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Dedication
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To my parents, Arun Babu and Sumitra Devi— The architects of a dream that traveled far beyond the tiled roof and the rattling chain of a bicycle. To the silent history of every unbought sari, every skipped meal, and the dust of old books that paved the stairway to my sky.

And to the haunting realization that while we may succeed in reaching the distant horizon, the truest warmth is found only in the small, flickering light of the home we leave behind.

May this story serve as a reminder that the price of greatness is often paid in the most precious currency of all: time together.
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Preface 
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Distance and Sighs is a poignant exploration of the delicate, often agonizing, balance between the pursuit of success and the preservation of human connections. At its core, the narrative captures the lifecycle of a dream—one that begins in the humble, dimly lit corner of a small home beneath a tiled roof, where a young boy named Anirban sits at a broken table, fueled by the unwavering devotion of his parents, Arun Babu and Sumitra Devi. 

The story documents the "investment of childhood," a quiet, sacred effort in which parents sacrifice their own comfort, health, and desires to build a brighter future for their child. Through years of labor—the rattling of a bicycle chain on dark, humid nights and the quiet deprivation of a mother—Anirban is propelled toward the pinnacle of academic and professional triumph. 

However, the narrative transcends the typical "success story." It confronts the often-unspoken tragedy of modern ambition: the realization that as Anirban climbs the ladder of achievement, moving from the warmth of his small-town home to the high-rises and skyscrapers of a foreign land, he inadvertently drifts into an "island" of profound, mechanical loneliness. Distance and Sighs examines how technology, intended to bridge gaps, often creates a "gigantic glass wall" of emotional detachment, leaving both parents and child trapped in a labyrinth where the brightness of a screen cannot replace the warmth of a touch. 

This is a story of inevitable denouement, reflecting on how the pursuit of the "extraordinary" can lead to a haunting realization of emptiness. It is a somber, realistic look at the price of "greatness"—a price paid in unexpressed regrets, unspoken words, and the silent, mounting sighs of a family that, despite its profound love, finds itself irrevocably distant in the twilight of their lives. Distance and Sighs serves as a reflection on the universal paradox of sacrifice: we strive for our loved ones to have everything, only to find that in achieving it, we may lose the very intimacy that gave the striving its meaning. 
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Chapter 1: The Investment of Childhood
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The night was much like any other—heavy with humid heat and a stifling silence. In the small room beneath the tiled roof, moisture trickled down the tin walls, as if the room itself were sighing. The faint glow of a kerosene lamp cast long, flickering shadows into the corners of the cramped space. Anirban was still a child, barely seven or eight years old. He was hunched over a broken wooden table, his head buried in his math notebook. His pencil scratched across the page, time and again—he would write, erase, and write again. His small fingers were stained with lead, and a stray lock of hair fell over his brow. He didn’t quite understand why those geometric shapes were so complex, but the way his parents watched him from the nearby cot with such intense devotion cast a strange spell over him.

Arun Babu and Sumitra Devi had eyes that seemed to see into a distant future. A sliver of moonlight, filtering through a crack in the roof, fell directly onto Anirban’s notebook. In that light, his face looked holy and innocent. For a long time, Arun Babu sat with his face buried in his palms, his glasses resting on the table. The day’s weariness—the exhaustion of cycling, the frustration of unruly students in his private lessons—all seemed to bow down before the intense concentration on his son’s face. He turned to Sumitra and said in a soft voice, "Look, Sumitra, see how focused he is? If we can nurture his intellect, we might just be able to pull him out of these dark, narrow alleys."

Sumitra wiped her hands on the edge of her sari and smiled. Even through her exhaustion, her smile held the brightness of a dream. "Let him grow, Arun," she whispered. "Let our dreams become his wings. We may stay here in the darkness under this tiled roof, but Anirban must reach for the light."

In the corner of the room stood an old cupboard, infested with termites, yet they never touched it—for it held Anirban’s schoolbooks, their most precious possession. That tiny table was the epicenter of their world. Anirban successfully solved a math problem and laughed in delight. It was a laugh as fresh as a breeze. He pushed his notebook toward his father and asked, "Baba, look—is it right?"

