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DEDICATION

To the love that stays after the person leaves.

To every morning you wake up and reach for someone who isn't there.

To the ones who left too soon — and loved enough to leave us ready.

And to you, reading this — whoever you are — hold the people you love a little tighter tonight.

Tomorrow is not promised.

But love is.


EPIGRAPH

"How lucky I am to have something that makes saying goodbye so hard."

— A.A. Milne, Winnie-the-Pooh

"I carry your heart with me. I carry it in my heart."

— E.E. Cummings

"The saddest word in the whole wide world is the word almost."

— Nikita Gill


A NOTE BEFORE YOU BEGIN

The book you are holding was not written for publication.

It was written by a woman named Meera Sharma, for her husband, Aarav. She wrote it in a blue notebook — the kind you buy at a railway station for thirty rupees — during the last ninety-four days of her life.

She wrote it at the kitchen table, while Aarav was at work. She wrote it on the balcony, while their daughter Pihu napped. She wrote it in hospital waiting rooms, between appointments she told no one about. She wrote it in the bathroom at 2 AM, sitting on the cold tile floor, crying so quietly that no one heard.

She wrote it because she was running out of time. And the things she needed to say were too many for the time she had left.

Aarav found the notebook eleven days after Meera's death, tucked inside the pillowcase on her side of the bed. Inside the front cover, in her handwriting, were these instructions:

"Read this slowly. Don't skip ahead. And when you finish — don't cry for me. Live for me."

He read it slowly. He didn't skip ahead.

He cried anyway.

What follows is Meera's notebook — her words, her voice, her love story, told the only way she knew how: honestly, imperfectly, and with the desperate urgency of a woman who knows that every word might be her last.

This is not a sad story.

This is a love story.

The saddest love stories are always the truest ones.


CHAPTER 1

The First Time I Saw You




Aarav,

I'm going to tell you a story you think you already know.

You think you know how we met. You've told the story a hundred times — at dinner parties, to friends, to your mother (who still doesn't entirely approve of me, but we'll get to that). You tell it the same way every time, with the same details in the same order, like a well-rehearsed script:

"We met at a bus stop in the rain. She didn't have an umbrella. I offered her mine. She said, 'If I take your umbrella, you'll get wet.' I said, 'I'm already wet.' She laughed. And that was it."

That's your version. It's a good version. It's clean, charming, efficient — a meet-cute in three sentences, perfect for cocktail parties and Instagram captions.

But it's not the whole story.

The whole story begins four months before the bus stop, in a lecture hall at Bangalore University, on a Tuesday morning in July 2012, when I saw you for the first time and felt something happen inside my chest that I have spent the last twelve years trying to understand and have never quite managed.

You don't know this part. You don't know that I saw you before you saw me. You don't know that for four months — one hundred and twenty-three days, because yes, I counted, because I am the kind of person who counts things like this, the kind of person who tracks her own feelings with the obsessive precision of a scientist monitoring a rare and potentially dangerous experiment — for four months, I watched you.

Not in a creepy way. I want to be clear about that. I was not a stalker. I was not hiding behind pillars or following you to the parking lot or Googling your name at midnight (okay, I Googled your name at midnight, but only twice, and the second time was an accident because my phone autocompleted it).

I was just... aware of you. In the way that you become aware of a new star in the sky — suddenly, startlingly, unable to understand how you never noticed it before, unable to stop noticing it now.

You sat three rows ahead of me and two seats to the left in Professor Krishnamurthy's Introduction to Economics class. You had terrible posture — you slouched like a man who had given up on his spine somewhere around the age of sixteen and had been free-falling toward the desk ever since. You wore the same navy blue jacket every day, regardless of the weather — a jacket that was slightly too big for you, the sleeves hanging past your wrists, giving you the appearance of a boy who had borrowed his older brother's clothes and was hoping no one would notice.

Your hair was a disaster. I say this with love, Aarav — your hair, in 2012, was a crime against aesthetics. It did what it wanted, when it wanted, with a complete disregard for the laws of gravity, symmetry, or basic human decency. It stood up on one side and lay flat on the other, as if the two halves of your head had entered into a civil war and neither side was willing to negotiate.

You took notes in green ink. Green. Not blue, not black — green. I have never, before or since, met a human being who takes notes in green ink. When I asked you about this later — much later, after the bus stop, after the umbrella, after everything — you said, "Green is the color of growth. I want my notes to grow."

I fell in love with you a little bit in that moment. Because it was the most ridiculous thing anyone had ever said to me, and you said it with complete sincerity, without a trace of irony, with the earnest, wide-eyed conviction of a person who genuinely believes that the color of ink matters.

