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Disclaimer

	The Tree of Life and Other Stories is a collection of both non-fiction and fiction short stories.

	The fictional stories are products of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or deceased, events, organizations, or places is purely coincidental, except where specifically noted.

	The non-fiction stories are based on real events, experiences, and observations, from the author’s own life. In some cases, names, identifying details, locations, and certain circumstances may have been altered to protect the privacy of individuals or to enhance readability.

	The views and opinions expressed in this book are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect those of any organization, institution, or individual mentioned.

	This work is intended for literary, and entertainment purposes. Readers are encouraged to approach each story within the context in which it is presented and to distinguish between fictional narratives and factual accounts as indicated by the author.
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Preface

	Life is not a steady line drawn straight across the page,
but a winding, zig-zag journey from our youth to older age.
It branches out in sudden ways with every soul we meet,
and leaves a mark upon the heart down every changing street.

	I remember dusty railways and the tubewell’s icy flow,
the quiet warmth of Nilokheri in the evening’s golden glow.
A father’s bag of treasures and the sweet pearls on his plate,
the warrior tales of bravery told long into the late.

	From the silver roof antennas we spun to catch the screen,
To the battered cable pages and the colourful routine.
We shifted from the glorious past into the nineties bright,
where a single television held the magic of the night.

	Now the paths diverge again through the worlds I come to write, of shadows, spies, and quiet towns, of darkness and of light.
A blend of truth and fiction spanning decades of the mind,
gathering the winding branches that we often leave behind.

	So turn the page and walk with me down memory’s shifting slope, through every twist and jagged line, there shines a ray of hope.
For though the journey wanders far across an endless sea,
every story brings us back to where we’re meant to be.

	The zig-zag lines on the cover of The Tree of Life and Other Stories serve as a visual metaphor: life is never a straight, predictable line. Instead, it is a continuous series of twists, turns, and unexpected diversions.

	As we navigate through life, our path constantly branches out. Every new person we meet, every unfamiliar place we visit, and every unexpected challenge we face forces us to change direction. These jagged lines represent those moments of intersection—each point where the line shifts is a moment where a new interaction has left a mark, sending our story branching off in a new, unforeseen direction.

	The Tree of Life and Other Stories is an attempt to gather these diverse, winding branches back together. By weaving together a mix of fiction and non-fiction tales that span many decades, this collection embraces the beautiful, messy, non-linear reality of the human experience, showing that every twist and turn ultimately contributes to the unique narrative of our lives.

	*****

	It was August 2020 when my wife and I moved to Toronto, Canada; right in the middle of a strict lockdown. As soon as we landed, we were required to isolate for fourteen days, as per the Covid-19 protocols. In many ways, the lockdown that had begun months earlier in India simply continued for us in Canada. Those long days of isolation were challenging, but they also opened the door to deep reflection and unexpected creative energy. Strangely enough, this became one of the most productive periods for my storytelling instincts. My mind worked overtime, weaving essays and stories—some of which found their way into this book, while others may appear in future works.

	Each story was written at a different time over the past few years or so, so the treatment, tone, and voice may vary, reflecting how my writing has evolved through its many ups and downs during that period.

	*****

	Here’s to you, Dad! The Tree of Life and Other Stories (A Collection of Short Stories and Essays) is dedicated to my father, Harinder Singh—a loving, nurturing parent and a gifted storyteller. He worked at the Government of India Press in Nilokheri, a small town in Haryana, where he printed and reviewed government documents, reports, gazettes, books, and magazines. Every night, the three of us—my sister, my brother, and I—would curl up on the bed, waiting eagerly for his stories. And every night, Dad delivered something new: tales from Sikhism, the Panchatantra, the Ramayana, the Mahabharata, and stories of India’s freedom fighters. He always had something fascinating to share, and he narrated everything with warmth and flair.

	As a child, I was endlessly captivated by fantasy—by magic, mythical creatures, and grand adventures. In those tales, the word abracadabra was essential: a symbol of wonder, enchantment, and the magician’s hat—a limitless well of possibilities. I had no particular theme in mind when I began writing this book. Each time the “hat” (my mind) stirred, it produced something new, just like a magician revealing one surprise after another.

	This book is a collection of stories—some born from my odd imagination, others from drifting thoughts and treasured memories. A few are rooted in everyday life. Inside these pages, you’ll find a bit of everything: adventure, slices of everyday life, moments of confusion, and nostalgic glimpses of the 80s and 90s.

