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To those who loved deeply but could not remain together.

To those who waited for a message that never arrived, kept a photograph long after its colors faded, remembered a voice that time could not completely silence, or carried an apology they never found the courage to express.

To the parents whose love was often understood too late, the companions whose ordinary kindness became extraordinary memories, and the strangers who briefly entered our lives but left something permanent behind.

To everyone who has experienced the happiness of being loved, the loneliness of being forgotten, the courage of letting go and the quiet strength of beginning again.

And finally, to the unfinished stories of the human heart, which continue long after the people in them have departed.
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Some people enter our lives like the morning sun. Some leave like the evening light. Yet there are others who remain within us, like the fragrance of a flower whose name we have forgotten.

———Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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Preface
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Love is among the most frequently discussed experiences in human life, yet it remains one of the most difficult to understand. People write poems about it, compose songs in its name, build families around it, sacrifice opportunities for it and sometimes spend entire lifetimes trying to recover something they once believed would never disappear.

But love is not a single emotion. It takes many forms, changes with circumstances and reveals different meanings at different stages of life. It can be found in the excitement of a first encounter, the patience of a long marriage, the affection between parents and children, the loyalty of friendship and the compassion shown by strangers. It can also survive in memory after a relationship has ended or a loved one has passed away.

The Distance between Two Heartbeats was conceived as an exploration of these many dimensions of human affection. It brings together original stories about people whose lives are shaped by love, longing, misunderstanding, separation, sacrifice, forgiveness and the passage of time.

The characters in these stories are not extraordinary individuals living extraordinary lives. They are ordinary people carrying emotions that are often invisible to the outside world. A woman waits for someone who may never return. A husband discovers too late that providing for his family is not the same as understanding it. An elderly man continues arranging his home according to the preferences of a wife who is no longer alive. Two former lovers meet after decades and discover that affection can remain without a desire to reclaim the past.

Their experiences remind us that the deepest human emotions are not always expressed through dramatic declarations. Sometimes they appear in a cup of tea prepared without being asked, a familiar window left open, an old letter carefully preserved or a simple question that someone finally learns to ask.

This collection also examines the difficult aspects of relationships. Love does not automatically make people patient, honest or emotionally mature. People can hurt those they genuinely care about through insecurity, silence, selfishness, fear and an inability to understand another person's needs. Forgiveness can bring freedom, but it should not require someone to surrender personal dignity. Sacrifice can be meaningful, but it should not become an excuse for controlling another person's life.

A central concern of this book is the distinction between love and possession. To care for someone is not necessarily to have a permanent claim upon their future. Genuine affection must leave room for individuality, freedom, growth and personal choices. Sometimes the most difficult expression of love is accepting that another person must follow a different path.

The stories are written in an accessible literary style, with attention to psychological realism, emotional restraint, natural dialogue and the symbolic possibilities of ordinary surroundings. Rain, rivers, gardens, railway stations, old houses, moonlight and changing seasons appear not merely as background elements but as reflections of the emotional journeys taking place within the characters.

The collection does not promise perfect endings. Some relationships survive; others do not. Some misunderstandings are resolved, while others remain beyond repair. Certain characters find companionship, while others discover the possibility of living meaningfully without the person they once considered indispensable.

This is intentional. Human life rarely follows the neat conclusions that fiction sometimes promises.

My hope is that readers will recognize something of their own experiences in these pages. Perhaps they will remember somebody they once loved, reconsider a decision they made, understand a silence they previously misunderstood or discover that an old emotional wound has gradually become part of their personal history.

Ultimately, this book is not an argument that love must always last. It is an exploration of why love matters even when it does not.

Because some relationships do not survive the passage of time, but the kindness, understanding and transformation they leave behind can remain with us.
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The Unfinished Business of the Human Heart

There are people we meet and forget within a few days. There are others whose names remain familiar even after decades of separation. Some enter our lives briefly but change the way we understand ourselves. Others remain beside us for years, yet we discover only much later how little we truly understood them.

Human relationships are full of such contradictions.

