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BLOOD-BLOOD-BLOOD......

THE RED BLOOD.....

THE THICK BLOOD......

THE DARK BLOOD.......

THE RIVER OF BLOOD........

Wherever I glanced, my eyes caught the sight of blood-blood-blood; I could perceive only red-red-red. I, stood, still, aghast and trembled, in the bank of the river of blood, and watched my parents drowning. They cried out to help them and save their lives, but I was helpless, I couldn’t do anything; nothing was in my hands, like something was holding me tight, paralyzed me; I couldn’t move my hands; I couldn’t move my legs; I couldn’t move any part of my body. The demonic river of blood washed away my parents in its starving surges, and throttled their lives, like the demon kills his prey. I could only hear their mournful screams, ‘SURABHI, BETI.......HELP US......HELP US..... HELP US.......’

When I tried to jump into the river of blood to save my drowning parents, but it was too late to save them; the demonic heartless river of blood had already swallowed my parents in his deadly jaw; I couldn’t save them.

I shrieked, “PAPAAAA.............MUMMYYYYY........................”  

I jumped out of bed in wild wonder about what I had seen, soaked in wet sweat, but, oh! Thank God, it was just my dream, a nightmare, nothing to worry about. I heaved a sigh of relief, “OHH!.....THANK GOD.....”  

Kavita, my closest friend, also woke up and asked me, “What happened, Surabhi?”  

“Nothing......” I said in my casual voice. “I had a nightmare.....” But, as a matter of fact, I felt like I had actually witnessed the drowning of my parents in a river of blood.  

‘What kind of nightmare is this?’ I thought. ‘Is this a sign of any bad omen?’ The clouds of horror overshadowed my mind, my heart, and my soul.  

I told Kavita what I had seen in my nightmare.  

“Surabhi, my dear sweetie, now get some sleep.... It’s just a nightmare....” Kavita said, giving me a breath of solace.  

“Hmm.....Yeah.” I replied, but I couldn’t close my eyes; the same nightmare was hitting and punching me harder and harder. It made me tremble, like it was giving me an indication about the approaching sinister.

∽***∽

As I opened the door of a Rolls-Royce and stepped down at the gate of our mansion, I saw many people gathering in the courtyard; they all appeared to be familiar faces—our family friends, our distant relatives, and our neighbors. I, at lightning speed, sensed that something unexpected and sinister might be happening in our mansion; otherwise, that kind of gathering of people at the same time and in the same place hadn’t happened before. This was a rare sight and an unusual event; it couldn’t be any party, social function, family meeting, or friendly get-together—beyond my imagination, a head-spinning moment for me. But what could it be? I queried myself, stressing my brain cells and tissues, trying to visualize every event from A to Z, flashing back to what had happened in the last few days. Last night, before I left to attend my best friend Kavita’s birthday party at her house, where I had stayed overnight, my father’s blood pressure and sugar levels were normal. A couple of days ago, our family doctor, Dr. Batra, checked him properly and declared him absolutely fit and fine. If any serious issue regarding my father’s health were to arise, he would definitely inform us; he would never conceal anything from us. However, no such serious health issue had arisen. On the other hand, as usual, my mother kept herself healthy; she was a health-conscious lady. She could hardly fall ill; it was almost next to impossible for her to get sick. For the same reason, I had entitled her my super healthy mummy. She always stayed fit and fine, in sound health, because she maintained her balanced diet every day while following the instructions of her dietician without skipping a single day. She also did her regular physical exercises and yoga. Her ritual was to spend four hours in the gym to work out every day—two hours in the morning and two hours in the evening, respectively. Even if she would like to skip her kitty parties, she wouldn’t miss her workout schedules. She always urged my father and me to join her in the gym; but who would follow a tedious workout to spend our quality time in the gym in the early morning? I meant—for my father and for me—to run on the treadmill, do push-ups, and perform exercises for the chest—cable flyes, chest press, machine fly, smith bench; exercises for shoulders—lateral raises, shoulder press, reverse pec deck, smith press; exercises for back—lat pull down, seated row, face pulls, close grip P.D.; and exercises for legs—leg press, quad extensions, hammy curls, and smith calf raises, etc. In fact, we couldn’t sacrifice our early morning sweet siesta; it was an impossible task for us to maintain. “I’m so sorry, my dear sweetheart, I can’t join you,” my father said while giving some excuses to my mother; and I, too, used the same excuse and sang the same chorus as my father, because I considered myself a ‘Papa Ki Perri’ (Daddy’s girl), I followed my father in everything he did—like father, like daughter, made of the same coin, both flesh and blood. “I’m so sorry, Mummy, I can’t join you,” I said, giving the same excuse as my father. My mother began her long lecture on health, that health is wealth... without good health, you couldn’t eat, drink, or sleep... and blah-blah-blah... “Oh, no, Mummy... not again...” I closed my ears, holding my hands over them, feeling like an ant biting with irritation, howling and yawning. We didn’t have that much patience to hear her long lectures on the topic of health early in the morning. Before she could conclude her sermon on health, my father and I, a duo, covered our ears with pillows and snored like Kumbhakarna, acting as if we were in a slumber with one eye open. 

