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To Preeti

"And what about you, Ajit? What grand dreams are you harbouring behind those thoughtful eyes of yours?"

"I want to write," I admitted. "Not just academic papers, but stories that matter. Stories that make people question the world they've taken for granted."

"Like a story about a Brahmin boy and a Dalit girl?" she teased, but there was a seriousness beneath her light tone.

"Maybe," I smiled. "Though I'm not sure I have the skill to do such a story justice."
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This novel is based on true events, though names, places, and certain details have been altered to protect the privacy of those involved. The heartbreak depicted in these pages is sadly not unique—across the Indian subcontinent, stories like this unfold with tragic regularity, as lovers find themselves separated by the unyielding barriers of caste, creed, and colour. The specific circumstances may vary, but the fundamental struggle remains the same: two hearts bound together by love yet torn apart by society's ancient divisions.

I still remember that autumn evening when Preeti and I sat beneath the sprawling banyan tree on campus, sharing dreams as the setting sun painted the sky in hues of orange and crimson.

"And what about you, Ajit? What grand dreams are you harbouring behind those thoughtful eyes of yours?" she asked.

"I want to write," I admitted. "Not just academic papers, but stories that matter. Stories that make people question the world they've taken for granted."

"Like a story about a Brahmin boy and a Dalit girl?" she teased, but there was a seriousness beneath her light tone.

"Maybe," I smiled. "Though I'm not sure I have the skill to do such a story justice."

Years later, I find myself fulfilling that dream in ways I never imagined—chronicling not some fictional tale, but our own story. In writing this memoir, I pay tribute to Preeti's immortal, selfless love. These pages are dedicated to her, to what we shared, and to what society denied us.

Our story is both deeply personal and universally resonant—a testament to love's power and society's stubborn resistance to change. It is my hope that in sharing it, I might contribute, however modestly, to questioning the divisions we have too long taken for granted.

“Some stories do not have a storyline,

Just an unending tale of anguish,

With multiple characters

Coming and going in your life,

With one leaving behind,

A void as fathomless as,

A Black Hole”

The Black Hole

At the centre of a black hole, space-time curves to an infinite point known as a "singularity" where all matter is destroyed.

Love is that singularity
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Do you know what the most painful thing about loneliness is? Memories. Memories of good old days haunt you day in and day out, hurting you without bleeding. You die of internal weeping.

I saw her again after twenty years.

I was seated in the departure lounge at Heathrow Airport, awaiting the final call for my Air India flight to Delhi. The lounge hummed with the quiet cacophony of travel—murmured conversations in a dozen languages, the occasional announcement over the PA system, the soft whirr of luggage wheels against polished floors. Outside the enormous windows, massive aircraft taxied across tarmac glittering with recent rain, their hulls reflecting the pale English sunlight.

Across the glass barrier that separated arrivals from departures, a stream of passengers trickled in from a newly landed flight, their weary faces touched by the fatigue of journeying across continents. Most moved with purpose—businesspeople checking phones, families herding sleepy children, solitary travellers lost in their own thoughts.

And then, suddenly, I noticed a familiar face; her face.

She stood there, pausing for a moment as if possibly waiting for someone, gazing absentmindedly toward the lounge. Her sari, midnight black with a subtle border of gold, was draped elegantly over her shoulder. Her hair, once a cascade of raven black, now bore dignified streaks of silver at the temples, pulled back into a loose bun at the nape of her neck.

My breath faltered, caught between the past and the present, between memory and reality. She had aged, of course—we all had—but not in the way that time had taken its toll on me. She carried the years with an effortless grace, untouched by the erosion of time's weary chisel. Her face still held that quiet, luminous innocence, the same unguarded quality that had once made the world seem kinder, softer.

She turned her head slightly, her eyes scanning the lounge, until suddenly, she noticed someone among the passengers. Even from a distance, I could see the surprise in her eyes, the momentary widening that spoke of recognition. She slightly opened her mouth in amazement and said something. But who was she talking to? Was it me or someone else?

I couldn't tell because the glass wall blocked out all the emotions. I wish I had learned how to read lips, something I'd always wanted to do. I was desperate to know what she had said in that brief moment that felt like it stretched on for centuries.

Did she say, "Ajit, what did you do?" Or was it something like, "So what? Life is like that."

Did my face summon a flood of memories, or had I become just another nameless figure in the passage of her life?

Before I could grasp the moment, a cluster of passengers moved between us, a tide of bodies severing our gaze. And when they passed, she was already walking away, her figure dissolving into the ebb and flow of the crowd.