We often imagine love as a journey towards togetherness. We associate it with promises, shared homes, marriage, companionship and the hope that two people will remain beside each other throughout their lives. Yet human experience reveals a more complicated reality. People who deeply love each other sometimes separate. Those who live under the same roof may become emotionally distant. A person who has lost a relationship may continue carrying its memories, while someone who has found a new beginning may discover that the past has not entirely disappeared.

Love is therefore not simply a story of finding someone. It is also a story of understanding, responsibility, vulnerability, change and acceptance.

The Distance between Two Heartbeats explores this complexity through twenty-five original literary stories arranged across six thematic parts. Together, they examine the emotional geography of human relationships, from the innocence of first love to the wisdom that sometimes emerges after loss.

Love begins in unexpected places

The first part, When Love First Knocked, explores innocence, attraction and the discovery of another human soul. Its characters encounter love through ordinary circumstances: a riverside meeting, a forgotten letter, music heard through a window and conversations between people whose social and economic realities are different.

These stories ask whether a relationship must become permanent to become meaningful. They explore the possibility that an encounter can change a person's emotional world even when it does not lead to a shared future.

First love is often remembered not because it was perfect, but because it introduced us to feelings we had never previously understood.

Longing gives absence a presence

The second part, The Architecture of Longing, examines separation, waiting, migration, grief and memory.

Absence is not always an empty space. Sometimes it becomes part of daily life. An empty chair, an old railway platform, a familiar room or a telephone that no longer rings can acquire emotional significance because of the person associated with it.

The stories explore how relationships continue to influence people after physical separation. They also question whether memory preserves the truth about another person or gradually replaces the individual with an idealized version of the past.

Love can wound as well as heal

The third part, The Pain We Give Each Other, examines the emotional responsibilities that accompany relationships.

People often assume that strong feelings are sufficient to sustain love. But affection without understanding can create suffering. Silence can become a form of punishment. Jealousy can restrict another person's freedom. Repeated forgiveness can sometimes allow harmful behaviour to continue.

These stories consider the importance of listening, emotional honesty, mutual respect and personal boundaries. They recognize that loving someone does not automatically make a person capable of treating them well.

A meaningful relationship requires more than emotion. It requires the willingness to understand the emotional reality of another human being.

The freedom to love without possessing

The fourth part, Love beyond Possession, moves beyond conventional romantic relationships.

Here, love appears through friendship, parental sacrifice, generosity, companionship and unexpected kindness. A neglected garden becomes a place of connection. A schoolteacher's quiet generosity changes a child's future. A father watches his daughter leave home and discovers the difficult meaning of letting go.

These stories suggest that love is not defined exclusively by closeness or possession. Sometimes it is expressed through an act of generosity, a sacrifice made without publicity or the freedom given to another person to pursue an independent life.

What remains after love?

The fifth part, What Remains after Love, explores grief, acceptance, ageing and rediscovery.

The end of a relationship does not necessarily mean the end of a person's capacity to love. A widow may preserve a recording of her husband's voice. A woman may rebuild her life after years of waiting. An elderly person may discover that an old memory still carries emotional meaning.

These stories challenge the belief that a happy ending must always involve reunion. Sometimes the most meaningful conclusion is acceptance. Sometimes healing means remembering without expecting the past to return.

The heart has an unfinished language

The final part, The Unfinished Language of the Heart, explores promises, childhood memories, ageing, regret and the desire to make peace with the past.

Its characters look backwards not simply because they wish to recover lost happiness, but because understanding the past can help them recognize who they have become.

A promise may remain meaningful even when circumstances prevent its fulfillment. A childhood memory may reveal the depth of parental sacrifice. A collection of letters may preserve the hopes and disappointments of a person who has already departed.

The past is not always something to escape. Sometimes it is something we must finally learn to understand.

The deeper philosophy of this collection

Across all six parts, one idea connects the stories: love should not be measured only by how long two people remain together.

Its significance may also be found in the kindness people exchange, the understanding they develop, the freedom they respect and the ways they change one another.

This does not mean that suffering should be romanticized or that every painful relationship deserves preservation. Love must coexist with dignity, responsibility and respect. It should not demand the destruction of an individual's identity.

Nor should separation automatically be interpreted as failure. Some relationships end because people change, circumstances become impossible or their paths move in different directions. What remains may be sadness, gratitude, regret or a mixture of all three.

