MEET THE
WRITER

Ria Khatoniar is a software engineer at
Nutanix and a recent BITS Pilani Goa
graduate in Computer Science and
Physics. Her work and research interests
include artificial intelligence, machine
learning, scientific computing and open-
source software. She also writes about
technology, books and the rabbit holes
that capture her curiosity, somewhere
between painting, classical dance and
learning guitar.

FIND RIA
Medium: @riakhatoniar1234

LinkedIn: linkedin.com/in/ria-

khatoniar-275061207

No one tells vou
how strange it [eels
o be capable and
still not confident.

For the longest time, I thought confidence
would arrive like a letter of permission. One
day I'd walk into adulthood prepared with the
right words and answers: sharper, calmer,
impossible to shake.

Alas! Not long ago I had to leave my make-
believe utopia. Adulthood arrived before I felt
ready. It came in rooms where everyone else
seemed more certain, in questions I hadn't
thought to ask, in presentations where my
voice slid lower than the slides on the screen.
It came with the embarrassment of realising
that being hardworking is not the same as
being visible, that knowing something
privately is not the same as defending it
publicly.

No one tells you how strange it feels to be
capable and still not confident.

Before entering the corporate world, I lived
comfortably inside my own head. In college, I
was never the one with a large circle or a loud
presence; two close friends felt like enough.
My world was built around books, research
problems, conversations with professors and
the ambition to think deeply about difficult
things. I believed that if I worked hard enough
and kept following questions, I could build a
life around discovery.
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And then I entered a world where
intelligence had to be spoken, shown in
meetings, defended in reviews, questioned
by people who had seen more than me. Wait!
When did this become my life? Exactly. It
never comes invited.

The first few months were difficult.
Responsibility came before I knew how to
carry it gracefully. The struggle was real:
presenting my work, asking questions at the
right time, making my efforts visible
without feeling like I was asking to be seen.

Unexpected questions felt like evidence against myself. How did I not think of that?

Why does everyone else seem to understand the problem before I do? Am I behind or
simply new?

A kind of shame from being ambitious and Slowly, I saw that everyone who
then feeling small in the rooms I had prepared sounded certain had once been new to
to enter haunted me. Not the loud kind, but the g room. That's when the room
quietness that sits with you after a meeting changed. Or maybe I did.
and follows you home.

I used to think confidence was a
Every missed answer felt personal. And here feeling. Now I think it's more of a
comes the loop. As my confidence dropped, I relationship, one you build with
became quieter. Silence felt safe. If I didn't yourself over the years, growing every
speak, I couldn't be wrong. But invisibility has time you speak with a shaking voice

its own cost. and realise the world doesn't end
there.
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ay Iny ! i m‘ a“‘*" drooiasch

longer protecting me. It was making me F'

é ol - 0% ¥
e M:).\“u 2! doge unnda
smaller. =

elthen VCOrA1 S00eA

Hensen qoreden.
B\ rebla oot sees cloucher

vewe e gevethije
GegeiEn T g ncses wher in i

NET Ui T

u:r.fc
Preseniarios an sthw leen
el chimeng Mee opesc m:

So I began again, awkwardly, asking more .'

en Criesies. Serodgeas e
X i :. S _ fwxawi:m-“i? meln @ gﬁmﬂ:ﬂ:w ":;L&d_em
questions, approaching people even when I B oo.% ®e® ‘;;n‘ i B oy e
1 F (5 n_._;".‘n: AP e a3
feared sounding uninformed, telling myself W
| fen ochiead od. wel
that people with more experience aren't proof Crcmosen oA ten %da%,
cere | gegoefdilige (R gen
g : o cchread b ik o
of my inadequacy; sometimes they are simply LG e abead I
- : e T
evidence of time. SR A el e o el

N, 'y Adgncly
’ 5 wenoeden. JELO 3”‘" .':3‘““"‘“@ iy
|Lr|n|_:h:‘»\wﬂ Rlen fimbe o b S r:a:‘ﬁ
O e e e s,
gegerentnaen  RETCTY, ele manrcespion
Aaond|® of 4 una ol oserhedd oodgi Comon.
Eoie TINE SUSES L bailat uiie oodee 903
' goweden. necden Zal daas neloas oo wer

deongean




Lipsticks & Martinis

12 September, 2026

Is/sue 04

But another uncertainty remains. There
is still the girl I imagined I would
become, the one who would study
deeply, build something important,
become extraordinary without losing
herself.

Some days she inspires me. She reminds

me to work harder, dream bigger, not
settle too early. But some days she is
cruel: making my present feel
insufficient, rest feel like laziness,
confusion feel like failure, asking why
I'm not further ahead. This is the strange
thing about ambition in your twenties: it
can be both a mariner's needle and a

punishment.

Part of me wants to sharpen every skill
and become undeniable while another
part wants to stay soft enough to notice
the sky on my way to the office. I want to
succeed, yes, but not at the cost of
becoming a stranger to myself. Before I
was trying to become excellent, I was
also a girl who loved art, who painted,
danced, read novels, wrote things she

never showed anyone.

These things don't answer where I'll be
in five years, but they keep me human.

Art gives me a place to put the feelings

ambition doesn't know what to do with.
When my mind feels overcrowded with
goals and comparisons, it returns me to
something simpler: a reminder that I am not
only a person trying to become impressive,

but also a person trying to feel alive.

Maybe a meaningful life doesn't require
choosing between becoming excellent and
remaining whole; maybe the artistic self isn't
a distraction from ambition, but what keeps
ambition from turning into emptiness.

YOUR MULTI-FUNCTIONAL
SPACE.
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There are practical things now too: earning
money, saving for plans, thinking about
higher studies, trying to understand what
kind of work and person I want to become.
This is the pressure of independence, the
uncertainty of direction, the negotiation
between what is urgent and important. Some
days I feel clear; other days I feel like I'm
holding too many possible futures in my
hands.

But maybe that is what this age is: not a clean
arrival into adulthood, but a long
apprenticeship in becoming. I am not yet the
person I imagined. I am less certain, less
polished, less fearless than her, but I am also
more real. I have failed in rooms and returned
to them, lost confidence and rebuilt it slowly. I

have learned that being capable does not
always feel like being certain. Sometimes it
feels like trying again while still afraid, asking
the question, admitting I don't know yet
staying in the room anyway.

And maybe that is enough for now.
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Confidence does not arrive before
the room; it arrives because we keep
entering. Maybe the future self I
have been chasing isn't waiting at
some distant finish line. She is being
made here, in the midst of
uncertainty, by the girl who is still
learning how to speak, how to build,
how to dream, and how not to
abandon herself on the way.
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