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Dedication
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To the countless lives whose silent struggles form the unseen fabric of our society.
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Epigraph
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"Every story of a human being is not merely lived, but carried forward —
by memory, by silence, and by the truths we dare not speak aloud."
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Preface
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This collection of stories was born out of an observation that human life, in all its grandeur and frailty, cannot be captured through mere headlines, statistics, or social debates. It is in the unspoken dilemmas, the private compromises, and the choices that leave no witness, where the essence of humanity resides.

I have sought to narrate such stories — not as grand spectacles, but as reflections of the world we inhabit. Each tale holds within it the clash between individual and society, between desire and restraint, between silence and expression. The characters may be fictional, but their struggles are drawn from the lived realities of countless men and women I have known, observed, or imagined.

If these stories resonate, disturb, or provoke questions, they will have achieved their purpose.
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Society changes its form, but not its essence. The questions of justice, love, betrayal, identity, and responsibility remain timeless. Each age answers them in its own way, and each individual must find their own balance between personal desire and social order.

This book does not attempt to resolve such dilemmas. Instead, it attempts to portray them as they are — lived and felt by human beings in different contexts. The thirty stories herein range across villages and cities, past and present, individuals and families. What unites them is the search for meaning amidst contradictions.

If one thread binds all these narratives, it is this: human dignity is fragile, and yet, it is the most enduring strength we possess.

I invite the reader to walk with these characters, not to judge them, but to recognize something of themselves in their silences, their errors, and their persistence.

— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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1. Justice Anant Rao
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The brass clock on the wall ticked softly in the study, its pendulum swinging like a reminder of the hours that had slipped into years. Justice Anant Rao (Retd.) sat by the teakwood desk, his fingers running across the spines of old law books that now gathered dust rather than arguments. The shelves carried volumes of judgments, reports, and case law, but his eyes did not rest on them. They lingered instead on a thin diary, bound in brown leather, lying open before him.

He had started writing in it only after his retirement two years ago, hoping to put his thoughts to rest, but the words resisted completion. The law had given him a career, respect, and authority. Yet now, in the silence of old age, the law also returned as a question — had he served justice, or merely the framework that claimed to represent it?

The judge had been celebrated in his time. His portrait hung in the High Court corridor, the plaque beneath reading: Justice Anant Rao: Integrity and Discipline Personified. Visitors bowed respectfully when they saw him even after his retirement. At weddings, in public functions, people still touched his feet and reminded him of his judgments. But when he closed the door of his study at night, these praises only deepened the hollowness.

He remembered one case above all others. A young factory worker, accused of theft. The evidence was circumstantial: a missing gold chain, a suspicious colleague’s testimony, and the worker’s inability to hire a strong defense. The law had demanded that he go by the evidence on record. “Justice must be blind to sentiment,” he had declared in court, sentencing the boy to three years. The newspapers had praised the sternness of his judgment.

But months later, he had come across a small note in an evening daily: the real thief was caught in another town, confessing to the same crime. The boy had already spent a year in prison by then. The article was buried in the middle pages, unnoticed by most. For Rao, it became a nail in the conscience. He wanted to summon the file, reopen the matter. But procedure and hierarchy held him back. Judges were not supposed to admit mistakes; they were supposed to stand above them. And so, he had kept silent.

Silence had its cost.

The boy’s face appeared often in his dreams, sometimes accusing, sometimes pleading. Rao began to see not just the boy, but all those who had passed before his bench — men accused of petty crimes, women trapped in family disputes, tenants evicted on technicalities, farmers crushed by banks’ petitions. Each face blurred into another, until they became an ocean of shadows behind his eyelids.

His wife, Sulochana, noticed his unease. “You sit for hours in that room, staring at nothing,” she said one evening, her voice tinged with worry. He smiled faintly, deflecting as always. “I am only reading.” She knew it was not true, but she had long given up questioning. He was a man of walls — walls built by law, by discipline, by years of courtroom decorum.

It was his granddaughter, Meera, who finally cracked the silence. She was twelve, curious, and irreverent in a way children are. One afternoon, she had wandered into his study while he sat with the brown diary. “Thatha, why don’t you write stories instead of these serious things?” she asked, peeking at the scribbles. “Stories make people happy. Cases only make people sad.”

Her words, innocent as they were, struck him. Was his life only about cases, footnotes, and citations? Where was the story of the people who had stood before him? Where was the story of the young worker he had condemned? For the first time, he closed the diary with trembling hands. Perhaps it was not too late to write the stories of those silenced lives.

