. He sits on the same chair. Same side. Same angle. As if the seat belongs to him unofficially. No one ever said it does. But no one ever takes it either.

He places his lunchbox on the table, resting his hand on the lid for a moment. I slide my lunchbox slightly forward and glance at him. He nods once. We both open our lunchboxes almost at the same time.

“What did you bring for lunch today?” Meera leans forward, already curious.

“Chapati and paneer,” he replies, glancing briefly at me before looking back at his food. That one-second glance is quick. But it never escapes me.

“Rajma and rice,” I say.

Nisha starts eating. Meera begins narrating some random office gossip. The cabin slowly fills with the soft rhythm of spoons, lids, and casual conversation. I pick up my spoon and eat slowly. Across the table, he tears a piece of chapati, dips it into paneer, and listens more than he talks. Like always.

After a few minutes, he looks at me.

“You’re quiet today.”

I raise an eyebrow. “I am always quiet.”

He shakes his head slightly. “No. Today is different.”

For a second, I think about telling him. About the memory. About the photo.

Instead, I take another bite and say, “Just work.”

He nods immediately, accepting it without asking anything more. That is Raghav. He never pushes. He waits.

My phone screen lights up again on the table. Without picking it up, I unlock it, check a notification, and swipe it away. The screen returns to the home screen, where the same ‘1 year ago’ photo memory widget sits, clear and still. His eyes flick briefly to the screen. Then to me. Then back to his lunch. He doesn’t ask. Of course he doesn’t. And I don’t tell.

Outside the glass, people move towards the lift. Some head to the supermarket. Some wander after lunch. Some click photos in their OOTDs. Same routine. Same time. Same people. Just one year later.

I stare at the rice in my tiffin for a second longer than necessary. Almost exactly one year ago, at almost this same time, I stood in front of that Valentine’s poster and said something that sounded like a joke. Something he accepted like it was nothing. Something I never forgot.

Across the table, he looks up again.

“Are you coming downstairs after lunch?” he asks.

My fingers pause mid-air.

“To the supermarket?” he adds.

I meet his eyes. For a brief second, the memory flashes again. The poster. The corridor. His expression. My smile.

“Yes,” I say.

“Let’s go after lunch,” Meera jumps in. “We’ll take reels also. Valentine week content.”

He smiles faintly at that, shaking his head.

Almost without thinking, I unlock my phone and glance at it once more. The widget is still there on my home screen. 1 year ago.

The screen fades to black. Some memories don’t need reminders. I have been living inside this one for an entire year.
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RAGHAV
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February 14, 1:00 PM

Last Year

I step out of the lift, blinking once at the sudden brightness of the first floor corridor.

The supermarket glass reflects half the office hub, people walking, laughing, carrying coffee cups, clicking photos near the decorations. Someone has stuck a large Valentine’s poster right on the glass wall. Pink background. Red hearts. Overly cheerful font.

It looks slightly out of place in a corporate building. I almost walk past it.

“Raghav.”

I stop. Her voice is unmistakable even in the middle of the lunch crowd, clear, playful, and annoyingly confident.

I turn. Akanksha is standing near the poster, one hand on her hip, the other holding her phone, looking like she has been waiting there for a while. Nisha and Meera are beside her, whispering something and trying not to laugh.

I glance at my watch.

1:00 PM.

“I thought we would meet directly at the cabin,” I say, adjusting my grip on my lunchbox.

“We will,” she replies casually. “But first, important discussion.”

Meera covers her mouth dramatically. “Very important.”

Nisha just shakes her head, already smiling.

I look at the poster again, then back at Akanksha. “About Valentine’s decoration policy in office?”

She rolls her eyes instantly. “You are impossible.”

I shift my weight slightly, aware of people walking around us, some glancing at the poster, some at us. The corridor smells faintly of popcorn from the supermarket and someone’s strong perfume passing by.

“What?” I ask. “You called me here like it’s a client meeting.”

