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To my grandson – the one I call Jojo. 
Your four-year-mind is brimming with imaginary goblins and zombies and monsters now. But soon you will be old enough to read spooky stories.


CONTENTS

1. The Journey

2. The Unpaid Debt

3. The Treasure Chest

4. The Wild Boar

5. The Portrait

6. The Ghost in Red

7. The Dancing Ghosts of the Forbidden City

8. The Tortured Soul

9. The Tramp and the Seven Ghosts

10. The Noose

11. The Ghost That Loved Slapping

12. The Midnight Visitor

13. A Lethal Gamble

14. The Thirteenth Story

About the Illustrator

About the Book

About the Author

Copyright


1

THE JOURNEY

Anirudh Sen, a writer, was finally on his way to a remote jungle where his friend, Rajat, was posted as a forest ranger in the Buxa Tiger Reserve. Although Rajat had invited him several times, work kept the writer from accepting the invitation. That winter, however, he decided to visit the tiger reserve and stay for a long time. He had just signed a contract for a horror book with an unrealistic deadline. Realizing that the tiger reserve could serve as an ideal background for the book, he emailed his friend who gave him detailed directions to the tiger reserve.

‘Try to take the direct train,’ Rajat instructed. ‘It’s faster and more comfortable. Let me know once the tickets are booked. I will be waiting for you at the railway station.’

Despite Rajat’s instructions, Anirudh managed to miss the direct train so he had to buy a ticket for a slower train that would carry him to Alipurduar.

‘Never mind,’ said Rajat when informed about the change in plans. ‘You can get down at Alipurduar and travel by road to Rajabhatkhowa. There are enough cabs and buses connecting the two places. I can pick you up from Rajabhatkhowa. It’s the gateway to the tiger reserve. The only problem is that it will be a much longer journey.’

‘I don’t mind long journeys,’ replied Anirudh. ‘In fact, the longer the journey, the better it is. It gives me the opportunity to read and work on my ideas for the next book.’

A voracious reader, he had packed more books than clothes for his stay in the jungle. Carrying his bag and a large picnic hamper with enough snacks and juices to keep him tanked up, Anirudh embarked on his journey.

The train arrived and he clambered into the second-class air-conditioned compartment. Delighted, he noted that there were very few passengers in the compartment. Most people preferred the fast train. ‘Thank god! I won’t be forced to make small talk with some garrulous co-passenger,’ he muttered.

The train began moving and after a few minutes of gazing out of the window, Anirudh pulled out his book and began reading. From time to time, he dug into the hamper and munched on his favourite masala wafers. The book was so engrossing that he didn’t notice the hours flying.

The sun had set and darkness fell. The train chugged through forests and small villages, halting at almost every station it passed. It was nearing midnight when, lulled by the rhythmic clattering and the gentle rocking of the train, Anirudh began to drowse. After a while, unable to keep his eyes open, he stretched himself out on the berth and went to sleep.

He woke up with a start when the train halted at a tiny, dimly-lit railway station. A dense forest stretched on one side of the track and on the other stood the station. Walking up to the door, he leaned out and looked around for a tea vendor, but there were none to be seen. A sudden movement caught his attention and he turned to see a thief rushing off with his bag. Shouting, Anirudh began chasing the fellow, who had disembarked from the other door of the train. Crossing the tracks, the fellow disappeared into the forest on the other side.

Determined to retrieve the bag with his prized books, Anirudh continued to chase the chap, who quickly disappeared into a dense grove. Unfamiliar with the terrain, he stumbled through the undergrowth in the darkness, trying to locate the thief. It was a wasted effort as the fleet-footed thief had melted away in the darkness. Panting, he paused to get his bearings in the forest.

The forest seemed to have a life of its own. The wind made a keening sound as it rushed through the trees. Several eyes stared at him through the darkened forest. Surrounded by the hushed voices of the forest creatures, Anirudh felt his skin creep. He decided to abandon the chase. The night was growing strangely cold and he shivered. The wind howled menacingly around him, its bite prickling his skin.

Drawing his coat tighter, and cursing angrily, the writer hastened back towards the station in the dark, only to find that the train had moved out. Sprinting as fast as his legs could carry him, Anirudh tried to climb into the last compartment but the train gathered speed and he found himself left in the lurch. Frustrated and angry, he began walking towards the waiting room.
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With a sinking heart, he realized that he would have to spend the night at the station.

The station was dimly lit and deserted. Unlike most railway stations that buzzed with activity, this one was unnervingly quiet. Not a soul could be seen on the platform. There were no porters, no vendors and no officials. It was rather strange. Anirudh walked along the platform and found the station master’s cabin. Clad in a grimy uniform, his head resting on the table, the station master was fast asleep. ‘Terrible!’ he muttered as he walked towards the tiny waiting room at the end of the building.

The waiting room turned out to be a dark and dismal place with a single naked bulb of dim wattage. With its dilapidated furniture, broken windows, crumbling plaster and cobwebs hanging from the corners of the walls, it had a rundown and uninviting look. To add to his troubles, there was an electrical failure that very moment. Unnerved, he stared into the darkness.

The strong wind continued to blow, and the temperature fell. Shivering, he whipped out his phone, and let its light guide his steps.

Dismayed, he looked around the waiting room and saw rickety chairs arranged in a circle. He counted them quickly. There were thirteen chairs. All of them were occupied except one. Just then, as luck would have it, the battery of his phone also died. Groping in the dark, he found his way to the sole vacant chair and plonked himself on it.

‘Welcome!’ a gravelly voice greeted him from the darkness.

‘Welcome,’ echoed several voices in unison.

Unnerved by the eerie setting, Anirudh wished the night would end. The darkness, windstorm and rattling windows were getting on his nerves.

‘Is there a candle around?’ asked a voice from the depth of the darkness.

‘Where would you find a candle now?’ replied someone. ‘We’ll have to make do with the moonlight.’

‘I have a matchbox,’ said Anirudh, fumbling in his pocket. Taking it out, he struck a match and its dim light began throwing eerie shadows around the room. He could barely discern the people around him. Most of them were clad in winter clothes. Their faces half covered with the woollens, several eyes stared at him.

The match singed his fingers before burning out. There was darkness once again. Cursing, he examined his surroundings in the faint light of a waning moon. It was likely to be a long night.

‘You missed the train?’ asked the young woman seated next to him. Her voice was soft and mellifluous.

‘… and lost my bag, too,’ he replied testily.

‘Where are you going?’ asked an elderly man, his voice muffled by the monkey cap that covered most of his face.

‘I am going to the Buxa Tiger Reserve to visit a friend.’

‘I see. Well, you have a long journey ahead.’

‘What time is the next train?’ he asked the young woman.

‘Several trains pass through this place, but not many stop here. The one that will stop at this station is scheduled to arrive at 6 a.m., but it is never on time,’ she replied softly.

‘Are you waiting for the same train?’ Anirudh was curious. He wondered if everyone was waiting to catch the same train.

‘Not necessarily,’ she responded. ‘I might take another train. I have a lot of time to while away.’

‘That’s quite strange. I mean, why would you want to spend time at this rundown place? Anyway, I have no right to question your choice,’ he said, fishing for a cigarette in his pockets. ‘I hope you don’t mind me smoking.’

‘Go ahead!’ she responded.

He lit the cigarette and inhaled deeply. ‘By the way, I am Anirudh Sen,’ he introduced himself. ‘I am a writer.’

‘That’s interesting. It’s nice to meet someone who writes. I am Mala,’ she said in an even voice. ‘I am a photojournalist.’

‘In that case, we have a lot in common.’

‘Yes, we both tell stories,’ she said with a gentle smile. ‘Have you …’

‘Speaking of stories, there’s no better time to share stories than now. It’s a long night,’ interrupted the old man. ‘Let’s pass it with a few stories.’

‘That’s a good idea,’ said an eager voice from across the room. ‘I love stories, especially stories of the spooky kind.’

It was a young man in army uniform, Anirudh noticed. It was too dark to see faces, but he was able to make out the clothes each person was wearing.

‘Do you believe in ghosts?’ asked the soldier.

‘No, I don’t believe in ghosts,’ replied Anirudh in a shaky voice. The creepy atmosphere was beginning to grate on his nerves and he wondered if he would last the night. ‘They exist only in stories.’

‘My dear friend, you will start believing in ghosts before the night is gone,’ chuckled a middle-aged woman sitting on the other side of the room.

‘I will need a lot of convincing,’ said Anirudh stubbornly. ‘I am a rational person. Ghosts are nothing but the product of a fevered imagination.’

‘Don’t worry, you might change your mind before morning. In the meantime, let’s swap ghost stories.’ A hollow laugh sounded from his right.

‘I have a better idea,’ suggested a man sitting next to the soldier. ‘Let’s include all kinds of supernatural stories. In fact, why don’t we have a competition? Each of us will narrate a spooky story. The person who comes up with the creepiest one will be the winner and I will give him a prize.’

Several voices went up in excitement. ‘What is the prize?’ someone wanted to know.

‘This, dear friends, is the prize.’ The man who had suggested the contest held up a stone that dazzled like a diamond, even in the darkness. There was a sharp intake of breath as everyone peered at the stone.

‘That’s a valuable stone,’ commented the young woman named Mala. ‘Is it a diamond?’

‘It’s a two-carat solitaire,’ chuckled the man. ‘I am a jeweller and I know the exact worth of this stone but won’t divulge it till someone wins the prize.’

‘Fair enough!’ agreed the old man sitting next to Anirudh. ‘May the best person win. This is likely to be an interesting story session.’

‘Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s start the session,’ a squeaky voice piped up from the dark.

By this time, the clouds had parted and a waning crescent moon cast a faint light into the room. Anirudh’s eyes had adjusted to the darkness and the writer in him began taking note of the people in the room. He turned his eyes to the man with the squeaky voice. Seated several chairs away, he was a cadaverous man with a bald head which seemed larger than normal. He was rubbing his hands to keep himself warm.
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THE UNPAID DEBT

The first person to begin the story was a man in elegant clothes. The suit made of fine fabric must have cost him quite a lot of money, Anirudh mused.

‘I am an architect by profession, but I have a lot of interest in archaeology and Egyptian archaeology in particular,’ he began. ‘Right from my childhood, I have been fascinated by Egyptian mummies and the mysteries connected with them. For long I had wanted to visit Egypt and finally, at the age of forty-five, I flew to that country.

I had been preparing for the trip for almost a month, tying up a private vehicle, hotel accommodation, a knowledgeable guide and other administrative details. I had prepared a detailed itinerary, and carried out research about the places I wanted to visit. Finally, one November morning, I landed at Cairo in a state of excitement and anticipation. My guide, Khaled Abbas, met me at the airport and the two of us exchanged pleasantries.

As luck would have it, Khaled was a young and enthusiastic man who knew a lot about Egyptian culture and history. He knew of my interest in mummies and promised to take me to places that were not on the itinerary of most tourists. My directives were clear – I wanted to see the mummies from close quarters and know all about the process of mummification. Since I was paying a fat fee for his services, Khaled said he would take me on an exclusive and memorable tour.

Mummification was done because the Egyptians believed in life after death. The body had to be preserved so they could use it in the afterlife.

From the books I had read, I knew that the process of mummification took seventy days, with special priests carrying out the elaborate rituals. It was mostly the rich and influential who could afford the cost of mummification, which is the reason that there are very few mummies of the common man. The priests were learned people who knew everything about human anatomy. The complicated ritual involved the removal of all internal parts without disfiguring the face and body. Egyptians believed that the heart was the most important organ, so it was left in the body, but the rest of the organs were removed and preserved in containers known as canopic jars. The body was filled with stuffing and dehydrated with natron, a kind of natural salt. After about forty days, the stuffing was removed and replaced with linen and the body wrapped in layers of linen strands and placed in a stone coffin.

The mummy was now ready for its journey to the afterlife. Egyptians believed that Anubis, who had a human body and a jackal’s head, was the God of Mummification, so the priests wore masks with the head of a jackal.

Determined to see and photograph as much as possible, I instructed Khaled to take me to al-Dayr al-Bahrī, which was also called the Valley of Queens. This place, which was famous for the funerary temple of Queen Hatshepsut, was on the itinerary of all tourists who visited Egypt. My reasons for visiting the place were different. Apart from the queen’s temple, I wanted to explore the valley where fresh excavations were taking place and mummies were being discovered.

My excitement grew as Khaled took me through Queen Hatshepsut’s temple. The painted pillars and hieroglyphic decorations on the walls spoke of an ancient story about the queen and her times. I wandered along with hundreds of tourists, gasping and photographing the details.

An interesting character, Hatshepsut had to wear a beard and dress like a man in order to rule. The lady ruled the country for 22 years. It was a record of sorts, since no other female pharaoh had ruled so long or been as successful as a ruler. There was peace and prosperity in the region. Many of her achievements were documented on the walls of her funerary temple.

The Valley of Queens had many other tombs of the royal ladies and children. Some had already been discovered and some were under excavation, with fresh ones being found.

‘Khaled, do you remember I had expressed my desire to visit a tomb which was being excavated?’ I asked, as we stepped out of the temple. Despite it being the month of November, it was blistering hot in the desert and I sank into a chair in one of the small restaurants which was located in the market near the temple.

‘That’s impossible, effendi!’ The guide looked aghast at my request. ‘Entry into such tombs is prohibited and punishable under law.’

‘Nothing is impossible!’ I retorted. ‘Money can open many doors. I am willing to pay whatever amount you need.’

I was well endowed and could afford to pay more money than the average tourist. I also knew that bribery worked in that country, just as it worked in mine. Also, I was paying Khaled almost double the normal guide’s fee. ‘I will pay you extra,’ I said, trying to bait him. ‘What if I pay 2000 Egyptian pounds over and above your agreed fees?’

‘No, effendi, not possible,’ he waved away my offer. ‘It’s too risky.’

‘Four thousand Egyptian pounds?’ I doubled my offer.

That got him thinking. ‘I will have to pay a huge bribe to the officer in charge of security,’ he finally replied.

‘Well, how much do you want?’ I was getting desperate. My dream was close to coming true and I didn’t want money to be a hurdle.

‘I think ten thousand should be enough,’ he suggested with a cunning look.

The guy was getting greedy. He had realized that I would be prepared to shell out big money to get inside the tomb. Egyptians love haggling just as Indians do, so I began bargaining. ‘That’s too much,’ I protested. ‘What about five thousand? It’s a fair amount. You can keep some money and pay the rest as a bribe. I can’t pay more than that.’

It was like a cat and mouse game with the two of us studying each other. Realizing he couldn’t get any more out of me, Khaled shrugged and we settled for five thousand Egyptian pounds, which was quite a big amount, around twenty-five thousand Indian rupees. For me, the deal was worth every paise. ‘I will do this for you, effendi, because I like you,’ said Khaled.

It was nonsense, of course. The money was too tantalizing for him to refuse.

‘You wait here while I make a few calls,’ he instructed.

I was too excited to sit still so I began pacing around the market.

Fifteen minutes later, he returned with a beaming face. ‘You’ve got your wish.’

I clasped his shoulders gratefully and thanked him.

‘I have been able to convince the security in charge, but we will have to wait till sunset when all the tourists and guides leave the valley. There is one tomb that has been partially excavated, but it has vivid hieroglyphs and paintings. I think you will like it.’

‘I am willing to wait.’

‘I will have to leave you in the restaurant and go to the vehicle. It has to be parked at a distance behind a dune, so no one can see it. I will also bring water, food and a torch,’ he said.

There was no way I was willing to let him go without me. ‘I will accompany you,’ I said. ‘We can pick up some food and drinks and then drive behind the dune and wait for sunset.’

Time passed in slow motion as, seated in the vehicle, we sweltered in the heat. The sun went down at last and darkness began to fall. The two of us began trekking towards the valley, our backpacks filled with food and water. I felt an overwhelming sense of adventure as I trudged through the sand.

With the moon shining overhead and the wind howling through the valley, we covered the distance to a series of caves. About forty-five minutes later, the two of us were standing at the mouth of the cave that led to the tomb. There was a board outside announcing that excavation was in progress and entry was prohibited. A barrier had been erected to keep out curious tourists. Ignoring the board, the two of us circumvented the barrier and entered the cave.

The burial chamber was not a large one like that of Tutankhamen but not very small either. Since the walls were elaborately painted with scenes of daily activities and Egyptian gods, I was sure that a member of the royal family had been buried in the chamber.

Khaled switched on the torch and we stumbled through a cramped passage with uneven ground, reaching a larger enclosure which served as an antechamber. Although the area had been partially cleared, there was a lot of rubble all around. I gaped at the stunning hieroglyphs and statues around us. There was a series of decorative paintings illustrating the life of the princess, who lay buried in the tomb. Sculptures of all kinds stared at us from the walls, their colours as bright as when they had been painted.

Like a man possessed, I began taking pictures with my camera. This was a treasure beyond imagination.

‘The tomb is believed to be more than 3800 years old,’ Khaled said, his voice echoing within the enclosure.

The antechamber ended in a dusty shaft. ‘Where’s the sarcophagus?’ I asked excitedly. ‘Did they find any treasures?’

To prevent defiling and theft, the tombs and treasures were generally located in well-hidden chambers. It was likely that the dusty and narrow shaft led to the burial chamber.

‘I don’t know, effendi. Most of the tombs have been raided by thieves and the valuables have been carted away. Besides, the officials are not likely to disclose the details of the treasures found in the burial chambers.’

We tied handkerchiefs around our faces to cover our noses and began walking towards the shaft, with Khaled holding up the torch to light the way. Bent low, we entered the seemingly unending shaft that was inclined downward. I was sure it would lead us to the burial chamber.

The opening widened after a little while and we entered another room. This one was even more brightly painted. Perhaps the elements had failed to reach the enclosure, I surmised. Broken fragments of pottery and other artefacts pointed to the fact that the room had held many treasures. Although there were no pieces of jewellery or expensive funerary artefacts, there were dozens of ushabti statues, which were supposed to serve as servants in the afterlife. This proved that the burial chamber belonged to a member of the royal family.

‘We have to hurry, effendi,’ Khaled told me. ‘The battery of my torch will not last forever and getting out of this maze will take some time.’

I hurried after him into an adjoining room that seemed to be the burial chamber. The walls were covered with statues. Among them was a huge one of Anubis, its wolf head casting an ominous spell over the place. A large pit had been dug in the centre of the chamber and I wondered if it was the location of a tomb. Perplexed, I stared around me. There was no sign of the sarcophagus.

‘Where is the sarcophagus? Haven’t they found it yet?’

‘I don’t know. Work is still going on. The casket is often hidden well so that it is not defiled,’ Khaled replied. ‘Be careful, effendi. If you fall into the pit, it will be difficult to get you out.’

I stepped cautiously around the borders of the pit to study the statue of a pharaoh, when a scream rang through the room. Khaled had fallen into the pit. His torch had fallen too and there was pitch-black darkness around us.

‘Help!’ he shouted. ‘Help me, effendi.’

‘Hold on, Khaled, I will get you out,’ I said, although I was clueless as to how I would do that. It was a fairly deep pit and clambering out without the help of a ladder seemed difficult.

My eyes hunted for a rope or some implement that could be used to help the guide, but I found nothing. There were some wooden planks near the pit, but they were too heavy to be of any use.

Switching on the flashlight on my phone, I placed it on the ground and stretched my hand towards the poor chap. He tugged at my hand and began clambering out, while I dug my toes in for support. It is difficult to help a grown man out of a pit, I realized, as my shoulder joint seemed to get dislocated with the weight. The guide dangled, trying to find a foothold on the wall of the pit. There was none.

Just then, the huge statue of Anubis detached itself from the wall. The black jackal head with pointed ears, and a pair of gleaming eyes created a terrifying visual. It seemed to be enraged at our presence in the tomb. For a moment, the entire space seemed lit up with the fire in those eyes.

I sprang back in alarm. Before I could collect my wits, the heavy statue had fallen over Khaled. It covered the pit entirely. Stunned, I watched as my guide was buried under the statue. I screamed.

It took several minutes for me to recover, and then I realized that Khaled was suffocating under the statue. Dazed and shocked, I stood staring at the pit. I was the only one who could help him. Desperate, I hunted around for a tool to help me dislocate the heavy statue, but there was none. Minutes ticked away. By then I was sure the poor man was dead, crushed under the statue of Anubis.

All of a sudden, the statue began rising from the pit. Right before my stunned eyes, it went back to its original place. Everything was restored to its former state. It was now exactly the way it had looked when we entered the chamber. The only difference was that Khaled’s crushed body lay in the pit.

I panicked. The battery in Khaled’s torch had already died, and I was using the light in my phone to guide my path. I had to get out of the tomb before the battery in my phone also died. Once that happened, there would be no light to guide my way and I would be trapped in the tomb till morning. That was not something I wanted. Once the security and excavation teams arrived, there would be uncomfortable questions to answer. I could be jailed for barging into a prohibited area. With Khaled dead there was no one who could help me in dealing with the local authorities.

In the dim light of the phone, I could not find my way out of the burial chamber. Like a trapped animal, I ran from one end to the other, anxiety robbing me of logical thinking. I was unable to locate the shaft that would lead to the exit.

Anubis began laughing as I scurried around like a rat. The laughter was taken up by the other statues on the wall. The sound of collective laughter echoed around the burial chamber, adding to the eeriness around me. It grew in volume and level, grating on my nerves. In the dim light, I searched frantically for an escape. My head was spinning and my legs had turned to jelly.

Minutes ticked away and my desperation grew. Drained of energy and my breathing shallow, I wondered if I was destined to die in that chamber.

Just as I was about to give up, the statue of Anubis raised its hand and pointed towards a corner. I followed the direction indicated by the God of the Dead. My eyes spotted the shaft. Bowing my head in reverence to Anubis, I rushed towards the shaft and stumbled through the antechamber, not stopping for a moment till I was out in the open.

I lay stupefied on the sand, trying to come to terms with the things that had taken place inside the tomb. I lost track of time. Dawn was breaking as I trudged back to the vehicle. Thankfully, the MUV (multi-utility vehicle) was equipped with Google Maps. It helped me find my way to the city.

For the next twenty-four hours, I sank into a heavy slumber which was punctuated by nightmares. I woke up with a heavy feeling of guilt. It was because of my insistence to explore the burial chamber that the guide now lay dead inside the open pit. There were moments of disbelief interspersed with wonder. Did it really happen? Did the statue of Anubis break away from the wall to bury Khaled?

I was going crazy with a dozen thoughts crowding my mind. Desperate to get away from everything, I embarked on the Nile cruise that had been booked for me. It was a three-day cruise that would take me through historical areas like Aswan, Kom Ombo, Edfu and Luxor. No matter how much I tried, it was impossible to forget the incident inside the burial chamber.
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In the meantime, newspapers reported the strange death of a guide inside a tomb in the Valley of Queens. The body had been identified and an autopsy had been carried out. The body bore marks of extensive injuries and the death had been caused by suffocation, said the reports. Thankfully, there were no mentions of an Indian tourist who had accompanied the guide. I let out a sigh of relief.

On the very first night of the cruise, I was woken up by loud raps on the door of my cabin.

My voice shaking with unease, I asked, ‘Who’s that?’

For a few minutes, there was no reply and then the rapping began again. I repeated my question.

‘You have not paid the agreed amount, effendi,’ came a whispered reply.

It was Khaled’s voice. In an instant, I sprang out of the bed and went near the door. From the peephole, I tried to see the person outside. There was no one.

‘You owe me money, effendi,’ Khaled’s voice reminded me.

‘Go away, Khaled,’ I shouted and crept back into my bed. The knocking on the door continued for the entire night. I buried my head under the pillows but it was not possible to shut out the sound.

The rapping and appeals continued for the next three nights till I was close to a nervous breakdown. I tried taking sleeping pills, drank myself silly, but couldn’t sleep. I could not eat, either. My life turned into a living hell. My much-anticipated cruise was turning into a disaster.

My eyes took on a hollow look, dark shadows forming under them. I began losing weight rapidly. The doctor on board who examined me could find no reason for my declining health.

On the third day, the cruise was completed and I decided to end my agony. Carrying the money I had promised to pay Khaled, I drove towards the very tomb where he had died. I parked the MUV where we had parked the last time and trudged back to the tomb to place the envelope with the money at the entrance. Along with the money, I also placed a bouquet of white lilies.

There were no more raps on my door that night. I woke up the next morning and found a note that had been slipped under the door of the hotel room.

‘Thank you, effendi! My soul would not have found peace if I had not paid the promised money to the security officer at the tomb.’

The next morning, I flew back to India.

In the course of the next few months, I learnt that the Egyptians believed in clearing all debts. They take the matter of debt very seriously and believe that were a man to die owing a debt, he would not enter Paradise until his debt was paid off.

I have often wondered why Anubis decided to take Khaled’s life, while showing me the path to the exit. Was it because I was a guest, or had Khaled committed a sin by disturbing the dead when he led a stranger into the tomb, or was it his greed that caused his death? I haven’t found any answers.’
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THE TREASURE CHEST

There was a pause for several minutes as everyone absorbed the story. Many questions troubled Anirudh’s mind. How could a statue detach itself from the wall and kill someone? The architect had to be lying, he felt.

‘I don’t believe your story,’ Anirudh declared. ‘It doesn’t seem logical.’

‘There are a lot of illogical things in life,’ said the architect. ‘I wouldn’t have believed the incident, had I not experienced it first-hand.’

‘Admit it or not, ghosts do exist,’ insisted the soldier.

‘Can we stop the arguments and start the next story?’ said the jeweller, who had appointed himself as the referee. ‘Who would like to narrate the next story?’

A hand went up in the dark and a voice said, ‘I would like to be the next one to tell a story.’ Anirudh peered in the darkness to look at the man.