In the weeks that followed, Rao began to write differently. Not judgments, not opinions, but fragments of memory. He described the nervous way a man wrung his hands in the witness box, the way a woman’s eyes darted towards the door as if searching for an escape, the faint tremor in a boy’s voice as he insisted on his innocence. He wrote not of crimes, but of circumstances. Not of verdicts, but of lives.

Yet with each word came unease. The discipline of a judge demanded detachment; the conscience of a man demanded empathy. And the two were no longer reconcilable. At night, he would place his hand on the diary, feeling its weight, as if it were a ledger of sins.

One evening, as he walked in the neighborhood park, an old man approached him. “You may not remember me, sir,” the man said, his face lined with hardship. “My son was convicted in your court many years ago... for theft. He was innocent.”

The words froze him. His heart knew before his mind could confirm — this was the father of the boy from the gold chain case. “What happened to him?” Rao asked, his voice unsteady.

The man sighed. “He served his sentence. Came out broken. People never let him forget. He could not get work. He died last year... of illness, but mostly of despair.”

The judge’s knees weakened. He wanted to confess, to apologize, to tell the father about the newspaper article, about his regret, about the weight he had carried. But the words refused to come. The man had already turned away, shaking his head slowly, as if speaking had been useless anyway.

Rao walked back home that night with a heaviness that no law could lift.

He grew restless in the days that followed. Sulochana noticed him pacing at night, whispering half-sentences. Finally, she confronted him. “What is it that haunts you so?”

He told her everything. The case, the boy, the diary, the father. She listened silently, her eyes fixed on him. When he finished, she placed her hand gently on his. “You were a judge. You followed the law. But if the law failed the boy, maybe it is not you alone who is guilty.”

Her words offered comfort, but not absolution. Rao realized that guilt is not a matter of rules; it is a matter of soul. And his soul had already delivered its verdict against him.

It was Meera again who gave him an idea. She had been asked to write an essay in school: What does justice mean? She ran to him for help. He began explaining: the law, the constitution, the procedures. She listened for a while, then interrupted. “But Thatha, is justice only rules? Isn’t it also kindness?”

The question struck him like a verdict more final than any he had ever pronounced. Out of the mouths of children, truth arrives unclothed.

That night, he opened his diary again. This time, he did not write about the cases. He wrote a letter — not to the court, not to the newspapers, but to the boy who had died. He wrote of his regret, his helplessness, his failure to see beyond the evidence. He wrote as a man stripped of robes, stripped of authority. The pages blurred as his tears fell on the ink, but he continued until there was nothing left unsaid.

Weeks passed. The diary grew thicker with letters, each addressed to someone from his past cases. He wrote to the tenants he had evicted, to the farmer who had lost his land, to the wife who had begged for custody and failed. He wrote not to seek forgiveness — for who was left to forgive? — but to confront the shadows within him.

In time, he began to feel lighter. The guilt did not disappear, but it transformed. It became less of a wound and more of a scar — a reminder, a lesson, a truth he could no longer ignore.

One evening, he burned a few pages of the diary in the small brazier on the balcony. The ashes rose gently into the air, dissolving into the night sky. He watched them scatter, whispering to himself: “These are not ashes of paper. They are the River without Source — justice that could not be delivered.”

When Meera next visited, she found him sitting on the balcony, looking at the horizon with calm eyes. “What are you thinking, Thatha?” she asked.

He smiled faintly. “I am thinking that justice is never complete, child. It lives partly in the law, partly in society, and partly in our own hearts. The law may end with a judgment. But the heart... the heart keeps judging long after.”

Meera tilted her head, puzzled, but nodded. She skipped away to play, leaving him alone with his thoughts.

Justice Anant Rao leaned back, closed his eyes, and for the first time in many years, he felt not absolution, but a measure of peace. The pendulum clock ticked softly in the study behind him, marking not judgment now, but the simple passage of time.
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2. River Without Source

[image: ]


Dr. Arun Dev had always trusted numbers more than people. Numbers did not lie, did not betray, did not waver with moods. Equations had carried him from the dusty classrooms of his small-town school to the polished laboratories of a prestigious research institute. His colleagues admired his brilliance, his precision, and his refusal to be distracted by sentiment. “Arun thinks like a machine,” they would say, half in jest, half in awe.