“It is serious,” she says, stepping closer to the poster and pointing at it. “Read this.”

I look at the poster properly now.

Valentine’s Week Offers. Celebrate Love.

I suppress a smile.

“I have read posters before,” I say. “They are usually for marketing.”

She narrows her eyes at me. “Don’t be oversmart. Answer properly.”

Nisha lets out a quiet laugh. Meera is already recording something on her phone, pretending it’s for a reel but clearly enjoying this too much.

I sigh softly. “Okay. What is the question?”

Akanksha folds her arms, tilting her head slightly as if she is about to interview me.

“Today is February 14,” she says.

“Yes,” I reply.

“Next year, before Valentine’s Day...” she pauses dramatically, “...you should get committed.”

For a second, I think I misheard. I blink once.

“...What?” I ask.

Meera bursts into laughter immediately. “Say yes, Raghav! Public declaration!”

Nisha presses her lips together, trying not to smile openly.

I look at Akanksha. She looks serious. Or at least pretending to be. Her eyes don’t leave my face even for a second.

“Committed?” I repeat slowly. “As in... relationship?”

She nods, as if this is the most normal office corridor conversation in the world.

“Yes. Proper relationship. Not gym commitment. Not diet commitment. Actual commitment.”

I shift the lunchbox from one hand to the other, suddenly very aware of how random this conversation is.

“Within one year?” I ask.

“Within one year,” she confirms.

“And if I don’t?”

She smiles slightly. “Then I win.”

“You win... what?” I ask, genuinely confused now.

She shrugs casually. “Just the satisfaction that you talk big but don’t take emotional risks.”

Meera gasps theatrically. “Character attack!”

Nisha looks at me, curious now instead of amused.

I let out a small breath. This is exactly how she talks. Like everything is a joke, but the words are always specific.

“You are assuming I talk big,” I say calmly.

“You do,” she replies instantly. “Gym discipline, routine, focus, mindset... all big talks.”

I raise an eyebrow. “That is not big talk. That is normal life.”

“For you,” she says. “Not for emotions.”

There is a brief silence. The corridor noise fills the gap, trolley wheels from the supermarket, distant laughter, the beep of the billing counter, someone calling out for a colleague near the lift.

I look at the poster again. Then at her. She is still watching me. Waiting. Like this answer matters more than it should. I don’t understand why.

“This is a random challenge,” I say.

“Life is random,” she replies immediately.

Meera claps softly. “Dialogue!”

I ignore her and focus on Akanksha again. “Why me?”

She tilts her head slightly. “Because you overthink everything.”

“That is not a reason,” I say.

“That is exactly the reason,” she counters.

Nisha finally speaks. “She means you avoid things you can’t control.”

I glance at Nisha briefly. Then back at Akanksha. She doesn’t deny it. She just waits.

The lunchbox in my hand feels heavier for no reason. Or maybe it’s just the attention of three people standing and staring at me in the middle of a decorated corridor.

I exhale slowly.

“One year is a long time,” I say.

“Exactly,” she replies softly.

Something about her tone changes for a second. It’s subtle. But noticeable.

I narrow my eyes slightly. “And what happens if I say no to this challenge?”

She shrugs again, looking away for the first time and adjusting the slightly crooked edge of the poster tape.

“Then nothing,” she says casually. “We go for lunch like normal.”

That answer is too simple. Which makes it more suspicious.

Meera whispers loudly, “Say yes, Raghav. At least for content.”

I almost laugh. Almost. Instead, I look at Akanksha again. She is pretending to be relaxed, but her fingers are still pressed lightly against the edge of the poster, smoothing the tape that doesn’t even need smoothing. Waiting. Still waiting.

“For you, this is a joke?” I ask.

She turns back immediately. “Half joke. Half observation.”

“Observation?”

She nods. “You can handle pressure. Targets. Deadlines. Work. Gym. Everything.”