All he could make out was that the gentleman had a long flowing beard. Most of his face was hidden behind his beard and twirling moustache. A hat sat rakishly on his head. The man spoke in a wheezy voice.

‘You may scoff at the mention of ghostly or supernatural happenings, but I have experienced such things. Let me assure you that they occur.’

Interested in the story, Anirudh pulled his chair closer to hear him better. Soon, everyone began to pull their chairs closer and the circle grew smaller.

‘Let me tell you a few words about myself, before I begin my story,’ said the narrator.

‘Today, sitting in this circle of strangers, I have no hesitation in admitting that I am a ruthless man, given to breaking laws whenever it suits me. I am a rich man and not all my riches have come by walking the straight path. You may call me a crook, if you wish.’

‘So, what is your profession?’ asked the writer, warming up to the story. The man was candid, even if he was a crook. To admit corruption in a gathering required courage.

‘I belong to a place called Baunsi, which lies near the border between Bihar and Jharkhand. Forty years back, my father migrated to Mumbai in search of a fortune. I was just fifteen years old at that time,’ he continued.

‘We started our life in a shanty in one of the largest slums in the city. Although we didn’t have much, my father’s business acumen turned our fortunes around. He invested his savings into a shop that sold construction material. Those were the most difficult days of our lives. It was an uphill struggle to build up the business. It took him more than a decade to establish himself.

Through sheer persistence and hard work, my father expanded his business and diversified into building residential apartments. Eventually, I inherited the construction business. My job requires me to buy real estate in prime locations, so we can build commercial as well as residential complexes.

Although we lived in Mumbai, my parents didn’t lose their love for the hometown. Every year, we went back to our small house in Baunsi. Due to his business commitments, Father had to get back to Mumbai after a week, but we often stayed on for a month or more, enjoying the fresh air and leisurely life at the small town.

Years passed and our business grew, but Father never got over his fascination for one particular mansion at Baunsi, which belonged to the erstwhile zamindar. I had seen him stand and stare longingly at the large colonial house with extensive gardens half-hidden behind amaltas and kadam trees. Years passed but his desire to own the mansion didn’t decline. Instead, it was transmitted to me. I found myself sharing his fascination for the property. I didn’t know how and when, but my mind had been made up. I decided to buy it one day.

Father passed away when I was twenty-three. By then, we were firmly established in the construction business and I had earned a fairly good reputation as a builder. The dream of owning the zamindar’s mansion hadn’t left me, though I had a plush apartment in Andheri.

For several years, due to business commitments, I couldn’t visit Baunsi. It was more than twenty years before I could go back. In the meantime, my mother had also passed away and my siblings had gone their way.

I was about forty-five when I stood before the mansion once again. It was evident that it had not been inhabited for a long time. The ornate gate was hanging loose on its rusted hinges, the gardens were overrun with weeds and waist-high grass. The exterior of the main building was covered with cracks, its grandeur having faded. I was shocked to see its state.

The ornate bay windows, which had fascinated me, displayed broken glass. The solid teak door with a stylish knocker had been vandalized and the house was a mere shell now. How and when had this happened? I felt sad for my dream mansion. There had to be a reason for its derelict condition.

I asked around and people told me that the house was haunted, but no one knew the origin of the rumour. The present owner had relocated to Patna and he rarely visited Baunsi. A few years back, he had been elected as a member of the legislative assembly. People told me that the owner had been trying to sell the house, but there were no takers.

The stories were many. Several locals had seen a ghost wandering around at night. There had been a couple of deaths, too. A few years ago, a gypsy who had pitched his tent in the estate had been found dead. Then, there was a thief who had broken into the house with the intention of stealing whatever valuables he could find. He was found blabbering and just couldn’t remember what had happened to him in the mansion.

A while ago, a couple of drug addicts had taken shelter in the mansion. One of them died and the other had gone mad.

Before buying the mansion, I decided to learn why it had been labelled as a haunted place. I called the quiet and efficient caretaker of a nearby bungalow which I had rented on a long-term basis.

‘I want to speak to someone who can tell me about the mansion,’ I told Krishna.

He remained thoughtful for a few minutes and then nodded his head.

An hour later, I was sitting before a wizened old man who looked at least eighty years old. The caretaker told me that the old man had once been a vaid, an Ayurvedic doctor, who served as the zamindar’s family physician. He was also a trusted friend and had visited the mansion frequently.

I had been warned by Krishna that the vaid had been ailing for some time. The old vaid was lying on a low bed. He opened his rheumy eyes and looked at me and asked, ‘What do you want?’ His voice was so feeble that I had to bend close to hear him speak.

‘Baba, this gentleman wants to know something about the zamindar’s mansion,’ the caretaker said in a loud voice.

At the mention of the mansion, the vaid’s eyes began darting fearfully around the room. ‘Keep away from the mansion,’ he warned. ‘Don’t go near that house.’

‘Can you tell me something about the mansion, baba?’ I raised my voice, so he could hear.

It was several minutes before he responded. ‘She died.’

‘Who died?’

‘The child, the only daughter of the zamindar,’ he replied after a brief pause.

‘How did she die, baba?’

‘It was the day of Diwali. The zamindar’s guests had arrived and the mansion was bursting with people. The children were playing hide and seek in the garden, while the adults were busy.’ The old man seemed to go into a trance as he spoke of the past. ‘The daughter, Ratna, was eight years old. She disappeared. They searched everywhere, but the child was nowhere to be found. Soon after her disappearance, the zamindar’s wife also died. Heartbroken, he abandoned the mansion and went away to Kolkata. Since then, the mansion has been haunted.’

‘How long has it been vacant?’ I asked.

‘A long time now,’ replied the old man. It was obvious that he had lost count of the years.

‘Why didn’t the zamindar seek the help of the police?’

‘The police searched everywhere. The servants were questioned, local criminals rounded up and detectives were sent all over the town, but they didn’t find Ratna. It was presumed that the child had been kidnapped, but there was no demand for ransom from anyone. Several months passed and then the zamindar gave up all hopes of finding his daughter.’

‘What about the children who were playing with Ratna? Didn’t they know where she had hidden?’

‘They had no idea where the child had disappeared. Years later, one of them said that she might have hidden in the cellar. By then, the zamindar had left town and the house had been locked up. There were many instances of ghostly happenings, so no one wanted to go to that house.’

‘Didn’t they search the cellar?’

‘They searched the cellar also, but she was not found. Don’t go near the mansion, son,’ the vaid warned me once again.

I thanked him and returned to the bungalow to ponder over the information. If the girl had hidden in the cellar, why hadn’t the police found her when they searched the place? Someone must have kidnapped her and then developed cold feet and killed the child.

The story sounded too silly to be true. Discarding the rumours about the house being haunted as loose talk, I decided to buy the property.

I didn’t believe in ghosts, so the fact that the house had no buyers was like music to my ears. This was my chance to fulfil my father’s dream. The house had gone to ruins but there were several elements that could be restored. Also, the mansion stood on a large estate, which was very valuable. The more I deliberated, the more I realized that the house would be a good buy. As a builder, I was always on the lookout for bargains and knew that the lack of buyers could compel the owner to settle for a low price. This was surely going to be a great bargain. Thrilled with that knowledge, I contacted the owner.

As expected, he was keen on sealing the deal. ‘This is your only chance,’ I told the owner. ‘If you don’t sell it to me, you may never find a buyer.’

After hectic negotiations, I managed to purchase the property for an unimaginably low price. My heart brimmed with happiness. Father would have been proud of me. Not only had I fulfilled his dream, I had paid less than the price it deserved. Once the property was registered in my name, I decided to spend a mini fortune on making the place habitable. ‘I will restore the mansion to its former glory,’ I vowed.

The locals were aghast. ‘How can you think of living in that house?’ they asked. ‘It’s haunted.’ I shrugged off their fears, saying, ‘Just wait till I am done with the house and you will all be invited for a gala housewarming party.’ They looked at me with fear in their eyes. ‘He’s gone mad,’ said some. ‘He’s sure to die,’ predicted a few.

I decided to camp in Baunsi and remain there till the project was complete. My business was being handled by capable men, so I only needed to make occasional visits to Mumbai.

What I had not foreseen was a shortage of labourers. None of the local labourers were willing to work in the haunted house, even though I offered them double the normal rate of wages. ‘Money comes and goes, but life is precious,’ they said.

Frustrated after several attempts, I decided to bring in labourers from the adjoining state of Jharkhand and set up a colony for them. Apart from the wages, they would be provided with food and shelter, I told the contractor. This would give me a chance to do some charity while getting my work done. The lure of free food and good wages brought many poor labourers to the colony that was set up at the back of the mansion.

The hardworking chaps were offered one and a half times their normal wages, provided they completed the task within a given time. Enthusiastically, they went to work. Of the fifty-odd workers brought to Baunsi, only thirty decided to remain after hearing that the house was haunted. To stop the others from leaving, I promised double wages along with a bonus at the end of the reconstruction work.

Rebuilding the massive mansion required a lot of work. Walls had to be broken down, rubble removed, and whatever could be reused had to be pulled out and stored in a huge shack. All this had to be done before we began reconstructing. Like a man possessed, I spent the entire day taking charge, although there was a supervisor.

On the very second morning, when I was inspecting the huge hall in the front of the house, the supervisor came running to me.

‘There is a huge cellar at the end of the passage that leads towards the kitchen,’ he informed me. ‘But, we are not able to enter the cellar. The stairs are broken and the walls are caving in.’

Excited, I followed him. A heavy trap door covered the entrance to the cellar. It had been pushed aside to reveal a gaping, dark hole that slanted to the ground beneath the mansion. A dank and foul smell was emanating from the black hole that was covered with cobwebs. I noticed a flight of cracked and uneven steps that disappeared into the darkness. A huge spider emerged and crept towards us as I peeped into the hole and a sense of fear gripped my throat.

‘Send someone down,’ I ordered in a hoarse voice, but no one was willing to risk his neck on the broken steps. ‘I will give one thousand rupees.’

The labourers were walking away with horrified looks on their faces. ‘Two thousand,’ I said, doubling the reward.

Still, no one volunteered to climb down the steps. ‘Three …’ I offered rashly.

‘I will go, if you give me four thousand rupees,’ offered a hefty young man.

‘His name is Bahadur,’ whispered the supervisor. ‘If anyone can do the job, it is Bahadur.’

I mused over the man’s demand for a couple of minutes. What if there was some kind of treasure buried inside the cellar? Treasures had often been found in ancient havelis belonging to zamindars and they were generally buried in the basement. My mind began conjuring images of chests filled with gold and precious stones. Four thousand was a pittance compared to what one could find.

‘Agreed!’ I said. ‘You will have to go down and report your findings. Then, help to clear up the entrance so we can go down.’

Bahadur nodded in agreement and, carrying a sturdy stick and a flashlight, he crept into the entrance. We watched as he removed the cobwebs blocking the way and descended into the hole.

‘It’s very deep.’ His voice sounded hollow as it echoed through the darkness.

‘I am his brother,’ said one of the labourers. ‘I am willing to go down and help him, if you pay me the same amount.’

‘That’s Raka,’ said the supervisor, as another young and dark fellow stepped into the hole.

‘More hands mean quicker work,’ I muttered. The habit of bargaining doesn’t die, so I began haggling. ‘I can’t pay four thousand to each of you, so how about seven thousand for both,’ I said.

Raka agreed.

An hour later, having surveyed the scene, the two brothers emerged from the cellar. They reported that the cellar was filled with broken furniture, carpets, crockery and chandeliers.

After having their meal, they went to the supervisor and informed him that a big, carved chest was found near the southern wall of the cellar. It wasn’t locked, but they had not been able to open the chest. Later, I would wonder why they hadn’t shared that information right in the beginning.

When the supervisor reported the matter to me, I told him not to share the news with the other labourers.

There was excitement in the supervisor’s eyes as he nodded his head. ‘Babu, I am sure that the chest contains riches beyond our wildest dreams,’ he said.

‘Control yourself!’ I warned. ‘Let’s not get excited before we have seen the contents of the chest. It may be empty for all we know.’

Although I tried to appear calm, I was truly excited. My heart thumped painfully inside my ribcage and there was an upsurge of adrenaline in my body.

Another hour later, after the cobwebs and debris on the stairs had been cleared, I descended into the cellar.

The boys had done a fairly good job in the short time they had taken to clear the entrance. Bahadur, who was holding a flashlight, led the way. The dim light lit up the steep flight of stairs. Followed by the supervisor, we went into the cellar. I carried a stick to support me on the uneven steps.

The air grew cold and clammy as I went down the steep steps and I shivered. A musty, mildewed odour filled the cellar. A dark space opened up at the end of the stairs. Dust tickled our nostrils and I sneezed several times, my dust allergy playing up. Tying a handkerchief over the lower half of my face, I followed Bahadur into a low-ceilinged basement.

The supervisor swept his flashlight from one end of the room to the other and all I could see was old, broken furniture. There were huge canopied bedsteads, the kind that were used in olden days. There were several dusty and broken wooden boxes and cupboards with unhinged doors. Carved chairs and tables with tattered upholstery, elegant but broken couches, marble busts, an expensive dining set in bone china, most of it cracked or broken, crystals and other crockery items, and a whole lot of other stuff had been dumped in the room. A few moth-eaten carpets had been rolled and placed in a corner of the room.

Most of the furniture was made of expensive teakwood and much of it could be restored by a good carpenter. The crockery would have to be thrown away, of course.

My eyes darted around, taking stock of various items while my mind toted up a list. A businessman always looks for value and I realized that the items in the cellar were worth some money. But, it was the chest that held my interest.

‘Where’s the chest?’ I asked, my eyes sweeping across the junk.

‘It’s hidden behind the rolls of carpets, on the other side of the room,’ replied Bahadur, leading us to a corner on the opposite side of the cellar.

The chest was so well hidden behind the carpets that I wasn’t surprised the police hadn’t found it. Surprisingly, the area around the chest was quite clean and cobweb-free. It seemed as though someone had taken pains to clean the area. The chest was crafted out of dark coloured mahogany. It was the kind of treasure chest one sees in pirate movies, ornate and fitted with heavy brass studs, latches and handles.

My eyes narrowed suspiciously as I wondered if Bahadur and his brother had dipped their hands in the coffers.

Rushing to the chest, I tugged at the two latches on either side. They refused to budge.

‘Give me a hand,’ I ordered.

The supervisor as well as Bahadur were instantly galvanized into action. Taking turns, the four of us pulled at the latches, but failed to open it by even a fraction of a millimetre. It must be jammed, I concluded.

Although I didn’t want the labourers to crowd around and gossip, there didn’t seem to be any other option than to carry the chest upstairs.

‘Ramsharan!’ I called the supervisor to one side and instructed him, ‘Let the labourers go home for a few hours. Tell them whatever you want, but pack them off right now.’

The chap was sharp. He understood my intention and scurried up the stairs. In the meantime, the two brothers continued to wrestle with the latch.

Ten minutes later, Ramsharan was back in the cellar. ‘Babu, I have sent everyone away. There’s no one around,’ he said.

Hauling the heavy chest upstairs took immense effort. The brothers as well as the supervisor were huffing and puffing as they struggled up the steps with the chest.

Once it had been placed on the broken floor of the hall, we began our efforts afresh. Soon, all four of us were sweating but the lid remained tightly shut.

‘We’ll have to call the carpenter,’ said Ramsharan. ‘He will be able to open the lid with his tools.’

Realizing that the task would have to be carried out in secrecy, I instructed the brothers to put the chest in the boot of my car.

Fifteen minutes later, ordering the supervisor to call back the labourers after an hour, I drove back to the bungalow where I was staying. I took along the two brothers so they could haul the chest to my room.

Once that had been done, I sent them to summon a carpenter. To cut the story short, neither the carpenter nor anyone else could open the chest. I grew more and more agitated and could not sleep that night. Work continued at the mansion, but I stopped taking interest.

Each night, just as I fell asleep, a series of unsettling incidents would begin to unfold. First, the closed doors and windows would begin to rattle and fly open and then things would start flying all over the place. No matter how securely I latched the doors and windows, they would manage to fly open.

Sounds of heavy rapping and thrashing emerged from within the chest, as though someone was trying to get out. This was followed by the horrific sound of weeping. High-pitched, loud keening filled the room. No matter how tightly I closed my ears, the sounds wouldn’t go away. Come morning and everything would return to normal.

Night after night, the eerie happenings continued and I could not sleep a wink. The strangest part was that the temperature in the room dropped to an unimaginable low. I shivered and covered myself with several blankets, but the cold wouldn’t leave. My teeth chattered, my body numbed and my blood froze into ice. I thought I would be dead by morning. The unending series of ghastly ordeals continued to sap my strength.

Hollow-eyed, I would spend my days staring at the chest, unable to do anything. I no longer felt hungry. Soon, I stopped eating. The worried caretaker summoned a doctor.

The doctor examined me and carried out several tests, but he found no justification for my condition. Within a week, I took to bed. Work had all but stopped at the mansion. I refused to see the contractor and supervisor. Gradually, the labourers began leaving. Word was sent to Mumbai and my wife rushed to my bedside.
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She was aghast at my condition. ‘It’s that cursed box,’ she announced after hearing the entire story. ‘You have to get rid of it.’

‘No!’ I protested, feebly. ‘The chest will remain here. I want to know what’s in it.’

‘Haven’t you had enough? It’s several days since you found the chest and despite all efforts, you have failed to get it opened. Please, let it go.’

I didn’t agree. The eerie happenings and the weeping continued to torment me through the night. Strangely, none of it disturbed my wife. She heard nothing, sensed nothing, and continued to sleep peacefully. As a result, she thought I was hallucinating.

‘I saw nothing, heard nothing,’ she said, after I complained of the strange happenings in the morning.

Convinced that I was now in the grip of some supernatural phenomenon, she sent for Ramsharan.

‘It is clear that the box contains a ghost. Babu has been unwell ever since it was brought to the bungalow,’ said Ramsharan. ‘There’s only one person who can cure Babu.’

‘Who is that person?’ my wife asked doubtfully. Having lived her life in a big city, she found it difficult to deal with ghostly stuff.

‘The local exorcist is known to be a capable man. Shall I bring him here?’ Ghost stories are common in most villages, where anything out of the ordinary is attributed to the supernatural. As a result, people have tremendous faith in the local exorcist who would use a broom to beat the ghost out of the possessed. ‘He has cured several men and women who were possessed by ghosts.’

‘No!’ I shouted, averse to the idea of being beaten with a broom and having my hair pulled by the exorcist. ‘I forbid you to bring an exorcist to this place.’

‘Don’t you want to be cured?’ my wife asked. ‘You have to cooperate.’

‘You are saying this because you have no idea about these exorcists. They are sadists who inflict pain on people. Please give me one more day,’ I pleaded. ‘If I fail to find a solution tonight, you may summon the exorcist. One more request, please sleep in the other bedroom tonight.’

She threw a strange look at me, but agreed to comply with my request.

I was determined to brave another night of the tormenting sounds and weird happenings. A fail-safe plan was brewing in my mind and I wanted to give it a try.

That night, I went to bed as usual. This time, I left all the doors and windows open. I lit a bundle of incense sticks and placing them on the chest, I began chanting ghost-busting mantras that had been taught to us by my mother. It was past midnight, but I didn’t stop chanting. There was total stillness all around. Even the owls were not hooting that night. The only sound was that of my voice.

Then I saw the chest heave. It shuddered and moved as though it had a life of its own. Undeterred, I continued chanting, although I was terrified. What would the spirit do, I wondered. Would I be dead by morning?

‘Let me out,’ whined a voice from the chest. ‘Release me from this agony.’

This time, I was convinced that a ghost lay trapped within the chest and it was unable to bear my chanting. The knowledge strengthened my resolve. I ignored the pleas and the threats that came from the chest and continued chanting. Instead of weakening with exhaustion, my voice grew stronger with the passing of the hours.

By morning, all activities inside the chest and the room had ceased as though the ghost was exhausted.

Determined to end the ordeal forever, I tugged at the latch. To my utter surprise, it no longer resisted the pull. The lid, which had resisted the hammering of a carpenter and the struggles of three men, swung open smoothly. My heart was hammering in my chest as I peeped inside. There were no riches, no gold nor precious stones. All I could see was the pathetic sight of a child’s skeleton.

It took me a little while to gain control over myself. Shutting the chest gently, I chanted a mantra for the peace of Ratna’s soul and walked out of the room.

The caretaker and my wife were taken by surprise by my appearance. I smiled and greeted them and asked for breakfast. My appetite at the dining table shocked both of them. I had been hungry too long.

‘There’s nothing but Ratna’s skeleton in the box,’ I told my wife.

She listened attentively as I described the things that had taken place in the night.

‘So the story is true. Ratna had hidden in the chest,’ whispered my wife after I ended my narration.

‘Don’t open the box,’ she added after a few minutes. ‘Just take it back to the mansion and bury it deep in the cellar. The child must have hidden inside the chest and could not come out. As a result, she must have suffocated and died. Her spirit haunts that house. It must be given a proper cremation.’

That very morning, the chest was taken back to the cellar and buried. We called a priest who performed the last rites and a proper ritualistic farewell was given to Ratna’s soul.

We covered up the cellar. It would never be opened again, I decided. Ratna’s ghost had been laid to rest.’

‘What did you do with the mansion?’ Anirudh asked. ‘You must have spent a lot of money to buy the mansion.’

‘Yes, I had spent a lot of money on the mansion. But, I no longer wanted to live in it.’

‘So, what did you do?’

‘After much deliberation, my wife suggested that the mansion be renovated and used as a hospital for the poor. We never went back to Baunsi after that.’


4

THE WILD BOAR

‘That was quite an interesting story,’ said a dapper gentleman seated across from Anirudh. ‘I am sure you will not believe me if I tell you that the spirit of a dead animal killed a human being.’

‘That’s impossible, how can it ever be?’ Anirudh was the only one to express his doubt.

The rest of the gathering seemed to accept the statement.

‘At first, when my friend told me, my reaction was the same as yours. The story may sound incredible, but it’s true.’

‘Let’s hear the story and then decide if it’s true,’ said the contractor who had narrated the previous story.

‘Well, what are we waiting for?’ The jeweller asked impatiently.

‘I will narrate my story in the third person, since it’s about a friend,’ began the narrator.

‘My friend, Sunil Dhabade, had a roaring construction business. Everyone knew that he got most of the contracts because his mentor was an MLA from the Nagpur constituency. It was a convenient arrangement. The MLA, Marathe, procured government contracts for Dhabade, who returned the favour by providing funds for his friend’s political activities. Their association was more than a decade old and flourishing.

While Dhabade was based at Mumbai, Marathe had his roots in Nagpur and continued to stay there with his ageing parents. Jovial and glib-tongued, Marathe was a very popular man and knew almost everyone who mattered. He was an ardent follower of a priest at Kamtheswar Mahadev Temple. Baba Shivnath was also an astrologer and palmist, and the MLA didn’t do a thing without consulting the man.

‘I don’t believe in astrology and palmistry,’ interrupted Anirudh. ‘It’s all bunkum.’

‘You may not believe, but there are many who do,’ replied the gentleman in a gentle manner. ‘May I continue with the story?’

‘When the plans for the construction of the Kanha-Pench corridor were announced, there was tremendous competition to bag the lucrative contract. The corridor connecting the Kanha and Pench wildlife sanctuaries, as you all know, is the world’s longest dedicated tiger corridor.

It was a huge and prestigious project that involved a lot of money and everyone wanted a chunk of the deal. As usual, Marathe pushed the right buttons to ensure that his friend, Dhabade, was awarded the contract. It was a masterstroke and the two friends made a huge killing.

Once the project had been completed, Dhabade decided to inspect the corridor and stay at Marathe’s place for a few days. ‘We will celebrate the completion,’ he told his friend over the phone.

On the very first day of the inspection, Dhabade had a narrow escape. The highway across the corridor has underpasses that are 750 metres wide, so that wild animals can cross from one side to the other. Halting on the highway just above an underpass, the contractor and his team of five engineers and supervisors parked their vehicles and climbed down the steps to the underpass for an inspection.

All of a sudden, a group of wild boars appeared on the underpass. Pandemonium broke out as they sighted the humans. Threatened by the sight, the piglets began screeching with fright. It was then that a huge boar charged at Dhabade, who was leading his group of men. Wild boars are deadly animals with thick, sharp tusks, and even sharper brains. They are fierce and aggressive, especially if there are piglets among the herd.

The massive boar lifted him off the ground and tossed him into the air. Dhabade, who was over six feet tall and weighed ninety kilos, fell with a loud thud. Stunned, his men watched him get up and face the boar, which was coming back to charge again. The contractor was an intelligent man. He knew that turning his back on the boar could get him killed. Everyone watched with bated breath as the boar, which had a distinct, cross-shaped white patch on its forehead, returned to attack. The man and the animal stared at each other for a minute and then the boar turned and vanished into the forest. A sigh of relief went up and the men congratulated Dhabade. Save for minor bruises and a wound on his right leg, he was alright.

Later in the evening, he boasted about the incident to Marathe.

‘Do you realize you had a miraculous escape from the jaws of death? The wild boar with the cross on its forehead is a ferocious animal. It’s very protective of its herd. That boar has been reported to have killed several people as well as a full-grown tiger,’ said Marathe. ‘We will visit Baba Shivnath at the Kamtheswar Mahadev Temple. You can offer a puja in thanksgiving, and request the baba to predict your future.’

‘I don’t believe in astrology,’ said Dhabade.

‘Baba Shivnath is not like other astrologers. I have been going to him for the past twenty years and his predictions have never gone wrong. I never undertake any assignment without his blessing.’

Although he didn’t believe in astrology or palmistry, Dhabade decided to humour his friend.