The stories in this collection do not attempt to provide universal answers. Instead, they invite readers to examine their own assumptions about attachment, commitment, forgiveness and emotional freedom.

Perhaps the most important question is not whether love can guarantee that two people will remain together.

Perhaps it is whether an experience of love can make us more understanding, compassionate and fully human.

If a relationship ends but leaves us with greater wisdom, if a stranger's kindness restores our faith in people, if a parent's sacrifice becomes clear only after many years, or if forgiveness allows us to live without carrying the weight of resentment, then something meaningful has survived.

That is the distance between two heartbeats: not merely the physical space separating two people, but the emotional space between what they feel, what they understand and what they are able to express.

And sometimes, that distance tells us more about love than a lifetime of promises.

A final thought before the stories begin

We spend much of our lives trying to keep certain people close. We worry about losing them, misunderstand their silences, postpone important conversations and sometimes realize the value of their presence only after they have gone.

Yet life continues to bring us opportunities to care, forgive, understand and begin again.

The deepest lesson of love may be that not everything precious can be possessed, not every separation can be reversed and not every question receives an answer.

Some people remain beside us.

Some remain only in memory.

And some become part of who we are.

The stories begin here.
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1. The Girl Who Spoke to the Rain
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The river had a habit of changing its appearance with the seasons. In summer, it moved slowly beneath the burning sky, exposing patches of dark sand along its banks. During winter, its waters became quiet and clear, reflecting the pale morning light. But in the monsoon, when the clouds gathered above the distant hills and rain descended upon the surrounding fields, the river seemed to awaken from a long sleep.

It was during this season that Meera began visiting the river every evening.

Nobody in the small town considered her habit unusual. People had their own ways of passing the evening. Some gathered outside tea stalls, others walked through the marketplace, and a few elderly men sat beneath the banyan tree discussing politics and the price of rice. Meera, however, preferred the riverside.

She was twenty-six and worked as an assistant librarian in a modest public library near the old market. Her days were spent among books, visitors and the familiar smell of ageing paper. She enjoyed her work, but she had gradually developed a feeling that her life was moving through a narrow corridor. Her father had died when she was seventeen, and her mother, who lived with her married brother in another town, had become increasingly occupied with family responsibilities. Meera had friends, but friendship in a small town often meant exchanging practical information rather than revealing one's private thoughts.

She had once wanted to become a writer. There were notebooks in her cupboard containing unfinished stories, observations about people and fragments of conversations overheard on buses. She had stopped writing after several years of disappointment, although she could not explain exactly when the desire had left her.

The river, at least, never asked her why.

She would sit beneath an old neem tree, watching the water carry fallen leaves towards the bend. Sometimes she read. Sometimes she simply listened to the rain.

One evening, while the monsoon clouds were gathering, she noticed a stranger standing a little distance away. He was holding a closed umbrella and looking towards the opposite bank. He appeared to be in his early thirties, with a tired expression and a small cloth bag hanging from his shoulder.

The stranger glanced at her, offered a polite nod and sat on a stone several feet away.

For several minutes neither spoke.

Then he said, almost apologetically, "Do you come here every day?"

Meera looked at him.

"Almost."

"Even when it rains?"

"Especially when it rains."

He smiled.

"Most people search for shelter."

"Most people think rain is an inconvenience."

"And you don't?"

She watched a raindrop strike the river.

"I think it is one of the few things that falls from the sky without asking permission."

The stranger laughed softly. It was not a loud laugh, but something about its simplicity made her smile.

"My name is Arjun," he said.

"Meera."

That was how their acquaintance began.

The next evening, Arjun returned. He stood beneath the neem tree, holding the same umbrella, and asked whether the river had risen during the night.

Meera told him it had.

He sat beside her, leaving a respectful distance between them.

Their conversations began with ordinary subjects. They discussed the weather, the changing river, the old bridge and the fishermen who appeared before sunrise. Arjun worked as a civil engineer and had recently arrived in the town to supervise repairs to a damaged irrigation channel. He was staying in a rented room near the bus depot.