We had three members in our small family, or so-called nuclear family, including my father, my mother, and myself. My grandparents departed before I attained puberty; I didn’t remember much about them and had no fresh memories of them, either. My grandfather died in a helicopter crash, and my grandmother passed away due to lung cancer. My uncle lived in a distant land after the untimely death of his beloved wife and his adoring daughter in a terrible car accident—a nightmare for him, beyond my imagination. Oh! What a tragic incident! When I heard about that terrible event, an ice-cold shiver ran down my spine. I sometimes felt apologetic for him. I hadn’t seen my uncle for a decade, and I had no knowledge about him. I even doubted whether I could recognize him or not when I met him.

Initially, my pace was slow, like a snail's pace or a tortoise's tempo. For a fraction of a second, I felt that I had come to the wrong place by mistake. I scanned here, there, and everywhere; but no, I found myself in the right place, in my own mansion. I felt shaking inside and outside of my own being. I felt like something might be terribly wrong, utterly disastrous, but what? Nothing was visible at that moment in time. It might have been my inner instinct trying to give me some gesture, but alas, I couldn’t comprehend anything. All of a sudden, my snail-like or tortoise-like pace and tempo raised their speed—fast, fast, and faster and faster, like a cricket pace bowler running at the speed of 150 km/h, talking with the wind, to bowl and strike the middle stump and clean bowl the batter; and, simultaneously, my heart beat thumping hard with the speed of light, almost unbearable for me, made me gasp, as if somebody tried to drown me at the bottom of the flowing river; my curious mind wanted to know what actually happened in the courtyard of our mansion. But what? I asked myself with wide-open eyes and mouth, and the lines of furrows formed unusually on my forehead, while my eyebrows rose wavy. My heartbeat thumped hard, like the racing of a wild horse; I felt like the friction of heat generating inside me was agonizing. What I had witnessed—I didn’t believe my own eyes. The tear glands of my eyes began flowing automatically, as if they already knew everything and were preparing to shed a drizzle of tears right away. I didn’t know anything, whether it was a bitter truth of tragedy or some kind of nightmare. I sobbed and sobbed; I screamed at the top of my voice-

NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO......... rumbling the entire hush ambience, attracting the eyes of the gathering of people towards me, about to break the nerves of my throat; but I didn’t care about anything; I couldn’t halt the outburst of my shedding tears. I screamed at the top of my voice,  

“PAPAAA........MUMMMYY...... PAPAAA....... MUMMMYY..........”

My body collapsed on the hard ground of our courtyard like a broken leaf, fallen from the tree with a sudden gust of wind; I didn’t heed my white glossy frock, whether it would lose its sparkling luster, stain with the dirt, or smear with the reddish, brownish, and blackish dust; I didn’t heed my hands, knees, and legs getting hurt; I only knew how to reach close to the dead bodies of my parents. My entire body shivered; I couldn’t control my inner woes and wounds, bleeding both emotionally and morally, aching both internally and externally. I raised my head and prayed to Almighty God that the dead bodies under the shrouded white clothes wouldn’t be the dead bodies of my parents; I had no guts to witness the bloody scenes of my parents’ dead bodies; in fact, I was in my teenage years, and I didn't know the true realities of life: that one day everyone would die, that everyone would leave this mortal world. But I had to clear my doubts about whether the dead bodies under the shrouded white cloths were actually the dead bodies of my parents or not. With a lot of gearing up of my inner conviction, I tried to raise my trembling hands to uncover the dead bodies; I closed my eyes, my poor eyes, unwilling to glance at anything; they, too, said to me, “Don’t uncover the dead bodies... Don’t uncover the dead bodies... We can’t witness that dreadful scene...” It was as if they knew everything. I felt feeble, paralyzed, numbed, ice-cold, and frozen, losing my senses; I didn’t know what to do and what not to do, like I was trapped in the midst of a lonely island, all alone, feeling at the mercy of fate. Darkness engulfed my vision; my mind, my heart, and my soul were overshadowed by the dark clouds of qualms, leaving me baffled and blank, but, eventually, I, unwillingly, uncovered the shrouded dead bodies and what I had been trying to avoid; I witnessed the dead bodies of my parents. The dead bodies of my parents, filled with pools of blood, narrated a tale of brutality that I couldn’t see with my naked eyes; I closed my eyes with my palms, as if some unseen force had blinded my vision and made me blind; I felt my head spinning, like the speeding wheel of a car, nonstop—swing-swing.... I couldn’t handle the quivering of my body, feeling as if some evil spirit had possessed me; I felt a wave of nausea wash over me; my stomach swirled, making me vomit and giving me a taste of an unpleasant, sour flavor at the back of my mouth. The caretakers and servants of our mansion came forward and held me before I collapsed and fetched me a glass of water; they poured it over my head to settle me down and bring me back to my senses, and they cleaned my mouth. The terror’s dark wings enveloped me, casting a shadow of fear; for the first time in my life, I had seen so much blood-

RED-RED-RED....

