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    Dedication

 

 

For the unseen lives in forgotten alleys,whose struggles rarely find words,yet whose quiet strength and humanitydeserve to be remembered.

And for every readerwho chooses to pause and listento the voices we often pass by.



    



  	
        
            
             

 

"In every forgotten corner, where despair lingers,courage grows quietly, refusing to be invisible."

      

    


Author’s Note

When I first read Premchand’s Kafan, it stayed with me in ways I could not explain. The story was short, simple, and painfully honest—but the questions it raised about hunger, dignity, and survival refused to leave my mind. I often wondered: if Ghisu and Madhav lived today, in our cities of glass towers and sprawling slums, what would their lives look like? Would their struggles be any different, or would they still be caught in the same cruel cycle of poverty?

Shadows of the Lane grew out of that thought. It is not just a retelling, but an attempt to listen to those silenced voices in our own time. The characters you will meet—Ghisu, Madhav, Radha, and Chotu—are not just part of fiction. They are reflections of countless families who live in forgotten alleys, working hard, suffering quietly, and dreaming in fragments.

Writing this story was not easy. At times, I felt the weight of despair. At other times, I found unexpected tenderness and strength in the very people society often overlooks. Their laughter amidst hunger, their stubborn will to go on, even their flaws—all felt deeply human to me.

This novel is my way of holding up a mirror, not to accuse, but to remind. Poverty is not a story of the past. It is here, around us, shaping lives every day. If reading Shadows of the Lane makes you pause, even for a moment, to think about the unseen world around you, then my purpose is fulfilled.

With warmth and gratitude,

––––––––
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VIVEK KUMAR SINGH

Part I – Roots of Despair
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Chapter 1: The Forgotten Lane
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The city had many faces, but none cared to look at this one. Tucked behind the grand new highway and the gleaming glass towers was a lane so narrow that two people could barely pass shoulder to shoulder. The lane was not marked on any map, though hundreds of people lived there. Its name was never spoken in the planning offices or in the speeches of leaders. The residents themselves simply called it gali—the lane. For everyone else, it was invisible.

The lane stank of overflowing drains and uncollected garbage. The air carried the smoke of chulhas lit with scraps of plastic, mixing with the sweetness of stale liquor and the iron tang of rusted tin sheets. Every hut leaned into the next, stitched together from tarpaulin, bamboo poles, discarded plywood, and promises that the next eviction would be their last. Children ran barefoot over broken glass without fear, and stray dogs, thin as ropes, trotted alongside them, looking for scraps. In the rainy season, water pooled at every corner, green and sluggish, breeding mosquitoes and despair in equal measure.

It was in this lane that Ghisu and Madhav lived. Their dwelling, if one could call it that, was at the far end, where the drain curved and the garbage mound rose highest. A single tarpaulin stretched over four bamboo poles made their roof; walls of tin sheets, hammered flat from oil drums, rattled whenever the wind blew. Inside lay a broken charpoy, a clay pot with a crack running down its side, and a heap of rags that served as bedding. Nothing else.

Ghisu was the elder—his face lined with wrinkles that told the story of fifty years lived without comfort. His eyes, however, carried no wisdom, only a dull resignation, as if he had long ago stopped expecting the world to give him anything. Once, in his youth, he might have been strong; his shoulders were still broad, his hands rough from years of carrying bricks and cement. But now he rarely lifted more than a bottle. Work, he claimed, had broken his back and spirit. “Let the rich build their palaces,” he often muttered. “We only live to fill their stomachs, not our own.”

Madhav, his son, was younger, not yet thirty, but he already looked twice his age. A thin man with hollow cheeks and eyes too tired to be angry, he followed his father in most things: in laziness, in drinking, in resignation. He had been married to Radha only two years, but the struggles of daily survival had already stolen the laughter from his lips. Still, there was a gentleness in him that Ghisu lacked—an occasional smile for the neighbor’s children, a quiet sigh when Radha coughed at night.

Each morning, the lane stirred awake not with alarm clocks but with the cries of vendors and the clang of utensils. Women set out to clean rich people’s houses, men queued at the chowk where contractors came to pick up daily laborers. But Ghisu and Madhav never stood in that line. Instead, they squatted outside their hut, watching the others with a mixture of envy and contempt.

“See them, Madhav,” Ghisu would say, scratching his gray stubble. “They will break their bones all day, carry bricks on their heads, and at night their stomach will still ache with hunger. At least we save ourselves that pain.”

Madhav would nod, though sometimes he longed for the dignity of work. But the truth was, he had tried. He had carried sacks of cement until his knees buckled, dug trenches until his palms bled. Contractors shouted, cursed, paid less than promised. Once, after three days of hauling stones, he received only half his wage because the overseer claimed he had “rested too often.” That day, Madhav had thrown down his shovel and walked away. He had not gone back.

Instead, father and son survived on odd bits: begging a meal from neighbors, selling scrap iron collected from construction sites, and most often, relying on Radha’s labor. She washed clothes for families in the next colony, swept floors, and sometimes returned with leftover rotis hidden in her pallu.

