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Life is one unforgettable journey. A voyage in which we plan things but the timings are set by someone else. An expedition where we set our goals but the moment of achievement is decided by an omniscient planner. So, all we need to do in it is to keep our dreams intact and our passion alive. If our passion is upheld, we get destined to witness the day on which our dreams turn into reality in the best of the ways. At that moment, we get to realize that every stumble was a step forward, all the rough and tough patches of time were but a preparation and every delay was an attempt to fine tune the results.

There was always a longing within me that made me wander. Some bit in me was obsessed with traveling or one can say, a quest for the unknown and unseen. This venture made me leave every single thing to which I belonged. I settled hardly in any place for more than a month and rarely stayed in a city for any longer than a year. After every few days, some intuition from within me, made me despise the place I was living in or to just leave it for no reason.

I opened up my eyes in a luxurious house which was very well furnished and full of art and antiques. My father had died when I was an infant and I never came to know who he actually was. People told me that he rarely used to talk with anyone, not even with my mother. Despite this, no one ever said that he was an arrogant man. He was an introvert, according to the people and used to mind his own business but he always made sure that all the needs and necessities of his family were met. Perhaps, he was just not interested in sharing what he felt and expressing what he thought. He was just like a protagonist of the novel which revolves around the intrinsic intricacies of the personality of the protagonist, a mysteriously rich person, whose source of income was known to none.

My mother, on the other hand was amply talkative, just like the women in a patriarchal society are. Perhaps, owing to the fact that she never used to say anything at all for years before I was born. As we all know that a married woman in a male dominated society starts to hold some value only after she becomes a mother. She died when I was only 17. I can still recall the day when she was on her deathbed. Out of a sudden, she gave me a key and asked me to unlock the door to the basement of our house which was previously unknown to me. She said, “I want you to visit the basement of our house once I am dead and to leave this house after that. Don’t get me wrong, my son! But all I want you to do is out of my love for you and only for your good. I pray that this will not deteriorate the future you dream of”.

As far as my future was concerned, I knew nothing and was living in a fool’s paradise. A world in which I dreamt of myself as the savior of my country. Perhaps, a fantasy of an immature youth. I wanted to change the system I grew in; I abhorred it a lot. People said that it was a system of the people, by the people, for the people. I thought of it as “a system of the people (touts) buys the people (masses) for the people (elites only). I could not help but disapprove of the joke.

I was a person who always remained confused about whether he is more like his father or his mother but I always came to a point that I inherited the goods and bads of both my dad and my mom and above all, the complexities of their personalities. There were often times when I behaved as an introvert, completely minding my own business and there were also instances when I felt amply interested in the matters with which I had nothing to do.

In spite of the fact that I wanted to think about my mother and the time we spent together as her funeral was taking place, all I managed to think was the basement. “How could I not know that there is a basement in our house”. I could not help but be curious that, “what would be there in the basement?”. Is it a a box full of gold, a treasure map, a testament or anything related with our past? I was literally not able to flee from that curiosity for a single moment. The day next to my mother’s funeral, I woke up and before anything else, took the keys and rushed for the basement. When I opened up the door and looked inside, there was nothing at all which could satisfy my excitement. I came out of the basement disappointed but soon after, I realized that I had started to harbor resentment toward my house. Suddenly, I took along all of my possessions and belongings and left the place in a hurry.

I temporarily shifted in a house near by but after some days, I felt that I had started to despise that house as well. So, I kept shifting and the annoyance went on along. Soon I realized that this discomfort was not there in the places I dwelled in but in myself. I started to feel that I may not be able to live and settle in a place for more than a month but awkwardly, I was never annoyed by this sentiment. I discerned that I had started to love traveling. New places, new people, new experiences, new cultures and in turn, new tastes of life. It was all fun and delighted me a lot until the day I shifted to my 78th house.