BLOOD-BLOOD-BLOOD....

THICK RED BLOOD....

DARK RED BLOOD.....

THICK RED BLOOD.....

DARK RED BLOOD..... 

I had seen the false blood in Bollywood and Hollywood action and thriller movies, but I had never thought in my wildest nightmare that one day I would witness the real blood of my own parents in such a drastic fashion. Whoever had murdered my innocent and sinless parents brutally must be a devil, a demon, a monster, a Satan, and a heartless beast; he had no heart at all. His heart didn’t quiver before he committed this brutal crime; he was like Ravana or Kamsa, the demon, who would take pleasure in killing and murdering innocent people. Who would punish him, the murderer of my parents? Where would I find my Lord Rama and my Lord Krishna in this Kaliyuga who would fight for me to get justice for the murder of my parents? I asked myself, feeling the weight of dismay pressed upon me, a heavy burden to bear.

I didn’t recollect any occasion when my father and mother ever did any harm to anyone; they didn’t even kill the tiny ants, flies, worms, and insects in their lives. They devoted half of their lives to the growth and development of the poor and destitute people around the world through their humanitarian aids, deeds, and social causes. They would even surpass the Tatas in the field of philanthropy. Why had they been rewarded with this kind of tragic end? Hundreds and thousands of wild queries were rising in my head, one after another, like sea waves, forming crests and troughs, up-down... up-down, a never-ending cycle. But who would answer my queries? Alas, no one.

My beautiful world crumbled down like a house of cards all of a sudden, washed away by the fresh flood, blown away by the wild gushing wind. My life and my world were overwhelmed with the dark shadows of sadness, anguish, and agony; there was no end. I became an orphan within a day. The day before, I had enjoyed a grand party with my parents, full of fun, feasting, merriment, smiles, and laughter, but overnight, everything turned upside down, topsy-turvy in my life; my life and my world turned into barren land. Nothing was left. I was left to live or die with the old memories of my beloved parents. I found myself all alone, surrounded by the darkness of sorrow and hopelessness, on the lonely island of agonies and traumas, weeping all alone, with no one to wipe away my drizzling drops of tears. I fell down into the deep ditch of sorrow and anguish, feeling all alone, lost and deserted, unaware of what my future would look like and what it would hold for me. Everything appeared blurred, blank, black, and dark. Wherever I could raise my eyesight, I could see—

BLUR-BLUR-BLUR.....

BLANK-BLANK-BLANK..... 

BLACK-BLACK-BLACK.....

DARK-DARK-DARK....

No more light and no more brightness were left in my life and in my world, only the darkness engulfing everywhere. I sat close to the dead bodies of my parents, wailing and wiping my own orphan tears. I felt somebody’s tender, warm, and fatherly hands on my head. As I turned back to see the person who had made me feel comfort and ease, healing my wounded mind, heart, and soul, I found my uncle, Kishan Mehra. Yes, I recognized him; he was standing right in front of me, wearing an attire of gloomy looks on his brown-colored face, with a few drops of tears rolling down from his eyes, expressing his condolence for the loss of my parents, his elder brother and sister-in-law. I felt that he appeared as the savior of my life, my Lord Rama and my Lord Krishna, who had reincarnated to punish the murderer of my parents.

I embraced my uncle as I had found my redeemer and sobbed bitterly, opening the poignant floodgates of my tears, anxious to drown the entire world in my unfathomable woes.  

“U-Uncle, who has murdered my mummy, papa.......? U-Uncle, who has murdered my mummy, papa.......?” I queried of my uncle as if he would know the actual murderer of my parents and had come to inform me. I sobbed, huffing, unable to breathe properly, but I raised another query: “Why—why would anyone murder my parents?” I posed a third question: “Did—did my mummy and papa harm anyone?” My uncle remained tongue-tied, as if someone had zipped his mouth, unable to answer my tough queries; his face turned black, overcast by the cumulonimbus clouds. He patted my back and tried to give me a bit of solace in my burning mind, heart, and soul.

“Surabhi beti, calm down—calm down,” he said with his cracking voice, trying to douse the blazing lava in my mind, heart, and soul. “Beti, you’ve to control yourself... Your parents have gone from this world... You’ve to look forward now...” 

How could I remain cool and calm after the brutal murder of my parents? How could I control myself after the vicious murder of my parents? I wanted to yell in distress. But my uncle’s words of calmness eased my blazing mind, heart, and soul, like healing my incurable inner wounds with the Sanjeevini booti, the herb that healed the wounds of Lakshmana in the great epic Ramayana during the battle between Lord Rama and the demon king, Ravana. Yes, he was right; I had to calm down; I had to control myself, I thought. “But who will find out the murderer of my parents; who will punish him?” I asked my uncle, looking into his eyes, still the burning lava erupting in my mind, in my heart, and in my soul, not easy to douse; it would be extinguished when the murderer of my parents was punished.  