Arun Babu took the notebook without even bothering to put on his glasses. To his blurry eyes, those patterns of numbers seemed like the finest poetry of life. Placing a hand on Anirban’s head, he said, "It is perfect, my boy. You will grow up to be someone great—the best engineer or doctor in this city."

Anirban stared at his father in bewilderment. He didn’t yet understand what it meant to "grow up." To him, growing up simply meant bringing a glimpse of joy to his father’s tired eyes. He bent back over his work. The flame of the lamp flickered as a breeze drifted into the room. Sumitra brought him a glass of water, gently stroking his hair. Her touch carried a coolness that eased the monotony of his studies.

Outside, the crickets chirped. In the darkness of that silent night, the room beneath the tiles felt as if it were hidden behind a magical veil. They did not know where this investment of childhood would eventually lead; they did not know how far-reaching—or how painful—the future of this dream would be. They only knew that, at this moment, at this table, their son was drafting the blueprint for a beautiful future. Every solved math problem was a key to unlocking the prison of their poverty.

Arun Babu remembered his own childhood. He, too, had harbored many dreams, only to get lost in the grind of daily survival and the crowd of his own students. Today, through Anirban’s success, he was seeking redemption for his own failures. This was not merely a child’s study; it was an earnest attempt to fulfill an incomplete life.

Sumitra opened the old trunk in the corner. Tucked away was a small sum of money—pennies saved, drop by drop, for Anirban’s future books or a better school. To her, this money felt more significant than any sense of security for their own future.

When Anirban finally drifted off to sleep, Sumitra lifted him gently and tucked him into bed. Arun Babu blew out the lamp. The room plunged into darkness, but in their hearts, the moon was still shining. They held each other’s hands. Even in the dark, they could feel tears in each other’s eyes—not tears of sorrow, but tears of hope. The seed they planted today would, one day, grow into a mighty tree. The dream they were weaving beneath that tiled roof was their only solace.

Outside, the wind rattled the tiles. The room seemed to whisper to them—"Do not worry, everything will be fine." But as the night deepened, the table in the corner seemed to grow larger. It was more than a place to study; it was a Launchpad—a place from which Anirban would eventually fly toward the unknown. His parents felt no fatigue, only an indomitable will. Anirban was in the land of dreams, perhaps seeing that bright future his parents were building for him.

In that small room, dreams were more real than reality itself. Arun Babu murmured, "Sumitra, let him never have to face the humiliation of poverty. We will do whatever it takes, but let his flight never cease." Sumitra said nothing, only resting her head on his shoulder. Outside, the moon was setting, waiting for a new dawn to rise along with the dreams beneath the tiled roof.

Every corner of that small room seemed to hold their unspoken words—words that would eventually become the foundation of Anirban's life. As he grows up, the memory of this room, the light of the kerosene lamp, and the familiar sound of his father's weary bicycle will guide his path. It was a silent investment, and while they hoped for nothing but his success as its return, what would they truly receive in exchange? That answer was still hidden in the womb of the future. That night, beneath the tiled roof, the world was perfect in its own humble way.

It was nearly 10:15 PM. In that small town in West Bengal, the stifling heat had not relented. The streetlights flickered, and occasionally, the sharp bark of a stray dog pierced the night’s silence. Arun Babu gripped the handlebars of his battered bicycle, navigating the street corner. The chain rattled with a rhythmic, metallic protest, as if the machine itself was weary, much like its owner. He was running late today; the final batch of private tuitions had taken longer than expected—explaining mathematics to children of Anirban’s age often felt like climbing a mountain.

As he pedalled, a sharp pain shot through Arun Babu’s leg. With age, his joints were struggling to keep pace with the exhaustion. Yet, his mind was strangely steady. In the old cloth bag on the carrier were his meager earnings for the day and the exam papers of his students, which he would have to grade tonight. Amidst all this, Anirban’s innocent face floated before his eyes. Was he still awake, or had his mother forced him to sleep? These thoughts acted as an invisible force, pushing his legs to keep pedalling.

The old buildings lining the streets stood as silent witnesses. While the town slept, Arun Babu’s life came alive at this hour. He had lost count of how many years had slipped away in the friction of his bicycle tires against the asphalt. He wondered, "When Anirban grows up to be an engineer, will he remember this cycle? Or will he forget that his life’s stairway was built with his father’s sweat and the rattling sound of these pedals?" A shiver ran through him at the thought, but he consoled himself, "No, Anirban is a good boy. He will surely understand our struggles."

