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DEDICATION










To every father who loved in silence.

To every child who understood too late.

And to the space between "I love you" and the things we do instead of saying it.

This book is the bridge.


EPIGRAPH

"My father gave me the greatest gift anyone could give another person — he believed in me."

— Jim Valvano

"When you finally understand your father, he is already gone."

— Unknown

"The deepest love is the one you don't hear. You only feel it — when it's gone."

— Anonymous


PROLOGUE

The Box Under the Bed

My father died on a Wednesday.

I know this because I have replayed that day in my mind so many times that every detail has been burned into my memory with the permanence of a scar. The day of the week. The weather. The time. The phone call. The flight. The green gate with the peeling paint. The shoes — his brown leather chappals — arranged neatly on the mat outside the front door, waiting for feet that would never fill them again.

He died at 4:47 PM, according to the hospital records, though I have always believed it happened earlier — sometime in the grey, quiet hours of the afternoon, when the world was looking the other way and the man in the grey trousers slipped out without anyone noticing.

That would have been like him. To leave without making a fuss.

The sky over Delhi that day was overcast — the particular shade of grey that promises rain but delivers only humidity. The kind of sky that sits on the city like a lid, trapping the heat and the noise and the sixteen million lives beneath it. I have thought about this sky many times since. I have wondered if my father looked at it that morning — during his walk to the bus stop, during his ride to work, during the long, unremarkable hours of his last day on earth — and whether he knew that it was his last sky.

I don't think he did. He was not a man who dealt in premonitions. He was an accountant. He dealt in facts. In numbers. In the hard, reliable certainty of figures that added up and columns that balanced and a world that, however chaotic on the surface, could be reduced to a ledger with debits on one side and credits on the other.

His life was a ledger. I didn't know this until after he was gone.

But I'm getting ahead of myself.

He died during his afternoon nap.

This was the nap he took every day — every single day, without exception, for as long as anyone could remember — at exactly 2:00 PM. He would finish his lunch, wash his hands, walk to the bedroom, remove his chappals (placing them neatly by the door, toes pointing outward), lie down on his side of the bed (the left side, always the left), close his eyes, and sleep for exactly forty-five minutes.

At 2:45, he would wake up. He would drink the cup of tea that my mother had placed on his bedside table. He would fold the newspaper to the crossword page and complete it in blue ink, never pencil, because pencil implied uncertainty and my father did not deal in uncertainty. Then he would return to whatever needed doing — bills, repairs, the quiet, unglamorous maintenance of a life lived on a budget.

On this particular Wednesday, my mother made the tea at 2:40. She carried it to the bedroom on a small steel tray — the same tray she had used for thirty-five years, slightly dented on one side, the steel gone dull with decades of washing. She placed the cup on the bedside table, as she did every afternoon. She noticed that his chest was still.

She did not panic.

My mother is not a woman who panics. She is a woman who has survived poverty, loss, the daily grind of a middle-class Indian marriage, and the particular challenge of being married to a man who expressed his deepest feelings through crossword puzzles and questions about provident funds. Panic was a luxury she had long ago decided she could not afford.

She sat beside him. She placed her hand on his chest. She felt nothing — no heartbeat, no breath, no movement. His face was peaceful — more peaceful than she had seen it in months. The lines that had deepened over the past year — the lines around his mouth, the crease between his eyebrows, the general impression of tiredness that had settled over his features like dust on a shelf — were smooth. Gone. As if death had ironed them out, returning his face to a younger, unburdened version of itself.

"Rajesh," she said.

Nothing.

"Rajesh, utho. Chai aa gayi." Wake up. The tea is here.

Nothing.

She sat there for seventeen minutes. She sat beside her husband's body and held his hand and waited — not for him to wake up, because she knew, with the practical certainty of a woman who has lived close to death all her life, that he was not going to wake up. She waited because she was not ready to make the phone calls. She was not ready to set the machinery of grief in motion — the relatives, the neighbors, the priest, the cremation, the thirteen days of rituals, the lifetime of absence. She was not ready for any of it.

So she sat. And she held his hand. And she said nothing, because she was married to a man who had taught her, over thirty-five years, that silence is its own language, and sometimes it says more than words ever could.

At 4:52 PM, she called me.

I was in my office in Bangalore.