“I’ll find out the murderer of your parents,” my uncle said, touching my head as if giving his final verdict or his ultimate oath. “Today, I promise you; I’ll punish the murderer of my elder brother and my sister-in-law.” My uncle assured me; he, too, wore the same burning lava in his mind, in his heart, and in his soul as I had in me, which I could evidently read on his face.  

A team of police arrived at our mansion to investigate the murder of my parents; they asked questions after questions of our cooks, our housemaids, our caretakers, our security guards, and our gatekeepers about the murder of my parents, trying to recreate the bloody scene. They all gave the same reply that they didn’t see the murderer; they all came to know when they heard the gunshots outside the mansion on the road. When they reached the road, the murderer had already fled.  

The police investigation team checked the dead bodies of my parents thoroughly and sent them for a post-mortem at the city hospital in Mumbai. My uncle and I also accompanied them in the ambulance to the hospital. The post-mortem of my parents concluded after three hours, but I felt like I had been waiting for ages; the never-ending process, with every passing moment hurting and killing me, both emotionally and morally, both internally and externally.  

The dead bodies of my parents were handed over to us with a report that stated they had suffered penetrating injuries caused by a projectile (bullet) from a gun, which resulted in bleeding, bone fractures, organ damage, and wound infection, leading to the loss of the ability to move parts of the body. 

How injustice had been done to the dead bodies of my parents after their death; it was already known that somebody had murdered them with a gun, shooting them at point-blank range in their hearts and chests, which caused their instant death. But why was a post-mortem done by hurting their lifeless bodies once again, murdering them again and again, maliciously even after they were dead? The murderer had already inflicted damage by killing them brutally, showing his demonic character of brutality. It hurt me a lot, but, alas, my hands were tied with the shackles of helplessness; nothing was left in my hands, and I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t interfere in the investigation of the police.

The ambulance carried the dead bodies of my parents straight to the cremation ground, where all the arrangements for the last rites had been made. All our family friends, distant relatives, and neighbors arrived at the cremation ground to bid a final adieu to my parents on their last journey to the abode. While transporting the dead bodies of my parents to the cremation ground, they uttered—

‘RAM NAAM SATYA HAI (The name of Ram is the truth)......  

RAM NAAM SATYA HAI (The name of Ram is the truth)......

RAM NAAM SATYA HAI (The name of Ram is the truth)......’

The pundit performed all the rituals for the dead bodies of my parents. The dried sandalwood had been arranged for the funeral. Our family friends, distant relatives, and neighbors each collected one piece of dried sandalwood in their hands and placed it on the funeral pyres of my parents. One by one, they paid their homage to the departed souls of my parents with flower garlands. The funeral pyres of my parents had been decorated with flowers; they appeared like a bride and a bridegroom, as if they were about to get married to each other once again. They were fortunate that, on the last journey of their lives, they would travel together like true soulmates, alive together and dying together, I thought. I, too, felt fortunate to witness their bride and bridegroom attire; for a second, I felt as if I were attending their marriage ceremony. But, at the same time, I, too, felt my black day, my cursed life, that I would never pay back their debts for giving me birth in this world. 

The pundit called me to conclude the last rites of my parents; he told me to go around the funeral pyres of my parents clockwise and, at last, anti-clockwise once with an earthen pot of water, a small hole in it, and drop it when the earthen pot becomes empty backward. I followed the instructions of the pundit, and I did the same. How cursed a fated life I had that, at my tender age, I had to perform this last rite for my parents, at an age when I had no notion about anything, utterly raw, unripe, and immature about this world. But this cruel world had forced me to witness the bitter realities of life. 

I couldn’t halt my wailing tears from my eyes; they, unwilling to stop, were reluctant to follow my command. My eyes swelled up like a white water bubble. My mind, my heart, and my soul couldn’t believe that I wouldn’t see my parents anymore in my entire life. I lost them forever; they wouldn’t see my marriage, they wouldn’t see my life partner to whom I would settle down, they wouldn’t see my family, and they wouldn’t see my children, their grandchildren. My body shivered; I couldn’t hold the burning fuel stick with my hands to light the pyres of my parents. How could I set a burning fire on the dead bodies of my parents? I felt like my body was tied in iron shackles, unable to move, and it made me feel paralyzed, as if I had lost the entire vitality of my body. I had to face the toughest moment of my life—yes, the most heart-wrenching and emotional moment of my life; I wiped the trickling drops of tears from my eyes that blinded me; I felt that I would prefer to kill myself before I would burn my beloved parents. O God, what wrong deeds had I done in my previous birth that I would have to witness this tough day? My devastated mind, heart, and soul raced with queries, but I had to perform the cremation of the dead bodies of my parents to release their souls and help them get reincarnation. I wished I could jump into the burning pyres of my parents and merge along with them.  

My uncle held my shivering hands and led me to perform the cremation of my parents.