Suddenly, the bicycle hit a pothole, causing a loud clatter. The handlebars nearly slipped from his grip, but Arun Babu steadied them with practiced skill. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his glasses slid down his nose. He stopped under a lamppost and wiped his face with an old handkerchief. The exhaustion of the moment was unbearable, but as he stood leaning on the handlebars and looked toward the sky, all his pain seemed to dissolve like clouds. Tomorrow was the last day to pay Anirban’s school fees. He gripped the money in his pocket tightly. To him, these notes were worth more than thousands; they were not just currency—they were Anirban’s future.

He resumed pedalling, faster now, as if crossing the threshold of his home would wash away all his fatigue. This job of private tuition had forced him to swallow many humiliations—sometimes reprimanded by a guardian, sometimes delayed in payment. But for every insult, he only thought of the smile on Anirban’s face. He reminded himself that when Anirban sat in a position of power one day, these days of tuition would simply be a chapter in a story of success.

As he neared home, he heard Sumitra’s voice. Was she calling for him, or playing with Anirban? He leaned his bicycle against the porch; the wheels spun for a moment, as if wanting a rest after a long journey. Arun Babu heaved a long sigh. He knew that as soon as he stepped inside, his weariness would vanish, for the sight of him always made Sumitra forget her own burdens.

Every turn of the pedal brought him a step closer to Anirban’s success. He counted in his mind—how many more years? How many more tuitions? How many more nights of cycling? Perhaps the end was not far off. When he saw the brilliance in Anirban’s eyes as he solved a complex equation, Arun Babu felt that was his real reward. No medal or government award could ever be more valuable than the joy in those eyes.

He touched the latch of the front door. A soft light glowed from within—the light of Anirban’s study table. He thought to himself that perhaps, at that very table, the first page of an epic was being written. Arun Babu touched the notebook in his pocket. Tomorrow, while paying the fees, he would speak with Anirban’s classmates. He had to know how he was studying, how he was behaving—what greater responsibility could a father have?

As he pushed the door open, his fatigue vanished for a moment. He saw Anirban had fallen asleep with his head on the table, yet the math problems in the notebook beside him were solved perfectly. Tears welled up in Arun Babu’s eyes—not of exhaustion, but of pride. He no longer heard the clatter of the bicycle chain; he could only hear the echo of Anirban’s laughter. He took off his shoes and walked toward his son with soft steps. There was no need to calculate the day's toil; the sight of his sleeping son gave him a strange sense of peace.

Arun Babu didn't know what tomorrow would bring—perhaps the cycle would break again, or the parents of his students might be difficult—but tonight, he was a king. He possessed a wealth that no bank balance could measure. Let the cycle rest tonight, for tomorrow it would carry him once more toward Anirban’s dreams. This life of pedalling was his greatest investment.

When Sumitra Devi had first come to this house after marriage, she had brought with her only a pair of silver bangles and a few dreams. Over the years, the luster of the bangles had faded, but the colors of those dreams had only grown deeper. The silver bangles had long been sold to navigate the struggles of life, but Sumitra felt no regret. Her entire existence was now centered on one name—Anirban. Balancing daily expenses, groceries, and the volatile income from Arun Babu’s tuitions, Sumitra managed the household with an uncanny skill. She was a magician, knowing how to create wealth from nothing.

In the corner of the room stood an old, wobbly wooden cupboard with a secret drawer beneath it. Every day, Sumitra would tuck away ten or twenty rupees saved from the household budget. This saving was not for luxury or a fancy sari; these coins were the bricks for Anirban’s future. The day Anirban was admitted to school, Sumitra had sold her favorite Banarasi sari—the last memory given to her by her mother. Yet, as the sari became intertwined with the scent of Anirban’s first uniform and books, she felt no grief. She knew that the fabric of a sari is short-lived, but the brightness gained through education is eternal.

Sometimes, at the market, Sumitra would crave a piece of fish or some fresh seasonal vegetables, but she would hold back. She would return home with only potatoes, pointed gourds, or cheap greens. Walking past the fishmonger, she would sigh and look away. She felt that the money she saved by not buying fish would one day ensure butter and bread on Anirban’s plate. She ensured Anirban was well-fed, often giving him her own share of fish. When he ate with satisfaction, her own contentment was far greater.