You are a person who believes that things matter. This is your defining quality — more than your kindness, more than your intelligence, more than the way you laugh (which is extraordinary; we'll get to that). You believe that things matter. Small things. Invisible things. The color of ink. The angle of sunlight on a balcony. The exact right moment to add sugar to chai. The specific pressure of a hug — not too tight (suffocating), not too loose (dismissive), but exactly right, the Goldilocks hug, the hug that says, I've got you and I'm not letting go but I'm also not trying to crush your internal organs.

You believe that things matter, and you act accordingly, and this — more than anything else, more than the jacket or the hair or the green ink — is why I fell in love with you.

But I'm getting ahead of myself. You always tell me I do that. "Meera, you start stories in the middle," you say. "Start at the beginning."

Okay. The beginning.

The beginning was a Tuesday.

July 17, 2012. I know the date because I wrote it in my diary that night — my old diary, the one with the sunflower cover that my mother gave me for my twentieth birthday, the one I used to record everything from exam schedules to existential crises. The entry for that date reads:

"July 17. Economics lecture. Saw a boy in a blue jacket. Terrible hair. Green ink. Something happened."

Something happened. The most inadequate two words in the English language, deployed to describe the most significant moment of my life. Something happened. As if the universe had just shifted on its axis, as if the trajectory of my entire existence had just been altered by the gravitational pull of a boy in an oversized jacket, and the best my twenty-year-old brain could come up with was "something happened."

What happened was this:

Professor Krishnamurthy was lecturing about supply and demand. He was drawing a graph on the whiteboard — the classic X-shaped intersection of the supply curve and the demand curve, the foundational image of introductory economics, the visual equivalent of the ABCs. He was explaining equilibrium — the point where supply meets demand, where the price is right, where the market is balanced.

"Equilibrium," he said, tapping the intersection point with his marker, "is the state in which opposing forces are balanced. The state in which nothing needs to change, because everything is exactly where it should be."

He said this, and at that exact moment — the exact moment, Aarav, not a second before or after, as if the universe had choreographed the timing with the precision of a Bollywood dance sequence — at that exact moment, you turned around.

You turned around because someone behind you had dropped a pen, and you were the kind of person who turns around when someone drops a pen, because you cared about dropped pens the way you cared about green ink and the angle of sunlight and all the other small things that the world dismisses as unimportant.

You turned around, and our eyes met.

And I felt it. The equilibrium. The intersection. The point where two curves — my curve and yours, whatever shape they were, wherever they had been heading — crossed.

Something happened.

Your eyes were brown. Not the flat, generic brown that people describe when they can't be bothered to look closely. Your eyes were the brown of chai — the good kind, the kind with too much ginger and not enough sugar, the kind that wakes you up and warms you from the inside out. They were the brown of old wood, of rain-soaked earth, of the bark of the neem tree that grew outside my childhood bedroom window.

They were the brownest brown I had ever seen. And they were looking at me.

For approximately 1.5 seconds.

Then you turned back around. The pen was retrieved by its owner. Krishnamurthy continued his lecture. The supply curve and the demand curve remained intersected on the whiteboard.

And I sat in my seat, three rows behind you and two seats to the right, and I thought:

Oh no.

Not "oh, how romantic." Not "oh, how wonderful." Not any of the things that people in love stories are supposed to think when they see the person they're going to spend their life with.

Oh no.

Because I knew. Immediately, instinctively, with the certainty of a person who has been punched in the stomach and knows, before the pain arrives, that it's going to hurt — I knew that this boy in the blue jacket was going to matter. He was going to matter in the way that very few things in life matter — the way that sunlight matters, the way that oxygen matters, the way that the first cup of chai on a cold morning matters.

He was going to matter, and mattering is dangerous, because mattering means needing, and needing means vulnerability, and vulnerability means the possibility of loss.

I was twenty years old. I had not yet learned that the possibility of loss is not a reason to avoid love. It is the reason love is sacred.

I would learn that. Eventually. The hard way.

But on that Tuesday in July, sitting in an economics lecture hall, watching the back of your disastrous hair, all I knew was:

Oh no. Something happened.

For the next four months, I conducted what I can only describe as a research project.

The subject: Aarav Sharma. (Yes, your surname is the same as mine. Yes, I noticed this immediately. Yes, I took it as a sign from the universe. No, I am not embarrassed by this level of superstition. The universe was right, wasn't it?)

The methodology: observation. Pure, sustained, borderline-obsessive observation, conducted from a distance of three rows and two seats, five days a week, for fifty minutes per lecture.

The findings:

Finding 1: You were kind.