I waited, hoping she might look back to see me watching her. But she didn't. Through the foggy glass, I watched as her figure in black slowly faded into the distance, eventually turning into a shadow and then just a tiny dot.

And then, there was nothing.

Just emptiness. A black hole, silent and infinite.
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"Sir? Sir?" A voice pulled me from my reverie. A young airport staff member stood before me, her expression concerned. "Are you alright? The final boarding call for your flight has been announced twice."

"Yes, yes, of course," I mumbled, gathering my scattered thoughts along with my cabin bag. "Thank you."

I slowly made my way toward the boarding corridor, feeling the weight of the moment. The buzz of the airport seemed to fade as I walked, leaving me alone with my thoughts. Twenty years collapsed into a single heartbeat. Twenty years since I last saw Preeti Sharma. 

Twenty years since I had betrayed her.

Once I was seated on the plane, memories of our university days cascaded over me like a monsoon storm, vivid and unrelenting. It was as though time had folded back on itself, presenting me with a reel of moments etched deeply into my soul.

The sprawling campus of Delhi University's north campus stretched before my mind's eye; red-brick buildings with their weathered walls standing tall like silent witnesses to generations of youthful idealism and fleeting romances. The ancient neem trees that lined the pathways provided dappled shade for students debating politics, philosophy, and poetry. The air was always alive with possibility—and with tension.

The boys' and girls' hostels stood on opposite sides of a cobbled courtyard, their white doors and windows gleaming in stark contrast to the earthy tones of the bricks, as if whispering tales of the unspoken. The place bore an aura of timelessness, much like the ancient temples and ghats along the Ganges, where the past and present coalesce into something eternal.

Inside, the hostel rooms were small but sufficient—a narrow bed, a wooden desk perpetually covered with books and papers, a chair that creaked with each movement, and walls adorned with posters of everything from Bollywood stars to revolutionary leaders. The communal bathrooms at the end of each corridor always had at least one broken tap, and the dining hall served food that we all complained about but devoured with the insatiable hunger of youth.

As I sank into my seat, the faint aroma of spices and freshly brewed coffee seemed to waft into my consciousness—a ghostly reminder of the university café. That scent had always been a paradox, comforting and unsettling at once, as though it held the weight of countless conversations, confessions, and dreams, some fulfilled and others abandoned.

The café was the heart of campus life—a bustling space where plastic chairs scraped against the worn tile floor, where the clatter of cups and plates provided a constant backdrop to the animated conversations that flowed like the endless supply of chai. The walls, once white, had turned a warm sepia tone from years of exposure to steam and smoke. The ceiling fans rotated lazily, stirring the humid air but providing little relief during the scorching Delhi summers.

It was in this café, amidst the chaotic symphony of student life, that I first truly saw Preeti.

Our first meeting wasn't planned; it was serendipity, or perhaps a karmic thread that bound us across lifetimes. The university buzzed with excitement during the lecture series by Professor Saxena, a luminary in astrophysics visiting from Cambridge. The lecture hall was packed beyond capacity—students sitting on stairs, leaning against walls, peering in through windows—all to catch a glimpse of the man whose theories about black holes had challenged conventional wisdom.

"A singularity," Professor Saxena's voice boomed through the hall, "is not merely a point of infinite density. It is the point where our understanding breaks down, where the very fabric of reality as we know it ceases to exist."

Most of us sat there, nodding as if we comprehended the vast cosmic mysteries he described, but the truth was that concepts like event horizons and quantum gravity left most of us bewildered. But then, from the front row, a hand went up.

"Professor," a clear, confident voice cut through the reverent silence, "if information cannot be destroyed, as quantum theory suggests, then what happens to the information of matter that falls into a black hole? Does it remain encoded on the event horizon, as Hawking proposed, or does it somehow leak back into our universe?"

The entire hall turned to look at the source of such a precise, penetrating question. It was then that I first noticed her, Preeti Sharma. She sat with her back straight, her eyes fixed on Professor Saxena, awaiting his response with genuine curiosity.

She was a Dalit, from a community historically burdened with the weight of untouchability—a concept as archaic and crushing as the caste system itself. Yet she carried herself with the quiet grace of a rishi lost in meditation, as if the prejudices of the world could not tether her spirit.

She was pursuing her master's degree in astrophysics, a subject that seemed almost poetic in its irony. Here she was, a descendant of the marginalised, studying the cosmos, a realm where no stars are lesser, no celestial body shunned. As a star herself, burning brightly in isolation, too distant for the world to grasp.

