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​Chapter 1 – What Am I Thinking?
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The alarm went off, but Arjun Debbarma was already awake.

It was not the alarm that woke him; it was the familiar surge of unfinished thoughts that arrived a few seconds before the day officially began—like a crowd pushing at a door that had barely opened.

Inquiry.
RTI replies.
Child protection report.
Transfer rumours.
Mother’s blood pressure readings.
His hand reached automatically for the phone on the bedside table. Screen light poured into the dim room, bleaching the soft grey of early morning into flat white.

Six notifications.
Three WhatsApp groups.
One missed call from the shelter, logged after midnight.
An unread message from a colleague: “Tomorrow’s hearing will be messy. Brace yourself.”
Arjun scrolled.

Someone had forwarded a link about a recent case gone viral in another district—pictures of a child, hospital corridors, angry headlines. Another message joked about officers needing “mental vaccination” before reading the news. A third was a meme about government life: a man buried under files, only his hand visible, clutching a pen.

He watched it all pass, thumb moving, eyes narrowing, mind already bracing for the day.

Only when the fan rattled above him and the room’s heat reminded him that it was not Saturday did he swing his legs off the bed.

He did not ask himself, What am I thinking?
He was too busy thinking to notice.



The road to the office in Santirbazar was a narrow ribbon of asphalt, bordered by shops that woke in layers: metal shutters lifting, kettles hissing, first customers leaning against counters, sipping tea sweet enough to pull sleep back from their eyes.

Arjun walked quickly, files tucked under one arm, phone in the other hand, a mask looped around his wrist. His steps were firm, practiced—he had walked this route enough times to know where the ground dipped, where rainwater collected, where the vendors would later overload the pavement.

He passed a small pond where a few ducks were already gliding through algae, carving pale trails into green. A boy squatted by the edge, throwing bits of bread into the water, laughing when the birds scrambled.

Arjun did not slow down.

If anyone had asked him later what he had seen on the way to work, he would have remembered the traffic jam near the market, the man who tried to sell him a newspaper, the half-finished building that stubbornly refused to complete its second floor. He would not have remembered the ducks or the boy. They had been part of a background he did not register.

The day had not started yet. It was simply rushing toward him.



By ten o’clock, the SDM office had taken on its usual tone—a mix of urgency and boredom, frustration and routine, like a river whose surface looked calm until you stepped into it.

Arjun sat at his desk, surrounded by small mountains of paper.

One pile: pending RTI replies.
Another: land dispute cases.
Another, thinner but heavier: matters related to child welfare.
Bitan’s file was somewhere in that last stack.

He had seen it before.

He remembered a photograph of a thin boy with large eyes, the crooked signature of a guardian who had written carefully, as if each letter might be their only chance to be heard. He remembered writing a note in the margin: “Status to be reviewed—talk to CWC chair.” He remembered the feeling of being responsible.

He did not remember actually making the call.

His phone buzzed—a message in the officers’ group about a high-level visit next week. Another buzz—someone sharing a rumour about transfers. A third buzz—photo of a tea break in another subdivision, captioned: “Even officers need oxygen.”

Arjun replied with a thumbs-up emoji, then pulled Bitan’s file from the pile and opened it.

The papers smelled faintly of ink and sweat, the way files did when they had passed through many hands. The boy’s photograph looked up from the page, slightly faded, as if time had been rubbing its fingers over his face.

Arjun’s eyes skimmed the case notes, catching details and letting them go:

Nine years old.
Temporary shelter.
Incident of neglect.
Recommendations pending.
“Status to be reviewed—talk to CWC chair.”

His own handwriting stared back at him, confident, decisive. It did not know yet that it would be forgotten.

The phone buzzed again.

He glanced at the screen. A colleague: “Any update on the shelter case?”

He started to type a reply—“Looking into it”—then stopped, noticing that the words felt too light for the weight of the boy’s eyes on the page.

He placed the phone down, screen facing the table.

Within seconds, another notification lit it up like a small, impatient sun.

He reached for it anyway.



The day dissolved.

Complaints arrived and were listened to, sorted, forwarded, signed. A woman cried in the corridor and left with a receipt. A man argued loudly about land boundaries until his own voice exhausted him. An elderly person stood for an hour waiting to speak and left with a small nod of thanks when they finally did.

On the surface, everything worked—decisions made, files moved, signatures placed.

Inside, Arjun felt something familiar but hard to name—a restless density, a quiet unease like a stone under the mattress. It did not stop him from functioning. It simply made everything feel slightly off, as if he were living one inch to the left of his own life.

He did not pause to examine it.

That unease did not shout. It tapped.

Is this really how I want to live?

He kept moving.



It was after seven in the evening when the corridor finally thinned out, footsteps echoing less frequently, voices fading into their own separate stories. The light outside the windows had turned from bright to bruised, the sky hovering between blue and a grey that promised rain.

Arjun was alone in the office when the call came.

The phone vibrated, screen lighting up with an unfamiliar number. He considered letting it ring—it could be a telemarketer, someone with the wrong contact, another minor request—but something in the timing made him pick up.

“Debbarma speaking,” he said.

A woman’s voice, tired, breath clipped. “Sir, I’m calling from the shelter home. It’s about Bitan.”

He felt his hand tighten around the phone.

“Yes,” he said. “What happened?”