I stood like a statue, deaf, dumb, and blind; my entire body remained still, ice-cold, frozen, and numb, as if nothing were left within my body; my heartbeat pounded rhythmically, unwilling to leave my body; only my eyelids moved to and fro, like the eyes of a dying pigeon. I watched the burning pyres of my parents for three hours until their dead bodies merged entirely into the Panch Maha Boota (five elements of life): Prithivi, Paani, Aag, Hawa, Akash (Earth, Water, Fire, Air, and Sky).

My uncle came to me and handed me the asthis (bones) of my parents in two bronze pots. While holding the asthis (bones) of my parents, I felt like I had embraced them; I felt them much closer to me, as if they were still alive. I felt them in my mind, in my heart, and in my soul. I felt their smiles, their laughter, their conversations, their jokes, and their fun. Everything came alive within me; only their physical bodies had gone, disappeared from me, but their pictures and memories were still imprinted in my mind, in my heart, and in my soul, and remained alive within me. And yes, I felt their blood running in every nerve, in every cell, and in every tissue of my body. Their DNA would remain within me forever until I leave my mortal body. 

My uncle and I returned after the cremation of my parents to our mansion, but my mind, my heart, and my soul were overcast by the dark clouds of sadness, depression, and loneliness; my limbs and my legs, unwilling to move further, felt heavy. I didn’t know how I could live alone without my parents. ‘.....to whom I will call my mummy....to whom I will call my papa........They have left me all alone in this world.....’ The wailing tears didn’t leave my eyes; without my parents, I felt utterly lonely in this vast world; without them, my life and my world had become void. 

As I entered our mansion, I felt as if my mother and father were both keenly waiting to greet me with their saccharine smiles, as usual. Whenever I came back from school, tuition classes, picnics, and parties, the whole ambiance of our mansion reverberated with the jingles of laughter, the cracking of jokes, and the fun and merriment of my parents. I felt as if my mother was in her regular routine in the gym, doing her physical exercises and yoga, while my father was in his library, as usual—reading newspapers, magazines, and novels.

I couldn’t hold my wrecking emotional outburst; I was shattered, emotionally and morally, as well as internally and externally. I wept and ran upstairs into my bedroom and collapsed on my bed, like a fallen lifeless body, holding my pink-colored embroidery pillows as my beloved parents and recalling all the best moments and sweet memories that I had spent with them. I opened the drawer and took out our family album and glanced at my childhood photo shoots along with my parents—my parents held me on their laps; on their shoulders and backs, I had ridden a horse and gone on an elephant safari; they sang lullabies to get me to sleep; they kissed me on my dimpled chin and cuddled me; they smiled with me; they laughed with me; they cried with me; They cracked jokes with me; they played with me; they walked with me; they ran with me; they danced with me; they sang with me; they dined with me; they lay down with me. I, one by one, by and by, turned every page of our family album to relive my glorious and sweet moments along with my father and my mother. The more I glanced at my photos with my parents, the more I sobbed and couldn’t hold my bursting emotional ordeals; I drowned in the bottomless ocean of woes and agonies where I couldn’t discover the shore of my life, and from that infinite depth, I couldn’t emerge. And when and how I fell into the lap of deep slumber, I didn’t know anything—I dozed like a laying corpse, forgetting everything; only my rhythmic breathing—inhaling and exhaling oxygen—was going on and on. 

I had seen my parents in my dream; and in my dream, we had visited a majestic land, heaven-like, everything saturated with love, bliss, and serenity, surrounded by weightless, flying white feathers like fog, and the pleasant gushing of wind blowing and diffusing sweet fragrance everywhere, and a huge Golden Gate widely opened. My parents went inside the Golden Gate with their gleaming faces, leaving me far behind, giving me their ultimate adieu. I asked them to wait for me, bowing down, joining hands, praying, cajoling, begging, and wailing like a child to take me along with them, but they didn’t listen to me; they merely passed me their loving kisses and waved their hands. I cried out and called them,  

“Mummyyy....Papaaa...  

Wait for me......  

Mummyyy....Papaaa......  

Wait for me.....  

Please take me along with you......  

Please don’t leave me alone......  

I want to go with you.......  

I can’t live without you......  

I’ll die without you......”

I sobbed and sobbed, and I woke up, drenched with my own hot streams of perspiration, feeling the deep woes of losing my beloved parents even in my dream.  

I woke up with a jerk, as if somebody tried to jostle me hard. I heard a loud bang at the door of my bedroom, as if somebody tried to break it and trespass inside; the loud din made me deaf for a moment. I was frozen in horror, feeling like the same sinister fate would happen to me; but, oh, thank God, I heard my uncle’s voice. “Surabhi....Surabhi.....Surabhi....” my uncle cried out. “.....Open the door.....Open the door...Open the door......What happened to you?.....” I heaved a sigh of relief, exhaling the tense and exhausted hot air from my nostrils and mouth, touching my warm and throbbing heart with my right hand, blinking my eyes, and shaking my head.