He spoke little about his personal life. When Meera asked whether he liked the town, he said that he had not stayed long enough to develop an opinion.

"Perhaps a place becomes familiar only when somebody waits for you there," she remarked.

"Then I have never known many familiar places," he replied.

There was something in his voice that made her look at him more carefully, but she did not ask another question.

The following evenings brought more rain and longer conversations.

Meera discovered that Arjun liked old songs, particularly those that seemed to carry sadness without explaining its source. He enjoyed walking through unfamiliar streets and had a habit of remembering small details about places. He noticed the cracked wall beside the tea stall, the dog that slept near the post office and the old woman who sold jasmine flowers outside the temple.

Arjun discovered that Meera collected forgotten sentences. She wrote down interesting expressions she heard from strangers and kept them in a notebook.

"Why do you collect them?" he asked one evening.

"Because people sometimes say beautiful things without knowing they are beautiful."

"Do you write stories?"

"I used to."

"What happened?"

Meera closed her notebook.

"Life happened. Or perhaps I became too sensible."

Arjun looked towards the river.

"That is unfortunate. Sensible people rarely tell the most interesting stories."

She laughed.

For the first time in many months, Meera felt that somebody was listening not merely to her words but to the thoughts behind them.

Their meetings became part of the rhythm of their days. Arjun finished his work and walked towards the river. Meera completed her duties at the library and arrived shortly afterwards. Sometimes they spoke for an hour. Sometimes they remained silent, watching the clouds move across the evening sky.

They never made arrangements in advance. Neither asked the other to promise anything.

One afternoon, Meera found a small injured bird near the library entrance. She carried it to the riverside in a cardboard box, hoping that Arjun might know what to do. He examined the bird carefully and suggested taking it to a local veterinary clinic.

They spent the next hour arranging its treatment.

When the bird had been handed over, Arjun said, "You seem to worry about everything that cannot speak for itself."

"Perhaps because those who can speak are already busy explaining themselves."

He looked at her with quiet amusement.

"That sounds like something from one of your unfinished stories."

"Perhaps it is."

The following day, he brought her a small notebook.

Its cover was blue, and its pages were unruled.

"For your sentences," he said.

Meera turned it over in her hands.

"You didn't have to buy this."

"I know."

She wanted to say something more, but the words seemed unnecessarily formal. She thanked him and placed the notebook inside her bag.

That evening, while the rain fell steadily, she opened it and wrote her first sentence in months.

Some people arrive like weather. We do not know how long they will remain, but we remember the season in which they came.

She did not show it to him.

As the weeks passed, the town became increasingly wet. Water collected along the narrow streets, children sailed paper boats through overflowing drains, and the river grew wider beneath the old bridge.

One evening, Arjun spoke about his mother.

She lived alone in a distant city. His father had died several years earlier, and Arjun had gradually become the person responsible for managing her medicines, household expenses and occasional hospital visits.

"She wants me to return," he said.

"Then perhaps you should."

"I will. Eventually."

Meera looked at him.

"Do you always postpone things?"

"Only the things that are difficult to decide."

She smiled, although she recognized something familiar in his answer.

After a pause, Arjun asked whether she had ever wanted to leave the town.

"Many times."

"Why didn't you?"

"I kept waiting for a suitable reason."

"And have you found one?"

"Not yet."

He nodded, as though he understood more than she had explained.

Neither asked whether the other was becoming important. Their affection developed in the spaces between ordinary conversations. It was present when Arjun remembered how she preferred her tea, when Meera noticed that he had not eaten properly, and when they began recognizing each other's footsteps on the muddy path.

One evening, the rain became so heavy that they had to move beneath a small shelter near the fishermen's huts. The river was almost invisible behind the falling water.

Meera watched the storm.

"Do you think people can become close without knowing much about each other?" she asked.

Arjun considered the question.

"Perhaps knowing someone is not always about collecting information."

"Then what is it?"

"Recognizing when their silence is different from their usual silence."

She looked at him.

For a moment, neither spoke.

There were things she wanted to ask. Where had he lived before? Why had he never married? Did he think about staying in the town? Did he ever imagine that their evenings might become something more than an accidental habit?

But she did not ask.