	I began compiling stories for this book long before we arrived in Canada, but the isolation of the COVID-19 pandemic provided the perfect opportunity for my mind to weave countless ideas into finished tales. Many of the pieces featured here were written years ago—some as standalone essays, others as entries in my personal diary. This marks my first attempt at curating an anthology, presenting a single volume crafted by blending a diverse array of emotional ingredients.

	So go on, step into a world brimming with everyday tales.

	See you on the other side.

	 

	
To begin our journey, I wanted to share a collection of tales from my life in 1980s India.
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The Tree of Life

	“The Tree of Life has stood here for generations,” the gardener told us, his voice carrying a mix of pride and reverence. “It watches over this property, the guardian angel of every family that has lived here. As long as the Tree of Life stands, no harm will come to the house’s inhabitants.” He carefully removed the weeds around its base, tending to it with extraordinary care.

	We sat beneath its sprawling branches, listening to him intently. It was summer holidays, and we had all the time in the world. The Tree of Life had become our sanctuary, a place where we could escape and lose ourselves. The gardener’s hands worked diligently, brushing away debris as he spoke. The tree itself was an old mango, standing in the corner of a vast garden that surrounded our government house. Dad had been posted as the manager at the Government of India Printing Press in Nilokheri, and we were allocated the most prominent house in the colony—a house watched over for decades by this legendary tree. While the garden held many trees, the Tree of Life was the undisputed centrepiece.

	The gardener, now sixty-five, had lived in Nilokheri his entire life. According to him, the Tree of Life predated both the house and the colony itself. He had played beneath its branches as a child and carried a treasure trove of memories linked to it.

	Our house sat squarely in the middle of the garden, and the tree, massive and commanding, occupied a corner all its own. Its branches stretched far and wide, some even reaching over the boundary wall and brushing the Nilokheri road leading to Gole Market. I later included a detailed description of Nilokheri, including Gole Market, in my first book, Version One and a Half.

	The Tree of Life had proven itself a true guardian angel. Only a week ago, I had a terrible fall from its upper branches. I had been attempting to fix a rope for a Tarzan swing, gripping it high above the ground when I lost my balance. I plummeted nearly twenty feet, the rope still clutched in my hands. Miraculously, a lower branch caught the rope just before I hit the ground, halting my fall. Though I lost my grip and tumbled to the earth, the impact was far less severe than it could have been. I ended up with a few bruises and a swollen right arm, but nothing more serious.

	That afternoon, I sat under the tree with my arm wrapped in a crib bandage, surrounded by the gang—Gaurav, Amit, Manu, Shanu, Deepti, Gudiya, Laddu, and Shitta—while the gardener recounted tales from his own childhood.

	“My grandfather planted this tree about eighty years ago,” he said, lost in thought. “It was already quite large when I first remember seeing it. I was only four years old when I began accompanying him here, helping with the daily chores on our farm. Before the press colony was built, this entire area was like a forest, with our farmland hidden among the trees.”

	We listened, enthralled, as the Tree of Life loomed above us—silent, timeless, and ever watchful.

	“Were there any wild animals back then?” I asked, curiosity bright in my eyes.

	“Yes,” the gardener replied, a faraway look in his eyes. “Occasionally, we would see wild animals wandering nearby. Every household kept three to four dogs, and at night they were let loose to guard against wild animals, thieves, and robbers.”

	“The government acquired this land from my grandfather to build the colony,” he added casually.

	“This was your land?” Manu asked, finally speaking up after listening quietly.

	The gardener’s face broke into a broad, nostalgic smile. “Yes,” he said, pride radiating from his eyes. “Our family has lived in Nilokheri for generations. Even today, we still own a large tract of land behind the Hilltop restaurant and hotel.”

	We stared at him in surprise. All this time, we had assumed he was poor, working as a gardener out of necessity. But here he was, a man with roots and property stretching far beyond what we had imagined.

	“Most of it was meant for farming,” he continued, gesturing to the surrounding land, “but trees like this one were everywhere back then. Some of the trees from my childhood still survive on this property, and the rest I planted myself after the colony was built.”