The next day, the two of them set out early. It was a lovely morning and the drive was pleasant. Their first halt was at a friend’s farmhouse in Kamptee. The trip was turning out to be a picnic and Dhabade was happy he had agreed. After a hearty lunch, they proceeded to the temple.

The priest, an old man of about eighty, was seated on a divan placed in the temple hall. He was running his fingers along a rudraksh-string. His eyes closed, he seemed to be praying. Marathe touched his feet and slipped a wad of 500-rupee notes in the donation box. With great reluctance, Dhabade dropped a hundred-rupee note into the box.

The priest opened his eyes and smiled. ‘Your friend doesn’t have faith in me,’ he said.

‘No, no … I …’ Embarrassed, Dhabade began to explain himself.

‘It’s alright! Not everyone is a believer,’ said the old man.

‘Baba, please read my palm,’ said Marathe, and extended his hand towards the priest.

The priest examined the hand in great detail, and after consulting the almanac, said, ‘You are pondering about an offer that has come your way. It will be better for you to reject the offer at hand. A better one is in the offing.’

Marathe pulled out his phone and spoke for a few minutes. Surprised, his friend heard him calling off the deal. Having done that, he turned to Dhabade, and insisted that he should get his palm read by the priest.

Dhabade found himself in an embarrassing situation. He couldn’t offend his friend by refusing. At the same time, he didn’t believe in palmistry.

‘It’s not necessary for him to have his palm read,’ declared the priest, who had understood the contractor’s dilemma.

Marathe shook his head with sadness.

Unwilling to offend his friend, Dhabade offered his hand to the old man, saying, ‘Baba, please read my palm.’

The priest asked for his date, time and place of birth, and then did some calculations on a piece of paper. After that, he took a magnifying glass from a bag and concentrated on the lines on Dhabade’s palm.

He shook his head and said, ‘You had a very narrow escape recently.’

‘Yes, baba,’ Marathe replied eagerly, before Dhabade could say anything. ‘It happened just yesterday’.

Dhabade was surprised at the priest’s statement, but he held his tongue. The old man continued to study the lines of the palm.

‘You were attacked by a huge beast with a cross on its forehead,’ he said. Shaking his head with sadness, he spoke again after a few minutes. ‘Although you have escaped, the danger has not passed.’

‘What …’ Dhabade started protesting, but the priest cut him off.

‘Grave danger lurks around you. You will have to be very careful. The same beast could be the cause of your death.’

Dhabade remained quiet. He didn’t think it possible.

‘How can he cause my friend’s death? Can you please elaborate?’ Marathe asked the priest.

‘It’s very strange. I have never seen anything like this,’ the priest replied softly. He picked up the magnifying glass and examined the lines closely. ‘You will encounter the beast again.’ He looked at Dhabade with great sadness.

Although he was shaken, Dhabade decided not to believe the prediction. He declared, ‘I don’t believe in such things. Anyway, I will get that creature before it gets me. I will kill that damn wild boar.’

Marathe was surprised at his friend’s outburst. He apologized to the priest.

‘I take no offence. It’s up to you to believe or disbelieve. I have predicted whatever is written in the lines of your palm,’ said the priest calmly. ‘In fact, I checked and confirmed the calculations before warning you of the danger. Even if you don’t believe my prediction, please be very careful.’

Dhabade got up and stomped out of the temple. After seeking the old man’s blessing, Marathe rushed after his friend.

The priest’s prediction hanging between them, they drove back to Nagpur in silence.
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‘You shouldn’t disregard baba’s prediction,’ said Marathe as they parted. ‘He’s never been wrong.’

Not wanting to upset his friend, Dhabade remained silent. ‘Marathe is an idiot to believe everything said by that man. I must prove the prediction wrong, so he realizes that the priest is not always right,’ he resolved.

That night, Dhabade could not sleep. He had resolved to kill the wild boar that had charged at him. Through the night, he tossed and turned, thinking of ways to kill the boar. The engineer who had worked on the bridge near the corridor would be the right person to have the details, he decided. In the morning, he summoned the engineer to his office, and tried to find out more about the boar with the white cross on its forehead.

‘Pakia could be of help,’ the engineer suggested.

‘Who is Pakia?’ asked Dhabade.

‘Pakia is a local man who works for us on the project. He knows a lot about this area.’

‘I will speak to him,’ said Dhabade. ‘Send him here as soon as possible.’

Within an hour Pakia entered the contractor’s office. The man, who had once been chased by the same boar, was able to provide Dhabade with some information. ‘It’s a female, which has just had a litter and stays around that area. It has been seen quite frequently to the north of the bridge, usually in the early hours of the morning. In fact, a tiger was seen in the same area, not too long ago,’ he said.

Digging out the newspaper in which the killing of a tiger had been reported, Dhabade read it carefully.

Hunting wild boar is very tough, but Dhabade was determined to kill the animal. A plan began taking shape in his mind. He had a rifle and had been out hunting illegally on several occasions. His close friendship with Marathe made the forest officials look the other way whenever Dhabade ventured into the forests.

‘What you are doing is wrong,’ Marathe cautioned him as he set out in the early morning, a couple of days later. ‘I am not happy about your plan.’

Disregarding his advice, Dhabade set out in an open jeep with a couple of trusted men, including Pakia. He took along his telescopic rifle, which had often proved itself useful. He was a good shot, but a wild boar is not an easy target. Pakia knew its dwelling area.

Once they reached the corridor, the group dismounted from the Jeep. With Pakia in the lead, they moved into the forest to the east of the road. His rifle cocked, Dhabade followed the worker. They moved cautiously, careful not to make any noise. They had walked about four hundred metres away from the road when Pakia raised his right hand. It was a signal to halt. Dhabade looked in the direction towards which Pakia was pointing.

A small herd of wild boars was gazing merrily in a small patch. Dhabade took out his pair of binoculars and searched the herd for the boar with the white cross on its forehead, but it was missing. He decided to lie in wait in the cover of the bushes, and signalled for the men to settle down.

It was a long wait. Minutes seemed like hours. In the meantime, a herd of deer went by, a peacock danced behind them, and a few monkeys were spotted plucking some fruit on a big tree. The wild boars remained busy grazing.

Their wait was finally rewarded. Pakia pointed to a bush on the mound away from the open patch where the wild boars were grazing. A moment later, seven piglets ran into the open, followed by two adult boars. Dhabade focused the telescope of his rifle and studied the adult boars.

Wild boars have the habit of standing still and looking around at regular intervals to make sure that there are no predators around. Dhabade was following the two adult boars with his telescope. The bigger one, dark and hairy, had huge tusks. It also had a white cross on the forehead.

A second later, a shot rang out and the big boar fell to the ground on its side with a thud, kicking the air. It raised a cloud of dust as it struck the ground with loud, tormented shrieks. When the dust cleared, the smaller ones were nowhere to be seen, but the big one lay still.

Shouting with joy, Pakia ran forward, followed by the others. A victorious Dhabade took out his phone to tell his friend that the boar had been killed and he had proved the priest wrong. Not just that, it was a feat worth boasting about, because he had killed the boar with his very first shot. Unfortunately, he was out of coverage area and there was no connectivity. Nevertheless, he posed with the dead boar for a few photographs.

Carrying the boar to the jeep proved to be a tough task. It weighed about a hundred kilos, and the men struggled with the load. Dhabade was keen on reaching his friend’s house quickly.

It was lunchtime, so the group halted at a dhaba. Over a celebratory meal, he finally made his call to Marathe and gave him the news.

Not satisfied with killing the boar, Dhabade ordered that the head be sent to a taxidermist, so it could be displayed in his living room. ‘It will make an interesting conversation starter,’ he told his friend.

‘I don’t think you should do it,’ was Marathe’s response.

‘We will see. Before that, I want to meet the priest again.’

‘… So you can tell him that his predictions were all wrong?’

‘Yes, it has to be done. Do you realize the mental torture I had to go through because of his silly prediction?’

‘I think it’s a childish idea.’

‘You don’t have to accompany me. I can go on my own,’ retorted Dhabade, who was bent upon ticking off the priest.

‘I will go with you, because I don’t want you to be rude to the old man.’

The following morning, Dhabade and Marathe set out for the temple. This time, when Marathe touched the old priest’s feet, his friend refused to do so.

‘How are you, beta?’ the priest asked Dhabade. ‘You must be careful. Don’t forget what I told you.’

‘What danger? How danger? I have killed the beast, which according to you was the danger,’ snapped the contractor.

The priest threw an amused look at the bragging man.

‘I killed it with a single shot,’ added Dhabade.

The old man was confident of his prediction. He had never been wrong in the past thirty years. ‘Are you sure it is the same one that charged at you the other day?’ he asked.

‘I am absolutely sure. It had a white cross on the forehead.’

From a bag, the old priest took out the notebook where he had done the calculations and rechecked them. Then, he asked to see Dhabade’s palm again.

‘Why? You predicted something and it was wrong. I don’t want to repeat the mistake I made by having my palm read by you,’ Dhabade retorted rather rudely.

‘Please humour this old man. I just want to know where I went wrong.’

On Marathe’s prodding, Dhabade stuck out his hand with a sullen expression on his face.

The priest took out his magnifying glass and studied the palm once again. A few minutes later, he released Dhabade’s hand and slowly removed his spectacles.

‘How could this happen?’ The priest shook his head. ‘The writing is clear, death by the very beast that attacked you. There is no doubt.’ He shook his head sadly.

‘Anybody can go wrong. It’s human to make mistakes,’ Dhabade consoled him, pompously. He had proved the astrologer wrong and that was all that mattered.

The old man looked at him and said, ‘I have failed for the first time. Maybe I am getting too old. I think it’s time to give up astrology.’

‘Yes, I think so,’ said Dhabade, and turned to leave.

‘No, no,’ protested Marathe. ‘You have never been wrong. Please don’t give up astrology. I will continue to visit you, just as before.’

But the priest shook his head and dismissed them.

Soon, the trophy was ready. The taxidermist had done a good job. The boar’s head was mounted in the lavish living room of Dhabade’s palatial bungalow in Mumbai, and a party was organized to celebrate the occasion. More than fifty guests had been invited. Marathe was among the invitees.

When the party picked up momentum, Dhabade walked towards the wall where the trophy was mounted. He halted right under the trophy and signalled for the music to stop. Grabbing a microphone, he began speaking. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention please?’

Conversation halted and everyone turned to face him.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, we are here to celebrate a new lease of my life. According to an astrologer, I should have been dead by now. As you can see, I am standing before you. Doesn’t this prove that astrology is nothing but nonsense?’

There were different reactions to his statement. Some of the guests believed in astrology and protested the statement, while those who didn’t believe tittered.

Dhabade went on to narrate the story of the old priest and the wild boar. He boasted about the first encounter with the beast, and his brave confrontation wherein the boar turned back and disappeared into the forest.

Praise and congratulations were heaped on the preening contractor.

‘Friends, the wild boar that was supposed to kill me now adorns a wall in my house. There it is …’ he ended and pointed at the trophy overhead.

There was sudden stillness in the room, as all eyes settled on the trophy. The next moment, it came crashing down and struck Dhabade on the head. The contractor’s skull had split open. It was a gory sight. He was killed on the spot.

Several guests screamed. A doctor amongst the guests checked Dhabade’s pulse and declared him dead.

Marathe ran out of the hall and made a call. ‘Dhabade is no more. He has been killed by the very wild boar that attacked him. You were right. Your prediction hasn’t failed,’ he told the priest.

‘I will pray for his soul,’ was all that the old man said.’
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THE PORTRAIT

‘That story is so incredible. I just can’t believe it,’ commented a woman seated in the corner. She had not spoken a single word till now. ‘I have heard many ghost stories but never one about an animal’s spirit.’

All eyes turned towards her. Anirudh peered in the semi-darkness, trying to get a glimpse of her face. She was sitting in a spot where hardly any light fell on her face.

‘Let me tell you my story,’ began the woman. ‘My name is Kaveri Kirloskar, and I am an artist.’

‘You are an artist?’ scoffed the contractor. ‘It’s unlikely for you to encounter spooky incidents.’

‘You will be surprised,’ she retorted. ‘Let me narrate the story and then you can decide if it’s spooky or not.’

‘Go on with your story.’ Several voices goaded her to continue with her story.

‘It had been a very dull season,’ Kaveri began. ‘The winter chill seemed to invade my very being. It had been several weeks since I had last painted. I am a sunny person by nature and the dull winter sky makes me listless. The dates for the art exhibition were drawing closer, but I was far from the completion of my work.

I must confess that I consider myself a fairly successful artist and my paintings have sold well. Critics have been kind to me, and my clientele has been steadily growing. Thanks to the reviews published in newspapers and magazines, my name now figures in the list of upcoming artists in the country. At first, I sold locally but after word spread through media and mouth, my work has found demand through the metropolitan cities as well as abroad.

There had been a continuous demand from various art galleries too, which wanted to exhibit and showcase my work. The demand for my paintings kept me fairly busy. I couldn’t afford not to paint, and this spell of listlessness was causing me a lot of anxiety.

To add to the anxiety, Manohar Sharma, the organizer of the exhibition, called that morning. ‘Madam, the response to our recently released media reports has been overwhelming. There’s a lot of interest in the theme and many people are looking forward to it.’

‘That’s very nice,’ I replied.

‘Is it possible for you to ship your paintings so that we receive them in good time? The display and other factors have to be finalized.’

‘Mr Sharma, we have a lot of time before the exhibition begins. I will not be able to despatch the paintings until a week before the event.’ I was aware that my voice had turned apologetic as I said those words.

‘There is just a month left for the exhibition!’ His voice was beginning to rise. I could sense his effort to control his anxiety. Switching his voice to a lower pitch, he continued on a gentler note. ‘Madam, we prefer the paintings to be here well in time, so there is no last-minute rush.’

He was losing patience. It was supposed to be a fairly big event and art collectors were looking forward to the display of my paintings. We had recently emerged from the long phase of lockdown imposed due to the coronavirus. As expected, the theme, Life after Pandemic, had attracted a lot of interest.

Everything had been going fine. I had worked continuously for many weeks and had eleven paintings ready, but a few more had to be completed. The trouble was that I could no longer concentrate on work. Despite all my efforts, I had not been able to finish a single painting in the past few days. Perhaps it was my mental and physical exhaustion that was preventing me from working fast enough.

‘What I need is a break from the routine,’ I told myself, and for that I had to get away from Mumbai. After much deliberation, I decided to book an air ticket to Bagdogra and then travel by road to Kalimpong. It was a distance of about seventy-six kilometres, which on a good day could be covered in less three hours.

My mood turned buoyant as I set out on the journey. Kalimpong was one of my favourite destinations and I had always wanted to spend time in Morgan House. A typical British colonial mansion dating back to 1930, the hotel was a delightful place with an excellent view of the Kanchenjunga mountain range, I had been told. All my friends had returned raving about the place.

The sprawling mansion had been built when Mr George Morgan, a jute baron, married a lady who owned an indigo plantation. Since it started in a beautiful place, their love story should have had a fairy tale ending, but it didn’t.

Unfortunately, Mrs Morgan passed away soon after their marriage and George Morgan packed his bags and left the mansion. The two of them had no heir, so the property passed to the Indian government, and it was turned into a hotel.

Anyway, I was looking forward to a pleasant and productive stay in Kalimpong. However, things didn’t go as smoothly as I would have liked. First, the flight to Bagdogra was delayed and then the cab I hired for the road journey developed some snag. As a result, it was dusk by the time we reached our destination.

It was not the tourist season and I was in luck as far as Morgan House was concerned. Room number 101, which I had been told was the best one, was available. Surrounded by lush greenery, the mansion was a delightful property with a magnificent location. The setting was guaranteed to pump up my creative juices and I was confident of finishing my paintings in a short time.

Room 101, with its huge space and old furniture, was a charming one. To my delight, the window provided a breath-taking view of the snow-capped mountain range. I opened the window. A cold breeze, loaded with the scent of pine and wildflowers, fanned my face. Sighing happily, I closed my eyes and drew a deep breath, congratulating myself for the wise decision.

Turning back to the room, I noticed a beautiful painting of a woman in the style of the Old Masters. It was hanging right across the large bed. The background light was perfect, as were the brushstrokes and colours in the portrait. As an artist, I was fascinated by the expression on the woman’s face. The painter had skilfully reproduced the hint of sadness in her eyes, even as she smiled. Was she pining for her lover?

Her eyes seemed to follow me no matter which way I turned. This eye-following effect is nothing new and was noticed long ago by the ancient Greeks and Romans. In 1824, William Hyde Wollaston demonstrated that our judgement of where a subject’s eyes are looking is linked to the direction that we believe them to be gazing. Thus we are employing our psychological expectations along with the visual cues to interpret the subject. We had studied about these three-dimensional effects in art school.

Surprisingly, the expression in them continued to change. At the moment, they seemed to be reproaching me. Laughing, I shook a finger at her. Although I laughed at the apparently changing expression in the lady’s eyes, they were having an eerie effect on me.

A painting of the Kanchenjunga occupied the centre of the opposite wall, but it was the portrait that continued to draw my eyes. I was unable to ignore the compelling image in the painting.

Tired after the journey, I had an early dinner in my room that evening. Once the waiter had cleared the dishes, I sat up in bed and began reading a book. I had barely read a few pages before my eyes grew heavy with fatigue and I dozed off.

I am a heavy sleeper and don’t wake up due to minor disturbances. That night, I was suddenly awakened by a strange tapping sound. It seemed as though a lady was walking down the corridor in a pair of high heels. I glanced at my phone. It was 1 a.m.
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Who could be walking at that time of the night, I wondered. Hill stations are infamous for uneventful nights. Most people retire to bed by 10 p.m. Strange! Donning my robe, I peeped out of the door. There was no one there. Sighing, I went back to bed.

I had barely fallen asleep when I woke up to the sound of high heels tapping past my room. They paused near the end of the corridor and then I heard the creaking of the wooden staircase. Someone was going upstairs. A few minutes later, the tapping sound indicated that the person was walking past my room once more.

‘Who’s there?’ I shouted. There was no reply. Once again, I peeped out of the door and saw no one in the corridor. All of a sudden, there seemed to be a rush of footsteps on the upper floor. This was followed by a loud scream, as though someone was being murdered. The scream was followed by total silence.

My eyes fell on the painting across the bed. Shocked, I stared. The woman was missing. Only the frame remained. I must be hallucinating! The room suddenly felt very cold. The temperature seemed to have dropped by several degrees in just a couple of minutes. Shuddering, I drew the cover over my head and closed my eyes. I was like the ostrich that burrows its head in the sand, expecting the danger to pass. To be honest, I was too terrified to do anything.

Deciding to ask the receptionist about the painting and the strange sounds, I fell into restless sleep.

The next morning, I set up my easel in the garden and began painting. It was a crisp and beautiful morning and the mountain peaks were gleaming under the watery sunlight. Despite the beautiful surroundings, grand room and serene atmosphere, there was a sense of unease that plagued my mind. Although I had booked the room for a week, I wanted to finish my work and be off as soon as possible.

Determined to finish at least one painting, I laboured over the canvas for the entire day, only taking short breaks for meals. The hard work paid off. Come evening and I stood back, admiring the day’s work. It was a beautiful landscape with Morgan House in the background. I was more than satisfied by the way it had turned out.

I was too tired to go down for dinner, but I decided not to call for room service. Dining in the restaurant would provide some much-needed conversation about the strange happenings in my room. This was not to be. The waiter who served us that night was a reticent person. As a result, I received a single-word reply to all my queries. He could not or would not tell me anything about the vanishing woman in the painting or the tapping sounds outside my room. Although I received no answers to my queries, the dinner was fairly satisfying. The caramel pudding served as dessert turned out to be out of the world.

It was the chef’s favourite, I was told. He had found the recipe among the old books in the library that had been inherited from the Morgans. I made a silent note to compliment the chef before checking out of the hotel.

Determined to visit the library and speak to the manager the next morning, I walked towards my room. A message popped up on my phone and I glanced at it. As expected, it was another reminder from the organizers of the approaching exhibition. The corridor was dimly lit and I bumped into someone. I looked up at the lady and mumbled an apology. To my surprise, she paused before the door of my room for a minute and then vanished in the darkened end of the corridor.

My stress was doing a lot of damage, I realized. My brain was on overdrive and I was hallucinating. Shaking my head, I entered the room and walked towards the easel standing near the window. The painting had turned out well. Satisfied, I stepped into the bathroom.

After a shower and a change of dress, I snuggled into bed with my unfinished book. I had barely read a few pages when I began to drowse. It must be the heavy dinner, I decided. Turning off the lights, I burrowed deeper into the bed and was soon asleep.

I emerged suddenly from the heavy slumber, and sat up on the bed. Switching on the bedside light, I looked around to locate the scurrying sound. Rats! There are two things that I detest more than anything. One is rats and the other lizards. Rats or no rats, there was not much one could do at dead of night but wait till morning. It was the whispers that disturbed me most. All of a sudden, there seemed to be a couple of people engaged in a whispering conversation in my room.

Could it all be my imagination? There was only one way to escape the disturbing noises. I plugged in my earphones and began listening to soothing music. Soon, I was asleep.

Sometime after midnight, I woke up with a start. The music had ended long ago. I unplugged the earphones and lay tossing in bed.

There was a distinct sound of tapping heels. Someone was walking down the corridor. But, this time, I didn’t go to the door to investigate. There must be a logical explanation to the sounds. Turning on my music once again, I sank into an uneasy slumber.

The first thing my eyes noticed on waking was the lady in the painting. She wore a smug expression on her face that morning. ‘I will get that painting removed,’ I decided.

And then my eyes fell on the easel. The painting on it had been destroyed. It had been slashed to strips.

Infuriated, I quickly changed into my jeans and T-shirt and ran down the corridor to the reception. My hair messy and eyes bleary, I must have presented a strange sight, for the receptionist stared in surprise. Banging my fist on the table, I demanded to see the manager.

‘He hasn’t come,’ I was informed by the frightened receptionist. ‘Is there anything I can do?’

‘You jolly well do something right now,’ I shouted belligerently. ‘I want you to call the police immediately.’

‘Why, madam?’ He paled. ‘Has anything been stolen?’

‘I want to know who entered my room last night.’

‘Entered your room?’ The man was shocked at my allegation. ‘Didn’t you lock the door from inside?’

‘I locked the door, but someone got into the room last night,’ I insisted. ‘Someone destroyed my painting.’

I am sure the receptionist thought that I was demented. He looked disbelievingly at me. ‘Your painting was destroyed?’

‘Yes, it has been slashed with a knife. For the past two nights, someone has been walking down the corridor and making a lot of noise. I want the police to investigate the matter.’

I was still shouting when the manager arrived, running. Someone must have called and informed him about my complaints.

‘Please calm down, madam,’ he said, ordering the receptionist to fetch a glass of water. He led me to a sofa and insisted that I sit down.

I gulped down the water and drew deep breaths till I felt a little calmer. Burying my face in my palms, I shook my head. ‘Someone is trying to drive me out of my mind,’ I whispered.

‘Are you feeling unwell? Shall I call a doctor, madam?’ the manager asked gently.

‘No! I am alright. You will see for yourself if you follow me to my room.’ My legs shaky, I stood up and began walking down the corridor.

Inside the room, I pointed at the slashed painting and the portrait hanging on the wall. I told him about the tapping noises, the whispers and the scurrying rats. It was obvious that he thought I was crazy.

‘We will give you another room,’ he offered after hearing my experiences.

A room on the opposite side of the reception was allotted to me and my bags were carried there. Although it wasn’t as nice as the previous one, it was a comfortable and sunny room. Satisfied, I glanced around. And then my eyes fell on the portrait hanging on the wall right opposite the bed.

‘What is that portrait doing here?’ I screeched.

‘It’s always been here,’ said the manager. ‘Do you want it removed?’

‘I don’t want it here. Take it away,’ I yelled. ‘Do you have replicas of the same portrait in every room?’

‘No, madam, we have different ones. I will have it removed right away.’

They removed the painting and replaced it with a different one. This time, it was a bunch of sunflowers, a copy of the Van Gogh painting. It added brightness and cheer to the room.

‘Hope you are comfortable in this room. I will ensure that you are not disturbed. Please don’t hesitate to ask for anything,’ said the manager, bowing himself out of the room.

Like the previous day, I set up the easel and tried to work on a painting. But, I couldn’t concentrate, no matter how much I tried. My mind kept going back to the slashed painting and the nocturnal noises. It was futile to continue, I realized.

Placing the easel back in the room, I began loitering around the hotel. As I walked from one end to another, I came across a small room with several bookracks. The racks held a sizeable collection of books and magazines, some new and some old. The old books appeared as old as the mansion. They must have come with the house. Many of them were leatherbound and had embossed golden lettering. Their pages had become brittle with age. There were books on the history and flora and fauna of the area. There were some old novels and a few illustrated coffee-table books. I leafed through a few of them.

All of a sudden my eyes fell on a picture in one of the books. It was a photograph of a couple. Surprised, I studied the photograph till I was certain. Yes, it was the same woman. There was no doubt that the lady in it was the one in the portrait. So, the portrait was of Mrs Morgan.

I rushed to the manager’s office with the book and pointed at the photograph.

‘Isn’t this the same woman as the one in the painting?’ I asked.

He stared at it for a few minutes. It was obvious that he had not seen the book earlier. ‘I think it is the same lady,’ he said, nodding his head in confirmation.

‘Have you heard of any eerie happenings in the hotel?’ I asked.

The manager hesitated for a few moments. Finally, with a deep sigh, he said, ‘I didn’t want to disturb you with the stories. A few guests have reported incidents of the spooky kind, but most of them have turned out to be untrue.’