“And?” I ask.

“And you freeze in simple emotional situations,” she says calmly.

That lands more directly than I expect. I don’t respond immediately.

People walk past us, some glancing at the poster, some at us. The AC vent above hums softly. I shift my stance slightly.

“You are analysing me based on what?” I ask.

She smiles faintly. “One year of observation.”

I frown. “We met like... six months ago.”

“Still enough,” she replies.

Silence again. I don’t like public attention. And I don’t like random emotional discussions in office corridors. And yet, walking away now will feel like avoiding something I don’t even understand. I look at the poster one last time. Then at her.

“Fine,” I say.

Her eyebrows lift slightly.

“Next year,” I continue calmly, “before Valentine’s Day... I will be committed.”

Meera lets out a loud gasp. “Ohhh!”

Nisha smiles properly now. Akanksha doesn’t react immediately. She just watches my face carefully, as if checking whether I am saying it seriously or just playing along.

“I am not saying I will rush,” I add. “But if it happens naturally, it happens.”

She nods slowly.

“That counts,” she says.

“And if it doesn’t?” I ask.

She smiles again, softer this time.

“Then I win,” she repeats.

I shake my head slightly, unable to stop a small smile forming. “This is the most unofficial challenge I have ever accepted.”

“That’s why,” she replies.

Meera suddenly lifts her phone. “Wait! Stand there. Photo. Memory proof.”

Before I can protest, she clicks a picture. Flash. I blink.

In the photo, I am standing in front of the Valentine’s poster, looking at Akanksha while she points at the poster like she just signed a contract on my behalf.

“Perfect,” Meera says proudly. “One year later we will check this.”

Akanksha glances at the photo preview. Then at me. There is a strange calm in her expression now.

“Done,” she says quietly.

I nod once.

“Done.”

For a brief second, neither of us moves.

Then she turns casually. “Okay, now lunch. I’m hungry.”

Just like that, the seriousness dissolves.

We start walking towards the lift together, Nisha and Meera chatting about something else already. The corridor noise blends back into normal office rhythm, as if nothing important just happened.

I look ahead, pressing the lift button. Beside me, Akanksha is unusually quiet.

“Why this challenge suddenly?” I ask as the lift doors slide open.

She steps in first. Then turns slightly and says, almost lightly, “Just curiosity.”

“About?” I ask.

She looks straight at me.

“About whether you will ever take emotional risks... or just safe ones.”

The lift doors close. And for some reason, even though the conversation felt like a joke, the sentence stays in my mind longer than it should.
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February 12, 1:26 PM

Present Day

Lunch drags on for a few more minutes after that. Or maybe it just feels longer. No one really notices. But I do.

Raghav is sitting across from me, quietly finishing the last piece of chapati while Meera narrates some ridiculous story about a client call that went wrong in the morning. Nisha is listening with half-interest, occasionally nodding, occasionally scrolling through her phone. I am eating, but not tasting much.

My phone lies face down beside my tiffin box. Even with it face down, I can still feel that memory sitting there.

“One more bite,” Meera says, pushing her curd rice towards Raghav. “Taste. My mom made.”

He hesitates for exactly half a second. Then he nods politely and takes a small portion.

“Nice,” he says after tasting it.

That is his default response. Not exaggerated. Not fake. Just simple and sincere. Meera beams like she received a five star review.

I close my lunchbox lid slowly, aligning the edges carefully.

“You’re done?” he asks, glancing at my tiffin.

I nod. “Yes.”

Nisha stretches in her chair. “Supermarket?”

Meera immediately adds, “Or reels near the atrium.”

I don’t respond instantly. Instead, I look at Raghav. He steps out to the handwash area near the pantry and comes back, drying his hands, his eyes lowered, not fully aware of the storm a simple photo memory notification has caused in my head today.

“Let’s go downstairs,” I say finally.

He looks up. “Shall we?”

“Yes.”