	He pointed to a guava tree, a pomegranate tree, a mulberry tree, and a cluster of neem trees. “They’ve been here forever,” he said, his tone almost reverent. We followed his gestures, marvelling at each tree he named.

	“The entire property is filled with trees,” he said, his voice steady and proud. “I have been gardening here since the first family moved in. For over thirty-five years, I have cared for this land. I suppose you could call me the guardian of the Tree of Life.”

	I looked up at the massive mango tree above us, then back at him. I felt a warm fondness for the man, who had always helped Granddad with the farming and planting. He indulged my whims, making sure that every season the vegetables I loved—especially ladyfinger—were sown in the farm. Granddad had set aside a small patch just for vegetables, and the gardener took care of it meticulously.

	As he spoke about the life of the trees, his stories weaving together the past and present, I couldn’t help but admire him even more. He wasn’t just tending to plants—he was preserving a legacy, and in that moment, I felt privileged to witness it.

	“Must have been when I was nine years old that the Tree of Life saved my life,” he began.

	We all leaned in, excitement sparking in our eyes. Finally—the story of how the Tree of Life got its name.

	“I was the naughty one among my siblings, and my mother always had her hands full with me. One hot summer night, while everyone else was fast asleep, I snuck out of the house nearby because I wanted to see the moon in the pond,” he said, a mischievous twinkle in his eye.

	“The moon in the pond?” Gaurav asked, puzzled.

	“Yes,” the gardener replied, smiling as he settled in the shade before us.

	“But how can the moon fit in the pond? It’s so big!” Gaurav exclaimed.

	The gardener chuckled heartily. “Hahaha! I asked my mother the same thing when she told me this story as a child. Listen to the full story, and you’ll understand the secret of the moon in the pond.”

	“Of course, please continue,” I urged, my curiosity piqued.

	“So, there I was, out of the house, alone, chasing the moon while everyone slept,” he said, building the suspense as we imagined the scene. “The pond was about five hundred meters from our house, right in front of the building,” he added, pointing toward the H-block.

	“There’s no pond there now,” Amit remarked.

	“Stupid! It was there when uncle was our age. They must have filled it when the building was constructed. Now, let him continue,” Deepti interjected, silencing Amit.

	“I carefully made my way in the darkness, guided only by the moonlight. Back then, people would release their dogs at night to guard against thieves. As I crossed the Tree of Life, I heard distant barking—but it was far enough, so I kept walking,” he said.

	“As I reached the pond, there it was—the moon, shining brilliantly in the water. My mother had been right,” he paused dramatically.

	“Moon in the pond, for real?” Shanu asked skeptically.

	“Yes,” the gardener said, with a mischievous, childlike grin.

	“Just because we’re kids, you think we’re fools,” Shanu said.

	“No, I swear on my mother! The moon was there—in the pond,” he insisted.

	Shanu muttered under his breath, “He thinks we’re fools.”

	“Will you all listen to the full story, or should I get back to work?” he asked, casually picking up his spud.

	“No, please continue,” I said, signalling everyone to quiet down.

	“When I saw the moon in the pond, I looked up at the sky—there was the moon too,” he said, glancing around at us.

	“There were two moons that night?” I whispered, but Deepti nudged me to stay quiet.

	“I was confused too, just like you. So, I stepped closer to the water. I knew the pond wasn’t deep, so I waded in. The reflection of the moon shimmered with every small ripple. I moved closer until it was just an arm’s length away, and I reached out to touch it,” he said, pausing as we hung on every word.

	“And then?” Shanu prompted eagerly.

	The gardener stood up, smiling, as we exchanged puzzled glances.

	“It was the reflection—the moon in the pond wasn’t another moon at all. My mother had meant the reflection of the moon on the water. That’s how the moon appeared in the pond,” he said.

	We all exchanged smiles, marvelling at the simplicity and magic of the story, imagining a nine-year-old boy enchanted by the moon’s reflection in the quiet summer night.

	“So, there I was, heading back home after marvelling at the moon in the pond, when I suddenly found myself surrounded by dogs from a nearby house. There must have been five packs of them, and there I was—just little me, all alone,” he said, and we shivered in suspense.

	“My mother had always warned me never to run if chased by a dog, but fear had clouded my judgment. I bolted toward the house, and the dogs gave chase, barking ferociously. Just a few meters ahead, the Tree of Life stood in all its glory, branches stretching wide like open arms. And that’s when I got an idea. Instead of running straight to my house, I sprinted toward the tree and, before the dogs could reach me, I scrambled up the trunk. They barked and leapt beneath me, but I climbed higher, finally perching safely on a thick branch,” he said. We all let out a collective sigh of relief.