It was a small but beautiful house built next to a lake. Though an old one, it was beautifully constructed, fairly maintained and was now up for sale at a nominal price. Well, price was never an issue for me as being the only son of an enigmatic rich person had its perks. The only condition of the house owner was to leave a room vacant unceasingly for a girl who was already living in that room. The room occupied by the girl had a separate door and was accessible from the lounge as well. Apparently, I didn’t have any problem with the condition. The girl was studying at a university and was a family friend to the house owner. Before buying the house, I never saw that girl. ‘Who cares?’ I thought. A girl she was, a college girl, so a next to no possibility of harming a fully grown man. Another reason for my indifference was that I knew I would leave the place within a month as usual but...

Things changed.

....

I was packing my stuff. Well, mostly clothes, keys to my houses and lockers, a ring that my mom gave me on her last day, some photos of my father and a bag full of stuff that was essential for a satisfying journey. People mostly say “always travel light”, but i believe that one should always travel heavy, that is never to leave any thing just to make oneself feel light. So I had a camping stove, an axe, a rope, a camp, a hammer, some nails, barbecue rods, tools that are at times very useful and a whole lot of other things. Most of those were the belongings of my father.

I packed them all up and prepared for the ride to my new place. This time, I felt that unlike the previous times, I was more eager to move to the new place. The turmoil within me had increased so much for the last of my places. Prior to this time, I used to feel nothing for the new place but this time, the longing within me was forcing me to move as soon as possible. “Move! Move! Move!” were the words resonating in my head. Do not get me wrong, I was never an abnormal person but since I moved a lot, I never had any friends at all so I had split myself into two. One used to talk and the other listened. As the holistic one, I just enjoyed this soliloquy, or whatever. Finally, I was ready to move.

Having packed all my stuff, I loaded my rusty brown truck with it and left for my new home.

On the highway that led to my new house, I saw a long queue of vehicles, all of which were long station wagons. I stopped and inquired a few drivers about the reason of this jam. “There is an army patrol force checking station wagons only.” someone responded through the side window.

As I hated to hover, I started to move again. When I arrived at the patrolling post, I saw that the army was checking only the women’s hands, hairs and necks who were sitting in the wagons.

“What’s up officer?” I asked lowering the side window of my truck. “Go away, it’s none of your business!” he shouted back.

Well, he was right. I may have left the city in a month or two. As I was already there for eight months now which was way more than enough to satisfy my fondness of a particular place.

I was in fact not very happy to move to my new house because of the girl living there in her separate room. I was never a person of a kind who can share a lot. Perhaps, I inherited it from my father. Actually, when you can't live, not even for a year in a single city, then there is no point being involved in any kind of relation which demands at least a life-time of promises to keep. Of’ course people attracted me but not meeting someone’s invoked expectations for the sake of my time being was just not my thing.

Along the main highway, a narrow but fairly paved connecting road led to my new house. I took that road and saw a girl walking through the woods towards my house.

‘Is that the girl?’ I thought, because that road only led to the house I just bought.

“Excuse me, are you heading towards the lake house?” I gestured to the girl.

She responded, “Oh! Are you the poor lone creature who unfortunately bought that house?” and came closer to my truck. She was gorgeous, wearing a head scarf and carried herself very modestly, with only her pretty face uncovered. With her brown beautiful eyes and long eyelashes, she looked at me and my rusty truck thoroughly as if she was an inspector in the police.

“Well, I am neither ‘unfortunate’ nor even a loner in the true sense (I thought of the two different persons living within me) but your third guess is right”, I replied with a smile.

“Whatever, come on in dear house mate”, I offered.

“Nah, I hate closed chambers. I've been in such chambers for long and besides, who would want to ride when there is a beautiful green walkway towards the house?”, she answered looking somewhere within the memory lane I guess.

“I do”, I said.

“That’s a good answer”, she smiled.

“So then, enjoy your walk, I guess!”, I said turning forward and while I was about to press the accelerator, she knocked at the window glass.

“Hey wait! Can I stand at the back of your truck?”, she looked at me with a childish excitement.