Professor Saxena's eyes lit up at her question. "Ah, the information paradox!" he exclaimed. "A problem that has plagued physicists for decades. Your question strikes at the heart of the matter, Ms...?"

"Sharma," she replied. "Preeti Sharma."

"Well, Ms. Sharma, your question demonstrates a profound understanding of the issue. The reconciliation of quantum mechanics with general relativity remains one of the greatest challenges in modern physics..."

As he launched into his explanation, I found myself no longer listening to his words. Instead, I watched her—the slight tilt of her head as she absorbed complex ideas, the way her brow furrowed in concentration, the occasional nod when she grasped a particularly difficult concept. Her questions during the lecture were not merely intelligent; they were profound, cutting to the heart of the matter with the precision of an Upanishadic seer.

I found myself drawn to her, not just for her intellect but for the quiet intensity in her eyes—a window into a soul that seemed to carry both the weight of her ancestors and the boundless curiosity of a child gazing at the night sky.

After the lecture, as students swarmed around Professor Saxena, I noticed her slip away quietly, a book of advanced calculus clutched to her chest. She moved through the crowd like water flowing around stones, seemingly unnoticed by others. But I noticed. And I followed.

The next day, I spotted her at the university café, sitting alone at a corner table. She wore a simple white cotton kurta with blue embroidery at the neckline, her appearance devoid of ostentation but imbued with an elegance that defied explanation. Her hair was tied back in a simple plait that hung down her back like a rope of darkness. She seemed lost in thought, her delicate fingers tracing circles around the rim of her cup.

The café was bustling with the lunch crowd—students jostling for tables, the cacophony of a hundred conversations merging into a single, indistinct roar. The aroma of freshly fried samosas and brewing chai hung heavily in the air, mingling with the scent of rain that wafted in through the open windows. Outside, dark monsoon clouds gathered, promising yet another afternoon downpour.

I approached her hesitantly, half-expecting her to dismiss me. My heart pounded in my chest with a nervousness I hadn't felt since my first day at university.

"May I join you?" I asked, my voice betraying both nerves and intent.

Her startled reaction was almost childlike; she spilt her tea in surprise, her hands fumbling as she tried to clean up the mess with a small paper napkin.

"I'm so sorry," I said quickly, pulling out my handkerchief and offering it to her. "I didn't mean to startle you."

"No, no, it's alright," she assured me, accepting the handkerchief with a small smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "I was just lost in thought."

For a fleeting moment, our hands touched, and it felt as though the universe itself had paused. There was something electric in that accidental contact, a silent acknowledgement that this meeting, however mundane, was anything but ordinary.

"I'm Ajit," I said, taking the seat across from her after she nodded her permission. "Ajit Sharma."

"Preeti Sharma," she replied, a hint of amusement crossing her features. "Same surname. Are we related?"

"I don't think so," I laughed, feeling the tension ease slightly. "Unless you're hiding a secret Brahmin ancestry?"

The moment the words left my mouth, I regretted them. Her face stiffened almost imperceptibly, and I realised my blunder. In trying to make light conversation, I had inadvertently highlighted the very divide I was hoping to bridge.

"I'm sorry," I said quickly. "That was thoughtless of me."

She studied me for a moment, as if trying to determine whether my apology was genuine. Then, surprisingly, she smiled—a real smile this time that transformed her entire face, lighting up her eyes with a warmth that made my breath catch.

"It's alright," she said. "At least you're honest about it. Most people pretend the caste system doesn't exist anymore, as if denying it somehow makes the discrimination disappear."

Her frankness caught me off guard. In my social circle, caste was something acknowledged but rarely discussed openly. It was an uncomfortable reality, glossed over with polite euphemisms and well-practised ignorance.

"I was impressed by your questions at Professor Saxena's lecture yesterday," I said, eager to change the subject. "The information paradox has always confused me."

"Are you studying physics too?" she asked, her interest seemingly piqued.

"No, no," I laughed. "I'm in the literature department. Keats and Shelley are more my territory than Einstein and Hawking. But I've always been fascinated by the cosmos."

"A literature student interested in astrophysics?" she raised an eyebrow. "That's unusual."

"Not really," I countered. "Both are attempts to understand the universe, aren't they? Poetry through metaphor and emotion, physics through mathematics and observation."

Her eyes widened slightly, and for a moment, she looked at me as if seeing me for the first time. "That's... actually quite a beautiful way to think about it."
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