Enraged by his comments, I snapped, ‘It’s evident that you don’t value the reports. Do you think that the guests are stupid? Why would anyone report eerie happenings if there were none?’

‘It’s not …’

‘I am sure you think I am imagining things, and that I am a silly woman given to hallucinating. Let me assure you, I am a respectable artist. The things that have happened in my room are not a product of my imagination. Something strange is taking place in the hotel and you should be investigating instead of casting doubts on these reports.’

Having given the manager a piece of my mind, I went back to my room. The first thing that my eyes noticed was the portrait hanging on the wall. How and when had it returned to the room? And then I saw that the painting on my easel had been ripped to shreds. Devastated, I ran back to the manager.

‘It’s come back …’ I shouted and collapsed on the floor.

I found myself lying on the sofa in the manager’s room when I regained consciousness. The manager was hovering anxiously around me when I opened my eyes. ‘You fainted, madam,’ he explained.

‘Did you check my room?’ I asked.

‘No, madam!’ He handed me a glass of water and asked, ‘Are you feeling better? Should I call the doctor?’

I had a severe headache and my throat felt parched. ‘The portrait is hanging on the wall and my painting has been shredded,’ I said after drinking some water. ‘I want you to book a cab to take me to Bagdogra. I have to check out of the hotel.’

‘But, madam …’

‘No buts, I want to get out of this place. Immediately!’

I had no air ticket. I had no idea about the next flight out of Bagdogra, nor a hotel booking there. Nothing mattered. All that mattered was that I had to get out of this place.

A few hours later, having bought an air ticket for the next day, I had checked into a hotel near the Bagdogra airport. There, lying on the comfortable bed in my room, I ruminated over the events of the last few days. I had read up about the Morgan House and learnt that the place attracted the rich and famous of the country. It had been the favourite hotel of several film stars, singers and directors. None of them had experienced bizarre happenings.

Why, then, had the lady in the portrait chosen to single me out for harassment? Did I resemble someone who had hurt her in the past?

There were no answers or explanations. It was just one of those eerie things that happen to some people, at some point in life.’
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THE GHOST IN RED

‘Your story has a ring of truth,’ said the architect who had narrated the first story. ‘However, I am surprised that the lady in the portrait wasn’t kinder towards one of her own gender.’ He chuckled.

‘You mean a woman’s spirit should not harass a woman?’ Anirudh was amused at the thought. It was all so incredible. Here he was, sitting in a ramshackle room, listening to such unbelievable stories.

‘That’s not true,’ said someone from the back of the room. ‘My story will prove that spirits don’t discriminate.’

‘That’s an interesting statement. Unlike humans, spirits don’t discriminate,’ said Anirudh.

‘The story that I am narrating has nothing to do with me,’ continued the man sitting at the far end. ‘You may not believe this, but the story was told to me by a woman who died just a week ago.’

Stunned silence greeted his declaration. ‘We happened to meet a couple of days back,’ he clarified.

Clearing his throat, he continued his spiel. ‘Kallu did not know what was happening. There was a commotion around the tiny shack where he lived with his parents. He had been fast asleep when his father shook him awake. There seemed to be a melee outside. Kallu could hear their neighbours shouting. His father, Kanshi Ram, prodded him again. ‘Get up and move. We have to leave immediately.’

‘Where are we going?’ he asked sleepily. It was still dark and he wondered why they had to wake up so early.

‘Just do what you are told,’ his mother scolded him, continuing to put their belongings together. ‘Put your clothes in this bundle, but don’t carry too much,’ she warned. ‘We will have to walk a long distance.’

‘Are we going away for long?’

‘We don’t know anything. We may be gone for a while or we may not come back at all.’

For a few moments, he stood undecided. He didn’t have too many clothes. They could be easily tied into a small bundle, but there were so many other things that he didn’t wish to leave behind. Surreptitiously, he slipped the red toy car with two wheels into the bundle. Kallu had found the broken toy car lying near the wall of a housing colony. A little dented and scraped, its front wheels missing, it stood on its rear wheels like a horse raring to run. For days, he had slept with it under his pillow, afraid of losing it.

‘Hurry up!’ his mother hissed, as he secreted a torn picture of Salman Khan, his favourite star, and a frayed cricket ball. He debated whether he should smuggle the stuffed monkey that a kind lady had gifted him on his 7th birthday. It was scruffy, but he loved it. Another shove from his mother reminded him to hurry. He wanted to ask if he could take the stuffed toy, but she had already moved towards the door.

There was no time for conversation as the family quickly tied up some essentials in a few bundles. Casting one last look at the room, which had been their home for the last two years, Kallu stepped out.

Two years back, the seven-year-old boy had arrived in Delhi with his parents. It had been a struggle to rent the tiny shack where they spent their nights. During the day, his parents worked as daily wagers on a large construction project. Kallu played in the neighbourhood with other children, occasionally attending the classes run by an NGO.

Carrying the bundles on top of their heads, they joined their neighbours. There was a sense of unease as more and more families spilled out of their shanties and joined the crowd. Men discussed the issue among themselves. Holding the hands of their sleepy children, the women spoke in low tones. What was common was the worried look etched on all faces. Soon, hundreds of labourers were walking towards the main road.

‘Where are we going?’ Kallu repeated the question. It was only after they had walked a distance that his mother replied, ‘We are going back to Bihar.’

‘Why?’ asked Kallu. He liked living in Delhi.

‘You ask too many questions,’ snapped his mother, her forehead lined with worry.

It was an exodus. Hundreds of migrant workers were moving along the road, carrying their possessions on their heads. They streamed out of the various shanties and slums, their numbers swelling with each passing minute. Heads lowered, shoulders stooping, their minds burdened with anxiety, silent and lethargic, they walked like ghosts in the dark. By now, worries of the impending doom had taken possession of all minds.

Kallu and his parents, flanked by their neighbours, continued to trudge with the others.

Dawn was yet to break.

‘Why is everyone leaving? Will they go to Bihar with us?’ Kallu wanted to know.

‘We have to reach the bus stand by 5 a.m., so stop talking and walk faster,’ said Kallu’s mother.

Stern-faced, his father walked ahead. Something in the atmosphere conveyed the seriousness of the situation and Kallu held his tongue.

Dawn was beginning to break as they reached the bus stand. There was a sea of people jostling and shouting at each other. Kallu’s mother strengthened her hold on his hand and hurried to catch up with her husband.

‘Stick together. Don’t get separated,’ he shouted above the din, as they were pushed from all sides.

It was a big struggle to get into one of the buses lined up on one side. Kallu panicked as he was separated from his mother. He shouted and screamed. His voice was drowned by the noise of several children screaming for their parents.

Suddenly, he felt himself being pushed from the back. Someone lifted him up and he was hauled into the bus. He found his mother crying and screaming for him. She hugged him fiercely as he stumbled towards her.

The bus, which was packed with people, finally set off. There were people sitting in the aisles and every inch of the floor was covered with their belongings that also served as seats for the owners. Some were seated on the roof and some hanging by the bars outside. Kallu and his family had been fortunate enough to catch the bus that would take them to the Delhi border.

The bus raced nonstop till it reached its destination. As they disembarked from the bus, Kallu was shocked to see a multitude of people waiting at the border. Men were running around and shouting, while the ladies and children sat guarding their bundles.

There were thousands of people waiting for buses to take them home. Some of them wanted to go to Bengal, some to Chhattisgarh and other states. There was chaos and confusion as people rushed from one end to the other. The government was providing buses to go back to the village, people said, but there were only a few buses and too many people.

Kanshi Ram joined the melee, trying to find the bus that would take them to Bihar.

It was there that Kallu learnt what had happened, and that worried him. He heard a woman telling his mother about some deadly virus.

‘I heard it on the news. Coronavirus is the name of the disease. It is spreading very fast. The victims are sure to die,’ she said.

‘I also watched the news on the television,’ said another woman sitting near Kallu’s mother. ‘They were saying that this deadly virus can spread by just one touch, and is spreading like wildfire. It has claimed thousands of lives all over the world. All construction and factories have closed down and everyone has lost their jobs.’

‘My husband has not been paid by the contractor,’ wailed the woman. ‘We have no money.’

‘No one has been paid,’ agreed Kallu’s mother. ‘Even we have not been paid this month’s wages, but who could we ask for money? The contractor did not show up at the site.’

Finally, Kallu learnt the reason why everyone wanted to go back to their homes. With no job and no money, no one could survive in a city. It was frightening news. He had noticed the worried look on his father’s face. The same look was visible on the faces around them.

What would they do without money? It was eleven in the morning and his stomach rumbled with hunger. The sun was getting brighter and the temperature was rising. He looked around and licked his parched lips. It had been many hours since they had eaten. There were a few food vendors on the roadside. Hesitantly, he tugged at his mother’s hand. ‘I am hungry,’ he said.

Kallu’s words intensified the worried look on his mother’s face. Her reply was lost in the din. Everyone was rushing towards a water tanker that had arrived. Asking him to stay with the bundles, she joined the crowd near the water tanker. They were lucky to have spotted the tanker. Filling up the plastic water bottle, Kallu’s mother brought it over to him.

‘Drink as much water as you can. We may not be able to get food for a long time,’ she said. He emptied the bottle and asked, ‘Where is baba?’

‘He’s gone to locate the bus that will take us to Patna,’ she said, walking toward the tanker to fill the bottle.

It didn’t take long for Kanshi Ram to return. ‘Get up!’ he shouted. ‘We have to leave.’

Food was forgotten as they quickly gathered the bundles and followed Kanshi Ram towards a row of buses parked in a clearing. There was confusion as no one knew where the buses were going. Kallu’s father ran from one bus to another, trying to find one that would take them to Patna.

‘Kanshi Ram. Get into this bus,’ someone called out. It was their neighbour, Ramlal. The man, a mason from a village in Bihar, was on his way back home. His family had seven members including a set of ageing parents. The younger son, Lakhan, was Kallu’s friend.

Ramlal and his family were already seated on the bus. ‘Get in quickly, Kanshi Ram,’ he yelled. ‘The bus is about to start.’

Kanshi Ram waved at him and herded his family towards the bus. They jostled the dozens of people trying to climb into the bus leaving for Patna. Luckily, they managed to find one seat. Kallu’s mother sat down on it and placed him on the lap. It took a couple of minutes for the bus to fill up beyond its capacity.

The bus started with a deep groan, as the engine seemed to struggle with hauling the load of the passengers and their bags. The conductor announced that the bus would halt at Meerut for a lunch break. It was stifling inside the bus. Hungry and exhausted, Kallu dozed off on his mother’s shoulder.

It was 2 p.m. when the bus reached Meerut, and Kallu’s mother was grateful for the opportunity to stretch her cramped legs.

‘You have to wait at the same place. A bigger bus will arrive after some time,’ announced the conductor. ‘It will take you to your destination.’

The news brought some cheer to the crowd of exhausted people. A bigger bus would mean a little more space and a more comfortable journey. There was a collective sigh of relief as people began to get down with their bags. Once everyone had disembarked, the bus turned and headed back to Delhi.

They had been dropped at a huge ground on the periphery of Meerut cantonment. It was a secluded area. A few enterprising vendors had set up food carts near a cluster of trees at one corner of the ground. The hungry passengers made a beeline for the carts. Kallu looked at them longingly.

‘Shall we have some food?’ Kallu’s mother asked her husband. ‘Kallu has been hungry for a long time.’

‘Ramlal and I have been trying to find some more people from our villages, so we can have company,’ said her husband. ‘It’s safer that way. But that can wait. Let’s have food first.’

They bought three plates of puri and chhole from a vendor, and joined Ramlal’s family. Together they sat under a tree, sharing their food.

‘Bhai, do you have any idea when the bus will arrive?’ Kanshi Ram asked a man sitting near him.

‘We have been waiting since early morning,’ replied the man. ‘We were told that a big bus will take us to our town, but it hasn’t arrived.’

Desperate for information, Kanshi Ram went from one group to another, but everyone was clueless about the bus to Patna. Two hours passed by, and then three, but there was no trace of the bus, nor any news of it.

Sapped and listless, they lay under the shade of the tree. Time dragged as the day passed, and then darkness fell. Soon, the vendors began packing up to leave the grounds.

‘Is there any hope of the bus arriving tonight?’ asked Kallu’s mother.

‘How do you expect me to answer that question?’ Kanshi Ram snapped at her. ‘I have been trying to find an answer but no one knows anything.’

‘Why don’t you ask one of the vendors? They are here every day, so they may be able to say something,’ she suggested.

Kanshi Ram nodded and approached a vendor. He bought some samosas from the man, and asked, ‘Bhai, you are here every day. What time does the bus to Patna arrive?’

‘I have not seen any bus leaving with passengers from this place,’ replied the vendor. ‘The buses arriving from Delhi have been dropping their passengers at this spot since yesterday night. The conductors tell everyone that a bus will soon arrive, but there has not been a single bus leaving for Patna.’

Upset with the information, Kanshi Ram went back to the group of people seated at one corner. He repeated what the vendor had said. There was a murmur of protest. ‘How is that possible? Did the conductor give them the wrong information? But, why would he do that?’

‘We must confront the conductor of the next bus that arrives here to drop its passengers,’ said someone and many voices agreed with the suggestion.

‘I have been waiting here for the past twelve hours,’ said an old man. ‘We were told to wait here for a bus. There is no bus.’

After hearing his statement, a few people concluded that they had been duped by the conductor and that they had been left to fend for themselves. There was hardly any traffic on the road. A few vehicles that passed did not halt.

‘We have been fooled. There are no buses from here to Patna,’ Kanshi Ram told his wife. ‘We will have to find a way to reach Patna. Let’s find some place to sleep. We can think about the next step in the morning.’

Groups of people all over the ground were discussing the same thing.

A fruit vendor passed by and some people rushed to buy the bananas he was selling. ‘Bhai, can you tell us the way to the railway station?’ asked Kanshi Ram. He planned to reach the station so they could take the first train that left for Patna.

‘Why do you want to go to the railway station?’ asked the vendor.

‘We want to go back to our village.’

‘Don’t you know that a lockdown has been declared? Neither buses nor trains will be running from today.’

The news sent a ripple of uneasiness through the crowd. If there were no trains and buses, how would they travel?

‘How long is the lockdown?’ asked someone.

‘It is for a fortnight,’ replied the vendor, preparing to leave the place.

‘A fortnight!’ It couldn’t be true. How were they expected to fend for themselves? They had been abandoned without any arrangements.

‘Can you suggest a place where we can spend the night?’ someone asked the vendor.

‘What’s wrong with the ground? It is huge enough for all of you. All I can say is that this is an army area, so be careful. They won’t allow anyone to loiter in this area,’ cautioned the vendor.

‘What about the bungalow across the road?’ Kanshi Ram wanted to know. ‘I was exploring the area and saw a dilapidated, double-storied bungalow with a huge compound. We could spend the night there.’

‘Are you mad or do you have a death wish?’ laughed the vendor. ‘That bungalow is haunted. The locals avoid walking on the road in the front of house after dark.’

‘How do they know it is haunted?’ asked Kanshi Ram, who did not believe in ghosts. ‘Has anyone seen the ghost?’

‘There are many stories about the place, bhai. Some people have claimed to have seen a woman in red clothes. She sits on the terrace, as though waiting for someone. Locals have seen four men sitting around a table with a candle lighted in the centre. Whatever be the story, one thing that remains unchanged is that there are ghosts in that bungalow. Why else would it be lying vacant for so many years? Don’t forget it is located in a prime location, with the Wheeler Club next door.’

‘I am from a village where ghost stories can be found around every corner. Every old house and ruined structure is supposed to be haunted,’ said Kanshi Ram. ‘Yet, I have never come across a single ghost in all the years I spent in the village.’

‘Well, it is up to you. Whether you believe in ghosts or not, it will be good for you to keep away from that house.’

Kanshi Ram was not convinced. All he wanted was a safe and comfortable place to spend the night. The open ground with a large number of people, all stretched in various stages of slumber, did not look inviting. The stories about ghosts had somehow made him more determined to explore the sprawling grounds around the house.

Instructing his wife and Kallu to wait, he crossed the road and halted before the dilapidated bungalow.

The rusted iron gate was open. Cautiously, he walked into the sprawling compound fronting the double-storied bungalow. The grounds were thickly wooded with mango and jackfruit trees on one side of the bungalow. A huge banyan tree stood on the other side. The bungalow, with broken doors and windows, stood forlornly at the centre of the grounds. With its plaster peeling, trees having taken root in the crumbling walls and the wood rotting, the house was now a gloomy place. It looked like the set for a horror movie.

It must have been an impressive structure at one time, but spiders, rats and bats were the only residents of the bungalow now.

Kanshi Ram walked into the room. Dark and squalid, it had probably been used by drunkards and the homeless. Broken glass pieces, plaster and rat droppings were scattered on the floor. The foul smell made it impossible to remain in the room and he rushed out for a breath of fresh air. Would it be possible to spend the night on the broken, rubble-covered veranda, he wondered. No, he decided, it was better to be sleeping under a tree.

‘Did you find a suitable spot to spend the night?’ asked his wife when he returned.

‘I think so.’ Kanshi Ram did not tell her about the ghost stories told by the vendor.

‘Won’t it be better if Ramlal and his family come with us?’ she whispered. ‘The place looks isolated.’

Ramlal agreed to accompany them to the bungalow. A few minutes later, both the families crossed the road and walked into the bungalow. It was reassuring to have some company, thought Kanshi Ram.

Ramlal was a warm and friendly man, and so were his wife and mother. They happily shared the snacks they were carrying.

‘Don’t hesitate,’ said Ramlal’s mother, as she offered the puffed rice and a piece of jaggery to Kanshi Ram’s wife. ‘These are tough times and the only way we will survive is by helping each other.’

Pointing at the tin of puffed rice, Ramlal said, ‘My mother never travels without food. In fact, she has enough to feed a battalion.’

‘You realize the true value of food only after you have survived floods and famines,’ snorted his mother.

They shared the frugal meal and then Kanshi Ram and his family moved to the rear portion of the grove. He wanted to keep a distance from the bungalow. His wife cleared a part of the ground under a mango tree and spread a sheet for them to lie on. Ramlal’s family made themselves comfortable under another tree at a little distance from the bungalow. There was not much traffic on the roads and not a soul could be seen around. The only source of light was the street lights, but the thick foliage of the trees blocked out most of it.

The two families were joined by some more people, who spread themselves out at a discreet distance from each other. Everyone took care to ensure that they remained within hearing distance and visual contact of each other. Exhausted, everyone settled down for the night. With food, water and money in short supply, no one knew what the next morning held for them.

It was past midnight and everyone was fast asleep. Kanshi Ram’s wife nudged him awake, saying she wanted to relieve herself. ‘I am scared,’ she whispered. ‘Will you come with me?’

‘With so many people camped in the premises, there’s nothing to be scared of. Don’t venture out too far. Just go around the broken wall of the bungalow,’ he muttered sleepily. ‘I will keep an eye on you.’

She got up and walked towards the bungalow. The place was in total darkness. The eerie rustling of the wind made her shiver with fright. There was a flutter of wings as she walked to the other side of the bungalow. ‘It’s probably an owl or a bat,’ she thought. Shuddering, she quickly relieved herself and began walking back towards the mango tree where her family was sleeping.

As she passed the veranda, she spotted some shadows. She gasped as she spotted four men seated around a table, drinking. The flame of a candle flickered around them. Terrified, she backed away. A twig crackled under her feet and the men looked in her direction. A tingle of fear ran down her spine and she stumbled. Four pairs of hollow eyes stared at her from skeletal faces, their mouths agape. She saw them pointing their bony, luminous fingers at her before beckoning her to come closer. She could now see that their eyes were mere black sockets.

In the growing mist that surrounded the bungalow, she saw them advancing. The scream that rose up to her throat died down without a sound and she stumbled backwards, falling over the roots of a dead tree. They continued to advance.

She panicked. Shouting and screaming, she began to run. Stumbling and falling, she made her way towards the mango tree. Her hair dishevelled, her sari trailing behind her, she ran like a mad woman.

Kanshi Ram was fast asleep, but Ramlal was lying awake and heard the screams. He got up with a start. Creeping to the nearest group of men, he prodded them awake. Gesturing to them to remain silent, he pointed in the direction of the rundown bungalow. They rubbed the sleep out of their eyes and stared at the woman in red.
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‘It must be the ghost,’ whispered Ramlal and the others nodded. They had all heard the vendor cautioning about the ghost in red. Breaking some branches from the mango trees, the men walked cautiously towards the woman in red, who was running towards them. Without waiting for any explanation, they pounced on her with sticks and stones and whatever they could lay their hands on.

They continued till the half-dead woman ran into the bungalow and locked herself inside the hall. Satisfied that they were safe, the men walked back to their families. The ghost in red would trouble them no longer.

Kanshi Ram, who had heard the commotion, woke up and asked what had happened.

‘It’s nothing! It’s all taken care of, don’t worry,’ said Ramlal. ‘Go back to sleep.’

Kanshi Ram noticed his wife and son lying near him and heaved a sigh of relief.

‘When did you get back?’ he asked his wife. ‘I didn’t notice you returning.’

‘You were fast asleep, so I didn’t want to wake you,’ she replied.

There was a sudden coldness around him. He hugged himself for warmth and looked at his sleeping son.

‘Did you see anything while near the bungalow?’ he asked sleepily. ‘I thought I had heard some sounds.’

‘No, I didn’t see anything,’ said his wife, smiling.

‘I wonder what the hullabaloo was about?’ he asked. ‘I must have slept through the excitement.’

‘You didn’t miss anything. It was just Ramlal and some men. Those men thought they had seen a ghost. It was so funny.’ She threw him a strange smile.

‘She never smiles like that,’ mused Kanshi.

She crept closer to Kallu, and clutched him tightly. ‘It must be the ghosts in the house.’ She laughed. It was a high-pitched and unpleasant sound.

The boy woke up, frightened. ‘Why are you laughing?’ he asked. There was something different about his mother. Her red sari was looking brighter and her eyes matched the red. Her fingers were long and bony.

‘Are you alright? Kanshi Ram asked. He was fully awake now. He had also noticed the difference in his wife. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘Yes, I am alright and everything is just the way it should be,’ she mumbled.

‘Don’t go near the bungalow,’ he warned. ‘I will be happy to get out of this spooky place. I don’t believe in ghosts, but there is something wrong with the bungalow.’

‘You are right!’ she giggled happily. ‘There is something wrong with the bungalow. That’s why I won’t be going back there.’

At the crack of dawn, the men and their families walked towards the highway. An hour later, they were gathered by the police and taken to a quarantine centre.

It would be a long time before they got back home.

In the meantime, the police received several complaints about a foul smell coming from the bungalow. On searching the premises, they found the decomposed body of a woman.

She was dressed in red.’


7

THE DANCING GHOSTS OF THE FORBIDDEN CITY

There was a brief silence after the story ended. Anirudh felt stifled in the heavy atmosphere in the room. He wished the night would end.

‘Do you believe in ghosts, now?’ the jeweller asked Anirudh.

‘These incredible stories will not make me believe in ghosts,’ Anirudh shook his head adamantly.

‘Let me tell you my story and then you can decide whether ghosts exist or not.’ The girl called Mala began narrating her story.

‘I work as a photojournalist. My work requires me to travel to different parts of the country. Apart from these work-related trips, I like to travel to far-off countries for a holiday.

I love travelling and always travel solo. There’s not a year when I have not taken off on a trip. I have a bucket-list and I tick off the places I cover. Each of my trips has seen meticulous planning and a detailed itinerary. Through the year, I scrimp and save money so I can spend two or three weeks travelling.

I have always been interested in the history, culture and architecture of China. There’s something utterly mysterious about that country. The seeds of that love were sown the day I began reading books written by Pearl S. Buck.

Although I had been planning to for a long time, the opportunity to travel to that country came about three years back. One of the foreign media companies for which I freelanced wanted me to do a photo-feature on Beijing. It was a dream come true. I decided to extend my stay in China, so I could visit the other parts on my own.

I planned a tour of the Great Wall of China, Tiananmen Square and the Forbidden City, as well as a trip to see the Terracotta Army and many other places. These were places I had read about and the thought of visiting them filled me with excitement.’

‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’ interrupted the soldier. ‘This session is about ghost stories. If you are going to tell us about the tourist places in China, we are not interested.’

‘Patience, my dear friend,’ responded the girl. ‘My story is about ghosts, only the setting is in China.’

‘You may continue,’ said the jeweller encouragingly.

‘This incident took place in the Forbidden City at Beijing. I had planned to spend an entire day to cover the place and shoot as many pictures as I could,’ Mala resumed her story.

‘Before I narrate my experience in the palace complex, let me give you a little background of the place, so you can visualize the setting. The palace complex, built in 1420, is the largest one in the world. It is impossible to imagine its vastness until one sees the place. The entire area that consists of 980 buildings took fourteen years and more than a million workers to complete. The Forbidden City served as a residence for twenty-four emperors spanning over five centuries. I am sure each one of them would have added something special to the complex.

With its huge and elegant palaces, temples, libraries, galleries and arenas, the complex is a city in itself. Each of the buildings was a treasure house of art, sculpture and artefacts. Chinese urns, porcelain, jade and jewels – the adornments were unparalleled during the Ming and Qing period. Remnants of beauty are visible even today. The streams, parks, pavilions and gardens never fail to impress the visitors who flock to the palaces every day.

Since these were the residential quarters of the ruling dynasty, common people had been barred from entering the place. So, people named it The Forbidden City.

For long, I had been dreaming of visiting the place. In fact, the two things on top of my list of must-visits were the Great Wall of China and the Forbidden City. So, that morning when I finally stood inside the huge complex, I felt as though I had entered a fairy tale.