Just one word. But he nods like it is the most normal plan in the world. It is. That’s what makes it dangerous.

The corridor outside the cabin is busier than usual. Lunch hour always feels like a different office entirely, people laughing louder, walking slower, holding their phones or snack packets instead of laptops.

We walk together towards the lift. Not in a line. Not formally. Just... naturally.

Meera and Nisha are slightly ahead, talking about some reel idea. Raghav walks beside me and asks casually, “Did you have more workload today?”

I press the lift button. “Normal.”

He nods. “You were quieter.”

I glance at him sideways. “You observe too much.”

He gives a small, almost embarrassed smile. “Just an HR reflex.”

The lift arrives with a soft ding. We step inside along with three other employees. Someone is discussing weekend plans loudly on a call. Nisha stands silent, while Meera checks her reflection in the mirror panel, adjusting her look. I stand slightly to the left. Raghav automatically stands near the corner, giving space to everyone else. Always like this.

The lift starts moving down. My reflection appears faintly on the steel panel. Behind it, his reflection is visible too. One year ago. Same lift. Same time. Same person. Just... a different version of me.

The lift doors open to the first floor. And instantly, everything feels brighter. The Supermarket’s glass wall catches the light, with rows of snack racks visible inside. Soft music playing faintly in the background. The smell of chips, coffee powder, and bakery items mixes with the air conditioning.

“Content location,” Meera whispers dramatically, already opening her camera.

Nisha rolls her eyes. “Every floor is content for you.”

We step out into the corridor. My eyes move automatically, to the right, to that exact spot. The Valentine’s poster is no longer there. Of course it isn’t. It was removed months ago. Now there is nothing there in its place.

I stop for half a second. No one notices. Except him.

“You’re not coming inside?” Raghav’s voice pulls me back.

I blink. “Hmm? Yes.”

We enter the supermarket together. Meera heads straight to the chocolate section. Nisha picks up a juice bottle. Raghav walks to the protein snacks section, like he always does.

I move slowly through the aisle, pretending to look at random items while my mind is elsewhere.

One year ago, I stood right outside this place and casually threw a challenge at him. Half joke. Half intention.

“You want anything?” he asks from behind me.

I turn. He is holding a small energy bar.

“No,” I say. “Just looking.”

He nods, then places the energy bar in his basket.

“For later,” he says.

I don’t argue. We move towards the billing counter.

Meera is holding two chocolates, saying one is for emotional support. Nisha pays for her juice. Raghav pays for the energy bar and steps aside immediately, making space for the next person. Little habits. Small details. More than a year of noticing them.

We step out and walk towards the open atrium area where natural light falls through the glass ceiling.

“Reel time,” Meera announces.

Nisha sighs but still stands beside her.

“Akanksha, come,” Meera calls.

“In a minute,” I say.

They move ahead. Now it’s just me and Raghav walking side by side along the railing. Silence settles between us. Not awkward. Not heavy. Just familiar.

He leans slightly against the railing, looking down at the lobby.

“You remembered something today,” he says suddenly.

I stay calm. “What makes you think that?”

“You looked at your phone during lunch,” he says. “Then you became quieter.”

I let out a small breath.

“A photo memory came up,” I say.

“Of?” he asks.

I look straight ahead.

“Just office,” I reply.

He nods. No more questions. Of course.

A few seconds pass. Then he says, almost casually, “Time goes fast.”

It’s a simple line. But it lands deeper than he probably means.

“Yes,” I say softly.

One year. Twelve months. Countless lunches. And one challenge he still thinks was just a random joke.

“Akanksha! Come fast! The lighting is good!”

I straighten.

“Coming,” I say.

As I turn, my eyes drift once more to the empty glass wall. Same place. Different year. Same person beside me. Still unaware.

He starts walking with me again.

“So,” he says casually, “two days left for Valentine’s.”

My steps slow slightly.

“Yes.”
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