Once, during a festival, Arun Babu had brought home some extra money with great effort, saying, "It has been so long, buy something for yourself." Instead of buying anything for herself, Sumitra bought a high-quality encyclopedia for Anirban. The wonder and joy she saw in Anirban’s eyes when he held the book were brighter than any expensive jewelry. That day, standing before the mirror in her old, frayed cotton sari, she felt beautiful. She knew that no external adornment could ever outweigh the success of her child.

Sumitra Devi’s method of saving was peculiar, almost sacred. She would work by the dim light of the kerosene lamp to save electricity, or forgo her own small joys just to ease the household's burden. To her, success was measured in the 'A Plus' on Anirban’s report card. She knew this time of his childhood was fleeting. The small hand that clung to her sari today would soon carry the weight of great responsibilities. She was preparing herself for that future. Every penny she saved was a seed of a dream. She hoped that when Anirban grew up to be a great man, he might not know the depth of these sacrifices, but he would know that beneath his feet lay a foundation built on his mother’s love.

Sometimes, in the dead of night when Anirban was asleep, Sumitra would open that drawer. Feeling the coins and notes, she felt as if she were touching Anirban’s future. At times, a tremor of fear would seize her—what if Anirban needed money someday and she couldn't provide? But she would quickly pull herself together. She knew that these tiny drops of savings would one day become a river, calming the turbulent currents of Anirban's life. She never let Arun Babu know how much she deprived herself. Instead, she would tell him, "Look how well your tuition money is working; Anirban’s results are so brilliant!"

There is no formal record of Sumitra’s sacrifice. It isn't written in any diary. But in every fold of that drawer lies a history of a mother’s infinite patience and courage. She didn't know if this Anirban would stay by their side in the future, nor did she know how much love she would receive as interest on this investment. Yet, she poured her all into it. Because to be a mother means to complete one’s child with pieces of oneself. She was sacrificing her own desires to write an epic, with Anirban as the hero. And the end of that epic would be at the peak of success—a place where Sumitra might not be, but every coin she saved would serve as the stairs to reach it.

Outside, the crickets chirped. Sumitra closed the drawer and walked toward the kitchen. She had to prepare Anirban’s tiffin for the next morning. Every day of life was like an examination for her, and she wanted to pass that test through Anirban’s success. Her jewelry or saris were mortal, but Anirban’s brilliance and the stories of her sacrifice were eternal. Sitting in the dark room, she was lighting an invisible lamp, a light in which Anirban would see the possibility of a beautiful morning.

The sky that day was unusually clear. After the cloudy, grey days of the monsoon, the light blue autumn sky seemed to have changed its color in anticipation of Anirban. From the early morning, there was a hushed buzz at the old street corner. Arun Babu had left at dawn with his bicycle, even though he had no tuitions today. He had gone to the cybercafé in the school district—in those days, when few people used the internet, that was the only way to check results. At home, Sumitra cleaned every corner of the house meticulously. Her hands were trembling, her heart pounding, as if today’s result was not just Anirban’s, but the final exam of her own life.

Anirban sat at his study table, trying to stay calm, but the restless sparkle in his eyes betrayed his inner turmoil. This result was not just a scorecard; it was the report card of his parents' inhuman labor over the past few years. He realized that when his father returned at night, nearly unconscious from exhaustion after his tuitions, he was actually burying all his hopes within these numbers. He understood that when his mother put aside her own desires, she was actually sewing the dream of Anirban’s future into the hem of her sari.

Around 10:15 AM, the familiar rattling of the bicycle was heard from afar. Sumitra ran from the kitchen to the door. Arun Babu’s face wasn't visible yet, but there was a distinct rhythm in the way he pedalled. He stopped on the porch. Beads of sweat covered his forehead, but he wore a wide smile that Sumitra hadn't seen in five years. Arun Babu said nothing; he simply extended the paper in his hand toward Sumitra. It was the printout of Anirban’s result. Sumitra took it with trembling hands. The numbers, printed in faint ink, seemed to shimmer before her eyes. Letter marks in every subject, and nearly a hundred out of a hundred in Math and Science.