Among everything I had read about the Forbidden City was a story about the ghosts that lived in the complex. Palaces are a place of intrigue. There are always myths and fables attached to them. People have been imprisoned, tortured and killed within the walls of many forts and palaces. Plots have been hatched and concubines poisoned. There are always stories of those tortured souls haunting the palaces.

So, I was not surprised when I read that there were ghosts in the Forbidden City. On my agenda were two things – to shoot photographs for the photo-feature, and ascertain the presence of ghosts in the complex. The first one was for work and the second was something I wanted to find out for myself.

That morning, I joined the swarms of tourists visiting the palace complex. Enchanted by the beautiful structures, I wanted to click photographs of every nook and corner. The Forbidden City has been photographed and written about hundreds of times by different people. I was determined to capture some unique aspects that would make my feature different.

Certain parts of the complex had been cordoned off and tourists were not allowed to visit those parts. I planned to sneak into the prohibited areas to photograph them. There were secret passages, courtyards and rooms that weren’t open to the public. According to a report I had read, about one-third of the ancient imperial complex had been barred by the government.

Over the years, the locked parts of the complex have drawn a lot of interest from people. The mystery connected with them has resulted in many rumours. These parts are reported to be haunted.

Although I didn’t believe in ghosts, the idea of photographing the secret parts of the palaces had an irresistible appeal. Several guards in the complex had spoken about the ghosts they had encountered from time to time. Some had sighted weeping women in white clothes, while others had seen soldiers dressed in the imperial uniform of the ancient times. There had been a few rumours of the sound of a flute being heard in the empty complex after dark. Various stories describe people having seen the ghosts of laughing women, screaming concubines and sword wielding soldiers.

With over six hundred years of history and intrigue, there had to be as many interesting stories. Although I had read about the place, the descriptions of the complex had not done it justice. Pushed and jostled by the tourists, I stood spellbound by the beauty around me.

It was clear to me that the large number of people visiting the place were going to be a hindrance to my work. I couldn’t compose a single frame without someone sauntering into it. Most didn’t bother to move away even when I requested them to do so. Everyone was busy posting or shooting selfies. Yet, I had to do my job.

The only way to do so would be to hang around after everyone had left the complex. That way, I could shoot undisturbed and maybe even meet a ghost or two.

The thought of narrating an untold story through my photographs was an exciting one. I had a high-end camera that could shoot well in low light and at night. Over the past few years, I had learnt many tricks to shoot photographs in confined spaces as well as vast open ones. As a result, I was confident of being able to click excellent photographs.

Anyway, it was close to evening. Soon, the tourists would be hustled out of the complex by the umpteen guards. My plan was to somehow slip into a deserted part and remain hidden till everyone had left the complex. Once the place had been locked up for the night, I would emerge from my hiding place and start clicking photographs. The gorgeous full moon that was beaming down from the sky would ease my work.

A few minutes before closing time, visitors began trooping out of the complex. There was a melee as guides with flags mounted atop sticks began gathering the tourists around them. A confused babble could be heard everywhere as people ran helter-skelter, trying to locate their groups. Guards began hurrying people on their way.

Unnoticed, I made my way towards a garden near the eastern gate, on one side of the complex. Once there, I found a huge bush and hid behind it. I was sure a lot of adventurous people would have tried to hang back in the complex, so the guards would work hard to ensure everyone left at the closing hour.

My heart began beating rapidly as I realized the outcome of such a daring act. The authorities were not likely to take the breaking of rules lightly. I would be punished, perhaps jailed. My mind was full of fears and I began praying earnestly.

Soon, the visitors were gone and a hush fell over the place. I began shuddering with nervousness and fear. An hour passed and then two. No one had discovered my hiding place, so I began to relax.

I was hungry. Digging into the voluminous pocket of my cargo trousers, I found a bar of chocolate. Apart from the chirping of cicadas, there was no sound to be heard. From time to time, the crunch of the guards’ boots, as they were marching around the complex, broke the silence. Sometimes, they halted to light a cigarette or call out to each other.

The place took on a ghostly look as the hours passed. I could sense an eerie presence around me. It felt as though I was being watched by people. Hushed voices seemed to fill the garden. It was a warm night, yet I felt an icy breeze rushing past. I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself.

It was almost 11.30 p.m. when I decided to creep out of hiding. Slowly and stealthily, I crept towards a hall near the courtyard. Expecting a voice to call out, I felt my heart clutch with fear as I stole around, clicking photographs of the now deserted place. I was fearful of the flash been seen, or the clicking sound being heard by the guards. Fortunately, it didn’t happen.

My fear lessened as I moved towards the palaces around the central part of the complex. By now, I was quite far from the external areas where the guards were patrolling. Getting bolder, I stepped into the palaces. The photographs would be exclusive, I knew.

A little after midnight, I entered a huge hall. All of a sudden, my eyes were attracted by a strange sight. Dozens of women in white floated around the courtyard, dancing. Some of them were playing music on flutes. It was an enchanting scene. Mesmerized, I clicked several photographs of the dancing women, who were all dressed in white flowing garments. There seemed to be hundreds of them in the courtyard. Their hair was done up in the traditional fashion, adorned with white lilies. I inhaled the strong and intoxicating scent of the flowers.

One of the women crooked her finger, asking me to join the group. They laughed as I joined them in dance. They seemed to float around, swaying gently with the rhythm of the music. Their shawls swirling and shimmering in the light of the full moon, they whirled like ethereal beings. I twirled and whirled, floated and twisted with them, enjoying creative companionship. A few of them smiled as I tried to keep up with their movements. It was a magical experience, one that I will never forget. I had never danced with such abandon nor experienced such joy. It was like participating in a fairy tale. My soul uplifted, I felt lighter than ever before.
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All of a sudden, I heard loud wailing and everyone began running in different directions. One of them gestured for me to follow. Her lips spelled out a silent warning. By now, I was surrounded by a thick crowd of wailing women and I began running. Soon, I was caught in the midst of the throng. Looking behind me, I noticed a troop of sword-wielding soldiers who slashed at them with their swords.

What madness was this?

We ran amok around the courtyard, trying to save our lives from the murderous soldiers. Minutes later, the place was covered with blood and bodies. Bodies piled up as the surviving women fled from one side to the other. It didn’t take long for us to be cornered by the soldiers.

A sword flashed in the moonlight and I fell with a deep sigh as it pierced my heart. There was a hush around me. I felt no pain as I collapsed into a heap.

I don’t know how long I lay unconscious. It was still dark when I woke up. My head throbbed painfully as I looked around. For several minutes, I had no idea where I was or how I had landed there. There was a lump at the back of my head, where it had hit the floor.

Then, I caught sight of my camera and the night’s happenings came to my mind. Thankfully, the camera had not been damaged by my fall.

Frantically, I began looking through the photographs. I had shot at least fifty photographs of the dancing women and the slaughtering that followed. Not a single one remained. There were pictures of the palaces and gardens that I had shot, but none of the women I had seen dancing.

I felt dizzy as I realized that the encounter had been a ghostly one. Those women were the ghosts that haunted that specific part of the Forbidden City.

Then I remembered reading a strange story. According to the story, Emperor Yongle of the Ming Dynasty had committed a drastic act during his reign. The tyrannical emperor was known to be a dreaded ruler. The emperor’s name was enough to strike terror through the hearts of his subjects.

It is rumoured that in 1421, the emperor ordered the execution of about three thousand servants, ladies-in-waiting and concubines. That terrible night, thousands of bodies were torn to shreds by the merciless imperial soldiers, even as weeping and screaming rent the air.

The massacre was ordered by the tyrant because he believed that his beloved concubine had been poisoned by jealous women. It is said that the place is haunted by the weeping and screaming women even today. People of ancient times have claimed to have seen pools of blood, dead bodies and the ghosts of vicious soldiers. I am sure I had been treated to the spectacle that night.

A few years after that cruel night, a fire raged through the Forbidden City. It turned more than 250 buildings to ashes, killing many people. Many believe that it was the curse of the slain women that caused the devastation. Believing that the fire had been caused by his cruel act, the emperor sank into depression. He never recovered and died three years after the incident.

Bad luck continued to haunt the palace as fifteen of Emperor Yongle’s favourite concubines were hanged by white silk nooses on the day of his funeral. I am sure that their ghosts hover around the palace just like those of the three thousand women slain on the emperor’s orders.

Coming back to the story, I got up and wandered around the empty palaces, dazed after the experience. As dawn broke, I crept back to my hiding place behind the bush near the eastern gate. A few hours later, I mingled with the horde of visitors entering the complex.

My photo-feature earned a lot of praise. The praise didn’t bring me any joy. I was unhappy because I had lost the pictures of the ghosts. Those were the only evidence of my ghostly experience.’
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THE TORTURED SOUL

The stories were getting on Anirudh’s nerves. The very thought that he would have to endure them for some more time, made him restless. The others were enjoying themselves, but his head had begun aching.

‘The story session is getting rather interesting. Let’s have the next one,’ clamoured Mala.

‘Let’s not waste any time, then. The next story, please,’ said the jeweller.

‘My name is Debjani Basu and I am a doctor by profession,’ said the lady seated across the room. All Anirudh could discern was that she was dressed in a pastel green sari. Her voice was deep and authoritative, and her manner unhurried. ‘In fact, I am a psychiatrist.’

‘You are a mental doctor?’ the builder sniggered. A few voices tittered in response.

‘Yes, you may say so. A psychiatrist heals the mind, just as a doctor heals the body. You may be surprised to know that there are as many people with unhealthy minds as there are with unhealthy bodies,’ Dr Basu replied calmly. ‘For that matter, I wouldn’t be surprised to find some very unhealthy minds in this room.’

Her words were followed by a respectful silence.

‘Madam, please continue your story,’ said the jeweller.

‘This story is about the time when I was in charge of the Pavlov Mental Health Hospital, which is located in the heart of Kolkata. I had worked for the hospital for a very long time and was due to retire in January 2006. Though the hospital is located next to a burial ground, with water bodies on three sides, I made an attempt to create an ambience of peace and beauty. Our resources were limited and patients too many, but we succeeded in giving a facelift to the hospital.

Three months before my retirement, Dr Sumit Sen was appointed to take over the reins as the head of the hospital. The two of us had many matters to sort before I left, and we remained very busy with the paperwork.

One morning, a few weeks before my retirement, we were disturbed by a commotion outside the office. Dr Sen and I rushed out to find a man running all over the place. He was shouting at the top of his voice. The three men who were chasing him were finding it hard to calm the man. His eyes wide with fear, he rushed from one end to the other. From time to time, he looked back as though he was being followed by an invisible ghost. It was obvious that the man was terrified. He clambered up the large mango tree and refused to come down.

In my long career of 35 years, I had met many like him. From experience, I knew that he had to be handled with caution. Patience was the key.

We tried to calm him, but to no avail. I asked for his name and was told it was Ramakant Mohanty.

‘Ramakant, are you scared?’ I asked the man.

I had to repeat my question several times, before he looked down and nodded his head.

‘Don’t worry, I will take care of you. No one will be allowed to harm you,’ I reassured Mohanty in a nurturing manner.

‘She can go anywhere and do anything,’ he muttered.

‘Who are you talking about?’ asked Dr Sen, who was standing by my side under the tree.

Mohanty’s eyes darted all around, searching for someone. ‘Will you protect me?’ he asked.

Leaving some attendants to persuade him to come down from the tree, I spoke to the policemen who had brought the man to the hospital.

‘He was running around the front lawn of the National Library, shouting and abusing everyone,’ said one of the policemen, wiping his sweating face with a handkerchief. ‘We were called by the library authorities and we arrested him for creating a nuisance.’

‘What did you do with him?’ I asked.

‘We put him in a cell with other vagabonds. For three days, he continued shouting and screaming and asking to be let off. He neither slept nor allowed anyone to sleep. He refused to eat the food given to the prisoners, saying it was poisoned. The SHO decided he was mentally disturbed and so we were ordered to bring him here.’

‘You can leave now,’ I told the policemen. ‘We will take care of him.’

There was some paperwork to be completed and we continued working till one of the attendants rushed in to inform us that Mohanty had calmed down and was now lying on a bed in the patient examination room. They had given him some food and water, which he had gobbled down. ‘The man was very hungry,’ said the attendant.

Within a few hours, we realized that Mohanty was suffering from fear psychosis. He was in a delusional state and had to be handled carefully. Dr Sen and I spent several hours speaking to him about unrelated things and created a sense of comfort. It took almost a week to make him feel relaxed.

It was only after he had relaxed that he was brought to my office. Dr Sen and I intended to interview Mohanty. Over tea and biscuits, we began talking in an informal manner. To our surprise, Mohanty turned out to be a journalist, who was doing research for a story on the role of Bengalis in the independence struggle. He had visited the National Library several times during the course of his research.

It was my practice to record the interviews and go through them later. This helped in analyzing, reviewing and updating the patients’ dossier. It was important that the patient didn’t realize that his words were being recorded. As Mohanty sipped his tea, I began recording his statement surreptitiously.

From his interview, it was obvious that he couldn’t come to terms with the idea of living in the mental hospital. ‘Believe me, madam, I am not mad,’ he said. ‘I am a journalist. Please call the newspaper editor. He will vouch for my sanity.’

‘I am sure you aren’t mad,’ I reassured the distressed man. ‘Our interest lies in discovering the reason for your uncharacteristic behaviour. I don’t think you are in the habit of running around the National Library. It’s not normal behaviour.’

‘It’s difficult to explain,’ he nodded sadly. ‘I was extremely frightened and in a state of shock. It just took me quite some time to get over the horrifying experience. Suddenly, I had no control over my behaviour. It’s natural that the librarian and the people around the library thought I had gone mad.’

‘Tell us what caused you to behave in this manner,’ Dr Sen asked gently.

We had no intention of upsetting Mohanty.

‘I don’t know if you will believe my story,’ he said.

‘Try us.’

‘Well, like every other day, I had gone to the library to consult some books for my research. It was not my first visit to the library. I had gone there several times in the past. My visits were mostly in the evening, since I go to work in the morning. There were not many people in the library that evening. A pretty young lady sitting at my table caught my eye. She wore a dark blue sari and pearl studs in her ears, and had a string of white flowers in her hair. She seemed engrossed in a book that lay before her. I had noticed that she had been sitting at the same table on the previous day. I was surprised when she smiled at me. I smiled back. After a couple of minutes, she sidled up to me and asked what I was reading.

When told about my research, she offered to help. ‘I know the exact shelf with the books you need,’ she said, ‘I will take you there.’ I was flattered by her attention and willingness to help. So, I followed her without any protest when she led me to the far end of the hall. It was a secluded corner and there were no people around. As she had mentioned, the shelves held a huge collection of books on the freedom struggle and I was delighted. I located the books required for my work and began poring over them.
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I noticed her sitting next to me, smiling. I continued working. All of a sudden, she got up and walked across the hall and disappeared. One minute she was there and the next moment she wasn’t. Surprised, I noticed that there were no doors on that side of the room. Where did she go? An hour passed and it was time for the library to close, but she didn’t appear. I had finished my work and decided to thank her for the help. The books had turned out to be a treasure trove of information.

I also wanted to know her name and number so I could keep in touch. I got up and went up to the place where she had vanished. There was no gap or opening. Just then, almost magically, the wall split open and I saw a darkened passage. Wondering where it led, I entered the passage. After a while, my eyes got used to the darkness and I could make out the outlines. It seemed like a dungeon. There was an eerie sensation and my nose picked up a strange stench.’

Mohanty paused to drink water. His hands were trembling. Dr Sen and I exchanged a look as we waited for him to resume. It seemed to be a case of paranormal delusion.

‘I knew I should return to the library, but curiosity got the better of me. Suddenly, I stumbled. Something was lying near my feet. I picked up the object, which seemed to be a piece of wood. I peered and focused my eyes on the wood. Shocked, I realized it was a piece of bone. My eyes, now used to the dark, could spot heaps of bones scattered around the room. I was terrified. ‘Lady,’ I shouted, ‘where are you?’

‘I am here,’ she responded. Her voice echoed hollowly around the chamber.

She was standing just two feet away from me, but she looked transformed. Her eyes were glowing in the dark, her mouth was open and her teeth were like those of a tiger. Blood dripped from her mouth.

I turned and ran towards the passage, but my shirt got caught on a nail lodged in the wall. Trembling, I struggled to free myself and escape from the place. The shirt tore and I began running. I raced out of the building and continued running, but I couldn’t get rid of the woman. She continued to follow me as I ran. And then the constables arrived and took me to the police station. The next thing I knew I had been brought here, to the hospital.’ Mohanty ended the story of his unusual experience.

After he had stopped speaking, I began shooting questions at Mohanty. I wanted to know everything about the woman he had seen. Her age, height, appearance, dress, hair, jewellery and every specific detail he could remember. I noted down all the replies and let him go. By then, the man looked absolutely exhausted.

Taking out a file from my locker, I put it before Dr Sen.

‘Read this,’ I instructed. ‘This is the statement of a person who had gone through a similar experience at the library. His name is Binoy Chakraborty. Binoy’s story runs along the same lines. He had visited the National Library and thereafter began behaving like a madman. Just like Mohanty, he had been found running around the library, claiming to be chased by a woman. He was pronounced mad by his family and brought to this hospital. His description of the woman and the incident that followed the meeting matches the one given by Mohanty. Mind you, these are educated and intelligent men.’

‘What happened to Binoy?’ asked Dr Sen.

‘We kept him under observation for a couple of days and found nothing wrong with him. He regained his health and wanted to return to his job. So, we let him go. These are not the only two.’

Taking out another file, I put it before my colleague. ‘Surya was the next person to narrate a similar experience.’

‘What happened to him?’

‘He gave the same description of the woman. It’s noted here,’ I indicated the statement with my pen.

‘I would like to speak to Binoy and Surya,’ said Dr Sen.

‘We may be able to locate Binoy, but Surya is dead,’ I told him with a grave expression, ‘He never got over the shock. A day after the experience, he ran out of his room shouting that the woman was hounding him. He ran up to the terrace and jumped to his death. This happened about two years back.’

I retired a couple of weeks after Mohanty was released from the hospital. Busy with the load of work, Dr Sen forgot the incident. Till, a few months later, Mohammed Imran was brought to the hospital.

He had been found in a half-naked state, running all over the library lawns as if he was being chased by someone. He was caught by the police and brought to the hospital. Imran’s clothes were torn and he was sweating profusely. When Imran saw that he was in a mental hospital, he was furious and insisted that he was not insane. ‘Why have you brought me here?’ he raged. ‘I am not mad. It was that woman. She tore my clothes and tried to kill me.’

Dr Sen noticed that the hysterical man’s eyes continued to sweep from one side to the other, trying to ascertain if he was being followed by the woman.

He kept the police on their toes, asking them to look behind the trees and pillars. The constables pretended to search the area before declaring that there was no one around. It was a couple of hours before Imran calmed down. The frightened man cowered in a corner of the room, refusing to eat or sleep.

The next morning, when Imran was calmer, Dr Sen asked him for a description of the woman who had chased him. The answers matched those given by Binoy and Mohanty. The matter could no longer be dismissed as a coincidence.

It was happening too frequently, the doctor realized. Something had to be done to stop the ghost, if there was one.

Dr Sen spoke to Mr Bagchi, who was a librarian at the National Library. The two of them had met at official meetings and parties a couple of times. Besides, the doctor was a voracious reader and an old member of the library.

After the initial exchange of pleasantries and a cup of tea, Dr Sen broached the subject. He decided to get to the point without wasting any time. ‘Did you know that your library is haunted by a ghost?’ he asked.

‘The rumours and stories about the ghost have existed for many years,’ replied Bagchi. ‘Some people claim it to be the ghost of Lady Metcalf, while some say the spirits are those of the workers who died during renovation work, and others claim they are the ghosts of people killed by the British during the Raj.’

‘I am bringing this up because there have been several cases of people being chased by a woman in the library.’

‘It’s just a publicity stunt. I am sure those people are delusional. I have been working here for many years, but have never come across any ghost. If there was a ghost, wouldn’t I have seen her?’

In the end, Dr Sen suggested that the librarian visit the mental hospital and see the documents of the people who had encountered the ghost. Bagchi accepted the invitation.

He arrived the very next morning. After giving him a tour of the hospital, the doctor led him to his office where he had laid out the files with the statements of Binoy, Mohanty and Imran.

‘This is rather strange,’ agreed the librarian. ‘All three men have given exactly the same description of the woman. Also, they seem to have gone through the same experience. Like Mohanty, Binoy, who was a post-graduate student, had also been led to a secluded part of the library, where he had found the relevant books. I would never have believed the statements, had I not seen them recorded in your office.’

‘Not just Binoy and Mohanty, Imran had also been led to the same secluded part of the hall to refer to the books he required. It’s not a coincidence,’ said Dr Sen. ‘I am sure there must have been many more cases. Perhaps, they were not arrested by the police and brought to the hospital so the statements were not recorded.’

Bagchi was flabbergasted. He wondered how three people could have encountered the same woman. The incidents were spread over a period of many months, but their descriptions about the woman matched. The three men had never met, so there was no possibility of them exchanging notes.

‘I am surprised that the books required by each man were found in the same part of the hall,’ said the librarian. ‘As far as I know, there is just one kind of book in that section.’

‘All the encounters had taken place late in the evening,’ said the doctor.

‘The library is open till 8 in the evening, but some people tend to linger. We don’t push them out, of course. According to Binoy’s account, he had been chased out of the library at around 7.30 p.m. Mohanty had burst out of the place at almost 8 p.m. and so had Imran.’

‘I want to conduct an experiment,’ said Dr Sen. ‘I need your help for the same.’

‘I am at your disposal. Just let me know what has to be done.’ The librarian’s curiosity had been aroused and he wanted to get to the bottom of the matter.

The next evening, Dr Sen arrived at the library at around 7 p.m. There were not many people in the library. Picking up a book on paranormal activities, he took a seat at a table towards the rear of the hall. The librarian had already informed the police station and they had posted a constable in plainclothes.

A few minutes passed and then a woman arrived. She was young and pretty. As described by his three patients, she was wearing a dark blue sari, and a pair of pearl studs dazzled on her ears. On her neck was a pearl string. Dr Sen realized it was the same woman. She took a seat next to him.

‘What are you reading?’ she asked. Her voice sounded hollow.

When Dr Sen told her that he was researching psychiatric treatment, she informed him that there was a collection of such books at the extreme end of the hall.

‘There are some rare books, which may be important for your research,’ she said.

He got up and nodded at Bagchi, who signalled the constable to follow in a discreet manner. Dr Sen followed the lady past a dimly-lit corridor to a secluded table, and then she turned a corner. She stopped near a wall and an opening suddenly appeared where there had been none.

It was dark inside. Dr Sen hesitated at the threshold and refused to follow. The woman tried to grab him by the hand and force him inside, but the doctor was prepared for such a situation. He turned around and ran. The constable, who had been watching, ran behind him. They had goosebumps all over and were shaking with fear.

Dr Sen was convinced about the paranormal activities in the library and so were Bagchi and the cop. The matter was taken up with the authorities, who promised to investigate.

After a persistent follow-up with the Ministry of Culture, Bagchi was able to get the matter sorted. In 2010, the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) decided to renovate the library and at the same time find out what lay behind the wall.

During the renovation, the ASI discovered that a secret room of about one thousand square feet lay behind the wall, but there were no doors and no openings leading to it. They drilled an opening in the wall and entered the room. Although the officials claimed they found nothing, there were many rumours about the contents and the purpose of the room. According to some, it had been used as a torture chamber by the British. They had interrogated several freedom fighters, who were later walled in and left to die. According to others, it was a secret treasure house of the British officer who stayed in the building.

If you ask me, it is the ghost of a female freedom fighter. She could have died during the torture session carried out by the British officers. Seeking vengeance, her restless spirit haunts the library. I leave you to draw your own conclusions.

The one positive thing that emerged after the renovation was that no one was chased by a ghost in the library ever again.’

Dr Basu ended her story.
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THE TRAMP AND THE SEVEN GHOSTS

‘Now would you believe ghosts really exist?’ Dr Basu turned her attention to Anirudh.

‘Why don’t we switch channels?’ Anirudh replied. ‘We’ve had enough ghost stories for a night. It’s creating a dark atmosphere in this gloomy place. I can tell you a nice love story, instead. It will lighten the mood.’

‘No!’ Several voices rose in protest. ‘This is a session of ghost stories. We can’t deviate from the topic.’

‘That’s true,’ agreed the jeweller. ‘We can’t change the topic till everyone has had a chance to narrate their story. Let’s have the next story.’

‘My story is about a spooky experience at the Talbehat Fort,’ a voice piped up from the darkest corner of the room. Anirudh swivelled on his chair to take a look at the man. All he could make out was a gaunt figure in a shabby overcoat and scruffy, lace-less shoes.

‘Never heard of the place,’ remarked the soldier.

‘It’s near Lalitpur,’ said Anirudh, who had heard of it. ‘The fort belonged to Raja Mardan Singh, who collaborated with Rani Laxmibai and fought the British. In fact, he built the fort for his father, Prahlad Singh.’

‘Thanks for the lesson in history. I had no idea that the fort had been such an important one,’ said the storyteller. ‘I am just a tramp, after all. I have no home and no address, so my nights are spent in all kinds of places. Sometimes in abandoned houses, sometimes on the footpath and sometimes in a night shelter. My food and necessities are few and the money that I require for food comes either from begging or from the pockets I pick. Ever since I remember, I have been living the same way.

Funnily, I don’t like staying in a place for long. From time to time, I board a train and get down wherever the ticket checker throws me out. Since I have no possessions except the clothes on my back, it poses no problem. In fact, it provides me with a sense of adventure. Adapting to the new place has never been a challenge.

