
    
      Shared Silence
    

    
      
    

    
      I
      n a quiet café, two strangers — one lost in emptiness, the other drowning in noise — find a rare stillness in each other’s presence. Shared Silence is a tender story about loneliness, quiet connection, and the moment two lives pause at the same page.
    

    
      
    

    
      Anant
    

    
      I walked home slower than I needed to. The night wasn’t particularly beautiful, but it was quiet, and that felt like a kind of gift.
    

    
      The date had ended an hour ago. We shook hands like two colleagues finishing a meeting. She was nice. Polite. Told me about her work, her travels, her ex who “wasn’t a bad person, just not emotionally mature.” I nodded in the right places, smiled when it was expected. There was nothing wrong with her. And maybe that’s the problem. Nothing wrong, but nothing 
      real
      , either.
    

    
      It’s always like this — conversations that skim the surface like dragonflies, beautiful and weightless, gone before they land.
    

    
      I used to come back from these nights feeling disappointed. Now I just feel... dry.
    

    
      People think men are built to carry loneliness better. That we’re less emotional, more equipped to handle silence, space, detachment. Maybe because we don't always talk about it, or because we've learned not to. But it's not true. Not for me.
    

    
      Silence doesn’t make me stronger — it wears me down, grain by grain. I feel like I’m in the middle of a desert, holding a cracked cup, surrounded by mirages and distant oases I can no longer tell apart. I’ve walked so long in this heat that even hope starts to shimmer and blur. I’ve stopped looking for rain — just one true sip would do.
    

    
      I kept walking, not because I was going anywhere, but because stopping felt like admitting the thirst.
    

    
      Dharini
    

    
      I turned off my phone for the third time that evening. Each time, I’d last ten minutes before opening it again, swiping through unread messages, voice notes, and the occasional paragraph-long monologue from someone who swears he “just wants to talk.”
    

    
      There’s no shortage of attention. That’s never been the problem. The problem is how much of it feels like noise — sticky, clinging, hard to wash off.
    

    
      I went on a date last week. He was charming in the way men are when they think charm is currency. Kept checking his reflection in the window beside our table. Told me about his job, his childhood, his ex who “was crazy, but also kinda brilliant.” I smiled, nodded, even laughed once or twice. But I left feeling heavier than when I arrived.
    

    
      It’s not that I’m unloved. It’s that I’m unseen.
    

    
      Everyone assumes women are swimming in love, in emotion, in connection. But they never ask what that water is made of — how much of it is toxic, how much we had to swallow just to stay afloat.
    

    
      I feel like I live in a swamp — everything is wet, saturated, overgrown. Messages, expectations, half-offers. Nothing I can drink. And the more I try to move, the more stuck I feel. Everyone says they want to understand me, but what they really want is for me to explain myself in a way that makes 
      them
       comfortable.
    

    
      Sometimes I think I’d give anything for a single moment of stillness. Not emptiness — just stillness. A place where I’m not absorbing, reacting, translating. Just... being.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shared Silence
    

    
      Anant
    

    
      The café wasn’t new, but it felt unfamiliar — one of those tucked-away places that doesn’t care if you notice it. No music. No chatter. Just the soft clink of cups and the occasional hiss of the espresso machine.
    

    
      I sat by the window, not waiting for anyone. Just sitting. Just being. For once, I didn’t feel the need to fill the silence.
    

    
      
        I opened the secondhand book I’d brought with me. Its pages were worn, the cover faded. Halfway through a chapter, a line pulled me in and held me still:
        

         
      
      “Loneliness is not the absence of people, but the absence of understanding.”
    

    
      It hit deeper than I expected. I closed the book halfway and stared into the quiet, letting the words settle.
    

    
      Then I noticed her.
    

    
      Two tables away, same cover. Same book. She was deep in it, one hand cupping her chin, the other slowly turning the page like she wanted to stretch the moment between thoughts.
    

    
      She didn’t look up. Not yet. But something in me stilled — not surprise, not fate. Just a sense of being in the same water, at last.
    

    
      Dharini
    

    
      I hadn’t meant to stop. I’d just been walking, letting the noise in my head dissolve into the city's background hum. But the café looked calm in a way that invited me in.
    

    
      The book I carried wasn’t new. I’d started it weeks ago and abandoned it halfway. Today, for some reason, it felt right to return.
    

    
      
        I read slowly, not because I needed to, but because I wanted to stay in the space the words created. I landed on a line that echoed something sharp inside me:
        

         
      
      “There is a kind of exhaustion that comes from always having to be understood on other people’s terms.”
    

    
      I lingered there, underlined it with my fingernail, and looked up — the way people do when a sentence opens something quiet inside.
    

    
      That’s when I saw him.
    

    
      Same book. Held gently in one hand. Noticed me the moment I noticed him.
    

    
      No smile. No startle. Just... stillness. As if we’d both paused on the same page of something much bigger than what we were reading.
    

    
      Anant
    

    
      
        I didn’t plan to walk over. I just found myself standing, moving — like the moment had already decided for me.
        

         She glanced at the empty chair across from her like it had always been waiting. I sat down, and we said nothing for a while. The silence didn’t ask for anything. It just let us be.
      
    

    
      Dharini
    

    
      He didn’t fill the air with questions or commentary. He just sat. Present. Unpolished. And that was enough.
    

    
      The waiter came and left. The sky outside changed color. And still, we didn’t rush. He asked my name only after the silence had said its piece.
    

    
      “Dharini,” I said.
    

    
      He nodded once. “Anant.”
    

    
      No stories. No summaries. Just names. Just enough.
    

    
      Both
    

    
      It didn’t feel like the start of something. It felt like a pause — a shared breath in a world that never stops talking. And maybe that’s all it needed to be.
    

    
      For a moment, the desert and the swamp didn’t matter.
    

    
      The water was still.
    

    
      And it was clean.
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