Fourteenth floor. Glass-and-steel cubicle. The kind of office that looks impressive from the outside — all clean lines and modern furniture and the sleek, corporate anonymity of a space designed to maximize productivity and minimize humanity. I had been working there for eight years. I was a senior software engineer. I earned a salary that, by my family's standards, was extraordinary — more in a month than my father had earned in a year when I was a child.

I was debugging code when my phone buzzed. The screen showed "Maa." I almost didn't answer.

This is important. This detail — the almost-not-answering — is important, because it tells you everything you need to know about the person I was before the notebooks. I almost didn't answer my mother's call because I was busy. Because I was working. Because the code on my screen seemed more important than the voice on the other end of the line. Because I had arranged my life in such a way that my parents existed on the periphery — loved, acknowledged, but fundamentally secondary to the career, the city, the identity I had built for myself in the glass-and-steel world of Bangalore's IT corridor.

I almost didn't answer.

But I did. Some reflex — some vestigial instinct of filial duty, or perhaps just the awareness that my mother rarely called during work hours — made me pick up the phone.

"Maa?"

"Aashi." Her voice was strange. Flat. Distant. As if she was speaking from the bottom of a well — the words reaching me distorted, stripped of their usual warmth, carrying only information. "Come home."

"Maa, I'm at work. Can I call you back—"

"Your father is gone."

Gone.

Not "dead." Not "passed away." Not "no more." Not any of the euphemisms that our language — every language — has invented to cushion the blow of finality. Just "gone." A single word. Two syllables. The entire architecture of my world, collapsing into four letters.

I don't remember the next three hours. They exist in my memory as a blur — a smear of sound and motion, like a film played at the wrong speed. I remember calling my boss. I remember packing a bag. I remember the airport — the fluorescent lights, the announcement board, the gate number. I remember the flight — two hours in a metal tube hurtling through the same grey sky that my father had looked at for the last time that morning.

I remember the taxi from Delhi airport. The driver played Hindi film songs on the radio, and I wanted to tell him to turn it off, but I couldn't speak. My throat had closed. The words — all words, not just the important ones — had gotten stuck somewhere between my brain and my mouth, and I sat in the back seat in a silence that felt hereditary, as if my father's inability to speak had been passed to me, in death, like an heirloom.

I remember the house. The green gate. The peeling paint. The shoes on the mat. The smell — dal and jasmine, the two constant fragrances of my childhood — drifting through the open door.

I remember walking inside. I remember the hallway. I remember the bedroom door.

I remember seeing him.

He was lying on the bed. Covered with a white sheet. His face was visible — peaceful, smooth, younger than I had seen it in years. My mother was sitting beside him, holding his hand. She was not crying.

She looked up when I entered. Our eyes met. And in that look — that single, devastating look between a mother and a daughter over the body of the man they had both loved — I saw everything she was feeling and everything she could not say.

He is gone. He will not come back. We are alone now. And I don't know how to be alone.

I stood in the doorway. I did not move. I did not cross the room. I did not touch him. I stood and I looked at my father — at his still chest, his closed eyes, his hands folded on his stomach — and I felt...

Nothing.

I need to be honest about this. This book is about honesty — about the devastating, liberating, painful practice of telling the truth — and the truth is that when I stood in that doorway and looked at my dead father, I felt nothing.

Not grief. Not shock. Not the tidal wave of emotion that you're supposed to feel, that the movies tell you you'll feel, that the well-meaning relatives will assume you're feeling when they arrive with their condolences and their casseroles and their suffocating embraces. I felt none of that.

I felt empty. Hollow. Like a building that has been evacuated — the structure still standing, the walls still solid, but the interior vacant, echoing, devoid of the life that once gave it meaning.

I felt nothing because I didn't know how to feel things for my father.

This is the truth I have to tell you, before we go any further, before you read another word of this book: I did not know my father. I lived with him for twenty-two years. I shared his house, his table, his name. I inherited his nose, his stubbornness, his inability to make small talk. But I did not know him — not in the way that knowing means understanding, empathizing, seeing beneath the surface to the person underneath.

I knew the surface. I knew the grey trousers, the white shirt, the brown chappals, the bus at 8:15, the crossword puzzle in blue ink. I knew the questions about provident funds and health insurance. I knew the silence — the vast, impenetrable, continental silence that filled every room he occupied and every conversation he attempted and every moment of connection that might have happened but didn't because the words, as he would later write, always got stuck.

I knew all of that. But I didn't know him.