Not performatively kind — not the kind of kind that announces itself, that does good deeds in front of audiences, that gives to charity and makes sure everyone knows about it. You were quietly kind. Invisibly kind. The kind of kind that most people never see because it happens in the margins, in the in-between moments, in the spaces where no one is watching.

You held doors for people. Not just women — everyone. Men, women, professors, the cleaning staff, the security guard who manned the gate. You held the door and you stepped aside and you waited, and you did it with such naturalness, such complete absence of self-consciousness, that the people you held the door for barely noticed. It was like breathing to you. Automatic. Involuntary.

You lent your notes. Your green-ink notes, which were — I could see this even from three rows back — extraordinarily detailed, with diagrams and arrows and little comments in the margins that probably said things like "This is important" or "Ask Krishnamurthy about this" or "The color of this graph should be green because green is the color of growth."

You lent them to anyone who asked. And to some who didn't — I saw you, more than once, slide your notebook across the desk to the boy who sat next to you, a boy named Rohan who was always late and always unprepared and always, unfailingly, rescued by your green-ink notes.

Finding 2: You laughed with your entire body.

This was the finding that ruined me.

Most people laugh with their mouths. Some laugh with their eyes. A rare few laugh with their whole faces. You laughed with your entire body — your shoulders shook, your head tilted back, your hands came up as if to physically catch the joy that was escaping from you. Your laugh was loud and uncontrolled and entirely without self-consciousness, the laugh of a person who has not yet learned that the world expects men to be restrained, measured, cool.

You were not cool. You were warm. You were the warmest person in every room you entered, and the warmth came from this laugh — this full-body, ceiling-rattling, completely uninhibited expression of joy that made everyone around you smile, even the people who didn't know what was funny, even the people who were having terrible days, even the professor who was trying to maintain order and couldn't because you were laughing and laughter, your laughter, was contagious in the way that certain diseases are contagious — unstoppable, indiscriminate, affecting everyone in the vicinity.

The first time I heard you laugh — really heard it, not the polite chuckle you gave when Krishnamurthy made a dad joke, but the real laugh, the full-body eruption — I was sitting in the canteen, eating a terrible samosa, and you were at the next table, and someone said something funny, and you laughed, and the sound traveled across the canteen and entered my ears and moved through my body like a current and settled in my chest, and I thought:

I want to be the reason for that laugh.

Not "I want to hear that laugh again." Not "That's a nice laugh." Not the detached, safe, emotionally manageable thoughts that a sensible person would have.

I want to be the reason.

I was doomed.

Finding 3: You were lonely.

This one took longer to see. It was hidden behind the kindness and the laughter and the blue jacket and the green ink — hidden the way important things are always hidden, beneath surfaces that seem so solid and so complete that you don't think to look underneath.

But I looked. Because I was watching. Because something had happened, and I couldn't stop watching.

You had friends. Plenty of friends. People liked you — you were likable, effortlessly, magnetically, the way that golden retrievers are likable. People gravitated toward you. They sat next to you. They invited you to things. They called you "bro" and "dude" and slapped your back and included you in their plans.

But none of them knew you.

I could see this. The way you smiled at their jokes but didn't share your own. The way you listened to their stories but didn't tell yours. The way you were always present — always there, always available, always holding doors and lending notes and laughing that enormous laugh — but somehow never quite... arrived. As if there was a glass wall between you and the rest of the world — you could see through it, they could see through it, but no one could touch.

I recognized the wall. I had one too.

Mine was built from shyness — the crippling, breath-stealing, word-swallowing shyness of a girl who had spent her childhood in books because books were safer than people, who had more friends in fiction than in real life, who could write a ten-page essay on the themes of isolation in Virginia Woolf but could not, for the life of her, start a conversation with a stranger without feeling like she was about to be sick.

Yours, I would learn later, was built from something else. Something deeper. Something that had to do with a father who left and a mother who stayed and the particular loneliness of a boy who learned, very early, that the people you love the most are the ones most likely to disappear.

But I didn't know that yet. On that Tuesday in July 2012, all I knew was:

He is kind. He laughs with his whole body. He is lonely.

And something happened.


CHAPTER 2

The Terrible Poem




I wrote you a poem.

I need you to understand how catastrophic this was. I am not a poet. I have never been a poet. I am a person who reads poems and admires them the way one admires the athletic feats of Olympic gymnasts — with awe, appreciation, and the absolute certainty that I could never, under any circumstances, do that.

But I wrote you a poem. Because it was November, and I had been watching you for four months, and the feelings had accumulated to a level that my diary could no longer contain. The diary entries had gone from a single line ("Something happened") to full pages, to multiple pages, to entries that were less diary entries and more unhinged manifestos on the topic of your eyelashes.
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