	“I sat there, catching my breath, through the entire night. By morning, the dogs had dispersed, but my mother, father, the rest of the family, and nearly half the village had gathered, frantically searching for me. My mother had raised the alarm when she didn’t find me in bed. And there I was, sleeping peacefully atop the tree, completely out of harm’s way.”

	“It was around seven in the morning when I awoke. I saw the search party resting beneath the tree and called out to my mother. Everyone looked up and gasped. My parents rushed over as I carefully climbed down. My mother hugged and kissed me, tears streaming down her face. I told them everything, from chasing the moon in the pond to the daring escape from the dogs. My father carried me home, and from that day onward, the villagers began calling it the Tree of Life—because those dogs could easily have torn me to pieces,” he said, his chest heaving as he stepped closer to the tree.

	“I love this tree,” the gardener whispered, caressing the bark. “It’s because of this tree that I am alive today.”

	“I love it too,” I said proudly, lifting my crib bandage. “It saved me as well.”

	“How do you know the tree is ‘he’?” Manu asked innocently, earning a round of chuckles from everyone.

	“Hahaha, you kids are adorable. Let me get back to work,” the gardener said, returning to his spud.

	“Could be she,” Manu muttered as we slowly walked away, leaving the gardener to his tasks.

	The Tree of Life had indeed saved our lives. From that moment on, we treated it like a living deity. Earlier, we had climbed it to pluck mangoes, even hammering nails into its branches to build a small platform. But now, it had become something far larger than ourselves. We stopped climbing it recklessly and abandoned our bamboo contraptions. Instead, we cared for it alongside the gardener, honouring the tree that had given us life.

	
The Midnight Storyteller

	Life in the quiet, tight-knit town of Nilokheri in the 1980s moved at an unhurried pace. In those days, our world was simple, entirely devoid of the digital distractions that consume modern life. For my older sister Lily, my brother Rinku, and me—the youngest, Tinku—the highlight of our day was always the same: waiting for our father to return home.

	Our father was a relentlessly hardworking man. His job at the Government Press meant he was often on the move, travelling across the length and breadth of India. Even when he was stationed at home, his roster frequently subjected him to gruelling late shifts. Yet, no matter how exhausted he was or how late the hour, his arrival was a celebrated event in our household. The distinctive sound of Bajaj scooter, and the click of the front gate in the dead of night was enough to make us throw off our blankets and run to the door. We knew that he never returned empty-handed.

	Whenever he came back from a long out-of-town journey, his battered travel bag transformed into a treasure chest. He would pull out small, unexpected gifts from whichever distant corner of India he had just visited—perhaps a wooden toy, a colourful trinket, or a box of regional sweets that we had never tasted before.

	But our absolute favourite tradition happened closer to home, every single week. Tuesdays were sacred in our house. We knew that regardless of which shift he was working, Tuesday meant boondi. Boondi is a very popular, traditional Indian sweet that resembles tiny, shiny droplets. In fact, the name "boondi" comes from the Hindi word boond, which literally translates to "drop" or "droplet". 

	When he walked through the door, he would be holding a small paper bag, slightly translucent from the rich, sweet ghee. Lily, ever the responsible eldest sibling, would take charge of distributing the bright orange, syrupy pearls equally among us. Rinku would usually gobble his share down in seconds, whilst I would carefully savour each bite, enjoying the sugary crunch.

	However, the sweets and gifts were only a prelude to the real magic of the evening.

	Once dinner was finished and the house had settled into the quiet embrace of the night, we would huddle around him. In the summers, we would lie on the woven charpoys under a canopy of stars; in the winters, we would tuck ourselves under thick, heavy quilts. Then, the storytelling would begin.

	My father had a captivating way of speaking, his voice rising and falling with the rhythm of the narrative. He would transport us from our small-town bedroom to the grand battlefields of history, narrating magnificent tales of Sikh warriors. We listened, wide-eyed and spellbound, to stories of Baba Deep Singh’s unbreakable resolve, the fearless leadership of Hari Singh Nalwa, and the ultimate sacrifices made by the Gurus.

