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This book contains five stories. The subjects of all the stories are different. These stories have been created through imagination, based on my observations of the social environment around me.
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1. ​Fear-Stricken
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He must have been around fifty years old. He was standing beside me, talking to a hawker. I had come to Delhi for an interview. After giving the interview in an office, I was waiting for a bus to go to the railway station. The hawker was probably his acquaintance. While talking to him, the man kept glancing at me from time to time. There was a strange fear in his eyes. He even said that he was always afraid.

In an unfamiliar city, it wasn’t wise to take interest in a stranger, yet my attention kept drifting toward him. Suddenly our eyes met, and he said to me, “Brother, I feel very scared.”

I was startled.

He continued, “What will happen next?”

I asked, “What exactly are you afraid of? And what do you mean by what will happen next? Do you mean you’re afraid of dying?” I had asked casually.
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He said, “If I die, that would be better. I think too much. I don’t understand what the future of life will be.” Saying this, he became very serious.

For a while he sat quietly. Then suddenly he asked me, “Brother, can you help me?” I thought perhaps he wanted to extract money from me. So I asked, “How can I help you?”

“Will you come to my home?” was his next question.

Though doubtful, my curiosity about him kept increasing. By his language and manner, he didn’t appear insane, nor did he seem a crook.

I asked him, “Why do you want me to come to your home?”

He said, “Something inside tells me that you can help me.”

For a few moments I went into deep thought. Curiosity, fear, doubt, and sensitivity wrestled within me. In the end, curiosity won. I agreed to go with him.
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As we walked together, I learned about him and his family. His name was Harendra. He worked as a clerk in a government office. At home, he had a wife, three sons, and a daughter.

While walking toward his house, many imaginations crossed my mind about what situation might arise there. How would his family receive me, a complete stranger? I had little time to think further, for his house wasn’t far.

At his door, I knocked. He asked me to come in and sit down. I let him go ahead and then entered. The house was small but clean.

We sat in the living room. His three sons were present there—about 15, 10, and 7 years old. They were watching TV placed in a corner of the room. Pictures of gods and goddesses hung on the walls in calendars. A curtain covered the doorway that led inside. Seeing us, the two younger boys went inside.

He gestured for me to sit on a chair, and I did. Pulling up another chair, he sat opposite me. For a while, he remained silent, turning his
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palms up and down as if trying to read his own fate.

Suddenly, he seemed startled. Looking at the wall clock, he asked his children, “Has Pammi  come?”

The boys replied, “No.”

He grew restless, muttering to himself, “Her bus should have arrived by now, why hasn’t she come?”

Deep anxiety took hold of him. He got up, went to the door, and looked out at the road, then returned to his chair.

Sitting there, I began to feel very strange. I couldn’t really explain to myself why I had come to his house with him. There was no strong reason for my behavior. Perhaps the long spell of unemployment had given me a permanent feeling of helplessness. I was idle, with nothing important to do. His odd words had created a kind of suspense, and I had followed him.

“What do you think? Will the government ever control terrorism?” he suddenly broke my chain of thought with this question.
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Before I could answer, he went on, “Nothing will happen, sir. These people appear like ghosts—plant bombs anywhere, disappear, then reappear spraying bullets and vanish again. I myself have seen with my own eyes the bodies of two little children...”

I have seen charred bodies at a nearby bus stand after a bomb blast.

“Bunty! Where are Chhotu and Monu?”

Bunty was his eldest son. Chhotu and Monu were  the  younger  boys. “They’re inside with Mother,” Bunty replied, without taking his eyes off the TV.

He sighed with relief.

But soon he grew restless again. Looking at me, he asked, “Will rapists ever be hanged?”

A few days earlier, some criminals had raped a girl in a moving bus and then thrown her out onto the road. Later, she had died in the hospital. The entire country was shocked and outraged by this incident. Everywhere people were protesting, demanding death for the culprits.
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Suddenly, he remembered his daughter, Pammi.

“Pammi hasn’t come home yet,” he said anxiously.

Just then, a girl of about seventeen or eighteen  entered  the  room. I understood immediately—she was Pammi.

Seeing me, a stranger, she paused for a moment, then turned to go inside. Her father stopped her with a question, “Why are you so late today, Pammi?”

“Papa,” she said, “a few days ago the body of a university student was found behind her hostel. It’s suspected to be murder. No one has been caught yet. The students are protesting against the administration’s negligence by blocking the roads. No buses were passing through. Since my route goes through that road, the bus had to take a long detour. That’s why I’m late.”

As she explained, I watched the changing lines on her face. She was a beautiful girl of sharp features and wheatish complexion. Though fatigue showed on her face, her eyes still reflected alertness and youthful energy.
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While speaking to her father, she occasionally glanced at me. When our eyes met, she quickly looked away.

After giving her explanation, she stood quietly for a few moments, then went inside. My attention turned back to Harendra. He was staring at me, but it felt as though he was looking right through me, beyond the wall.

He hadn’t introduced me to anyone in his family. I hadn’t asked either. After all, we were strangers ourselves.

Suddenly, he said, “Bunty, tell your mother to make two cups of tea.” Bunty reluctantly got up and went inside.

I had been sitting there for almost half an hour now. It seemed to me that he wanted to say something important, yet could not gather the courage to speak openly. His trust in me, bringing me home, and my agreeing to come with him—all felt strange. Now sitting there felt unbearable. My curiosity had started turning into suspicion.

Only the two of us remained in the room. The children had already gone inside. Bunty
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returned with tea, placed it on the table, and left. We both began sipping quietly. I started questioning my presence there again. I felt like an intruder in his home.

“Swamiji!” he said suddenly, after finishing the last sip of tea and placing the cup back on the  table.

His address startled me a little, but I stayed silent.

He continued, “Last night I had a terrifying dream. I want to tell you about it.” “Go ahead,” I said, settling back in my chair. The tea had given me some comfort.

He began, “I saw four men with dark, frightening faces running after me with bloody
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