There was a pause—the kind that makes you aware of all the sounds around you. He could hear faint clatter in the background, someone shouting instructions, a child crying somewhere not near the receiver.

“Sir,” she said, “there was an incident. We informed the CWC. They said the order was pending from your office. We... we didn’t know what to do.”

The words came in bursts, like someone trying to run while carrying something fragile.

Arjun looked down at the desk.

The file lay on his left, half under another pile, corner of the boy’s photograph still visible. His own handwriting—“Status to be reviewed”—peeked out on the top sheet.

He remembered the promise of that underline. He remembered thinking, I will handle this after the meeting. He remembered reaching for his phone instead.

The woman continued, voice shaking slightly. “They’re asking who is responsible. The news... they may come tomorrow.”

He heard the question beneath her words: Where were you, when we needed your decision?

For a moment, his mind did what it had always done. It rushed.

There were too many files.
I didn’t have all the facts.
Someone else should have reminded me.
The system is complicated.
It’s not just me.
Excuses rose like steam after sudden heat, filling the space between him and the situation. They were familiar. They had saved him many times from sitting with the bluntness of responsibility.

But something else rose with them now—something quieter, less willing to be drowned.

It was not another thought. It was a question.

What am I thinking?

Not as a line in a brochure, not as a philosophical exercise, not as a line written neatly at the top of a self-help page. It arrived like a flare in a dark room—a sudden, bright awareness that there was more happening inside him than he had ever allowed himself to see.

He realised, with a cold clarity, that he did not actually know.

He knew he was afraid of being blamed.
He knew he was embarrassed about the forgotten note.
He knew he wanted the situation to be less severe than the woman’s tone implied.
But he did not know, in any honest detail, what his mind had been doing while Bitan’s file sat untouched.

The woman waited for his reply.

“Sir?” she said. “What should we tell them?”

Arjun swallowed.

“Tell them,” he said slowly, each word feeling heavier than usual, “that I will come tomorrow morning. We’ll review everything.”

He ended the call.

The room fell into its own kind of silence—fan turning above, lights humming, the distant sound of a scooter passing outside, a dog barking once and then giving up.

Arjun did something he could not remember doing in this office before.

He pushed the chair back from the desk, sat upright, closed his eyes.

Not to escape, not to sleep—it was a deliberate movement into the inner space that he usually ignored.

He could feel his thoughts crowding at the door, eager to resume their usual script.

You’re overreacting.
This happens; everyone misses things.
Tomorrow you’ll handle it.
Others are worse.
He did not chase any single one. He let them move.

For the first time, he tried simply to look.

There was fear: What if they blame me?
There was defence: I had too much to do.
There was self-attack: You always think you’ll handle it later.
There was shame: A child suffered because you didn’t act in time.
They came in sentences, images, half-felt sensations in his chest and stomach. He watched them rise and fall, like waves in a river he had never bothered to stand beside.

He remembered a line he had seen once in an article shared by someone—You are the awareness that notices your thoughts, not the thoughts themselves. It had sounded abstract then, like something people said to sound wise.

Tonight, it felt like survival.

Inside the swirl of thoughts, he sensed something else—a slight distance, an open space, a part of him that was watching the entire drama unfold without adding commentary. It was as if a light had been turned on in a room he had always walked through in the dark.

If I am only my thoughts, he realised, then I am trapped in whatever they say about me right now.
If I am the awareness that notices them, maybe I can respond instead of just react.
He opened his eyes.

The file was still there.

He reached for a pen, flipped to a fresh page, and wrote, very slowly:

“Tonight: I am thinking about Bitan. I am feeling afraid.”

The line was simple, almost childish. It did not absolve him. It did not explain anything. It did not repair what had happened.

But it was honest.

It was not an attempt to fix the situation. It was a first attempt to stop running from his own mind.

He stared at the sentence.

The unease in his chest did not disappear. But it changed shape. It felt less like a vague stone and more like a clear weight—something he could name, something he could sit with.

Outside, thunder rolled faintly over the town. The first drops of rain began to tap against the window bars.



He did not sleep easily that night.

Every time he closed his eyes, the day replayed itself: the hurried morning, the ignored ducks at the pond, the cascade of messages, the file, the forgotten call, the woman’s voice, the boy whose face he had only seen on paper.

But between reels of memory, a different kind of scene began to appear—a memory of a day years ago, before postings and promotions, before WhatsApp groups and inquiry committees.

He was a teenager then, home in the village for summer. One evening, he had gone to the river with his father.

The river had moved slowly that day, wide and gentle, carrying leaves and small branches. They had stood on the bank, watching the water.

His father had said nothing for a long time. Then, quietly:

“When you stand here, the river looks different than when you are inside it.”

He had laughed at the time, splashing his feet in the shallows. He had not thought of minds or awareness. The words had slipped into some back corner of his memory and stayed there, waiting.

Tonight, they returned.

You wake up, you rush, you react, you worry, you scroll, you sleep—and an entire life passes almost unconsciously.

Arjun realised that most of his days had been spent inside the river of his own thoughts—carried by currents of fear, duty, ego, scattered attention, without ever stepping onto the bank.

He had been functioning, performing, achieving.

He had not been looking.

The question, “What am I thinking?”, which had appeared tonight in the midst of crisis, was not a new idea. It had been knocking quietly for years—during late-night report writing, during long train journeys
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