Like always, that morning I boarded a train. I had no ticket and no destination. It was close to noon when the ticket checker demanded to see my ticket. As expected, I was thrown out at the next station. It turned out to be a small town called Talbehat.

I was disappointed.

It had been my experience that small towns didn’t offer enough opportunities for begging and stealing. Escaping the police was also difficult. But I decided to take my chances by lingering in the town for a couple of days. Jhansi was not very far from Talbehat, so taking a train to that place wouldn’t be difficult.

It was past lunchtime and I was very hungry. My last meal had been more than twelve hours ago. I loitered around the station, but there was no hope of finding anything to eat. Filling my stomach with water, I spent the afternoon on the platform.

Soon it was evening, and I was debating whether to stay at Talbehat or take a train to Jhansi, when a train halted on the platform. From the timetable put up on the platform, it was clear that the trains halted for very little time at the tiny railway station. There was a flurry of activity as several passengers jostled each other, some boarding and others disembarking from the train. I joined the melee, looking around for an opportunity to pick a pocket. My nimble fingers sought easy targets. Soon, I had found a wallet. I was overjoyed to find it loaded with money.

Without wasting any time, I rushed towards the exit. But, the passenger was alert. He discovered that his pocket had been picked. Seeing me rushing towards the exit, he pointed at me and shouted. ‘Chor! Chor!’

Moments later, I found myself being chased by a group of people. I ran as fast as my legs could carry me and continued running till I halted near a path that seemed to lead nowhere, exhausted. There, I hid behind a tree, waiting for the coast to clear.

By then, the passenger had given up chase. But, it was risky to linger, so I continued walking down the path that led me towards the base of a fort. I learnt later that it is known as the Talbehat Fort. It loomed over the area, poised on a hill like a brooding being. The dilapidated but impressive fort with huge, crumbling perimeter walls seemed to be calling out to me. I trudged up a winding path that led to a massive gate which led into the fort.

Once inside, I loitered around, taking stock of the place. A part of the fort lay in ruins, and the rest was in a state of disrepair. Not a soul could be seen around. There were bats and monkeys, of course. There must be snakes and scorpions too, though I couldn’t spot them at the moment. The peaceful fort seemed an ideal hideout for a thief.

Peeping down from the ramparts of the fort, I spotted a huge lake. It was a beautiful sight. Children frolicked and people walked. Cool breeze fanned my face. No one would look for me there, I remember thinking. I could stay there forever.

The sun was beginning to set as I went around looking for a good spot to spend the night. There were three temples inside the fort, and the area in front of them seemed safer and cleaner. I lay on the tiles in front of the Hanuman temple and went to sleep.

By morning, I had made up my mind to stay there for a few days. To be honest, I don’t know what made me take that decision. Was it the safety of the secluded, crumbling fort, or was it the wish to spend a few days in peace? I still don’t know the answer.

It was a nice place, but an isolated one. I had a lot of money, thanks to the fat wallet resting in the pocket of my shabby trousers. In that fort I could remain hidden forever.

There would be several challenges, I knew. Finding food was one of them. I would have to trudge all the way to the railway station to bathe and buy food. At the same time, there would be several opportunities for me to pick pockets. The trains that halted at Talbehat Station did so for no more than a couple of minutes. That led to chaos, which provided a perfect chance for my nimble fingers.

I hit upon a plan. That evening, I walked down to the railway station and treated myself to a lavish dinner. The fiery mutton curry and rice at the dhaba turned out to be surprisingly good. It had been a long time since I had tasted mutton. Ending my meal with hot jalebis that had been freshly prepared, I burped with satisfaction. The trek back to the fort gave me time to think over my plans.

Life was good. I decided to stay at Talbehat for some more days.

That night, I went to sleep with a song on my lips. It had been a long time since I had slept so peacefully. Whether it was on a platform of a railway station, in a park or on the pavement, I had always woken up to a kick from the police. There was always the fear of being thrown into a van and taken away to a beggar remand home.

Well, it was around midnight when I woke up, on hearing a bloodcurdling scream. The shrill, eerie sound pierced my dream and I sat up and listened. There was absolute silence. It must have been the wind whistling through the broken walls of the fort, I thought, and went back to sleep. Minutes later, I heard it again. This time, I was sure there was someone in the fort. The strident scream was followed by a keening sound.

Soon, a chorus of wailing and weeping echoed around the fort. It seemed like there were several people in the fort. I am not a person who gets scared easily, but the continuous wailing sent shivers through my body. Icy talons gripped the base of my spine, and I felt a sinking sensation growing in my stomach. My nerves taut like a bowstring, I perked up my ears.

Something was very wrong, warned my instinct. The moon had disappeared behind a mass of thick clouds, plunging the place into darkness. My senses heightened, I could now hear the slightest of sounds. There was a scurrying sound as rats rushed around. This was followed by the eerie sound produced by the flapping of bat wings. Jackals howled in the distance, making my hair stand on end. These sounds had been there earlier, I was sure, but I had failed to hear them.

Shaken, I got up and began walking in the direction of the wailing sound. A shadowy figure standing on the edge of the rampart caught my attention. It seemed to be standing still. The next minute, it was joined by another figure and then another, till I counted seven of them standing in a row. Dressed in festive clothes, they seemed like close friends. Their faces in shadow, they appeared to be young girls.

One of them crooked a bony finger and beckoned me forward. I obeyed her like a hypnotized person. ‘Jump!’ I heard her command. A voice in my ear hissed a warning, but I continued walking towards the girls.

‘Jump! Jump! Jump!’ they chanted in unison. I didn’t want to follow their order, but my body seemed helplessly out of control. My mind numb, I stopped a couple of feet away from the seven figures. The chanting continued, propelling me forward till I stumbled over a broken fragment of the wall.

All of a sudden, I regained my awareness and stopped moving. The voices were mocking and laughing at me, but I remained rooted to the spot.

The girls seemed poised to jump from the rampart of the fort. A steep gorge lay below the walls and I was sure they would die if they jumped. I stretched out my hand to stop them. They began jumping before I could do anything.

First one, then another, and yet another girl leapt to their deaths, wailing and shrieking as they fell. My ears began hurting from the cacophony of screams, and I closed my eyes.

It ended as suddenly as it had begun. A hush fell over the place. I stared at the spot where the girls had been standing and saw no one. Horrified, I looked down but it was dark and I could see nothing.

By then, my arm was covered in goosepimples and I began shivering as though I had malaria. I returned to the temple, and lay curled into a ball.

I don’t know how long I remained in that position, but it seemed like a long time. My limbs continued to tremble and I was unable to stop myself from babbling.

A couple of hours passed. The shaking and shivering finally stopped and I began to relax. I had just nodded off when the entire drama was repeated. The chorus of screams, wails and cries rent the air and once again I reached the embankment and saw the seven girls jumping off the wall. Mesmerized, I watched them leaping down to their death. They seemed to be enjoying the game. I almost joined them in the game of leaping off the rampart, stopping myself in the nick of time.

It continued through the night. I was a wreck by the morning. The figures I had seen were ghosts, I realized. There was no point in staying back in the fort. I decided to leave. But before doing that, I was curious to know about the fort. There was no doubt that it was haunted.
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I walked back to the railway station and got chatting with a tea vendor. Buying an earthen cup of steaming tea, I asked him if the fort was haunted.

‘Which fort are you asking about?’ he wanted to know.

‘The one that stands on the hill near the lake,’ I said.

‘You must be new to this part of the country. Everyone in and around Talbehat area knows the story of the fort,’ said the vendor. He gave me a curious look as I sipped my tea. ‘It is a haunted fort.’

‘You are right. I am new to this area and have no idea about the fort. Why don’t you tell about it?’

‘The fort is an old one, as you know. Like most ancient forts, the one at Talbehat is said to be haunted. Whether it is true or not, the story behind the belief is quite interesting.’ The vendor paused to add tea leaves and sugar to the boiling water in the large vessel and stirred it for a while. Wiping his hands on a piece of cloth thrown over his shoulder, he resumed the narration. ‘It was the day of Akshay Tritya, one of the most auspicious dates for Hindus. People pray to Goddess Laxmi on this day. It was also the day when kings give money and clothes to their subjects. So, seven young girls went to seek alms from the ruler at the fort. Unfortunately, the Raja was away and only his father, Prahlad Singh, was in the fort. Most of the people were away praying and celebrating the auspicious day. Prahlad Singh was an evil man. He took advantage of the situation, and misbehaved with the girls. Unable to bear the humiliation, the seven girls jumped to their death from the ramparts of the fort. Since then, the fort has been haunted by the ghosts of those girls. No one goes to the fort after sunset.’

‘Didn’t Raja Mardan Singh hear of the terrible incident?’ I asked.

‘When the raja returned, he heard of the monstrous act committed by his father. It was an unforgivable crime, but he couldn’t punish his father. To seek the forgiveness of the seven girls, the raja had their picture painted on the main gate. Since then, no one in this area celebrates Akshay Tritya. However, the local women go to the fort to offer prayers to the girls.’

I thanked the man and paid him for the tea. Seated on a bench on the platform, I waited for a train to take me to another unknown destination. The fort was an ideal hideout, I sighed. I wished it had not been a haunted one.

The experience continued to trouble my mind for a long time. To this day, I have not forgotten the terrible night spent at Talbehat Fort.’
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THE NOOSE

‘I started believing in ghosts when I was very young,’ said a voice.

From the voice, Anirudh could make out it was a young man. ‘How old are you now?’ he asked.

‘I am twenty-two. But that doesn’t matter. What I am about to relate is something that happened while I was in my tenth class. The incident made me believe in ghosts.’

‘That sounds rather interesting,’ said Dr Basu.‘My story is based on a scary personal experience and the scar around my neck is testimony to the truth,’ continued the young man.

Anirudh swivelled on his chair to take a look at the man, but all he could make out was a gaunt figure in denim jeans and an overcoat.

His voice gravelly, the narrator continued his story – ‘I was nine years old when my mother died. Everything that happened thereafter looks like a blurred picture to my mind. All I remember is that our house turned into a hotel, as grieving relatives continued to arrive from distant places. I had neither met nor heard of the various uncles and aunts, who stayed with us for indefinite periods of time.

It was an ordeal to hear them crying and wailing. I hated their presence in the house as much as I hated listening to their consoling words. How hollow and false they sounded! Thankfully, the stream of relatives stopped after a while and my father and I were left alone to deal with our grief.

A year rolled by. I was getting used to the idea of not having my mother around, and life began moving ahead. There was less laughter and less festivity. There were no special dishes, or pampering. Time did nothing to erase memories of my mother. I continued to miss her fussing and cossetting. Mostly, I missed her cheerful face and optimistic attitude. Her ‘never say die’ spirit had been the most positive thing in the house. Unlike Father, she never rebuked me for my failures. Instead, she motivated me by saying, ‘You will do better next time’. She was the sole cheerleader when I did well.

Father had his own way of dealing with grief. He immersed himself in work and kept away from the house for long hours. Leaving the house early, he would return late in the evening, too tired to speak to anyone. There were many nights when I soaked my pillow with tears and slept without dinner. The house was silent as a tomb. It wasn’t that he didn’t care about my well-being. I think he was just too busy wallowing in his grief.

I was ten years old when Father decided to send me away to a hostel. ‘It is lonely for you here,’ he said. ‘I am away for work and there is no one to look after you. You will be better off in a hostel, living with boys your age.’

‘I won’t go to the hostel,’ I cried. ‘I am happy here. The school is good and I have many friends. Besides, Chandu is there to look after me.’

Chandu was my dad’s Man Friday. He cooked, cleaned and carried out all the chores required to run the house. More importantly, he allowed me to have my way. I could bully him into doing anything I wanted.

‘No! My mind is made up. You are going to St. Patrick’s,’ Father said, raising his voice. Then, in a softer tone, he continued, ‘It’s a good school. Believe me when I tell you that you will be happy there.’

That is how I ended up in the hostel. To be honest, I soon adjusted to the routine, made new friends and began enjoying hostel life. The school was an expensive one with all kinds of facilities. Money does make life comfortable! Father had spared no expense in finding the best possible school. In return, he expected me to do well.

Three years after Mother’s death, he remarried. Unlike the fables, my stepmother was neither cruel nor ugly. In fact, she was a kind and understanding lady, who tried too hard to win my heart. I had nothing against her. Yet, without Mom, home no longer felt like one. I avoided going there during the vacations. I would spend the holidays with friends, some of whom were kind enough to extend an invitation.

It was my sixth year in St. Patrick’s School, and my sixteenth birthday was a few days away when the headmaster made the announcement.

‘A camp is being arranged for boys of the 10th standard. Those who wish to attend the camp must submit their parents’ consent. Further instructions will be issued by the respective class teachers.’

We had been on camps from time to time, but this was different. This time, we were heading farther from school and most of us were sixteen years old. Excited at the thought of fun and adventure, the boys in my dormitory began planning for the trip.

‘Imagine spending three thrilling days away from school,’ said Chetan, who was the biggest bully of all. ‘We have to make full use of the freedom.’ He rubbed his hands with glee.

‘I think it’s most exciting for Aarav,’ said Sid. ‘He will be celebrating his birthday during the camp.’

Not many boys remembered my birthday and I didn’t want to remind them. Ever since Mother’s death, I had no interest in celebrating my birthdays. That was not to be. Sid never forgot anyone’s birthday. Every year, Sid or someone else would remember the day and I would have to go through the trouble of throwing a midnight party in the dorm.

This time too, everyone wanted to know how I was planning to spend the special day.

‘I have made no plan.’ I spread out my hands in a gesture of helplessness. ‘I don’t think we can do much during a camp.’

‘Are you crazy?’ shouted Chetan. ‘A camp offers a better opportunity to have fun.’

‘Have you forgotten the eagle-eyed teachers, who would be watching over us?’ I snapped.

‘Don’t worry about them. I have a foolproof plan to keep them away.’

The parents having consented, the requisite forms filled and all procedures completed, we set out for the camp. More than anything, it was the thought of remaining out of the clutches of the hostel warden that made the camp more exciting. Our warden, Mr D’Cruz, was a terror, who believed in capital punishment to discipline the boys. No offence, even the slightest one, escaped his wrath.

Finally, our enthusiastic bunch of teenagers set out for the trip. There were twenty-five boys and three teachers, who had been assigned to keep us from mischief. As a matter of principle, the school avoided taking too many students on a trip. Considering our penchant for getting into trouble, it made sense to keep the numbers manageable.

After an early breakfast, we rushed into the bus that was to carry us to the camping site. It was a four-hour journey to the camping area, the first of which was passed singing songs and ribbing each other. After a while, our voices hoarse and energy flagging, we stopped singing. Some of us napped or stared out of the window, while others played games on their phones. The bus swayed and bumped as we entered the rough patch of road that led up to the camping area.

It was a beautiful place. Wooded and green, with undulating hills rising up from the flat stretch of land where the tents were pitched. A sprawling colonial structure stood at the far end of the vast ground. The double-storied house had once been the residence of an Englishman who had owned several tea gardens in the area. Known to be a terror, his name still evoked fear and hatred in the old residents. When Frederick Bradley died of malaria, the locals heaved a sigh of relief. All this had taken place more than a century and a half ago. The property was now owned by a trust.

The house, Bradley Hall, had been renamed as Anand Niketan. The history and details were narrated to us by a teacher on the very first day of our arrival at the camping site. Our school had an old association with the trust. It was said that Bradley had made a generous donation towards the construction of the school building. Two of his sons had attended the school during the early 1900s, which explained the generosity.

The relationship sustained, and the trust continued to allow the school to set up camps every year. They charged a reasonable fee for the facilities and food.

We were in a boisterous mood as we pitched our tents. There were seven tents in all, four for the boys and three for the teachers. Six boys were to be allotted one tent. Since there were twenty-five boys, the largest of the tents was to be given to seven. The choice of tents rested on the teachers.

Everyone wanted to stay in the last tent, which lay near the border of the woods. It was a distance away from the teachers’ tents and that meant a lot of freedom. Since everyone was eyeing that tent, the teachers decided to hold a draw of lots for the allotment of tents.

Thankfully, the teachers allowed us to choose our tent-mates. I chose to share a tent with my gang, which included Chetan, Sid, Abhinav, Shankar and Vedant.

Luck was with us that morning. The coveted tent was allotted to the six of us.

A few of the boys tried to bribe us to swap places, but we didn’t agree. We had drawn the best of the lot and had no intention of parting with the prime spot. What we didn’t realize at that time was the location of the washrooms. A row of them stood at the opposite end of the camping site. The distance wasn’t too much, but the prospect of walking down those few metres alone, at night, turned out to be a challenge. Although none of us would admit it, it was kind of scary going alone to the washroom at night. We decided to visit the washroom in pairs, if required. Those were minor discomforts compared to the benefits that our tent offered.

Our meals had been arranged at Anand Niketan. It was past lunchtime and we were ravenous. The snacks were depleting fast and we waited to be summoned to the dining room. At last, a gong was sounded and we hurried into the huge dining hall in the house. Despite our initial fears, the meal turned out to be a simple but delicious one. We wolfed down everything in a few minutes.

The activities till now had been on the lighter side. We knew that the tougher ones like hiking, rock climbing, and other outdoor activities would follow. Those would keep us busy through the day. The routine had been designed to tire the boys. The aim was to ensure that we fell into exhausted heaps by the end of the day. To keep us out of mischief.

‘Let’s explore the woods,’ suggested Chetan, as we walked towards our tent after lunch.

Peer pressure is the worst kind of pressure. The boys in my tent agreed with his proposal. Although I was dying for a nap after the heavy meal, it was impossible to refuse. I agreed.

It turned out to be a pleasant walk. Tall trees crowded together, their shadows creating a cool atmosphere. Hundreds of birds chirped from the branches, creating a pleasing din around us. The mountains rose in the distance, their peaks snowy and iridescent. The air was rich with the fragrance of leaves. Our exhaustion disappeared as we trudged along in companionable silence.

After walking for a while, we reached a stream that was gurgling down the mountains. Removing our shoes, we sat with our feet dangling in the cool water of the stream.

‘Tomorrow is an important day, don’t forget,’ Sid reminded everyone.

Why couldn’t the idiot forget my birthday? I struck my forehead with my palm and glared at him. Ignoring me, he continued, ‘What are you planning to do, Aarav?’

‘I haven’t planned anything,’ I replied irritably. ‘Why don’t we drop the idea of celebrating it here?’

‘That’s not acceptable,’ said Chetan. ‘It is your sixteenth birthday. You have to think of something unusual this time.’

‘What kind of unusual thing can one do in a place like this?’ I snapped. Every birthday, whether twelfth or sixteenth, seemed the same to me, but the boys were making a big thing out of it. ‘Neither the opportunity nor the resources are available for a party. Let’s get back to the school and then you can have your treat. It’s just a matter of two days.’

‘No way!’ protested Shankar. ‘The treat has to be given on your birthday. That’s the hostellers’ rule. Campsite or school, the venue doesn’t matter.’

‘Your birthday will be celebrated tomorrow and that’s final,’ added Chetan, the bully.

‘I am sure the teachers are aware of my birthday and would have arranged something,’ I came up with an excuse. ‘They might be planning a surprise party, for all we know.’

‘Wishful thinking,’ Sid snorted. ‘If I know anything about them, they will be partying individually in their tents.’

‘Let’s plan a fun party. We can play music on our phones, dance, have some drinks, smoke and have fun,’ suggested Abhinav.

His words worked like magic on the gang. Everyone had an idea. One by one, they lobbed those ideas at me.

‘Aren’t you guys going overboard? You are forgetting that we are in the wilderness and the teachers are keeping an eye on us. How will I find booze in a place like this?’

‘Don’t be a damper,’ Sid scolded. ‘Where there’s a will there’s a way.’

‘Leave it to me, buddy,’ Chetan thumped his chest. The guy was cocky beyond belief. ‘I will supply the drinks, cigarettes as well as snacks. You can pay me after returning to school.’

He was sure to land us in trouble and I had no wish to get involved. ‘Look, why don’t we do it all after getting back to the hostel? I will do whatever you guys want.’

Nothing I said seemed to deter the chaps. They were determined to have their party.

In the end, it was decided that Chetan would take care of the supplies. We would sneak out of the tent at midnight and make our way to the woods. Once we had covered a suitable distance from the tents, we could begin partying. On our way back to the camp, he spotted a clearing under a massive banyan tree. It was midway between the camp and the stream.

‘This is an ideal spot for the party,’ Chetan announced, and the others agreed.

The guy was good at keeping his word. Not only did he manage to buy four bottles of beer, but he also got some snacks and cigarettes. All he had to do was bribe one of the servants at Anand Niketan. The stuff cost us one and a half times its usual price. But, that was not a big issue. We had rich parents, who could afford to pay for our little extravagances. Besides, one doesn’t celebrate their sixteenth birthday in a miserly manner.

The teachers kept us busy through the next day. Morning saw us trekking through the mountainous trails. We returned just in time for lunch. A couple of hours’ rest and then we were out again on a nature trail. The sun was preparing to set when we returned. No one had the energy for another adventure after we ended our dinner. Suggestions of games and entertainment around the campfire were promptly turned down by the boys. There were sounds of snoring soon after dinner, as almost all the boys hit the sack.

Despite every effort, the six of us were soon asleep.

Sid shook me awake at the stroke of midnight. Unfortunately, he had set the alarm. I sat up and rubbed my eyes, wanting to go back to sleep. I had to abandon the idea as Abhinav pulled me out of bed. The others were donning their jackets and footwear, I noticed. Groaning, I joined them.

‘Come on, birthday boy!’ said Shankar. ‘It’s time to ring in your special day.’

Pushing the tent flap aside, we peeped out. Not a soul was to be seen. There was no sound, save the chirping of crickets and cicadas.

Cautiously, the six of us slipped out into the night. Carrying our bounties in backpacks, we stole towards the woods. Unmindful of darkness and brambles, we stumbled towards the clearing under a large banyan tree that we had marked during our afternoon visit to the forest.

Several wrong turns later, we reached the clearing. A crescent moon had begun peeping through the clouds. Its weak light filtering through the dense foliage was barely enough to illuminate the area. It did little to eliminate the shadows around us.

‘Where are the beer bottles?’ asked Sid, rummaging through Chetan’s backpack.

‘They are cooling in the stream,’ Shankar grinned mischievously.

‘When and how did they reach the stream?’ I was impressed by their ingenuity.

‘It’s all Chetan’s doing,’ Vedant replied. He was a person of few words and the quietest amongst us. ‘While we caught a short nap after lunch, he trekked up to the stream and lowered the beer bottles into the water.’

‘Will you be able to identify the spot?’ I asked. ‘I mean, they could float away.’

‘Whatever else I may be, I am not an idiot,’ smirked Chetan. ‘The bottles are safely packed in a little cloth bag with a rope tied across the mouth. For your information and peace of mind, the other end of the rope has been securely anchored by a large rock on the edge of the stream.’

The dim moonlight threw eerie shadows around us and I shuddered. It wasn’t a cold night, nor did I believe in ghosts, but I felt creeped out.

‘So, what are we waiting for?’ Shankar wanted to know. ‘Let the party begin.’

‘Let the party begin,’ echoed Sid and the others.

‘For that, we have to fetch the beer,’ said Chetan. ‘Who wants to escort me to the stream?’

‘I’ll come with you,’ Abhinav offered.

‘I might as well stretch my feet,’ said Sid, joining the two boys.

Leaving the rest of us sprawled under the tree, the three of them sauntered towards the stream.

‘It’s kind of creepy here,’ Shankar said, echoing my feelings.

‘I think it’s the shadows that seem to leap out from the dark. On a moonlit night, all this will seem perfectly fine,’ I responded bravely.

‘I agree.’ Vedant nodded his head.

Twenty minutes passed, but the three boys didn’t return. ‘Don’t you think they should have been back by now?’ asked Shankar. ‘The stream must be just about ten minutes’ walk from this spot.’

He was right.

‘Why don’t we look for them?’ Vedant suggested. ‘We are doing nothing, anyway.’

‘I think that’s a good idea,’ Shankar and I agreed.

The three of us began walking through the woods towards the stream. I don’t know where and how I lost my companions, but I did. One minute, I was bending down to tie my shoelaces and the next minute they had disappeared. Flustered, I shouted out their names. No one responded.

‘I am not in the mood for games,’ I shouted. ‘Come out, the two of you.’ There was silence all around. All I could hear was the rustling of leaves. I began running in the direction of the stream. It was only after I had run for a few minutes that I realized I had lost my way. The forest grew denser as I ran. The moon had disappeared behind the clouds and I could barely discern the dirt track that we had followed into the woods.

I had stopped under a tree when I heard a sound. I ignored it, thinking it must have been my imagination. Moments later, I heard it again. This time, it was louder. Looking up, I saw something slithering down the tree. Frightened, I began running in the opposite direction. I wanted to reach the clearing under the banyan tree, where we had been sitting.

Strange sounds followed me as I ran. Moaning, humming, wailing, the sounds sounded terrifying. There are no words to describe my state. I had already wet my pants and was shivering uncontrollably. My shirt stuck to my back with perspiration, but I continued running. By then, I was clueless about my location. Panting, I stopped under a banyan tree. It was not the one I was looking for.

Exhausted and terrified, I sank to the ground. All of a sudden, I felt myself being pulled up by invisible hands. Unseen hands dangled a rope from the tree, one end fashioned into a noose. I felt hypnotized as the noose was placed around my neck and I was lifted from the ground.

I tried to shout, but no sound emerged from my parched throat. I felt my body being pulled up and I found myself unable to breathe. Shocked beyond words, I began struggling with all my strength. By then, my feet were dangling a few inches above the ground. Gripping the noose with both hands, I tried to pry it loose. My body thrashed around as I began to suffocate.