Tears streamed down Sumitra’s face. She looked at Anirban, laughing and crying at once. Anirban stood beside his father. Arun Babu placed a hand on his shoulder, his touch filled with deep satisfaction. He whispered, "You did it, my boy. You have made us proud." That moment seemed to hold the entire world still. The room beneath the tiled roof transformed into a royal palace. The exhaustion of years seemed washed away in an instant by Anirban’s success.

News spread quickly. The neighbours, who used to mockingly ask, "Can Arun really educate his son?" crowded the house today. Arun Babu bought a box of sweets from his meager savings. The taste of those sweets outshone the finest delicacies in the world. The neighbors showered their blessings on Anirban. Sumitra served everyone with her own hands. Her hands were still trembling, but behind that tremor was the pride of a successful mother. She was no longer a destitute middle-class housewife; she was a successful mother.

Seeing his parents so happy, Anirban unknowingly dreamed his childhood dream all over again. He realized how joyful success was, and how its value multiplied when it transformed his parents' tears into smiles of contentment. The lights stayed on long into the night. The three of them made plans for the future. A good college, then engineering or medicine—which path would he take? Every step seemed clear today.

Yet, behind this success lay a strange melancholy. While Sumitra sat alone in the kitchen, she wondered—was Anirban preparing to drift away from them? Success often takes people away. This big school, big college—would they not snatch him away from their embrace? She quickly shook the thought away. Today was a day for joy; it was no time for such musings. But in a corner of her heart, a soft sigh remained.

Anirban stared at his mark sheet repeatedly. Each number seemed to scream at him—"You can do it, you have to go much further." He looked at his parents. His father was telling stories of his childhood. Anirban noticed the greying hair and the lines of age etched around his mother’s eyes. He made a silent vow, "I will be someone great; I will set my parents free from this struggle." He did not know then that in this journey of becoming 'great', he would have to travel far away from home, where his parents' touch would be absent, where only the mechanical sound of a telephone would be the bridge between them.

The sweet box was emptied, the neighbours left, and the street went quiet. Only the small table in the corner of the room stood as it had always been. Anirban’s result might become history tomorrow, but the confidence that had been born in his parents' hearts that night would never fade. They began to believe that their investment had succeeded. Anirban was no longer just their child; he was the vessel for their fulfilled dreams. When Anirban went to sleep that night, his dreams were vast. He didn't know that on this path of growing up, he would have to climb a staircase of sacrifices and renunciation.

Outside, the crickets sang. There was a strange thrill of joy in that small room under the tiled roof. The three of them had woven a web of dreams, every thread woven with love, hard work, and the ecstasy of victory. Anirban marked the day of his good results as the biggest turning point of his life. But did he know how far this turn would take him? That answer remained in the womb of the future. Today, there was only joy; today, there was only contentment.

The night grew deep. The neighborhood was quiet, with a stray dog howling in the distance. The hustle and bustle of the city had ceased, and a haunting silence had settled under the tiled roof. The box from Anirban’s victory was empty, but the sweet scent of success seemed to linger in the air. Anirban was deep in sleep in the next room. The day had been as exciting as it was successful for him. But inside the house, on that small bed, Arun Babu and Sumitra Devi were still awake. There was no sleep in their eyes, only a strange anxiety—a feeling far more powerful than the joy of success.

Arun Babu sat on the edge of the bed in the dim light of the room. Sumitra looked out at the dark sky through the window. Breaking the silence, she whispered, "Anirban is growing up, Arun. Ever since the results came out today, I’ve been feeling a strange fear. We have shielded him with so much care; will this outside world truly give him his rightful place?" Her voice held the innate concern of a mother. It was no ordinary worry; it was the fear that every mother feels while raising her child.

Arun Babu rubbed his palms together and said, "What is there to fear, Sumitra? Given the marks he has scored, no one can stop him now. Our struggles have borne fruit. But one thing worries me—are we truly raising him to be a person of substance? We have kept him submerged in textbooks, but is he learning to recognize the harshness of the real world?"

Sumitra Devi turned to her husband, a single tear glistening in her eye. She whispered, "We are raising him with every ounce of our being, Arun. But what if he has to go far away from us one day? What if he has to leave this study table, this corner of the room, and move to a distant city? Will he remember this small room then?" This question was not Sumitra’s alone; it was the hidden wound that every parent carries and always tries to conceal.