The neighbors often shook their heads at the two men. “Shameless!” the women would mutter when Radha trudged past them, balancing a basket of laundry while her husband lounged outside, chewing on a twig. “A curse upon men like these.” The men laughed cruelly, “Work? For them, the only work is drinking.”

But Ghisu was not ashamed. “They call us shameless,” he said once, chuckling, “but we are the wise ones. Why sweat and die for someone else’s profit? Let them toil, let them be the donkeys. We will eat when there is food, sleep when there is none. Hunger cannot kill what is already dead.”

And Madhav, though younger, had inherited his father’s philosophy. Sometimes he argued, “But Radha suffers, Babuji. She works while we sit.” Ghisu would shrug. “Women are made to suffer. That is their fate. Our duty is only to live.”

The days passed in this manner, one indistinguishable from another. The lane swallowed hopes as quickly as the drain swallowed rainwater. Children grew up only to join the same cycle of daily labor, marriages, debts, and deaths. No one dreamed beyond the next meal.

For Ghisu and Madhav, survival itself was an art. They knew which temple served food on Tuesdays, which wedding might offer leftover sweets, which liquor shop owner would give drink on credit. When Radha scolded them, they laughed it off. “We will all die one day,” Ghisu told her once. “Better to die with a smile and a full stomach than with empty hands and endless work.”

Yet, beneath his cynicism, even Ghisu had memories that sometimes pricked him like thorns. At night, when the lane was quiet, he remembered his own wife, long gone, who had starved herself so that he might eat during a famine. He remembered how her body had been wrapped in a borrowed sheet, hurriedly cremated without ceremony. Sometimes he wondered if Madhav’s Radha would meet the same fate. The thought made him restless, so he drank more until it faded.

Madhav too carried a silent burden. He often stared at Radha’s bent back as she scrubbed clothes, her hands raw and cracked. He wanted to help, to earn, to lift her from this misery. But each attempt at labor had left him humiliated, cheated, and more defeated than before. Slowly, his will hardened into apathy. “Better to feel nothing,” he told himself, “than to feel shame every day.”

The lane did not forgive weakness. When children cried from hunger, mothers slapped them into silence. When someone died, neighbors mourned briefly, then scavenged what little had been left behind. The living had no time for grief. Survival was the only prayer.

For outsiders, this lane did not exist. No official came here unless there was an election. Then promises flowed like cheap liquor—new houses, jobs, toilets, ration cards. After the votes were cast, silence returned. The drains overflowed, the roofs leaked, and the people waited for nothing.

In this forgotten lane, Ghisu and Madhav were both mocked and envied. Mocked, because they refused to conform to even the bare dignity of labor. Envied, because they seemed free of the anxieties that consumed others. While neighbors calculated debts, worried about rising rents, and pleaded with contractors for work, these two sat idle, chewing neem twigs and discussing the futility of life as if they were philosophers.

One evening, as the sky turned red over the towers in the distance, Ghisu said to his son, “Do you know, Madhav, once I carried bricks for a whole month. Thirty days! And at the end, what did I get? A torn shirt and a fever that nearly killed me. Since then, I swore never to work again.”

Madhav laughed softly. “And still you lived.”

“Yes, because the gods love fools and drunkards,” Ghisu grinned, raising his cup of cheap liquor. “And we are both.”

They laughed together, their voices mingling with the cries of hawkers and the barking of dogs. Around them, the lane continued its endless cycle of hunger and survival.

The forgotten lane had no name, no place in the city’s grand design. But it was here that lives unfolded—quietly, painfully, without recognition. And in one of its shabbiest corners, Ghisu and Madhav sat, father and son bound by blood and despair, waiting for nothing, expecting nothing, yet destined for a story that would force the world, at last, to look their way.
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Chapter 2: Morning in the Lane
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Morning in the forgotten lane was not heralded by alarm clocks or quiet stretches of yoga on balconies. It was announced in harsher ways—the piercing cry of a vendor hawking vegetables before dawn, the clang of tin containers, the coughing of men lighting their first bidi of the day, and the wails of infants stirred from sleep by the noises of survival.

By five o’clock, the lane was awake. Smoke rose from dozens of makeshift stoves as women crouched over them, blowing life into embers. The smell of burning plastic mixed with that of boiling tea leaves, raw onions, and kerosene oil. The narrow passage filled quickly with people: men washing their faces at the common tap, children scurrying barefoot in search of water before the supply was cut, women balancing buckets on their hips and exchanging hurried greetings.

In this rush, Ghisu and Madhav were oddities. They did not hurry, nor did they rise before the sun. On most days, they emerged only after the lane had already begun its march toward the world beyond. But this morning, stirred by the commotion of a neighbor’s quarrel, both sat outside their hut earlier than usual.

From where they sat, the whole lane unfolded before them like a stage.

At one end, women from three adjacent huts had gathered near the public tap. They argued loudly about whose bucket should be filled first. The water flowed weakly, a thin trickle that demanded patience none of them had.

“Move your bucket, Shanti!” one woman barked. “You always push ahead.”

Shanti, a stout woman with hands rough from scrubbing other people’s floors, shot back, “And you think your children are made of gold? They cry the same as mine when thirsty.”
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