She was afraid that questions might turn something beautiful into an arrangement requiring an answer.

Arjun, too, seemed content with the boundaries they had unknowingly established.

One evening, he arrived carrying two cups of tea.

"You are late," Meera said.

"The tea stall was crowded."

"I thought engineers were supposed to manage time."

"Engineers manage buildings, roads and bridges. Human beings are considerably more difficult."

She accepted the tea.

They laughed together, and the sound travelled across the water.

The next morning, Arjun received a telephone call. His mother had fallen ill and needed someone to accompany her to a hospital. He immediately contacted his supervisor and requested permission to leave for a few days.

He intended to tell Meera that evening.

But when he reached the riverside, she was not there.

He waited until the light began disappearing behind the trees. Then he walked towards the library, but it had already closed.

The following day, he returned.

Meera was sitting beneath the neem tree, reading.

"My mother is unwell," he said.

She closed her book.

"Is she serious?"

"She needs me. I have to leave tomorrow."

Meera looked towards the river.

"How long will you be away?"

"I don't know. The work here is almost finished anyway. I may not return."

The words were spoken gently, but their meaning settled between them with unusual weight.

Meera nodded.

"I hope she gets better."

"Thank you."

He waited, perhaps expecting another question.

She wanted to ask whether he would miss their evenings. She wanted to know whether he had ever thought of her when he was not sitting beside the river. Most of all, she wanted to know whether the friendship they had built meant as much to him as it had come to mean to her.

Instead, she said, "You should take an umbrella. The weather is changing."

Arjun smiled.

"You always think about the rain."

"Someone has to."

The next morning, he left the town.

There was no dramatic farewell. He did not ask her to wait, and she did not ask him to return. They exchanged telephone numbers, but neither called during the first few days.

A week later, Meera received a short message.

Mother is recovering. I hope the river is behaving itself.

She replied:

It is rising again. You would have liked the evening.

He sent a smiling face.

For several weeks, they exchanged occasional messages. Arjun told her about hospital visits, his mother's recovery and the crowded streets of the city. Meera told him about the library, the injured bird that had recovered and the notebook that was slowly filling with sentences.

Their conversations became less frequent.

There were no arguments, no accusations and no particular moment when communication ended. The distance between them simply grew into the ordinary distance that develops when two lives begin following different directions.

Then, one evening, the rain stopped.

The monsoon clouds gradually disappeared. The river returned to its quieter shape, and the evenings became clearer. Meera continued visiting the riverside, although she no longer expected to see Arjun beneath the neem tree.

She still carried the blue notebook.

One day, while turning its pages, she discovered that she had written more than she remembered. Some sentences described the river. Others recorded conversations with Arjun. A few were reflections about people she had observed during the months of rain.

She realized that the notebook had become something she had not possessed before: evidence that she had begun paying attention to her own thoughts again.

The following winter, she received another message.

I may be visiting your town next month for a few days. Are you still going to the river?

Meera read it twice.

She looked through the library window. Beyond the marketplace, the afternoon sun rested on the rooftops.

Sometimes, she replied.

He did not immediately answer.

When his next message arrived, it contained only one sentence.

I hope the river remembers me.

Meera smiled.

She considered writing that the river remembered nothing that it merely carried whatever came into its path. But then she thought of the evenings they had spent together, and of how certain moments remained alive within her despite the absence of the person with whom they had been shared.

She typed:

Perhaps it does. Rivers have a way of keeping things without holding them.

He replied with a simple acknowledgement.

A month passed. Arjun did not visit.

Meera did not ask why.

One evening, she sat beneath the neem tree and watched a little girl trying to catch raindrops in her open palms. The child's mother called her repeatedly, but the girl continued laughing.

Meera opened her notebook.

For a long time, she watched the river without writing anything.

Then she remembered a question she had once wanted to ask Arjun: whether two people could become important to each other without becoming permanent parts of each other's lives.

She now believed they could.

She had once thought that a meaningful relationship needed a destination. It needed a promise, a shared future or at least a clear explanation of why two people had entered each other's lives. But the river had taught her something different. Water did not ask every leaf where it intended to go. It carried some for a little while, released others near the banks and continued moving.