“If you want to die, die alone. Why do you want me to do it for you?” I said with a confusing look.

“Oh please! please!, you can drive slow if you care, but please...” she was insisting like a kid and started jumping in front of the truck as if she had waited her entire life for such an adventure.

“Okay, then get on the ranger.” I smiled. The way she insisted was funny. It was a zero traffic road with no sharp turns, no bumps ad jolts so I thought that she will manage.

After a few minutes we were at the house. She was comfortably lying on my bags and packed stuff.

“Can I wake you up from your bed my lady?” I whispered.

“No!” she changed the side.

I just took my bag with my clothes and stuff and went in. The house was clean. A bedroom, lounge and a drawing room on the ground floor as well as a spacious single room on the first floor. That room had a very clear view of the lake. Apart from these, there was a separate room for the girl but I didn't check that room. While I was roaming around the room, I heard some loud knocking sounds.

“Open it up.” Someone shouted. “Open it up or we will break it.” 

“Hold on, I’m coming” I screamed.

When I opened the door I saw few army men.

“What’s up officers?” I asked.

“Where is the house owner and who are you?” They replied and all four of them were inside the house in a moment.

“I am the owner and here I am!” I replied.

“Where did the previous owner go?” they backed off, with their voices lowered.

“I don't know officer, I just purchased this house a week ago and today is my first day here”, I explained. “But what’s the matter, has he done something wrong?”

“Not him actually, but someone we saw in this house at times is quite similar to a suspect we are finding for weeks. We told him not to move.” One of them said worriedly. Probably, they did not want to explain in detail.

“Oh! okay, I get that but what can I do?”

“Just let us know if someone comes here to meet the previous owner, especially a girl with long black hair.”

I instantly thought of the girl who was lying in my truck but just when I was about to inform them about her... ‘Shhhhh!’ someone within me whispered.

“All right officer! I will let you know”. I said humbly and they were gone.

After that I went looking for that girl towards the truck but found that she was gone. I went to her room and knocked. No one responded. I knocked again but still it received no response. Though I disapprove of entering into someone’s private space, I opened up the room and exclaimed all of a sudden, “what a mess!”. Nothing in the room was in order and all the stuff was scattered on the floor. As I stepped into the room, my foot landed on a shirt. Clothes and other stuff was thrown on the floor to such an extent that I was unable to see the floor. The clothes were mostly black. There was a photograph of someone holding a flower probably giving it to someone else but that receiver was not visible in the picture. Another notable thing was that all the windows were completely tinted. I was about to close the door when the other door of the room opened.

The same girl was standing at the door. “Shit! why are you in my room? Don't you have some manners? This is my private space, leave at once!” she shouted.

“Hey hey relax! it’s not my thing to enter into someone’s private space, especially when the person is not even your friend. I just came here to tell you that some army men were here to ask about a girl whose hairs are black. Since you are the only one here except me, I am really sure that I am not that girl and they were asking for you”, I reacted in a single breathe.

“So, did you tell them about me?” she looked at me suspiciously.

“I was about to tell them but they left. Maybe, they were in a hurry.” I lied, “By the way, where were you?”

“I went to the lake.” she replied plainly. She was wearing a scarf, one like a nun so that I would not be able to see her hair.

“Do they come come after you frequently? Because your tone indicates that these are a kind of normal raids for you.” I inquired, withdrawing my foot from her shirt.

“Yes, they do but they never explained the reason and by the way, my hair are brown!” she smiled. Perhaps, she discerned what I was looking for.

“Okay! Honestly, it is not very nice to have you but still, do you want to join me for dinner?” I asked.

“Oh sure! And I’ll cook. This is the luxury you are going to have until my exams are started.” she smiled.

“By then, I’ll be living in my third house.” I thought. “Thank you so much, anxiously waiting for the dinner!” I smiled and turned towards the door. Just when I was about to leave the room, I saw a picture of her falling out of her wallet. Of course, the wallet was on the floor as well and...