I didn’t reply anything; my mouth sealed with the mask of silence. The vast ocean of my never-ending traumas hadn’t dried out yet, and I hadn’t found my rescuer. I, indeed, didn’t want to come out of it; I didn’t want to share my unfathomable pains and woes with anyone, since I loved these bottomless pains and woes like my very own. Yes, gradually, I adored them; nobody had the right to claim them. I had found them like the buddies of my loneliness. I had lost my parents in my reality as well as in my dreams; they had left me alone. I couldn’t gauge the profundity of my hurts and wounds, and when these hurts and wounds would be healed, I didn’t know. But I knew very well that during this lifetime, these hurts and wounds wouldn’t get healed, no matter how much I tried to heal them or tried to forget them; they would always remain imprinted at the bottom of my heart as the sign of subterranean and dark marks for the loss of my adored parents. I didn’t want to unlock my bedroom because I didn’t want to see anybody, and I didn’t want to talk with anyone. I wanted to remain alone; I had enclosed myself in the four walls of my bedroom. I didn’t want to connect with the outside world; I hated this world. I hated every person in this world; I hated everything about this world. This world had taken away my beloved parents from me, I said to myself in wild tantrums. This world appeared insignificant to me. I didn’t want to be a part of this cruel world; I wanted to banish myself from this ruthless world and live all alone, because at least in my loneliness, I could seek my inner bliss and tranquility without any hindrance.

My uncle was calling me in a steady stream as if something had happened to me all of a sudden, without taking a breath or a break, trying to break the nerves of his own throat, intruding into my lonely world, the world I had created for myself after the bloody murder of my parents, the world I would like to dwell in, yes, only myself, and I couldn’t allow anyone to enter into the world of my solitude.

“Surabhi-Surabhi-Surabhi...,” my uncle called me, non-stop and in a whirlpool of his concern. “.....Open the door.....Open the door.... Open the door.....” My uncle might be thinking that, in the trauma of losing my parents at a tender age, I might be trying to commit some blunder, but if he were thinking so, he would be right in his speculation; yes, I became like a coward, wanting to take my own life. But who had forced me to become like this? This world, of course—the cruel and heartless people of this animal world—who would try to chase each other and pounce and devour amongst themselves, and to gratify their starving hunger for money, wealth, and power, choosing any means and traversing any limit. There is no more God-fearing soul left in this world; they never pause to contemplate anything before committing any crime or sin. Committing heinous crimes and sins has become their inborn profession and daily game.

I got up from my bed and walked towards the door. I unbolted the door of my bedroom leisurely, feeling drained, ailing, and pathetic, as if I had lost all the charms of my life. I had no more energy or spirit left in my body, and no more desire to live in this cruel world. “O Almighty God, where do I find you? Do you listen to me? If you’re listening to me, take my life and send me to my parents where they have gone. Please accept my last and final call,” I invoked, kneeling down, closing my eyes, and joining my hands, lamenting deep inside my heart. I had a firm belief that Almighty God would listen to my heartfelt prayers; I knew that my inner voice would reach the abode of Him, melt His heart, and make Him fulfill my longing. 

I unlocked the door of my bedroom, and I found my uncle standing right in front of me along with all our servants, cooks, and caretakers of our mansion; they glued their wide-opened eyes on me, wearing their goggles of horror, looking at me as a living ghost, about to startle them. My uncle asked me what had happened to me with his traumatized eyes. I shook my head and said that nothing had happened; in fact, I didn’t want to reply to him at all. My uncle said okay and asked me to freshen up and come to the dining table for breakfast since I hadn’t eaten anything; my mouth was dry and my stomach was empty for the last eleven days, as if I had been fasting for the loss of my dear parents. Not a piece of morsel had gotten inside my belly, but I didn’t feel hungry or thirsty, as if I were doing my hard penance.

I got freshened up and came down to the dining table for breakfast after two and a half hours; I took a long time so that I could skip my breakfast. In fact, how could I have breakfast without my parents? Without them, I couldn’t even sip a drop of water; and without them, how could I have breakfast? I missed them like heart-wrenching woes, beyond any explanation; only my mind, my heart, and my soul could feel it. I had no words, no sentences, and no language to express how much I had been missing my loving parents. The moment I recalled them, my twinkling eyes shed tears automatically, overcasting my mind, my heart, and my soul with boundless grief, like expressing my inner hurts and wounds. I didn’t know when and how my inner hurts and wounds would be healed. It is said that “Time will heal everything,” but I didn’t know, in my case, when my inner hurts and wounds would be healed or when my good times would return and heal everything in my life. But how could my time be good without my father and my mother? How could I think of my good times without them? If I were thinking the same, it would be my selfishness. In fact, when they were alive, everything was wonderful and beautiful in my life. But now, my life has become dark, blank, black, and blurred—a colorless life, a hopeless life, a life without meaning and purpose. Empty. Void. Nobody could fill their emptiness; nobody could fill their void. How could I survive in this world without meaning and purpose? My life and my world have turned utterly black and white, like the black-and-white television of the 1980s. I don’t see or find any colors, charms, or fragrances anymore in my life and in my world. Wherever I glance, I can only perceive black, dark, clouded, and faded, like the millions of tiny black-and-white insects flapping their silky wings and engulfing everything everywhere. Nothing clear. Nothing visible. Everything was overshadowed by the darkness of nimbostratus clouds. No more sun, no more moon; in my life and in my world, both the sun and the moon of my life and my world fell into the grips of Rahu and Ketu, grasped in the jaws of dark eclipses.