And Arun did not mind. To him, sentiment was an error term in the equation of life — noise that had to be eliminated for clarity. He married Meena not because of love but because marriage, like food and sleep, was a biological necessity. They had one child, Nikhil, because reproduction was nature’s design, not because he felt the urge for fatherhood. His affection for them was expressed in responsibility, not in words or gestures.

Life, for him, flowed like a river with a clear source: logic.

It was a rainy evening when the river first faltered. Nikhil, then fourteen, had gone out with his school friends for a weekend trek. The monsoon had swollen the streams in the hills. A sudden slip, a surge of water, and a boy’s fragile body was claimed before help could arrive.

The phone call came at dusk. Meena’s scream pierced the house as if the walls themselves cracked. Arun stood still, the receiver cold in his hand. He did not cry. He simply noted the fact, like an entry in a lab report: Son, deceased, age fourteen, accidental drowning.

At the funeral, relatives wept loudly. Meena collapsed by the pyre, clutching the bundle of clothes. Arun remained upright, stiff as a pillar, watching the flames consume the boy’s body. A cousin whispered, “Look at him. He has no heart.” Another said, “Maybe his science has turned him into stone.”

Arun heard but did not respond. Inside, he felt something he could not name — not grief, not guilt, but a strange emptiness, like an equation missing a variable.

In the weeks that followed, the emptiness grew into a void. Meena retreated into silence, her eyes sunken, her days spent staring at old photographs. She longed for a touch, a word, some acknowledgment of their shared loss. But Arun, true to his training, offered none. Instead, he returned to his laboratory, immersing himself in data, experiments, and calculations.

Yet even in the lab, focus eluded him. Equations blurred. Graphs refused to converge. His colleagues noticed his distraction. “Maybe you should take a break, Arun,” suggested Dr. Mehta, his senior. “Loss cannot be solved like a problem set.”

But Arun resisted. “Emotions pass. Work remains.” That had always been his creed.

Still, one evening as he stared at the oscillating line on a monitor, he thought of Nikhil’s laughter, sharp and sudden, like the spike of a wave. The memory pierced him in a way numbers never had. He shut the machine down, but the sound lingered in his ears.

At home, Meena began to withdraw further. She stopped cooking, stopped speaking, stopped even looking at him. One night she said, her voice hoarse from disuse: “I don’t need your logic, Arun. I needed your tears. Even once.”

He had no answer. Tears had never been his language. His face was trained in neutrality, his mind in precision. But her words planted a seed of unease. What if he had failed not only as a husband but as a human being?

It was around this time that he began walking alone in the park near his house. He watched other families — parents holding their children’s hands, teenagers chasing kites, old couples sharing benches. He observed them as if they were specimens in an experiment. Yet slowly, the observations began to hurt. He noticed what was missing in his own life: laughter, touch, the casual intimacy of belonging.

One evening, he saw a father teaching his daughter how to ride a bicycle. The girl fell, scraped her knee, and burst into tears. The father lifted her gently, blew on the wound, and coaxed her back onto the cycle. Arun stood frozen. A thought came unbidden: If Nikhil had fallen that day, could I have saved him by simply being there?

The question had no answer, yet it gnawed at him.

A month later, Arun attended a seminar on artificial intelligence. The speaker compared human emotion to noise in a system — unpredictable, inefficient, unnecessary. The audience laughed and applauded. But Arun felt a chill. Once, he would have agreed wholeheartedly. Now, he wondered: If emotions are only noise, why does their absence feel like silence loud enough to crush me?

He returned home unsettled. That night, he dreamed of a river. Its waters flowed swiftly, carrying logs and leaves. He tried to trace it back to its source, but at every turn the river disappeared into barren land. He woke with a start, heart pounding. The image clung to him — a river without source, flowing without origin, meaningless.

Was that his life? A flow of equations, achievements, and awards, but with no origin of warmth, no source of connection?

The next morning, for the first time in years, he took out Nikhil’s belongings from the cupboard. A cricket bat, a notebook filled with sketches, a half-finished model airplane. He ran his fingers over them, and suddenly his chest tightened. A sob rose in his throat, raw and unfamiliar. He tried to suppress it, but it broke free. He wept, alone in the room, his body shaking with a grief long denied.

When he emerged, his eyes red, Meena looked at him in surprise. He walked up to her and, without words, held her hand. She gripped it tightly, as if fearing it might vanish. That touch became their first bridge across the void.

In the weeks that followed, Arun changed. He still worked in the lab, but with a different awareness. He began to see the human beings behind
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