Death was inches away. I don’t know what happened next, as I passed out.

I woke up to the sight of blurry faces crowding around me. My throat hurt as though it had been squeezed with an iron vice. I struggled to move, but my limbs felt leaden. Was I dead or alive?

‘Move back!’ shouted an authoritative voice. Someone felt my pulse. I closed my eyes and surrendered to the bliss of oblivion.

It was several hours later when I finally sat up on the bed and saw the worried face of my father. For a minute, I wondered if I was at home.
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‘You are in the hospital,’ said Father, sensing my disoriented state.

‘How long have I been here?’

‘It’s been forty-eight hours since you were brought here.’ There was a worried frown on his face, as his eyes scanned me for damages. ‘Are you feeling alright?’ he asked.

‘My throat feels strange,’ I replied. ‘I remember someone trying to strangle me in the forest.’

I saw tears in Father’s eyes. Holding me tight, he ran his fingers through my hair. ‘You are safe,’ he said.

The school allowed me to rest at home for the next ten days. My stepmother fussed over me as I recovered from the trauma, but no one told me what had happened.

It was only after the doctor declared me fit and I returned to school that my friends told me about the strange happenings that took place on that night.

‘You are a damn lucky chap,’ declared Chetan, patting me on the shoulder. ‘I wonder if anyone can boast of being greeted by a ghost on his birthday.’

‘Strange way to be greeted on one’s birthday,’ I muttered. ‘I almost died.’

‘You are lucky to have escaped death.’ Vedant nodded his head solemnly. ‘Another minute and we would have lost you.’

‘I can’t imagine what would have happened if we had not reached in time,’ added Sid.

‘He would have joined the ghost on that tree,’ Chetan chuckled.

‘I panicked when I realized that we had left you behind,’ said Shankar. ‘Vedant and I began running like headless chickens, trying to find you in the woods. It was Vedant who saw you dangling from a branch of the banyan tree. Your face had turned blue and your eyes were bulging. He shouldered your weight, while I cut the noose and we brought you down.’

‘It was fortunate that Chetan and the other boys had also lost their way while returning with the beer bottles. They heard us shouting for help and rushed to help,’ added Vedant. ‘I wonder what would have happened if they hadn’t come in time. One more minute and you would have died.’ He shuddered at the memory of that night.

The five boys had carried me back to the tent and called the teacher. They confessed about the breaking of rules. A doctor was summoned and I was given all possible attention before being taken to the nearest hospital. Father was informed, and he had rushed to be by my side. Although the school took a strict view of the misadventure, they let us off with a warning.

The story of the ghosts was told to us after I had recovered. During the British Raj, landowners were a law unto themselves. So was the Englishman, Frederick Bradley, who punished the locals in the cruellest manner. They were whipped or beaten for minor thefts and offences. Those that failed to pay taxes were hanged.

Locals believe that the ghosts of those who were hanged now haunt the banyan tree. They hang solitary people who wander through the woods at night. Although the locals knew to keep away, tourists would sometimes stray into the forest. A couple of them had been found dangling from the tree.

It all seems like a bad dream now, but I can never forget the terrible experience. The permanent impression of the rope around my neck doesn’t allow me to forget that night.’
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THE GHOST THAT LOVED SLAPPING

Anirudh noticed a scholarly-looking man sitting a couple of seats away. He had been sitting quietly and listening to all the stories that were being told by the people seated around the table. He had not volunteered to narrate his story.

‘You have not spoken till now,’ Anirudh goaded the man. ‘I am sure you must have some cock and bull story too.’

‘I haven’t narrated my story because no one is likely to believe it.’

‘Well, I have been hearing outlandish stories, so far. You may as well narrate yours.’

‘Yes, let’s listen to it,’ urged the tramp.

‘It was a lovely winter morning and I was enjoying a quiet cup of tea in the garden of my house in Jaipur, when I got a call,’ began the narrator. ‘It was Bijoy Mukherjee, a childhood friend. It had been several months since we had last spoken. The two of us had been close friends during our school and college years, till our professions had taken us to different cities.

‘I am delighted to know that you remembered me at last,’ I rebuked him gently. ‘I am sure you want something from me.’

‘You know me so well!’ he chuckled shamelessly. ‘I need a favour from you.’

‘I knew it! When was the last time you called without an ulterior motive?’

He ignored my jibe and continued to speak, ‘Yesterday, I met a very nice couple at a party. Sanjay Singh is a young and bright IPS officer. During the conversation, he mentioned that both his wife and he are very interested in ghostly stuff.’

‘I don’t know what’s wrong with the young these days. They are all looking for horror and thrills,’ I retorted. ‘It’s their constant need for an adrenaline rush that makes them seek such things.’

‘You are speaking like an old man,’ my friend sniggered. ‘You may think of yourself as old, but I won’t allow you to drag me into that category.’

Although I was forty-eight, I had never been interested in ghosts. My job took me to places that were rumoured to be haunted, but I had never run across a ghost.

‘Each to his own, I guess,’ Bijoy chuckled. ‘During the conversation, they expressed interest in visiting the Bhangarh Fort.’

I knew what was coming next. ‘And you told them that I have contacts in that area?’

Bijoy sounded sheepish as he admitted, ‘I didn’t intend to tell them, but it happened to come out during the conversation. Sanjay was narrating spooky stories to a couple of people, and someone asked if he had visited Bhangarh Fort. He had heard of the place, of course. His wife is a radio jockey. She is very excited at the chance of experiencing something spooky and the two of them asked if anyone could help in arranging a visit to the haunted fort.’

‘Well, where do I come in?’

‘Since you are based at Jaipur and know the area around Bhangarh Fort, I am sure you can fix up an accommodation close to the fort. They need a place for two nights.’

‘I wish you would stop boasting about your contacts.’

‘Come on, be a sport. For old times’ sake,’ Bijoy pleaded.

This was not the first time, nor would it be the last, I knew. My friend was a generous and helpful chap. He was always the first one to offer help. Since I worked for the ASI (Archaeological Survey of India), my help was often sought by people wanting to visit monuments in my area of operation.

Bijoy and I go a long way back. He was aware that I would not turn down his request.

‘This is the last time I will accommodate you, so don’t volunteer my help again,’ I sighed.

‘I promise,’ he said.

‘Do I have a choice?’

‘Actually, you don’t.’

The couple was already planning to drive down from Indore, Bijoy informed me.

‘Are they mad?’ I spluttered.

‘No, they are young.’ Bijoy laughed.

‘Bhangarh is about six hundred kilometers from Indore. Why don’t they take a flight or a train to the nearest place and then drive down to the fort?’

‘They are an adventurous couple and a newly married one at that. Sanjay waved off my suggestion that they should take a flight. “We love road trips,” Neena, his wife, told me. You don’t have to worry about their journey,’ said Bijoy. ‘All you have to do is book their accommodation and facilitate a visit to the fort.’

‘I think they should make a night halt at Kota,’ I suggested after a thought. ‘I can organize their stay at Kota. Bhangarh is around three hundred kilometres from there, so they can drive to the fort the next morning.’

‘That’s an excellent idea,’ seconded my friend. ‘That way, they can do some sightseeing at Kota and take rest as well. Let me hand over the phone to Sanjay. He wants to speak to you.’

‘Good evening, Mr Roy,’ gushed the young man. He was thrilled with the suggestion that they halt at Kota. ‘I am sorry to inconvenience you. Mr Bijoy Mukherjee tells me that you are a very helpful person and won’t mind helping out. I love the idea of halting at Kota.’

Words tumbled out of the officer’s mouth. ‘You see, both Neena and I are very interested in a tryst with the Bhangarh Fort ghosts. I have been told that the fort is the most haunted place in the country.’

‘Well, I am not sure …’

‘Visitors have encountered ghosts at Bhangarh Fort and in the temple, which is located about a hundred metres to the north of the fort.’

‘Those are nothing but rumours. I have visited the fort several times, and not once have I come across any ghost,’ I told him. ‘Sorry to dampen your enthusiasm.’

‘You might have gone there during the day. Neena and I intend on lingering there after dark. From what I understand, the ghosts make an appearance only after sunset.’

I thought the fellow was joking. ‘Well, you need to be very brave to stay there after dark, especially if your wife is with you.’

‘In fact, there will be three of us. I am taking Casper with us,’ Sanjay said. ‘Casper is a brave dog. He will save us from ghosts,’ he chortled.

I was horrified to hear his plan. ‘You can’t do that. There have been some unexplained incidents in the fort premises, due to which the ASI has forbidden the locals and tourists from entering the fort at night. I am sorry, but I can’t allow you to do that.’

I was angry with my friend. How could he expect me to arrange a visit for this idiotic couple? Didn’t he realize that I would not allow them to break the rules? It could cost me my job as well as reputation.

‘Don’t worry. We won’t do anything foolish.’ Sanjay seemed to have read my mind. ‘Thanks a zillion for your help. I will try to meet you on our return journey.’

Warning Sanjay that he shouldn’t carry out the foolhardy plan of visiting the fort after dark, I rang off. However, I wasn’t confident that the stupid man would heed my warning, so I decided to contact the security guards at the fort. They would have to ensure that the couple left the fort at sunset.

I cursed my friend for putting me into trouble as I made a few calls.

Since I knew the owner at Brijraj Bhawan Palace Hotel at Kota, I called him up and booked a room for the couple. The heritage hotel, located on the banks of the Chambal River, was surrounded by beautiful gardens. With a regal ambience, good food and large, comfortable rooms, it was one of my favourite places. Since it was situated on the outskirts of the city, it suited the requirements of newly-married couples looking for privacy.

A few days later, I received a call from Sanjay. The chap sounded ecstatic.

‘I have just checked into the Brijraj Bhawan Palace Hotel. It’s a stunning place. Neena has fallen in love with the place and wants to extend our stay for another day. Thank you so much for booking us at this beautiful hotel.’

I could hear the barking of a dog in the background. ‘Is that your dog, Casper?’ I asked.

‘Yes, Casper is excited to be here. He’s running all over the garden. Thankfully, there are no bookings at the moment, so we are the only guests. The staff is very courteous, too. They don’t mind Casper’s presence as long as he doesn’t enter the room. They have requested me to keep him chained to a pillar in the veranda, during the night.’

The very next morning, I received another call from Sanjay.

It was Sunday. I was reading the newspaper and sipping coffee at home when he called. Gone was the exuberant voice of the previous night. ‘I want to thank you for booking our accommodation at Kota. We have decided to curtail our trip. We are leaving now,’ he said gravely.

‘You want to leave for Bhangarh this morning?’ I asked.

‘No, no,’ he exclaimed. ‘Neena and I have decided to return home. We won’t be going to Bhangarh after all.’

‘But you wanted …’

‘I will call again and explain everything after we check out,’ he said.

‘You had planned a weeklong trip. Are you going somewhere else?’

‘We have decided to return home,’ he said sheepishly.

‘I hope the two of you are well.’

‘We are well.’

‘In that case, why don’t you come over to Jaipur?’ I proposed. ‘You can be my guest for a few days. I promise to take you around the town.’

‘We don’t want to impose …’ he began hesitantly.

‘It’s no imposition,’ I interrupted. ‘I will be delighted to have your company.’

‘Let me get back to you in a couple of minutes,’ he said.

I realized that Sanjay would like to consult his wife before accepting the invitation, so I waited. I didn’t have to wait very long. Ten minutes later, he returned the call.

‘Thank you very much, Mr Roy. Neena and I will be delighted to spend a couple of days with you.’

The couple arrived that same evening. Once we had exchanged pleasantries, I showed them to the guest room.

An hour later, we met at the dinner table. I was curious about the unexpected change in their plans. There must be a reason for the couple, who had been raving about the hotel, to have checked out so suddenly.

‘Do you know the history of Brijraj Bhawan Palace Hotel, where you had booked us?’ Sanjay asked over a platter of chicken biryani.

‘Yes, I do know …’ I began.

‘The place is haunted.’ Neena pointed her fork accusingly at me.

‘Yes, I am aware of the stories connected with the hotel.’

‘Then why …?’ Her eyes widened with disbelief. She shook her head and continued, ‘I can’t understand why you booked us into a hotel that you knew was haunted.’

‘It’s quite simple. My friend reported that the two of you had claimed that you did not believe in ghosts. Didn’t you tell me that the sole purpose of visiting Bhangarh Fort was to encounter ghosts? In fact, you wanted to stay at the fort after sunset so you could sight some ghosts. I thought the two of you would enjoy a bit of a ghostly experience before you proceeded further. It was supposed to act as a trailer before the main event,’ I chuckled.

Sanjay shifted around, looking embarrassed. ‘It was not your fault …’ he began. I raised a hand to silence him. There was no doubt that the couple had been distressed by their experience.

‘Won’t you tell me what happened that night?’ I asked gently.

After a fleeting moment of hesitation, Sanjay narrated the story of their ghostly encounter. The couple had been enraptured by the beautiful surroundings, so they roamed about the palace garden till dark.

As requested by the hotel staff, Casper was chained to a pillar in the veranda outside their room. At first he growled in protest, but settled down soon after.

‘I am hungry,’ Sanjay announced after a while. ‘Let’s order dinner.’

‘I was thinking of going to the restaurant for dinner,’ said his wife.

‘That would mean dressing up,’ he objected. ‘I am not in the mood. Besides, it won’t be fun since there are no guests in the hotel tonight. We can dine in the restaurant tomorrow.’

After they had dined, Neena continued reading her book while her husband played a few games on his phone. It was close to eleven when they went to bed.

Not long after the couple had gone to bed, they woke up to Casper’s barking. The barking was followed by a strange whining sound. The dog never made such a sound unless he was in pain. Worried, Sanjay rushed out and found that the Labrador had attacked the watchman, who had wandered close to the dog.

Neena, who had also emerged from the room, was surprised that Casper had attacked the man. He was a friendly dog.

The night watchman, Hari Singh, was a tall, heavily-built man with an impressive moustache. Sanjay apologized for Casper’s behaviour and helped the watchman to his feet. Luckily, he was not hurt.

‘I am surprised,’ said Sanjay, with a puzzled look in his eyes. ‘Casper doesn’t attack anyone. He may bark, but he doesn’t bite.’

‘I meant no harm,’ explained the watchman. ‘I approached him with the intention of petting him. But, he pounced on me.’

‘Strange!’ exclaimed Neena, as she petted the dog.

‘It’s alright!’ The watchman brushed away their apology. ‘I am not scared of dogs, sahib. In fact, we have a dog at home. I think the stick in my hand provoked your dog. He must have felt threatened.’

With that, the watchman sauntered away, and the couple went back to their room. Appeased after the reassuring pats, Casper curled up into a ball on the mat Neena had laid out for him. Tucking his nose under his tail, he let out a sigh.

Just after midnight, the dog began wailing loudly. Sanjay sprang out of the bed and rushed out. He found Casper squirming in pain. The dog howled and tugged at the chain. Surprised, Sanjay wondered what could have happened. He was joined by his wife and together they looked around the corridors and behind the pillars.

‘I think Casper is in pain,’ said Neena as she cuddled the dog in her lap. ‘He sounded as though someone had hit him.’

‘I heard your dog howling,’ said Hari Singh, who had come running.

‘Did you see anyone around?’ Sanjay asked the guard.

‘No, there is no one here. The poor dog must have had a bad dream,’ Hari said with a frown on his face. ‘Don’t worry, sahib, I will keep an eye on him.’

Sanjay knelt down and stroked the dog.

Worried, the couple returned to the room after a few minutes. Sanjay bolted the door and stood behind the curtain, watching the dog. Casper lay awake for some time and then rested his head on his paws and closed his eyes.

‘I am sure something must have happened to make him howl in that manner,’ commented Neena.

Half an hour later, the couple was again woken up by the dog’s howling. This time, they were sure that someone had hurt Casper. Sanjay rushed out of the room, hoping to catch the culprit. He searched frantically all around. The veranda was well lit, but he could see no one.

A moment later, Hari also arrived. Casper reacted by growling at the watchman.

‘I think he’s been hitting Casper,’ whispered Neena. ‘He’s the only one around.’

‘Why would he do that?’ asked her husband.

‘Casper had attacked him when he first appeared, so he must be taking his revenge.’

Exasperated by the dog’s behaviour, the couple went to bed, but they couldn’t sleep. Half an hour later, the story repeated itself. This time, Sanjay and his wife were sure that Hari was the culprit. Each time they went out to soothe the dog, the watchman would also appear. He must have been hovering around, Sanjay concluded.

But Hari denied the charge. ‘Why would I hit your dog? I love dogs,’ he said.

‘I think we won’t get any sleep tonight,’ Neena sighed as they returned to the room.

‘I have a plan,’ said her husband. ‘This time, I will catch the scoundrel red-handed.’

He stole out of the room after the watchman had gone out of sight. Pulling out a reclining chair lying on the veranda, he settled down in the shadows. From there, he kept an eye on the dog. Time moved slowly. Sanjay lay still and watched Hari going around the hotel complex at regular intervals. Half an hour passed. Unable to keep awake, the police officer began dozing in the chair.

All of a sudden, a stinging slap landed on his cheek. Sanjay woke up with a start. He stood up and looked around. There was no one in sight. He ran around looking for the culprit, but could see no one. Casper, who had been asleep, woke up and barked. Just then, the guard turned up.

‘What happened, sahib?’ he asked.

Neena, who had heard the commotion, came running out of the room. ‘What happened to your cheek?’ she asked.

The slap had left an angry red mark on Sanjay’s cheek.

‘Must be the bhoot?’ Hari muttered.

Sanjay was angry. ‘You idiot! What sort of watchman are you? A guy has been lurking around and you can’t find him. First he beats my dog, and now he’s slapped me,’ he said, rubbing his cheek. ‘I will report the matter to the management.’

Sanjay gave the guard a mouthful and went inside with his wife. ‘I think it is the watchman,’ Neena insisted.

‘You are right. He is up to some mischief. I am quite certain that there is something fishy going on here. He might be unable to carry out his nefarious activities because of Casper, so he keeps hurting the dog.’

The first thing Sanjay did the next morning was to report the matter to the manager.

‘Hari has been with us for a long time. He would never do such a thing, I assure you,’ the manager defended the watchman, but Sanjay was not ready to listen.

‘You don’t know what happened,’ Sanjay went on.

‘I know exactly what happened. Hari has briefed me about the incident. He mentioned that you did not give him a chance to speak.’

‘He tried to cook up a cock and bull story, to tell me that it’s a ghost, and you want me to believe him?’ Sanjay banged the table. ‘I am going to report this matter to the owners of this property.’

After yelling at the manager, Sanjay stomped out of the office and headed back to his room.
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‘These fellows are a bunch of crooks. The manager wants me to believe there is a ghost out here,’ he raged, closing the door behind him.

In the meantime, Neena had switched on her laptop and began surfing the net. She ignored her husband’s ranting and continued to stare at the laptop screen.

‘It is true! This place is haunted,’ she remarked in a hushed voice.

‘You think I am a fool?’ Sanjay was not willing to buy the story. ‘Why would a ghost slap someone?’

‘Come here and read this,’ said Neena.

Sanjay snatched the laptop from her and began reading. His expression changed as he continued reading.

‘Brijraj Bhawan is an old palace built in the early 19th century. It was used by the British to house the senior army officer in charge of the area. During the 1857 Mutiny, Major Charles Aeneas Burton of the 40th Bengal Native Infantry was in charge of Kota and took up residence in the palace. He lived peacefully with his family till the mutiny broke out.

The mutinous soldiers stormed the palace. Major Burton and his two sons took refuge in the upper floors and held out for five hours of gun battle, before they surrendered. The mutineers plundered the palace and murdered the Major along with his sons. When the soldiers had left, the Maharaja of Kota managed to recover the three bodies and had them buried the same evening. Since then, Major Burton’s ghost is rumoured to haunt the palace. It is said that the ghost does his rounds at night. Anyone found sleeping on duty is woken up with a tight slap. As a result, the watchmen at the hotel don’t dare to sleep during the duty hours. The ghost does not harm the guests inside the rooms …’ read the report. 

‘Why did the ghost slap Casper?’ Neena wondered.

‘It must have thought Casper was a watchdog, and must have been angry to find it sleeping. So, the dog received a tight slap,’ laughed her husband.

‘Major Burton’s ghost must have assumed that you were the night watchman. He must have been angry to see you napping during duty hours,’ I explained. ‘It’s over a century and a half, but the spirit of the strict British officer continues to punish the slackers.’

‘Anyway, the incident has killed our fascination for ghosts,’ admitted Neena. ‘I have started believing in ghosts now.’
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THE MIDNIGHT VISITOR

Anirudh’s attention fell on the uniformed soldier, who was sitting upright and enjoying the experiences narrated by the others. He had remained silent throughout.

‘You must not have encountered any ghost, I am sure?’ Anirudh asked the soldier.

‘Why do you say that?’ asked the soldier.

‘You guys are supposed to be fearless,’ Anirudh laughed. ‘You can frighten away the ghosts, perhaps.’

‘Hahaha! I like that,’ laughed the soldier in a good-natured manner. ‘But, it’s not true. We are often posted to godforsaken places, many of which are haunted.’

‘Have you encountered any ghosts?’

‘I will narrate my experience and you can derive your own conclusions,’ replied the soldier. Clearing his throat, he began speaking in a loud and clear voice. ‘The unit had just moved to Jalandhar and the single officers were allotted double-room suites on the road that ran between the Mall Road and the Military Hospital.

Lieutenant Sameer Sharma, a recently commissioned officer, was excited to be posted to Jalandhar. It was his first posting and he wanted to prove himself to the other officers. The suite allotted to him was located at the end of the block and faced the road. This provided privacy as well as a good view of the park across the road.

On the very first night, just after he had finished his dinner and settled on the bed with a book, he sensed the presence of someone in his room.

‘Kaun hai?’ he shouted.

There was no response. Sameer went back to his book. It was almost midnight, but the book was very interesting and there were only a few pages left, so he didn’t want to stop reading.

At the stroke of midnight, he heard the tinkling of anklets. The young officer dismissed the sound as a figment of his imagination. He finished reading the book and went to bed.

The sound of anklets, however, continued to ring in his ears. It seemed to be coming from the road just outside his room. Each night, he heard the melodious sound of anklets at midnight.

Sameer peeped out of the window and saw an old lady walking past the road just outside his room. This continued for a week. Each time he heard the jingle of the anklets, he would peep out and see the woman. Soon, he got used to the sound and stopped bothering about it.

A month went by, and another officer joined the unit. Since there was a shortage of rooms, Sameer was asked to share his suite with the officer. Although unhappy at the thought, Sameer welcomed Lieutenant Iyer to the suite.

The officer turned out to be a jovial and friendly chap. After his initial reservations, Sameer became used to the idea of sharing the space with the energetic officer.

On the very first night, Iyer was disturbed by the sound of the anklets walking on the road right across the room. Curious, he got up and peeped out of the window. He saw a lady walking past. She was dressed in white. A couple of minutes later, she returned and walked past again. This time, she walked in the opposite direction. Iyer continued to observe her from behind the curtain, taking care not to be seen.

The next night, he noticed the same lady walk past, return after half an hour and walk in the opposite direction. On the third night, just as they returned from the Officers’ Mess after dinner, Iyer decided to ask Sameer if he had heard the sound of anklets.

‘Have you noticed the lady who walks past our room every night?’

‘Are you referring to the old lady?’ Sameer turned and looked at his friend. ‘Well, I have seen her walking towards the hospital around midnight,’ he said.

‘No, Sameer! You are mistaken. She is not an old lady. In fact, she is young and quite pretty. I have been observing her for the past three nights,’ said Iyer.

‘To be honest, I haven’t spent much time observing her. From what I saw of her, she appeared to be an old lady. Of course, she had covered her head with the white sari so all I could see was her figure, and it appeared to be that of an old lady.’

‘I think she is up to some mischief,’ Iyer insisted. ‘Perhaps she goes to meet a man at midnight.’

‘It’s rather strange to walk on a deserted road to meet someone at that odd hour,’ said Sameer.

He had not taken much interest in the lady. But, now that Iyer mentioned it, it seemed rather strange for a woman to walk on the isolated road past midnight. Also, was she trying to hide her face by covering her head with the sari? There had been several incidents of spying and other dubious activities in the area. As a military establishment, the unit was a target of terrorists as well as spies.

‘Don’t you think we should mention the woman to the senior officers?’ Iyer asked.

‘It’s silly to mention her unless we know why she’s loitering around at midnight. An incomplete report will draw flak from the senior officers,’ said Sameer. ‘We have to find out more about her, before reporting the matter.’

After much discussion, the two officers decided to observe the woman. That night, the two of them played chess so they could keep awake. Just before midnight, they pulled two chairs near the window, switched off the light, and waited for the woman to walk past their room.

As usual, the lady in white arrived on the dot at midnight. Her anklets jingled musically as she walked gracefully. She went past their room. Watching her, Sameer realized that his friend was right. It was a young woman.

Just as Iyer had reported, half an hour later, the lady walked past in the opposite direction. Iyer let out a low whistle to attract her attention. He wanted to see her face.

To their surprise, the lady did not respond. She walked past as though she had not heard the whistle. When the first whistle didn’t provoke any reaction, Sameer let out a much louder whistle. It was impossible that she hadn’t heard.

The two officers waited for her reaction. Surprisingly, the lady didn’t turn or bother to look their way. Instead, she continued walking and vanished round the bend on the road.

‘Sir, I have to find out who she is and why she walks in this area,’ Iyer declared. He was excited at the thought of solving the mystery.

‘Don’t be a fool, unless you want to …’

‘Something fishy is going on here. I can smell it.’

‘We can’t follow the woman,’ said Sameer. ‘What if she reports the matter?’

‘We will report that her behaviour aroused our suspicions.’