	He filled our young minds with stories of absolute bravado, honour, and standing up for what was right against all odds. As his deep voice echoed in the quiet room, the exhaustion of his long work day seemed to vanish, replaced by the pride he felt in passing down our heritage.

	Looking back, I realise those late-night sessions were not just stories; they were a father’s way of feeding his children’s imaginations and building our character. Long after the boondi was eaten and the travel gifts were outgrown, those tales of courage—and the image of our hardworking, loving father telling them—became the foundation upon which we built our lives.

	
Prayers for a Punctured Tyre

	If there was one universal truth about my childhood in the 1980s, it was this: I absolutely despised school. While some children seemed to naturally absorb the rigid structure of classrooms and blackboards, my brain simply refused to fit inside those four walls. I had no say in the matter, of course; going to school was an inescapable decree, a daily sentence I had to serve.

	Living in the Press Colony, my mornings began long before the sun even considered rising, and certainly long before any of my friends in the neighbourhood had even stirred in their beds. Because my school was located a staggering sixty kilometres away, I was the first to wake up, the first to get dressed in a stiff uniform, and the first to stand shivering at the bus stop in the chilly morning air.

	Waiting for the school bus on Saturdays added insult to injury, because most of my friends from the colony had their schools closed on Saturdays, but not mine. I always wanted to ask my parents why they had chosen to send me to such an awful school.

	Boarding that heavy, rattling school bus felt like stepping into a mobile prison. I would immediately claim a window seat, dropping my heavy satchel onto the floor. As the engine roared to life and we began the long journey, my forehead would press against the cold glass. I watched the world blur past in a mesmerising reel of green trees, sleepy villages, shifting topography, and the occasional passing vehicle.

	On the outside, I looked like a quiet, contemplative child admiring the scenery. Inside, however, my brain was running a frantic, silent prayer on a continuous loop: Please, let the bus break down. Let the engine fail. Let a tyre burst.

	I prayed to every god I knew, bargaining with them for just one mechanical failure. On a few glorious, rare occasions, the heavens actually smiled upon me. A loud hiss of a punctured tyre or a sudden, spluttering cough from the engine would bring our yellow chariot to a grinding halt by the side of the road. I would hide my triumphant grin behind my hands, savouring the delicious taste of unexpected freedom as the driver scratched his head in dismay.

	But miracles, by their very nature, are rare. Most days, the bus was annoyingly reliable. My fervent prayers would go unanswered, and the journey would culminate in the heavy, reluctant trudge down the bus steps and through the imposing iron gates of the school.

	Even when I was physically confined to a wooden desk, my mind refused to be tethered. The teacher’s voice would fade into a dull, monotonous hum, and my eyes would inevitably drift back towards the classroom window. I would hook my gaze onto a bird perched on a branch, a cloud drifting lazily across the sky, or the distant rustle of leaves—desperately trying to find something, anything, to concentrate on. My body might have been trapped in that 1980s classroom, but my spirit was always outside, roaming free, waiting for the bell to ring so I could finally go back home. 

	
My Friend Laddu

	Laddu—or Laddoo—is a round, sphere-shaped sweet beloved across the Indian subcontinent. Its name comes from the Sanskrit word Lattika. Just like the dessert, which is universally loved for its sweetness, the boy I am about to talk about was equally delightful, and we adored his company.﻿

	As children, friendship is simple and pure—you don’t choose friends based on caste, religion, or skin colour. Anyone who plays with you is a friend; anyone who doesn’t isn’t. That’s it. No confusion, no prejudice, no bias. Sure, kids may mimic their parents’ practices, but the playground operates under a different set of rules.

	My parents lived in the Press Colony, a community where people from all corners of India came together. Growing up in such an environment taught us respect for all cultures. The Nilokheri Press Colony was a microcosm of India itself: a mix of faiths, religions, and castes, with employees of the central government posted there, some temporarily, others permanently.

	Food was a natural reflection of this diversity. The female gatherings often revolved around exchanging recipes, which meant that many mothers in the colony became adept at cooking multicultural cuisines. My mother, for example, learned to make the perfect masala dosa from a South Indian neighbour. The Press Colony became, in many ways, a living lesson in national integration. I spent much of my childhood in press colonies in Kolkata and Nilokheri, absorbing this cultural mosaic firsthand.

	But this story isn
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