Her hair were black.

*_*_*
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My obsession with traveling, abundance of fortune and the absence of any human relationship at all after the demise of my mother made me so indifferent that even after knowing that most probably, the army men were looking for this girl or at least she was lying about her hairs or whatever, I was not much worried. I was not able to figure out that what was the voice which forced me to keep my mouth shut about the girl. That voice of my conscious or whatever has always been my guide and never left me disappointed but this time, perhaps I was sure that this was the same guiding voice.

I just left her room, closed the door and went to mine. My room and in fact, the whole of the house did not have a scattered disposition like that of the girl’s room. I my room, I felt satisfied by the mannerism of the things present. Though, there was not much stuff as I had to bring all my things with myself but whatever there was, it was not scattered here and there on the floor or so. I felt that it was time to set my memoirs on the walls. One was a couple photograph of my dad and mom. Another was a picture of my mom and myself. Moreover, there was a family picture and a sole photograph of my father standing beside a lake. I took some steel nails to mount the pictures on the wall, not screws! Why? Certainly because screws are a permanent solution and I had nothing in permanence. One by one I hung all the pictures and finally got relaxed after setting my luggage and stuff in its proper place.

I loved those pictures a lot. Though, the two of them were my father’s pictures and I never saw him in my conscious age but every time I looked at those pictures of my dad, I used to find something lovely about them. Mom used to say that it’s natural to have an affection for one’s blood, especially one’s father but I had seen many fathers and sons resenting one another. Perhaps this relation had its emotion concealed in being distant. Or maybe, it was because whenever mom talked about my dad, she always said something nice and that was why I internalized his love. Also, the photographs testified that he was a handsome man.

I was sitting on my bed after putting the hammer and the spare nails back in my bag. It always felt like they were things of an utmost importance to me. Then, I took the books out of a bag which were mostly about how to change the system, written by people who were part of this flawed system. One by one I adjusted all of them in the shelf around the corner built just above the space of a study table opposite to the wall with a grey paint. Now the room was ready except two more things. First was the key to the door of the basement that my mother gave me, which I always kept under my pillow. I didn’t know what happened after opening that door or maybe I do but I didn’t want to think of that but that incident made me hate permanent residency and I started to love this key so much that I always kept it with myself, wherever I went. I even used to take the key with me always whenever and wherever I went. Second was a book which I kept on the side table to spend my sleepless nights. Why sleepless? Not because of any kind of a heartbreak but actually due to the reappearance of the passion in me. Time and again, some urge from within me, forced me to read about the existing system and its flaws. That urge kept telling me that one day, this passion would start to serve as the guiding light and will lead me towards the right path. That, one day, I would be able to think of a system in which there would be no struggle among classes and apparently, there would be no classes in that system.

However, when I was done with the setting of my room, I heard a knock.

“It must be her, the liar, the uninvited cook, the girl those army men were looking for”. I thought.

“What’s wrong”, I shouted, opening the door. Actually, it was a long time since anyone had knocked the door of my room, so it was really an experience for me.

“The dinner is ready. Nothing is wrong” she shouted back, imitating my tone.

“Coming”, I responded.

She went and I grabbed my sleepers and was about to leave the room when I just glimpsed at the picture of my dad near the lake. A thought emerged in my head. A feeling that I have seen this lake earlier. Before this very moment I had never noticed that picture in detail. I usually like pictures in which there are at least two people because this way, I think that the entity picture is not as lonely as I am. That’s why except this photo, I always used to observe the other three pictures for hours but not this one.

Well, the thought kept resonating in my head that I have seen this lake before. I was just about to go in my memory lane to dig the specific memory when I heard the knock again.

“What the hell”, I shouted.

“The dinner is ready, and now it’s freezing!” She shouted back in same style.

“Coming”, I said and joined her downstairs.

The dinner was really tasty and I inferred that she was at least a good cook, even if she was not a good housemate.