Arun Babu stood up and dimmed the lamp further. He looked toward the small altar in the corner of the room and heaved a sigh. To himself, he prayed, "O God, I have given everything I had, sacrificed all my own desires. I only ask that this investment of mine not be in vain. Let him grow in such a way that he reaches the pinnacle of success, but let his heart remain filled with compassion for us." It was not a religious chant; it was the desperate cry of a father. This prayer was the final claim of his existence.

The room seemed to grow even quieter under the weight of their conversation. Sumitra stood by the window, clutching the grill. She prayed silently, "Lord, I have wished for so much, sacrificed so much. I only want him to never feel alone. If he must go far away from us, grant him such success that it does not make him arrogant." Her prayer lacked any worldly ambition; it was a blend of infinite affection and profound fear for her child.

Arun Babu went to stand beside Sumitra. In the darkness, they found each other’s hands. That touch held the quiet serenity of years of struggle. They knew the days ahead would not be easy. Anirban’s educational expenses would rise, their savings would dwindle, and there was no certainty how long their own bodies would keep up. Yet, they had immense faith in the seed they had sown.

"Are we raising him right?"—the question seemed to bounce off the walls of the room. Sumitra muttered, "We are raising him, but are we allowing ourselves to grow? We are living only through him." Arun Babu gave no answer. He knew this was not a question for them to answer; time would provide the response.

Late that night, as they went to bed, their minds remained immersed in prayer. They prayed for Anirban’s future while simultaneously bracing themselves for their own impending loneliness. They did not know that their prayers would take a new turn in the future. They did not know that when Anirban stood alone at the height of the success they envisioned for him, every word of this secret prayer would become a stark reality.

The lamp went out. They lay in the darkness of that small room beneath the tiled roof. The image of Anirban’s innocent face still lingered in their minds. This private prayer—this act of lying down everything for a child and kneeling before the Divine—is the greatest investment a parent makes. They did not seek wealth as a return on this investment; they sought only Anirban’s success and the warmth of his heart. Yet, they did not realize then that success often strips away the warmth of a human heart.

The night was ending. The room waited for the dawn. In the new day, Anirban would start his studies with renewed vigor, and they would begin a new chapter of sacrifice. Would they ever receive what they prayed for that night? That answer remained hidden in the womb of the future. But the silent prayer of that moment remains etched in the walls of that room, a witness to the unspoken dreams of an indomitable couple. They fell asleep, hoping that tomorrow’s dawn would be a little brighter for their child.
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Chapter 2: A History of Sacrifice
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Arun Babu’s shirt must be over a decade old. The cuffs are frayed, and threads hang from the collar, which he repeatedly tries to tidy up with a razor blade. Every Sunday, as he stands before the mirror mending the holes with needle and thread, he is not just repairing a garment; he is concealing his own sacrifices. Every stitch in that shirt is a silent witness to the struggles of his household. But the moment he thinks of Anirban, he forgets these trivial hardships. Today, he must go to that old bookstore in the city—where the textbooks Anirban needs lie tucked away on dust-covered shelves.

The shop is named 'Gyanbhandar' (Treasury of Knowledge), though the name is perhaps too grand. In reality, it is a damp alley where sunlight rarely reaches. As Arun Babu entered, his worn-out shoes creaked on the floor. He knows the joy of the scent of a new book cover is enough to make him forget the lament of his torn shirt. The shopkeeper, Lalit Babu, knows him. Adjusting his glasses, he looked up and said, "What is it today, Arun Babu? Shall I find the books for this semester from the old stock again?" Arun Babu nodded. Lalit Babu brought down the books—a series of expensive volumes that would have made paying Anirban’s school fees impossible if bought new.

As Arun Babu took the books, his fingers trembled slightly. Each page seemed to hold a new chapter of knowledge. He asked for the price. What Lalit Babu quoted was a little more than what Arun Babu had in his pocket. He hesitated. Lalit Babu remarked, "Arun Babu, you are a tutor; you should understand the value of books. Is there no way to reduce the price?" Arun Babu felt ashamed. He took out the extra money from his shirt pocket, the money he had planned to use to buy himself a new pair of sandals this month. His current sandals were still split, and water seeped in on rainy days, but that discomfort no longer felt significant.

