
[image: image]


A DIRGE FOR THE DAMMED

vishwas patil

Translated from the original Marathi 
by Keerti Ramachandra

[image: Image image/svg+xml]


First published in 2014 by Hachette India

(Registered name: Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd)

An Hachette UK company

www.hachetteindia.com

[image: Image image/svg+xml]

This ebook published in 2014

Original Marathi text copyright © 1992 Vishwas Patil

Translation copyright © 2014 Vishwas Patil

Vishwas Patil asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be copied, reproduced, downloaded, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover or digital format other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events or locales, is purely co-incidental

Print edition ISBN 978-93-5009-590-4

Ebook edition ISBN 978-93-5009-617-8

Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd

4th & 5th Floors, Corporate Centre,

Plot No. 94, Sector 44, Gurgaon 122003, India

Typeset in Revival 565 BT 10/12.7

by Ram Das Lal, NCR Delhi


CONTENTS

Part One

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Part Two

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Part Three

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Part Four

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Part Five

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Part Six

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Part Seven

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7


PART ONE


[image: Image image/svg+xml]


chapter 1

Dusk was falling, and Gomya Koli, a ghungroo-topped whip slung across his shoulder, was striding towards the river. Halya, the he-buffalo, trotted behind him, head bobbing to the rhythm of the bells. Kolis need to lead their water-carrying animals, but not Gomya. Never had he put a bridle on old Halya who followed him like a shadow. They had spent a lifetime on this water-route, a path with overgrown weeds, the river bank, and these houses where they supplied water twice every day. Be it the scorching sun of Chaitra, the freezing cold of Paush, or the pouring rains of Ashadh, their routine was the same – filling the leather pakhal and emptying its waters into the troughs of their patrons in the village. Today, four houses remained to be supplied water and Gomya had to hurry. The womenfolk would be straining to catch the jingle of his ghungroos.

When they reached the river, Halya slid down the mud bank, flank-deep in the flowing waters of the Vaghjai. Gomya tucked his shirt in at the waist. There was no dhoti under it, only a loin cloth. That’s how Gomya always dressed. He had worn a dhoti only once, the day he married Kamli. Reaching for the small dol dangling beside the pakhal, Gomya pulled out its wooden stopper and dipped it in the river. Water gurgled into the dol. Gomya filled the container, and then poured the water into the pakhal, first right, then left, so that the pakhal would lie evenly balanced across Halya’s back. When the pakhal’s maw was satiated and Halya shook himself out of the wet earth, it let out a contented burp. ‘Haiyya!’ shouted Gomya, cracking his whip, and like a well-trained circus animal, Halya rolled along behind his master.

Nothing affected these two, neither disasters nor calamities. Their lives continued unchanged. Halya was truly fortunate. Not for him the drudgery of ploughing or tilling fields that the other animals were forced into. After the water rounds all he did was rummage in the grassy bank or tug at the stumps of jowar by the river. Feeding all day made him enormous. Gomya took life easy too. Once work was done he went around collecting dry bhakri and whatever else he was offered. Occasionally, he asked for buttermilk. This life of ease showed on his squat body. With his dark shiny skin, a snub nose and round eyes buried in plump, fleshy cheeks, he could have been Halya’s double, perhaps his twin in a previous birth.
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A cool evening breeze was blowing through the lush guava and banana plantations that flourished in the rich black soil. The orchards were regularly watered so the chill never left the countryside. From the low lying area where he stood, Gomya looked up at the slope of Laduba’s hill, where the village of Jambhli, with its population of about twelve hundred lay. Most of the village was lost among the trees in the distance, but Gomya could see a few of its tall, colourfully painted buildings – Lala Jadhav’s wada, Dattu Karvande’s three storeyed mansion, the brahmin Digu Anna’s house. Clumps of graceful bamboo-grass and tangles of lantana and other bushes circled his village. Beyond it lay Devban, the thickly wooded forest. He caught a glimpse of a tin shack, which was Laduba’s shrine, the slanting rays of the setting sun sprawled across it. It was evening and the path leading down from Devban began to hum as if in prayer. The sky was filled with evening sounds – the tinkling bells of cattle coming home and cries of the cowherds urging them on, the bleating of goats skipping down the hillside.