“Hey, I’m sorry! For a long time, I have never shared my house with any one so it was a bit annoying for me, these knocks actually.” I broke the silence on the dinner table.

“Its ok, you will get used to it”, she replied in a way that it looked like I was living here on someone's request and she is my land lady.

“By the way, why were you having a passing residence?” She asked with an eyebrow raised.

“Well, for no particular reason. Actually, my dad was very rich and when I came into this world, he was gone and left for me a lot of money, so I decided to see the world. Now, in every few months, I leave the place I live in and move to a new one. With this transient lodging, how can I have someone to share my life or house with?” I said this all in a single breath.

“Interesting!” she smiled, still wearing a nun scarf. It seemed to me that she even slept wearing it. So once again, I was unable to see her hairs, “Well in that case you can share your life with someone who also loves traveling.” She suggested with a smile. She was looking pretty gorgeous wearing that smile.

“Such as?” I responded smiling and simultaneously thought ‘Actually dear little girl! The reason is not that I love traveling. It is that I travel because I hate to live in one place for long, or someone within me forces me to move or, whatever.’

“Hmm, such as, my sister!”, she smiled.

“Now that was offensively straightforward!” I replied coldly and now I was getting annoyed. A stranger living in my house was getting frank just like she knew me from my childhood. It was was very annoying for me.

But it seemed like she never cared about what I said and continued, “I will ask her to meet you.” She said and left the table, going towards her room.

Stunned and confused by the boldness, I stood up, and went to my room. “Who the hell is she and why the hell I got agreed to let her live here.” I agonised. “But she is gorgeous!” Another thought emerged from the second half of me, “Yes, that she is!” the first half endorsed which usually never happened. I had never thought that both splits of me will ever get agreed on something, especially on this kind of an emotion. They never got resolved even on the most logical issues but they agreed for a girl who was a total mystery, wanted by the army and I was amazed by this.

I was in my room and was again glimpsing at the pictures as I always did whenever I went into my room. Boom! I noticed and again went close to the picture of my dad. I gazed at it for some moments. There was a lake beside my dad and next to my dad was a house, old but beautiful.

“Oh, no!” I grumbled. It was the same lake house in which I was living.”

*_*_*
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I rarely got scared and that was a good thing about me. This was how I categorized things that were scary. A) Boringly scary, B) Scary and C) Interestingly scary, and this finding was just scary. Among these thoughts, someone within me asked me to sleep and I did.

I always saw mom in my dreams, kissing my cheeks, combing my hair and cuddling. Always talking, always sharing and caring. I rarely saw my dad. By the way, mom was also a mystery in a sense. She never had any relative, at least, to my knowledge. I never met any of my maternal relatives my whole life. Whenever I asked her about how she met my dad and why did she marry him, suddenly the talkative mum disappeared.

The bad thing is that when you are in a dream, you never realize you are dreaming so you never fully enjoy the liberty of a dream. In one such dream, I was with my mom sitting on a couch near me and talking in her usual pace, having her hair tied in a French braid. Suddenly, as very usual, I asked her: “Hey mom! Why don't you tell me where did you find dad?”

Then for the first time, I realized that I was dreaming and it will now end like every time before. This question usually ended the dream so, I stared shouting.

“No mom! don't go. Please tell me. Please!”

Unusually, she replied, “I didn't find him, he found me”, and then she smiled. I wanted to talk more but I felt like someone was hammering the entire house with a jackhammer crane so I woke up. Just as I opened my eyes, I came to know that it was her knocking the door.

What the hell, I thought. “Who is this?” I shouted.

“Breakfast is ready!” she shouted back.

“Coming!” I replied. Who the hell is she? I may now leave this place sooner than a month, I thought.

‘No, you won't! the other half said.

I was surprised that for the first time, that second part of me wanted to stay. Usually, it was always the second half of me who used to force me to move.

Well, I hated the idea of putting up with that knock again so I went down to the table. There, she was again wearing the scarf and serving with decency.

On the table, I broke the silence.