I came to the dining table where my uncle was waiting for me for breakfast; I had no notion of how many hours he had been waiting for me. Even then, I didn’t feel repentant for him; I had seen him reading a newspaper, The Times of India, the same newspaper that my father used to read every morning at the dining table. For a microsecond, I felt my uncle was my father; I was about to call him "Pa-Papa," but I held my tongue at the nick of time before it could slip away from my mouth. I gnawed my tongue, and it hurt me—Ah-Ah... bleeding a little bit. My uncle was seated on the same chair where my father used to sit; I held my rising hot temper, halted my roaring mood of a tigress, and saved him from the blazing of my wild rage. I wanted to yell at him because he had occupied my father’s dining chair, feeling like he had seized the throne of my father. How dare he sit in my father’s chair, I thought. I couldn’t tolerate him; I still felt that the soul of my father existed there, whatever things he possessed and used when he was alive. He should at least pay reverence to my late father, I said to myself, but I doused my blazing lava, swallowed my erupting rage, suffocated by the rising smoke, as if I inhaled the dark toxin; I gnawed my squeaking teeth. I had seen my uncle as my father figure after the death of my parents; I couldn’t contempt him. However, if he had been someone else, I would have chewed him thinly, given him a hard smack, or driven him out of our mansion straightaway, something he would remember for a lifetime, and he would never dare to display such an impudent manner again. He would hold his ears while giving his oath: “I’m extremely sorry, dear, I vow to you that I won’t repeat the same mistake...”

He addressed me, “Good morning, Surabhi beti, be seated...” I, for a split second, felt that I was in somebody’s house, feeling like a guest or a tenant, greeted by a stranger. In fact, without my parents, my own mansion appeared as a silent and eerie graveyard, hissing to bite me; chasing me to gobble me; trying to hunt me and kill me; and I wanted to flee from this hunting ground in a jiffy, without looking back or further delay.  

I didn’t want to respond to him; I behaved like an ill-mannered brat; I didn’t know why I acted that way, perhaps because of my inner traumas. But, in the blink of an eye, I amended my impolite manner, since my parents had never taught me to disregard my elders, and I said, “Good morning, uncle....” I sat in the front chair across from him, facing him straight, making eye contact, but I didn’t want to see him.

Mohan, our head cook, and Sarala didi, his assistant, served us bread, nut butter, oatmeal, fruit, and milk. I, even though reluctant to eat anything, took my first bite, closing my eyes, like taking venom; I ate my breakfast in slow motion, swallowing like a python swallows its prey at a slow pace, from head to toe, because my mother always advised me to eat slowly, since eating slowly helps to digest our food easily. My uncle, too, ate his breakfast along with me. We were muted; we had no exchange of any words between us, like losing our vocal cords, remaining speechless, sitting as two silent rocks for ages, opposite each other. We didn’t verbalize anything to each other during our breakfast; only the clacking sounds of plates, dishes, spoons, forks, and glasses echoed in the empty dining hall, as if they exchanged their speeches amongst themselves.

After breakfast, as I stood up from my chair, my uncle said, “Surabhi beti, sit down......please.....” I looked at him in stunned silence, having hundreds and thousands of queries in my head, like evaporating vapors. I seated myself in my chair, looking at him, and the lines of furrows emerged in my forehead without warning. “I’ve a piece of good news for you......” he said.  

I felt a direct emotional assault on me, a clear-cut mockery; there wouldn’t be any good news left for me after the brutal murder of my parents. I didn’t expect anything; I didn’t expect any good news. The best news in my life had gone with my parents.  

“What good news, uncle?” I asked him gravely, looking straight into his eyes, as if I wanted to blast balls of fire at him without further delay and dig out whatever information he had stored inside the deep core of his brain.

“I’ve discovered the murderer of your parents,” my uncle exploded with the news, the news I had been waiting for since the day I witnessed the brutal murder of my parents; his voice was filled with revenge.  

“Who is he?” I asked in a grim tone, feeling the inferno of hatred and rage for the murderer of my parents. I wanted to ask the murderer what my parents had done to him that he had killed them without sympathy. “What is his name?” I wanted to know every detail about the murderer. “Where does he live?” I volleyed a fire of queries at my uncle one after another. “What does he do?” I wanted to know the murderer’s name, his surname, his profession, his address, and every detail related to him.  

“His name is Vikrant Khanna...”

“VIKRAM KHANNA... VIKRAM KHANNA... VIKRAM KHANNA...”