As they approached the path, Halya tensed and lowered his head menacingly. Gomya shot ahead and took him by his muzzle to walk him past the animals from the other side. Soon they were near the Maruti temple. It had been built on the outskirts of Jambhli some ten years ago with money given by young men who had left for faroff Mumbai in search of work. An old tamarind tree sheltered it and a colony of chittering monkeys kept the deity, Maruti, company throughout the year.

As they neared the village, Gomya saw the crumbling boundary wall. Parts of it had collapsed in heaps of white mud and grey stones. Only the arched gateway stood firm and strong, asserting that Jambli was invincible. Halya walked through the gate and past Dadu Yeskar, the gatekeeper. Dadu drew deeply on his chillum and peering into the shadows, called out, ‘Arrey Gomya, come here, re! Have some tobacco.’ Gomya stopped, took the wad and tucked it into his right cheek. Noticing Dadu’s wrinkled brow he asked, ‘Are you worried about something, Yeskar?’

‘Hmmm. Can’t say anything about that dam project, can we, Gomya?’

‘What’s happened now?’

‘Khasdar Shingade’s hunger strike ...’

‘I heard it was over?’

‘But the ghost isn’t off his back yet.’

‘What?’

‘That’s why one can’t be sure of what will happen. Lightning strikes without warning, Gomya. Like that dam. Who can tell when it will descend on us.’

‘Where’s Guruji?’

‘At the weekly bazaar. He didn’t return by the last bus, God knows why.’
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Halya turned into the lane leading to the Pawar house. The lady was waiting impatiently. The sun had set but her earthen trough was still empty. Halya stopped beside it. Every house had such huge water troughs at its entance and Halya knew exactly what to do. He’d stand beside the trough so that when the mouth of the pakhal was opened, the water flowed straight into it. Then Gomya would put the stopper back and Halya would move to the next one.

Night had fallen by the time they finished. Gomya went to collect his evening meal. Four men of a hunting tribe wandered through the forest, Devban, around Laduba’s shrine. Fifteen acres of stately mango, jambhul and ain trees, looked down on the shrine. It was believed that if a man as much touched a twig in Devban with an axe, his entire family would be wiped out. That is why this forest had lived and thrived.

The wild animals from the valley were on the prowl, moving towards the little lakes around Devban. They came, quenched their thirst and bounded back into the jungle. Sometimes they were careless and the hunters managed a kill.

Cautiously the hunters moved, nimbly sidestepping dry leaves and twigs to prevent the animals from sensing their presence, their loaded rifles sighing on their shoulders. Their leader had a blinking torch wedged into his head cloth. They stopped beside the lake. The headlight glowed like the eyes of a wild cat. With bated breath they gazed across the dark water, then furtively began to circle the thicket. Trees murmured, leaves rustled, rifles heaved to cautious feet and suddenly a tremor passed through the bushes. The hunters startled. They had been scented. Thudding sounds broke the stillness and in an instant, the beast leapt into the jungle. The torch flashed, a trigger went off and a sharp crack shattered the silent valley. Birds screeched, herds of deer scattered wildly, coughing out a warning. Rabbits, antelopes, jackals, wild boar, every beast and fowl picked up the signal and passed it on, ‘The hunters are here!’ The animals gave the men the slip and fled to safety.

The seven o’clock bus from Masanmal arrived. But no one got off. The people of Jambhli were puzzled. As the bus began to move off, someone from inside it shouted, ‘Your menfolk were rounded up there.’ The Jambhlikars were alarmed.

The Dam! That’s what it was. Khasdar Shingade Patil had begun a fast unto death a fortnight ago demanding immediate implementation of the Jambhli Dam Project. Eight days later, the Jambhlikars, as well as the inhabitants of six other villages which were to be submerged, began to panic. Build the dam and we’re all dead. Where should we go now after having lived here for generations? Shingade Patil was a powerful man, with contacts in far-off Mumbai. His influence extended to Delhi. His ‘fast unto death’ had clearly created ripples right at the top. Why else would the Minister rush to Vaghethana in the middle of the night, the red light of his car flashing furiously? The DSP, Collector, Superintending Engineer were with him. Who knows what Kalubai, our goddess, has in mind!