‘Well! Let’s sleep on the matter. We can decide on a plan tomorrow,’ suggested Sameer.

Their minds were so occupied by thoughts of the mystery woman, the two officers couldn’t fall asleep that night. Iyer lay on his bed, planning the next course of action. Sameer lay tossing for a while till sleep overcame him.

The next night, at around eleven, Iyer stole out of his room. He walked outside, placed a wooden log across the road and returned to the room. The two officers decided to keep a vigil to see the woman’s reaction to the obstruction.

As usual, the lady arrived at the stroke of midnight. Iyer and Sameer waited to see how she would deal with the log placed across the road. To their dismay, she just hopped across the log and went her way. She repeated the action on her return journey. Once again, she did not pay heed to the whistles of Iyer nor his calls.

‘I didn’t expect her to ignore the obstacle,’ said Iyer, frustrated with the woman’s reactions. He had expected her to turn around and look for help. ‘I am planning to confront her.’ He could tolerate the suspense no more.

Iyer was a reckless person, and Sameer was the cautious one. He had no intention of getting involved in the matter.

‘You are free not to be involved, but I am determined to solve the mystery,’ said Iyer.

Realizing that nothing he said would deter his friend, Sameer decided to stick by his side.

The next night, the two officers lay in wait. The woman arrived. Iyer opened the door and rushed out. Sameer followed right behind.

Iyer stood right in front of the woman, blocking her path. The woman ignored him and continued to walk. Taken aback at her audacity, Iyer jumped out of her path. He held out his right hand in a bid to stop her. Iyer felt a gentle push on his outstretched hand as it cut through the middle of the lady. A cold and icy wind surrounded him on all sides. His hand felt as though it had been dipped in a bucketful of ice. He saw her walking away, but was unable to move.

His head spinning, he could feel darkness closing in around him.

Hidden behind a tree, Sameer watched her walk through Iyer’s hand. It was as though there was no obstruction in her path.

He sprang towards the road, where Iyer had fallen in a swoon. In the meantime, the woman had disappeared around the bend in the road. He knew she would return in a few minutes.

Rushing to the unconscious officer, he carried him across his shoulders and ran towards their suite. Not once did he look back.

‘She’s a ghost,’ Iyer stammered after he regained consciousness.

‘I advised you to keep away, but you were determined to behave foolishly,’ retorted Sameer. ‘The next time, I may not be around to save you,’ he warned.

Although Iyer nodded in an obedient manner, his mind was made up. He would not give up, he decided.

‘I don’t believe in ghosts,’ he said after recovering from the shock. ‘It must have been a delusion.’

‘Why don’t you accept that she is a ghost? You can do nothing about the matter. Just forget all this madness and concentrate on your work,’ advised Sameer.

‘For the sake of argument, even if I agree that she is a ghost, should we not find out where she goes?’

‘It’s of no use.’

‘I hate mysteries,’ said Iyer. ‘I will not be able to relax till I have solved it.’

Sameer was surprised at Iyer’s stubbornness, but there was nothing he could do.

From cajoling and coaxing to threatening, he had tried everything, but Iyer remained firm in his determination to follow the woman.

The next night, Iyer dressed in black. He wore a pair of running shoes so he could chase her if necessary. There was a state of heightened excitement in the room as the two officers waited for the woman to arrive. She arrived promptly at midnight, her anklets jingling musically. They allowed her to pass, since Iyer had planned to follow the woman on her way back.

A little later, they heard the sound of anklets. Peeping out, Iyer saw the lady returning. One last time, Sameer tried to dissuade his friend and failed. Iyer stepped out of the room. Slipping into the shadows, he began following the woman. She walked at a brisk pace and headed towards Sansarpur. Iyer was familiar with the route, since he used it for morning runs with the troops.

All of a sudden, the woman turned towards the left fork on the road and took the lane that led towards the graveyard.

Iyer halted behind a banyan tree and waited. He knew that the huge iron gates of the graveyard were locked. The woman, however, walked right through the locked gate. Iyer waited and watched till the lady was out of sight.

Sameer, who was following at a distance, was relieved when Iyer decided to turn back. The two of them jogged back to their rooms in silence.

‘Now that you are convinced that she is a ghost, I hope you will give up,’ Sameer remarked at the breakfast table.

‘No, sir! I am all the more determined to confront her.’

Iyer’s father had been a colonel in the army. When he retired, the old man had handed over his pistol to his son. As per army regulations, the pistol had been deposited in the armoury for safekeeping and could be taken out only after the necessary paperwork.

That evening, Sameer saw his friend cleaning the pistol. His worst fears seemed to be coming true. Iyer seemed to be rushing towards his doom.

‘What are you doing?’ he asked the officer.

‘Nothing!’ replied Iyer with a sly smile. ‘I am readying myself for a battle with the ghost.’

Sameer was aghast. ‘When did you get the pistol from the armoury?’ he asked.

‘I got it issued after lunch.’

‘What are you planning to do? Why do you need a pistol?’

‘Tonight, I will follow her right inside the graveyard,’ replied Iyer.

‘Have you gone crazy?’ Sameer shouted. ‘You can’t shoot a ghost.’

‘I am not convinced that she is a ghost. Perhaps, she’s trying to hoodwink us by pretending to be one. I will shoot at her. If she is a human, she’ll die and if she’s a ghost, there will be no loss.’

‘You have gone mad. I refuse to be a part of your crazy plans.’

But curiosity got the better of him and Sameer decided to follow his friend.

After dinner, Iyer donned black once again. He was carrying his pistol in his belt and a torch in the pocket. As usual, the woman walked towards the military hospital at midnight. The moment she returned, Iyer slipped out and began following her.

After the two of them had gone about five hundred metres, Sameer began following them. This time, Iyer had no idea that Sameer was on his tail. At the graveyard, just like the previous night, the lady walked through the locked gate.

Sameer remained hidden behind a tree just outside the gate, watching as his friend leapt over the gate and landed smoothly on the other side. Military training can come to one’s aid at the oddest of times.
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The winter fog was setting in and visibility was low. Soon, Sameer could not see his friend. He grew restless as the minutes ticked by. He strained his eyes, but could see nothing. Despite perking up his ears, he couldn’t hear anything.

Time seemed to stand still. Tension grew as the minutes passed. Sameer began fretting as he wondered what Iyer was doing in the graveyard. Fearing that he was in trouble, Sameer began moving towards the locked gate of the graveyard.

He had jumped over the gate and landed in the graveyard when he heard the sound of a gunshot followed by a loud scream. Realizing it was Iyer’s voice, Sameer raced in the direction of the sound.

Stumbling and falling over graves in the dense mist, he sped up. His heart was beating rapidly and his hands were frozen with fear as he hastened. Something untoward had happened. He could feel it in his bones.

Low visibility hampering his progress, Sameer called out for Iyer. A deathly silence greeted his shout.

It was not a very big graveyard. Fifteen minutes later, Sameer found himself standing before a grave. Unlike the other graves, this one was in good condition. There were no weeds or grass around it. Instead, there was an orderly row of lilies all around the grave.

His eyes fell on Iyer. He was lying on the marble slab and a pool of blood covered the area around him. The officer had been shot in the head. The gun lay a few feet away from his body.

A fragment of white coloured fabric was clutched in his right hand. The rest of it had disappeared inside the grave.’
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A LETHAL GAMBLE

Anirudh looked around the room and sighed with relief. Almost everyone had narrated his story. The only person left to tell his story was the jeweller from Gujarat.

All eyes turned towards the jeweller.

‘OK, OK, I know it is my turn,’ chuckled the jeweller before anyone could speak. He had a guttural voice and spoke slowly. ‘I am from Surat, and my story is based in the town I lived in all my life. I wonder how many of you have heard of Old Civil Hospital at Surat?’

Although everyone knew about the city, not many knew about the hospital.

‘The Old Civil Hospital at Surat has earned laurels for its efficiency during times of crisis.’ The portly figure of the jeweller shifted in his chair as he began narrating his story. ‘You ask anyone, and they will tell you how the hospital played a major role in controlling the pneumonic plague that ravaged Surat in 1994. Then again, during the floods in 2006, they prevented the spread of epidemic in the city. It is all thanks to the doctors and their medical teams, who worked round the clock with total dedication.’

‘Have we switched to narrating historical stories?’ came a sarcastic question from a figure in the dark. ‘Let’s not deviate from the original objective.’

‘Have patience, my friend,’ the jeweller tried to appease the protestor. ‘You will find that my story has not deviated from the original objective. Paying tribute to the hospital is not the purpose of this story. I am trying to give you the background of my setting. Just as the doctors work hard during the crises, they are known to enjoy themselves when the going is smooth. This happens when people of Surat are in good health and more than half the beds of the over 1,200-bedded hospital lie empty.

As always, it is the younger lot, mostly the interns, who are prone to mischief, adventure and merry-making. Mahesh and Dhaval, two young doctors of the Old Civil Hospital, had been friends since their days in nursery. It helped that the two families lived in adjoining apartments in Vadodara. The boys played gully cricket in the space between the two apartment buildings, flew kites on the terrace, ate at each other’s dining tables, talked to girls and played pranks. After they passed out of the same school, they went on to appear for the entrance examination for their medical degree.

To their surprise and happiness, both of them were successful in getting admission to the Government Medical College at Surat. Coincidences didn’t end with the medical degree. It was like fate was bent upon keeping them together. After completing their medical degree, the two friends found themselves together at the Old Civil Hospital. Most of the interns lived in the hostel adjoining the hospital, so that it was convenient for them to report for emergencies and night duties. Mahesh and Dhaval were allotted a room on the first floor of the hostel, which had three floors.

As usual, the two medicos had to face some amount of ragging, but their friendship kept them going. Ragging was done discreetly since it wasn’t allowed by the college. No one reported nor resisted. The ragging was neither unbearable nor did it last long. So, everyone took it in their stride.

Life became easier after the juniors were accepted into the fraternity. What didn’t end was the endless round of duties that the juniors were assigned. They were kept on their toes. ‘There’s a lot to be learnt,’ they were told by the seniors. ‘Unless you work hard, you can’t survive in this profession.’

Despite the duties, the high-spirited interns managed to find the time to indulge in mischief and fun. Weekends were easier as the seniors relaxed or went on outings. Those who worked during the weekends were generally allowed an easier time sometime during the week. Although they were put on weekend duty, Mahesh and Dhaval found themselves looking forward to the days when their rosters would be easier and things slackened slightly.

A visit to the Dumas beach had been on their list for some time. The two of them had visited the beach several times as students, but they never tired of the place. Romantic by nature, Dhaval could spend hours watching the swirling blue waves kissing the shores. He loved breathing in the salty air.

Mahesh, who was a matter-of-fact person, loved sampling the snacks that the vendors had on offer. Paani puri, Lashkari tomato bhajiya and tender coconut water were his favourites. Whatever their interests, they both loved the vibrant atmosphere at the beach.

Unlike many visitors, the two friends didn’t believe that the beach was haunted or that the spirits of the dead wandered around at night. It was rumoured that some beachgoers had disappeared while taking a walk at night. Many claimed to have experienced spooky happenings after sunset.

‘I wish we could run into a ghost one evening,’ Dhaval said during one of their visits. ‘That would add an exciting experience to our lives, don’t you think?’

‘That’s known as wishful thinking! You can meet ghosts only if they exist,’ Mahesh scoffed at the rumours of paranormal happenings. ‘I think the tales originated because the beach was once used as a cremation ground. Isn’t it ridiculous to believe that the black colour of the sand comes from the hundreds of bodies burnt on the beach? Cremation grounds and burial sites never fail to create spooky stories.’

‘I think the stories add to the thrill of the place,’ said Dhaval. ‘Besides, most people leave the beach just after sunset and that will allow us to enjoy the place in peace.’

‘That’s true! I don’t mind adding to those rumours,’ Mahesh grinned mischievously. ‘We could claim to have run into the ghost who is supposed to attack the people who stroll on the beach after sunset. The yarn could make us famous.’

The beach, with its black sand contrasted against the blue sky and waves, looked especially beautiful during sunset. The best part was that the place became isolated as soon as it was dark. There was no doubt that the place had an eerie atmosphere, but that could be due to all the popularly-known tales about the place.

‘Let’s spend a night on the beach,’ suggested Dhaval. ‘I am sure we will see some paranormal activity.’

‘Are you crazy? There is no paranormal activity on the beach. Besides, I would rather spend the night on a comfortable bed than the sand.’

‘It is all bakwas,’ said Santosh, the coconut vendor, whom the two patronized. ‘People get drowned at all beaches. Some have drowned on Dumas beach, too. Anyway, the stories are good for business. Lots of visitors come to the beach expecting to meet ghosts.’

‘How long have you been selling coconuts on this beach?’ Mahesh asked the wizened old man.

‘I have been here for the past fifteen years and I have never seen a ghost.’

‘Someone must have seen something,’ insisted Dhaval. ‘How else would the stories have originated?’

‘Neither me nor the other vendors have seen a ghost,’ Santosh nodded his head. ‘But, I go away at night. Who knows, the ghosts could be visiting the beach after midnight.’

Several months passed and a couple of new interns joined the hospital. The arrival of the juniors created excitement amongst the seniors in the hostel. There was ragging to be done, and all the unpleasant duties could be passed down to them. Varun Mehta, who was one of the new arrivals, was allotted a room at one end of the corridor. It was a tiny room with a single bed and a closet. Its window opened towards the thicket of trees at the back.

Like the other seniors, Mahesh and Dhaval were waiting to pounce upon the juniors. The two of them decided to rag Varun.

They bought inexpensive black-coloured overalls like the ones worn by mechanics, a tin of white paint and a brush. Mahesh drew a skeleton on the overalls. Once it was drawn, he put on the overalls and switched off the lights.

‘It’s perfect,’ Dhaval commented. He couldn’t stop laughing at the sight of his friend. In the dark, it seemed as though a skeleton was moving around.

‘I am going to creep into Varun’s room tonight,’ declared Mahesh, switching on the lights in the room.

It was the second night of his arrival, and Varun, who had been kept busy through the day, was sleeping in his room. At around midnight, Mahesh positioned himself at the window. He was wearing the black overalls with the skeleton painted on it. Dhaval lurked in the corridor, waiting for the fun to begin.

Mahesh tapped on the window and began making eerie sounds. The junior was fast asleep and it took a lot of noise to wake him up. It was only after the prankster had tossed a small pebble on the guy that his eyes flew open. Still half asleep, Varun saw the ghoulish sight of a skeleton standing at his window. He screamed and sat up on the bed.

Dhaval and Mahesh raced back to their room. In their room, they couldn’t stop laughing over Varun’s reaction.

‘Did you see his eyes?’ Mahesh chuckled. ‘They were round as saucers with fright.’

‘Thank god, he didn’t decide to chase you down the corridor,’ said Dhaval.

In his room, Varun soon recovered from the shock. He realized that some senior had decided to play a trick on him. He had faced a similar situation during his initial days in the medical college. It was a common prank played by medical students. It was only because he had been in deep slumber and was half asleep that he had been frightened. His brain had not been working when he spotted the skeleton at his window.

The next day, while going for breakfast, Varun spotted the smirk on Dhaval’s face. He noticed that both Mahesh and Dhaval were stealing amused looks at him. ‘He seems to have recovered,’ Varun heard Mahesh saying. By the end of the breakfast, he was sure that the two friends were responsible for the trick on him.

Once the two seniors had left for the hospital, Varun stole into their room. He searched the closet and discovered the painted overalls. He was now sure that the prank had been played by Mahesh and Dhaval.

At lunch, he loaded his tray and sauntered to the table where the two friends were seated. ‘Good afternoon, sirs. May I join you?’ he asked politely.

For a few minutes, they ate in silence and then Mahesh turned to Varun. ‘Did you have a nightmare yesterday?’ he asked. ‘We heard you screaming last night.’

‘Everything fine, I hope,’ added Dhaval, trying to suppress his laughter.

‘That was nothing. It was just some senior trying to play a prank on me. He vanished before I could chase him,’ Varun smiled at the seniors. ‘It’s a very old trick. It doesn’t work anymore. It’s time the seniors thought of new ones.’

‘Hope it was not a ghost,’ said Mahesh. ‘The hostel is supposed to be haunted. In fact, there was a death in your room. Since then, it is said to be haunted by a ghost.’

‘It doesn’t matter, since I don’t believe in ghosts,’ said Varun.

‘You really don’t believe in ghosts?’ asked Dhaval.

‘No, I don’t.’

‘In that case, let’s go to Dumas beach on Saturday. That is, if you are not on night duty. I can guarantee that you will change your opinion after the visit,’ said Mahesh.

The junior intern, who was from Chandigarh, had never heard of Dumas beach or the stories connected with it. He scoffed at the thought of encountering ghosts on the beach.

‘Why don’t we have a bet on that?’ Varun smirked.

The three of them put down a thousand rupees each. It was decided that if Varun spent three hours after midnight on the beach, he would get the money, otherwise the two friends would keep the entire sum. The only condition was that the junior had to remain alone on the beach.

‘Dhaval and I will accompany you to the beach and remain with you till midnight,’ said Mahesh. ‘Thereafter you will be on your own.’

‘I am fine with the idea,’ agreed Varun.

Back in their room, Dhaval and Mahesh began planning their moves.

‘We have to ensure that he does not win the bet,’ said Dhaval. ‘It will be a shame to lose the money to a junior.’

‘Don’t worry! I have a foolproof plan,’ Mahesh smiled enigmatically at his friend.

As planned, the three of them managed to swap duties with obliging friends. Carrying swimming costumes, towels and some beer bottles in their backpacks, they set out for the beach on Saturday evening. In his backpack, Mahesh carried the black overalls with the skeleton painted on it. He wanted to ensure that Varun did not win the bet.

The sun was yet to set when they reached the beach on their bikes. Parking their motorcycles, they walked behind the row of sheds and changed into swimming costumes. Leaving their backpacks near Santosh’s stall, the three of them walked to the beach. His feet sinking into the soft, black soil, Varun gazed around the beach.

It was the busiest time of the day and the beach was packed with weekend revellers. Children romped around, couples romanced, elderly people walked and families picnicked. Some of them were content watching from a distance while others bathed in the sea. Waves roared and rolled, sweeping the shore with a soft murmur. People posed for photographs against the sea.

The interns swam in the sea till, exhausted, they returned to the shore and plonked themselves on the sand. They took several selfies on their phones.

The sun had begun to set and the sky darkened. Varun sat mesmerized by the scene unfolding before his eyes. He had not imagined the place to be so beautiful.

‘I have been to several beaches but never seen sand so dark in colour. It’s almost black,’ said the junior doctor. ‘Golden sand is supposed to be beautiful, but this has a charm of its own.’

‘Do you know why it is black in colour?’ asked Dhaval.

‘Long back, the beach was used as a cremation ground. Locals believe that the ashes of the dead have made the sand black,’ replied Varun. ‘Don’t look so surprised,’ he added. ‘Last night, I read up all about this beach on the internet.’

‘So, now do you believe that the beach is haunted?’ Mahesh wanted to know.

‘That’s a different matter. I don’t believe in ghosts.’

‘That means that the bet is still on.’

‘Of course, it is on. I am not a coward and I am not quitting,’ Varun replied.

Soon, parents began gathering their children and leaving for home. Half an hour later, the beach looked deserted. Most people, except for a few young couples, had left the place. Vendors started winding up their stalls. Santosh was preparing to leave.

‘Wait!’ Mahesh called out. ‘We want some tender coconuts.’

After changing out of their wet costumes, the three interns sat at Santosh’s stall sipping cool and refreshing coconut water. The sea was getting more turbulent by the minute. The waves rose and fell with renewed vigour as time passed.

Santosh left soon after.

‘Let’s walk to the far end of the beach,’ suggested Dhaval. ‘It’s much cleaner.’

‘That’s true,’ agreed Mahesh. ‘Since the food and curio stalls are located at this end of the beach, people prefer to crowd here. Not many venture to the far end.’

Carrying their backpacks, the doctors began walking towards the secluded part of the beach. They had gone about five hundred metres when Mahesh declared he wanted to relieve himself. He nodded at Dhaval and vanished in the dark. According to the plan, he would be returning in his black overalls so he could frighten Varun.

As they waited for Mahesh to return, Dhaval and Varun opened the bottles of beer they had carried in their backpacks. All of a sudden, a skeleton emerged from the darkness. It began walking towards them in a purposeful manner. Varun giggled. He had been expecting Mahesh to repeat the same old prank.

Dhaval pretended to be frightened. ‘It’s a ghost,’ he said, sliding closer to Varun.

The skeleton came closer and stood at a distance from the two interns. It raised its right hand and gestured with its index finger, summoning them closer.

‘The ghost seems to be calling us,’ Dhaval whispered. ‘Let’s get out of this place. It’s quite creepy.’

Although he didn’t believe in ghosts, Dhaval sensed that there was a disturbing change in the surroundings. There was a sudden drop in the temperature around them, and eerie moaning sounds were emerging from the sea. His mouth felt dry and a cold hand of fear gripped the base of his spine. Despite being aware that it was just Mahesh dressed up in the black overalls, he couldn’t shed the feeling of fear.

‘Doesn’t Mahesh sir realize that the same old trick won’t work each time?’ Varun shook his head. ‘I must say that the two of you are totally bankrupt of ideas. Let’s walk up to your friend and say hello.’

‘You can say hello and shake its hand,’ said Dhaval, shuddering at the thought of walking up to the skeleton. He was no longer pretending to be frightened. He was really scared. ‘I am not budging from this spot.’

‘Well, if you say so.’ Varun got up and started walking towards the skeleton. Mahesh had not returned and he was convinced that the guy was fooling around.

He was amused when the skeleton continued to gesture with its index finger, asking him to follow as it began backing into the sea. It kept moving into the waves and, laughing, Varun followed.

He was ankle-deep in water, but the skeleton continued to walk into the sea. Soon, the waves were crashing around his knees. The skeleton continued to lead him farther and farther and he was unable to stop moving. Alarmed, he realized that the water had reached his chest and his feet were sinking into the seabed. He found himself powerless to fight the rip current that was dragging him deeper and deeper into the water.

On the beach, Dhaval strained his eyes to follow the movement of the intern. Horrified, he watched him going deeper and deeper into the sea.

‘Mahesh is taking the matter too far,’ thought Dhaval. ‘He should end the joke before there’s an accident.’

He got up and began shouting. Just then, Mahesh ran up to him. ‘Drat! I forgot the backpack,’ he panted. ‘Where’s Varun?’

Shocked, Dhaval turned around and saw the backpack lying on the sand. ‘Who was that?’ he screamed.

Varun was neck-deep in the sea. The two friends ran towards the water, shouting and waving to the junior doctor. The tide was rising and it was dangerous to go any further into the sea. The waves were getting higher by the minute, and their roar was threatening.

His head bobbing over the water, Varun looked like a tiny speck in the distance. They saw the intern’s shoulders immersed in the water and then a large wave washed over him and he could be seen no more.

[image: Images]

They panicked and began shouting. The two of them stood in ankle-deep water, screaming for help, but there was not a soul around. Finally, they could see something riding on the waves. Straining their eyes in the dark, they noticed it was moving closer to the beach with each wave. Fear clutched their hearts in a deathly grip as the object came closer. A minute later a body landed on the beach.

It was Varun’s body.’
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THE THIRTEENTH STORY

Anirudh heaved a sigh of relief. Everyone in the room had told his story, so now he could have some peace. It was almost 4 a.m. and the train should be arriving soon.

‘We are ready for your story,’ said Mala. ‘You are a writer. We won’t let you go without hearing a story.’

‘You can’t escape without sharing your story,’ seconded Dr Basu.

The rest of the crowd lent support to her statement.

Realizing he couldn’t get away, Anirudh raised his hand. ‘Alright! Just give me a minute to think of the story I want to share with you. After all, it’s got to be as far-fetched as the ones narrated by all of you.’

A few voices rose in resentment.

‘Silence!’ shouted the soldier. ‘Let him narrate his story and then you can comment upon it.’

Just as he was about to begin his story, he heard the whistle of the approaching train. He sprinted towards the door, unwilling to miss it.

At the door, he turned to ask if anyone wanted to take the train. His eyes found the room absolutely bare. There were no chairs, nor anyone in the room. Shocked, he fell into a swoon.

Dawn was breaking when he sat up and found himself surrounded by the ruins of a railway station. The very floor under him was broken, as were the walls. There was no ceiling, either. Puzzled, he looked around. There was no one around except an old shepherd herding his flock along the railway tracks. ‘Baba, where has everyone disappeared? What happened to the railway station?’ Anirudh asked.

‘What railway station, babu?’ The old man grinned, revealing a set of yellowed teeth. ‘This station crumbled a long time back.’

‘But my train halted here and I saw the station master and several passengers.’

At that, the shepherd began laughing. ‘Twelve years back, there was an earthquake in this area. The railway station collapsed and many people were buried under the debris. There were more than a dozen deaths. Among the unfortunate ones was the station master. Death did not spare the dozen passengers seated in the waiting room. Since then, the station is haunted by ghosts. The station was never rebuilt. No one comes here, nor does any train stop.’
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Anirudh couldn’t believe his ears. ‘But …’

‘Come with me, babu,’ said the man. ‘My grandson has a motorcycle. He’ll drop you at the new railway station, which is about seven kilometres away.’

‘But, my train halted here,’ Anirudh insisted.

‘That must be because a gang of robbers operate in this area. They rob the passengers travelling by train. Once their job is done, the scoundrels pull the emergency alarm chain to stop the train so they can escape into the forest,’ explained the shepherd. ‘I guess you must have got down from the train, and missed it.’

Stunned, Anirudh wondered if he had spent the night in the company of ghosts.
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