The murderer’s name reverberated in my mind, in my heart, and in my soul, like somebody had blown a conch in my ears aloud. His name sounded so cool and decent, looked as if he belonged to a good family, but, alas, in reality, his deeds signified a demon. ‘He is a bloody devil; he is a bloody demon; he is a bloody monster; he is a bloody Satan; he is a bloody beast; and he is a cold-blooded murderer of my parents,’ I thought. Vikrant means brave and warrior in Hindi vocabulary, but he shouldn’t carry this name; his name must be bloody coward; he murdered my innocent and sinless parents; he committed a heinous crime and sin; he is a foe of humanity.  

“Have a look at his photo...,” my uncle said and handed me the colored photograph of Vikrant Khanna.

I didn’t know how my body, at the speed of light, was quaking hard and burning me, both inside and outside, as if every part of my body were igniting with balls of fire while holding the photograph of Vikrant Khanna, the Don, the murderer of my parents. I wanted to tear and burn his photograph and punish him without ado. I was gazing at his photograph with my laser-sharp eyes, like a tiger gazes at its prey before hunting. I wanted to imprint his image in my mind, in my heart, and in my soul so that I would never forget him and recognize him whenever I encountered him, like a Nagina (a female snake) imprints the image of her foe in her eyes.  

“He is the Don of the Mumbai Underworld... He is the Mafia king of crime... He runs illegal trades around the world... He is active in dealing arms and ammunition, drugs, smuggling, gambling, extortion, and terrorist activities. Killing and murdering people are his everyday play...”

“Why didn’t the police take any action against him?”  

My uncle’s face turned gloomy in response to my question. He said, “He is a very powerful man; he keeps law and order in his back pocket. He has strong connections with powerful people—police commissioners, lawyers, judges, politicians, MLAs, and MPs—who salute him, tie their hands, and bow their heads before him. He even has a strong friendship with the ruling party and a strong bond with the Prime Minister of India. Since he is the chief financier and sponsor of the major political parties of India, without his financial and monetary aid and support, they couldn’t fight their state elections and general elections every five years. There are hundreds and thousands of criminal cases and charges against his name, but nobody ever dares to touch him, drag him into court, or imprison him.”

My uncle continued, giving the detailed account of the dark deeds of Vikrant Khanna, the Don, the murderer of my parents. “He has sponsored many terrorist attacks throughout India... He is the mastermind of a series of coordinated terrorist attacks during Independence Day and Republic Day...”  

Vikrant Khanna was, indeed, a very strong and powerful man, the Don, the Mafia king, but why he had murdered my parents without any reason was an abrupt thought hitting my head in a flash. My head spun like a disc in 360 degrees. Something fishy must be there, or something black in the lentils, that I couldn’t digest anything. My head was flooded with hundreds of question marks and remained an unresolved puzzle.

‘What can I do against him?’ I felt a sudden needle-sharp pang in my mind, in my heart, and in my soul, like a thorn prick on my feet, bleeding when I tried to walk on my path, shaking my inner core utterly while knowing the dangerous background of the Don, Vikrant Khanna, the murderer of my parents. No match between him and me. He was the mammoth elephant, and I was merely a tiny ant; how could a tiny ant harm the mammoth elephant? It was only possible in fairy tales and folklores, for instance, in the stories of Panchatantra, that a tiny ant could harm a big elephant, but it would never happen in reality—practically impossible; It was an impossible task for me to take any step against him; it was like trying to catch a giant blue whale in the mighty ocean with a tiny rope and fishing hook. If I ever dared to try to do anything against him, it would be my foolishness and immaturity. He would either easily crush me under his mighty feet or gobble me up in his gigantic mouth like a tiny fish.

“Don’t worry, Surabhi beti... Don’t lose your self-belief and self-confidence,” my uncle said, as if he had learned about my mind, the negative thoughts and inferiority complex that had begun dwelling inside me. “I have a solid plan to execute Vikrant Khanna... Have faith in me...” He assured me with confidence, as if he had firm belief in his plan and that it would never fail; it would work a hundred and ten percent according to his master tactics, like an arrow shot by the great warrior Arjuna that would never miss its target.

I looked at my uncle, raising my eyebrows with anticipation and speculation, knowing that it was an impossible task to execute Vikrant Khanna, the Don, the murderer of my parents; it was like playing an open game with a live bomb, a suicidal attempt that would explode as I tried to touch it. I shuddered inside and out, my heartbeat almost halting for a second; I could see my own naked death dancing in front of me, the sudden dark clouds of self-doubt and self-pity swallowing me up in my mind, my heart, and my soul. ‘No, no... impossible, impossible...’ I said to myself, viewing the future catastrophe that overshadowed my head. ‘I can’t play with the live bomb... If I dare to touch him, he would burn me alive... No, no... I can’t attempt this suicidal act...’ My heavy footsteps stepped back, behaving like a coward; I surrendered before firing the arms on the battlefield; and yes, I meant it, and I accepted it. In fact, I didn’t see any other alternative but to conceal myself in some undisclosed hideout.
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