As he packed the books into his bag, Arun Babu thought that these volumes would one day be Anirban’s greatest asset. When he memorizes every line in these books, he will no longer see the darkness of this alley; he will see a vast world. As he shouldered the weight of the books, Arun Babu felt he was not just carrying paper; he was carrying Anirban’s future.

On the way home, he pedalled his bicycle. The chain rattled again. Rain threatened to fall. He wrapped his arms tightly around the bag of books against his shirt to keep them dry. If the books got wet, Anirban’s studies would suffer, but it didn't matter if he himself got drenched.

When he reached home, Sumitra ran to greet him. The sight of the books brought a strange peace to her face. She arranged them neatly on Anirban’s table. Arun Babu stood in a corner, trying to hide his torn sleeve. Sumitra pretended not to notice. She, too, had been wearing the same sari for the past two years, its color almost faded away. But these expensive books on Anirban’s table seemed to cloak all their deprivations.

That night, Anirban opened the books. His eyes sparkled. When he touched the pages, Arun Babu stood on the veranda and looked at the sky. He wondered, is the price he is paying for this knowledge truly enough? No, much more would be needed. He might have to continue wearing this torn shirt for several more years; perhaps he would have to spend many winters without a shawl. But he did not want to keep an account of this sacrifice. The names written on the book covers were like the footprints of Anirban’s future.

A strange blend of the smell of old books and his own worn-out clothes filled that small room. Arun Babu knew these books were Anirban’s passport. When he goes to an engineering or medical college, the need for these books might fade, but their role would remain immortal. He gently dusted the pages, ensuring there was no speck of dust left. Anirban was dreaming, and Arun Babu was the one providing the dreams.

This poverty in his clothing was no longer a matter of shame, but of honor. If he had bought a new shirt today, perhaps these books would not have reached Anirban’s hands. He knows a person does not become great by their clothes; they become great by the knowledge they acquire. He wants to raise Anirban with the ideals of Vidyasagar. So, his shirt will be mended a few more times, he will spend a few more years in this frayed attire, but the covers of Anirban’s textbooks will remain bright and shining. This was his contentment; this was his fulfillment. Like the rhythmic clatter of the bicycle chain in the silence of the night, no one would hear the sounds of this sacrifice—but when Anirban’s success touches the sky, every stitch would stand as a pillar of victory.

Arun Babu whispered softly, "Just grow up, my boy; this torn shirt of mine is a small price to pay for your future." Sumitra Devi heard him from inside but said nothing. She only drew a vermilion mark beside Anirban’s books, just as mothers do to pray for a child's long life. The first chapter of this history of sacrifice was written that night, in the dust of old books and the frayed threads of a worn-out shirt. Anirban slept, while his parents stayed awake, waiting for a new dawn where poverty would no longer hold a place.

Autumn had arrived. The clusters of white clouds in the blue sky and the swaying of kash flowers in the breeze—this scenery births a new excitement in every Bengali household. The scent of new clothes, the rhythmic beating of the dhak, and the festive spirit knock at every door. But in Arun Babu and Sumitra’s home, this festival meant a profound emotional struggle. Anirban was nearly twelve. Every child in the neighborhood was dressed in new clothes, wandering about in joy, yet their small room lacked any festive touch. Sumitra stood by the window, watching the construction of the distant pandal. Many people passed by their house in fine attire, and Sumitra was reminded of her own childhood. But her gaze soon fell on Anirban’s old shoes. The soles were nearly worn through, yet he ran across the neighborhood in them all day.

Arun Babu returned from the market today. He held no shopping bags, only some basic rice, lentils, and a bit of jaggery. Entering the room, he saw Sumitra standing silently. He realized it was Shasthi, the start of the festivities. The sound of drums had begun to echo from the local clubs. Arun Babu heaved a sigh and took off his old fatua. It wasn't that he lacked the desire for festivities, but to him, the Puja felt meaningless without a new pair of shoes for Anirban. He pulled out the money he had saved over the last three months by taking extra tuition classes. With this money, perhaps a sari for Sumitra or a panjabi for himself could have been bought. But Anirban’s worn-out shoes kept flashing before his eyes.

"Sumitra, you didn't say anything?" Arun Babu’s soft voice startled her. She turned and
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