The news spread like forest fire. Something had happened at the weekly bazaar at Vaghethana but no one knew what. They would have to wait for the last bus to find out. Crowds gathered at the village square, outside the Panchayat office, at Kalubai’s feet. They voiced their fears in hushed whispers, their hearts knocking against their ribs. They waited, shivering in the sharp night air, for the bus to arrive. Dadu Yeskar stared into the darkness, restlessly tapping his baton. He was shaken. His younger brother, Vasant Khairmode, affectionately called Master or Guruji, had also gone to the bazaar. Instead of leading a sedate, peaceful life as a teacher, he had been spearheading this agitation against the dam for the last ten years. I will never allow the dam to be built, he had declared many a times and the Jambhlikars always supported him. Dadu could not understand any of it. Why did he have to get involved in a controversy? He was comfortable, had a secure government job. How did all this matter to him? What happened to the rest of Jambhli would happen to him, that’s all.

Dadu’s father had also been the Yeskar of the village. After him, Dadu had taken on the responsibility of ensuring Jambhli’s safety. He had brought up Vasant, educated him, made him a teacher. For the first four years Vasant had taught in a school in Koyna. Then he was transferred to this place. And his obsession with the dam, and the gradual transformation to Khairmode Guruji, had begun. His slogan, Death before Dam, echoed everywhere. Dadu often said to him, ‘Vasanta, why get into all this? Do your job, that’s enough.’ And the response always was, ‘How can you say that, Aba? We are Yeskars, aren’t we? It is our duty, our responsibility to protect Jambhli.’ Dadu knew that many evil eyes were on the idealistic Master and one could never tell when they would take his job away.

Dadu could no longer sit by the village gate. Jangling his baton he marched towards the village square presided over by the huge rock, Kalubai. All the men who mattered – Khairmode Guruji, Limbaji Patil, Sabhapati Lala Jadhav, Udim the grocery merchant – were stuck in Vaghethana. Those at Kalubai’s feet were a frightened group jabbering foolishly among themselves, trying not to show their anxiety. Gomya Koli sat apart under a neem tree watching the crowd, picking his teeth. A bundle of bhakri lay beside him. He had sent Halya home. Seeing the animal return by itself, Gomya’s oldest daughter ran to the square looking for her father. Gomya handed her the bundle of bhakri but stayed where he was.

Old Pandu Yetal was worried. His two older boys had gone to the bazaar with baskets of guavas and bananas that morning and hadn’t come home yet. Hot-headed Babu Pawar brashly declared, ‘It’s all that Shingadya, the horned one’s doing. He must have gored them.’

‘They’re not afraid of him. Our Khairmode Guruji will finish him off,’ bragged Bhairu.

As night advanced, the anxiety of the crowd increased. Their eyes strayed back and forth from the bus stand to where Kalubai the patron goddess of Jambhli, stood. A magnificent black boulder, of twenty tons perhaps. No temple sheltered her, only the branches of gnarled neem and banyan, as she watched over the village. Digu Anna, the Brahmin, sat at her feet and collected the offerings placed before her. That day saw a rush of devotees to Kalubai’s side. With rice and supari they made a contract with her despite the brahmin’s solemn assurance that the village would come to no harm. Numb from sitting in one place all day Digu Anna stood up and gathered the offerings of food in his shoulder cloth. He carefully wiped the haldi-kunku smeared coins and tucked them into his waist. Then he started to waddle off towards his home. The cluster of women under the tree did not stir. Durpada, the carpenter’s wife, called after him, ‘Will it really happen?’ Digu Anna was annoyed. Pointing to Kalubai, he barked, ‘Will SHE drown?’ Frightened, the women shook their heads. ‘She won’t, will she? Then how can we? If Kalubai lives, so will we. Do those engineers even know how sacred this land is? Tell the fools to place their heads at her feet before they build anything. Some good sense might enter their thick skulls,’ he shouted and huffed on, supporting his ample belly with both hands. But the despairing faces in the square made him stop. Shamefacedly he looked around. The breeze sharpened to a wind. Little bonfires flared here and there. Expectant eyes scanned the eastern horizon.