“Why are you always wearing the scarf, even at home? Are you a nun?” 

“Nun?” she repeated and then she laughed.

“Wait, what? Did I say anything funny?”

“You are funny!” She smiled this time and looked beautiful as always. “I’m not a nun. I just love covering myself.”

“It’s fine, I like that!”, I nodded in appreciation. “Will you for your classes today? Shall I drop you to the university?” I asked, scrubbing my hands with a tissue paper.

“Nah, I have already told you that I hate closed chambers so, I’ll prefer to walk.” She replied and then left the table.

Well, she had a typical cryptic personality. Either very casual or very rude or whatever. By the way, the breakfast she made was very delicious.

I went to my room and was just looking for a book when that picture of my dad caught my eye again.

“Why was my dad here?” I mumbled, “Is this a coincidence?” The picture was definitely captured there. ‘Amazingly interesting!’ I thought and left the house. Before starting my truck, I took a round trip of my house via the most efficient and environment friendly mode of movement i.e. walk. I realized that it needed some maintenance if I had to spend more time here than usual. The lake was beautiful. On the far end of the lake was a dense thick forest, perhaps, preserved to provide some lungs to the city. Beside the lake was a small cabin, a wooden cabin perhaps, with one of its wall making contact with the lake. Maybe the previous house owners would have used this cabin to store their fishing stuff.

Then, I started to look for the exact location where that picture was took. There was a huge old tree in the photograph. The scene was captured from the front side of the house in a way that the entire frontage, the tree and a small portion of the lake was captured. So, I went across to the front. The tree was still there, dying, but standing. Finally, I got to be at the exact point where the picture was captured. I looked at the house. Yes it was the exact same house, deteriorated but nevertheless, same.

I was about to leave when I caught a fleeting glimpse of the girl from the window. She was probably preparing to leave for the university. Contrary to my nature, I kept looking at her from the window. She untied her scarf, and... Her hair were brown.

*_*_*
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I was starting to feel contented after all as finally, something interesting was happening in my life. It was after a very long time and by the way, her hair was beautiful.

I turned towards my truck and never wanted her to notice that I was looking at her. That day, I needed to check my bank accounts. When I left the previous city I was living in, I transferred a handsome amount of money to the branch in the new city. I also took some of my gold and other reserves from the lockers so, I needed to put them back in the lockers of the branch in the new city.

The city which I left was nice. Not very congested and having green belts alongside all the roads with trees shadowing from both sides of the roads. People were comparatively friendly. At least, they responded the ones asking for help without annoying them.

On the way to the bank, I was thinking about the picture of the girl and was sure that her hair in the picture was definitely black and that the girl in the picture was definitely her. Then the other half of me satisfied me with the idea that may be she would have started dying them. Whatever, I let that thought fade away.

While driving, I suddenly realized that a car was following me. I had also seen that car stationed near the junction from where the road towards my home lead to the highway. Now, the car was right behind me.

I changed my plan and stopped at a coffee shop. There were not many people in the coffee shop and the ambiance of the interior was peaceful. I was not scared. I just did 't want to tell people so easily about my whereabouts. However, I was clueless as I had never been chased before nor had I been involved in any activity which resulted in such an act.

I ordered a coffee and a donut and started looking outside the window. The car stopped. It was a blue sedan. A man got out of the car and entered the coffee shop. He sat at the third table, counting from mine.

I glimpsed on him and tried to recognize him. ‘No, I don't know him’ I thought. ‘Why is he following me? And why me actually” I tried to figure it out as I was completely a newcomer there. When the waiter was on his way to serve the coffee and donut to me. That man suddenly stood up and left.

‘Perhaps, he wanted to follow someone else and had realized that I was the wrong guy, or whatever’. I was trying to hold myself together.

I was about to the take a sip when the other one in me or the sixth sense murmured ‘Don't!’. I really wanted the coffee and was annoyed by the voice. I asked the waiter to pack the donut and coffee because I didn’t want
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