And standing in that doorway, looking at his body, I realized — with a clarity that was more painful than any grief — that I would never get the chance to know him now.

He was gone. And the man behind the silence had gone with him.

Or so I thought.

The funeral was on Thursday.

Nigambodh Ghat. The oldest cremation ground in Delhi, on the banks of the Yamuna River. The river was brown and sluggish, carrying the accumulated waste of the city past the pyres where the city's dead were returned to ash. The priest was old, practiced, efficient — a man who had recited these mantras so many times that the words flowed from him with the automatic fluency of a machine, each syllable precisely placed, each gesture exactly timed.

I watched the fire. I watched it consume the white sheet, then the wood, then the body underneath. I watched my father burn, and I thought — and I am telling you this because it's true, and truth is what matters here, not propriety — I thought about the code I had been debugging when my mother called.

I thought about the bug I hadn't fixed. The function that wasn't returning the right value. The line of code that was wrong, that I had been staring at for two hours, trying to find the error — the single character out of place, the missing semicolon, the logical flaw that was causing the entire program to malfunction.

I stood at my father's funeral and thought about a semicolon.

This is who I was. This is the person the notebooks would destroy and rebuild. A woman so disconnected from her own emotions, so thoroughly trained in the art of avoidance, so deeply invested in the surfaces of life — the code, the career, the salary, the glass-and-steel certainty of a world that could be debugged and optimized and controlled — that she could stand beside her father's funeral pyre and think about punctuation.

I am not proud of this. I am telling you because you need to understand where I started, in order to understand where I ended up.

I started at a funeral, thinking about semicolons.

I ended up at a green gate, watching an empty road, finally understanding that the man I had dismissed as ordinary was, in fact, extraordinary.

The distance between those two places is five notebooks.

The relatives came.

They arrived in waves — the first wave within hours of the death, the second wave the next morning, the third wave after the cremation. They filled the house with their bodies and their voices and the particular energy of Indian grief, which is not quiet or private but communal, performative, and relentless.

They occupied every room. They sat on every surface. They drank industrial quantities of chai and ate mountains of biscuits and told stories about my father that I had never heard — stories that painted a picture of a man so different from the one I knew that I sometimes wondered if they were talking about the right person.

"Such a generous man," said Chachi-ji, my father's sister-in-law, a woman with a voice like a foghorn and opinions about everything. "Do you know, when my Rahul needed money for his school admission — this was fifteen years ago, maybe more — your father gave us thirty thousand rupees. Just like that. No questions. No conditions. He said, 'Education is the one thing no one can take away.' Thirty thousand rupees! And he was not a rich man. God knows where he found the money."

I didn't know this. I had no idea my father had given thirty thousand rupees to anyone. Where had the money come from? His salary barely covered our own expenses. Thirty thousand rupees, fifteen years ago, would have been a significant chunk of his annual income.

"Such a quiet man," said Bua-ji, my father's sister, a small woman with sharp eyes and a sharper tongue. "Never said much, did he? But when he did speak — oh, when he did speak — you listened. Because he never wasted words. Every word was chosen, measured, exact. Like a good accountant. He counted his words the way he counted rupees — carefully, precisely, never spending more than necessary."

Counted his words. Yes. My father counted his words. He rationed them, hoarded them, spent them with the same frugality he applied to everything else in his life. He had a word budget, and the budget was small, and most of it was allocated to practical matters — questions about school, instructions about chores, observations about the weather — leaving nothing for the things that mattered most.

Nothing for "I love you."

Nothing for "I'm proud of you."

Nothing for "You are the reason I wake up in the morning."

The relatives stayed for five days. Five days of noise and chai and stories and the suffocating, well-meaning attention of people who believe that grief should be witnessed, shared, distributed among as many shoulders as possible.

Then they left. The neighbors left. The well-wishers left. The house emptied, and the silence returned — my father's silence, settling over the rooms like dust, like snow, like the residue of a presence that had been removed but not erased.

My mother and I were alone.

It was my mother who told me about the box.

This was on the fifth day after the funeral — the day the last relatives left, the day the house finally, mercifully fell silent. We were sitting in the kitchen — the kitchen where every important conversation in our family had taken place, the kitchen where my father ate his meals and read his newspaper and asked his provident-fund questions and existed, for thirty years, as the quiet center of a household that revolved around him without ever quite looking at him.
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