Yet the journey was not meaningless because the leaves eventually disappeared.

Meera closed the notebook and listened to the evening wind.

The following year, when the monsoon returned, she began visiting the river again with a different habit. She carried a small notebook and wrote stories about ordinary people. Sometimes she wrote about the old fisherman who repaired his nets, the woman who sold flowers near the bridge, or the children who played in the rain.

She never wrote a complete story about Arjun.

Perhaps she did not need to.

His presence had become part of a season, and that season had become part of her understanding of life.

Years later, she would occasionally remember his voice when rain struck the river. She would remember the two cups of tea, the injured bird and the evenings when silence had seemed as comfortable as conversation.

She would not know whether he remembered her with equal affection. She would never discover what had happened to the blue notebook he might have carried in his memory, or whether he had ever returned to that town.

But she no longer considered these unanswered questions a tragedy.

There are relationships that become painful because they are interrupted before their meaning is understood. There are others that become precious precisely because they were never forced to become something they could not sustain.

Meera had not received a promise from Arjun, and she had not given him one. They had shared a season of conversations, kindness and quiet companionship. It had not lasted forever, but it had changed something in her.

That evening, the rain began again.

Meera placed her notebook on her lap and watched the first drops disturb the surface of the water.

A young man walking along the riverbank stopped beneath the neem tree.

"Excuse me," he asked, "is this a good place to watch the rain?"

Meera looked up.

For a moment, she was reminded of another evening, another stranger and another beginning.

She smiled and moved her bag slightly to make room.

"Yes," she said. "The river is especially beautiful when it rains."

The stranger sat down.

They did not immediately speak.

Above them, the clouds gathered, and the river continued its journey towards the distant sea.

Meera opened her notebook.

Somewhere on its first page was a sentence she had written long ago: Some people arrive like weather.

She looked at it for a moment, then turned to a fresh page.

Perhaps the heart was not a house in which every visitor had to remain. Perhaps it was more like a riverbank, where people met, rested, exchanged something of themselves and eventually continued towards places neither could fully imagine.

And perhaps that was enough.

The rain fell more heavily, but Meera no longer felt the need to count how long it would last.

She had learned that not everything beautiful was meant to stay.

Some things were meant to be experienced, remembered and allowed to flow.

And sometimes, the shortest seasons leave the longest memories.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2. The Letter That Arrived Too Late
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The old post office stood at the corner of a narrow street, between a pharmacy that had changed its name three times and a sweet shop that had remained almost exactly as it was for half a century. Its walls were stained by rain, its wooden windows had lost much of their original color, and the brass letterbox beside the entrance had become dull with age. People rarely visited it now. Most messages travelled through telephones, and the postman who once knew every household in the town had retired several years earlier.

Yet, on an unusually quiet afternoon in November, an envelope arrived there bearing a name that had not appeared in the post office records for thirty-two years.

It was addressed to Ananya Sen.

The handwriting was careful, slightly slanted, and faded at the edges. The stamp belonged to a period when letters travelled more slowly and people considered waiting an ordinary part of communication. There was no return address, only the name of a town that had since changed beyond recognition.

The young postal clerk examined it with curiosity.

"Madam," he said to the elderly woman who had come to collect a registered parcel, "do you happen to know someone called Ananya Sen?"

The woman adjusted her spectacles.

"Ananya? The daughter of the old schoolmaster?"

"Perhaps."

"She lives near the eastern market. Her husband passed away last year. Why?"

The clerk showed her the envelope.

The woman looked at the handwriting for several seconds.

"Goodness," she whispered. "I have not seen this writing in years."

Ananya received the letter that evening.

She was sixty-three, a retired schoolteacher, and lived alone in a modest house surrounded by hibiscus plants. Her husband, Pradeep, had died after a prolonged illness. Their daughter lived in Bengaluru with her family and visited whenever work permitted. Ananya's days followed a quiet routine of reading, watering plants, preparing meals and occasionally meeting former colleagues.

When the postman handed her the envelope, she initially assumed it was some forgotten official communication.

Then she saw the handwriting.

Her fingers became still.

She knew it.

There are things the mind forgets because they are unimportant, and there are things it carefully puts away because remembering them too often becomes difficult. Ananya had not seen that particular handwriting for more than three decades, but she recognized it immediately.

It belonged to Arindam.

She carried the letter inside and placed it on the dining table. For several minutes, she did not open it. She prepared tea, though she forgot to drink it. She moved a flowerpot near the window and returned to the table.

Finally, she opened the envelope.

Inside was a single sheet of paper.

Dear Ananya,

I have been trying to find the courage to tell you something for a long time. Perhaps I should have said it when we were younger, when our days were simple and the world seemed large enough to contain every possibility.

I do not know whether you have ever understood why I preferred walking home with you rather than taking the shorter road. I do not know whether you noticed that I remembered every book you borrowed, every examination you worried about and every little thing that made you laugh.

I think I have loved you for longer than I have admitted to myself.

I am leaving for Calcutta next month. My father has arranged work for me there, and I cannot refuse him. I do not want to leave without telling you this. I am not asking you to promise anything. I only wish that, if you have ever felt something similar, you would let me know.

If you do not, I shall understand.

Yours,

Arindam.

Ananya lowered the paper.

Outside, a bicycle bell rang in the street. Somewhere in the neighborhood, a pressure cooker whistled. A child was calling his mother from the adjoining house.

The world continued with its usual indifference.

But for Ananya, the afternoon had suddenly become another afternoon, thirty-two years earlier.

She remembered the school courtyard, the old library, the monsoon trees and the young man who always walked beside her without ever finding a reason to hold her hand.

They had grown up in the same neighborhood. Arindam was the son of a railway employee, and Ananya's father taught mathematics at the local school. Their families knew each other, and their friendship had developed so naturally that nobody considered it unusual.

As children, they had competed over examination results and exchanged books. During their college years, they began discussing subjects that had little to do with examinations. Arindam wanted to study architecture. Ananya dreamed of becoming a teacher and writing stories.

He often teased her about the small notebook she carried.

"You write as though somebody is going to read everything one day," he had once said.

"Perhaps somebody will."

"Then write something about me."

"What should I write?"

"Something honest."

She had looked at him, smiling.

"That would be dangerous."

He had laughed, but neither had understood how much truth was hidden inside that small exchange.

Their affection had developed without announcement. It appeared in familiar gestures: his waiting outside the library, her saving a seat for him during college lectures, their long conversations beneath the rain trees and the small arguments that ended in shared laughter.

One evening, while returning from college, Arindam had asked her whether she intended to marry.

Ananya remembered feeling unexpectedly embarrassed.

"Why are you asking?"

"Just curious."

"Everyone gets married eventually, according to our parents."

"Do you agree with them?"

"I think people should first decide what kind of life they want."

He had smiled.

"And what kind of life do you want?"

"One in which I can choose my own books, travel occasionally and teach children who ask difficult questions."

He had laughed.

"You have described a very demanding life."

"What about you?"

"I want to build houses that people feel happy returning to."

She had looked at him.

"That is a good ambition."

There had been a pause.

He wanted to say that he hoped she might one day return to a house he designed. She wanted to ask whether he imagined them living in the same city.

Neither spoke.

In those days, affection often had to pass through the narrow corridors of family expectations, financial circumstances and social approval. Their families were not hostile to friendship, but conversations about marriage were serious matters, usually discussed between elders before young people were invited to express an opinion.

Ananya was also uncertain about her feelings. She knew she cared for Arindam, but she feared that naming the emotion might change the friendship they already possessed.

Arindam, for his part, was afraid of being rejected. His father's declining health had made him responsible for family decisions earlier than he had expected. The opportunity in Calcutta was not merely a professional choice. It was a responsibility he could not easily avoid.

He wrote the letter three days before leaving.

He intended to deliver it personally, but when he reached Ananya's house, he found her father sitting in the courtyard. Arindam greeted him, discussed the weather and asked about Ananya.

"She has gone to visit her aunt," her father said.

Arindam placed the envelope inside his bag.

He thought he would deliver it the following day.

But the following day, his train departed earlier than expected. He entrusted the letter to a friend who promised to post it.

The friend moved to another city, and the letter somehow remained among
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