A blur of light was coming towards them. Gradually it separated into two headlamps – the ST from Vaghethana at last. In a flurry they stood up. The bus, already an hour and a half late, hurtled into the village. Even before it ground to a halt the passengers for Jambhli crowded around the door. One by one they jumped out. All women, not a man among them. A moment’s stunned silence exploded into a clamour. ‘Where’s everybody?’ ‘What happened?’ ‘Tell us, quick.’ ‘It’s the Government’. ‘They banged their heads against the police station walls,’ blabbered the women, their remarks coloured with the choicest abuses. Pandu Yetal’s patience snapped. Waving his baton at them, he snarled, ‘Will someone tell me what exactly happened?’

‘What else? The ruination of our village!’

‘Yes, but how?’ shouted Bandu the barber.

Shivaram Sangar’s woman, Nakusa spoke up. ‘The Mamlatdar announced a meeting at three. Then they came in a van and took all the men from Jambhli to the thana. The rascals, they even took him, my...!’

Gradually, a picture of the day’s events emerged. The policemen had ruthlessly kicked aside the baskets of fruit and whisked the men away. The women, terrified, had sold off everything for the price of dirt. Their worst fears had come true. The dam was inevitable, death inescapable! Jambhli was finished.

The dispirited crowd sank to the ground. What now? Voices were raised, opinions expressed. Dadu Yeskar’s pleas to keep calm were carried away by the wind. A meeting of Jambhlikars was called. Digu Anna stood bewildered, clutching his bundle for support. Dadu pressed the baton to his stomach to keep down the knot rising inside him. Pandu Yetal’s eyes would not stop blinking and Gomya’s eyes reflected Halya’s vacant expression. The leaves of the towering pipal trembled, just like the Jambhlikars. The cold had seeped into their bones.

Just then Babu Pawar stood up. Twirling his fledgling moustache, he announced, ‘Blood may spill, men may die, but we will not allow the dam to be built.’

Daulu Patil took over. ‘Early tomorrow morning we will occupy the dam site. We will not retreat even if they kill us.’ Young blood was on the boil. Pandu Yetal, unnerved by this show of foolhardiness advised them to fetch Dattu Sarpanch. ‘Tell him the village is gone, buried.’

Within minutes the boys were back, panting.

‘Where’s he?’ asked Pandu.

‘He has a stomach ache.’

‘Didn’t you tell him the village was about to...?’

‘He said we’ll see when it happens.’

‘Naturally! He’s secure in his new house in Vaghethana. What does he lose if the village is destroyed,’ said Pandu sarcastically.

‘He’s no sarpanch, that man,’ snarled Babu Pawar. ‘Why waste time trying to milk an ox?’

Gloom spread. In the dark silence only one image rose before their eyes – a lean six foot frame, wiry and tough, a nut brown body clad in crisp white khadi. Khairmode Guruji, a human dynamo. He would have known what to do. Single-handed, he would have dealt with the government.

Twenty-five years ago, when Shingade Patil and others from the drought-affected eastern portions of Vaghethana had first made a demand for the Jambhli dam, Khairmode Guruji had just been transferred there from the little school at Koyna. When he was in Koyna, Guruji had seen the river being blocked for a huge hydroelectric project. The villagers had been forced to move to the upper regions. With no electricity and no money to afford kerosene, they could do nothing but complete their evening meal by firelight. They washed their clothes in stagnant clayey water, the youngsters played catch with sheep and goats and walked eight miles to the new colony to post a letter! Children from three or four such settlements trudged all the way up to attend Khairmode Guruji’s school in the dim precincts of the Bhairoba temple. By four o’clock the schoolroom would be dark. Guruji had waged a lonely battle against all kinds of difficulties for two years, in the hope that at least a few children would become literate. But the inevitable happened and one day, a cryptic order arrived. The school would be closed down because of an insufficient number of pupils.

But the irony of it all! The dam became operational, Koyna got electricity and Maharashtra prosperity. But the local people on whose land it was built, were left in abject poverty. Even after Guruji returned to his village, the anguished, defeated faces of the dam victims haunted him. The mere mention of the word dam set his blood pounding. Often he’d cry out in his sleep, ‘Dam? Over my dead body!’

Khairmode Guruji was born into a poor Mahar family on the other side of the nallah. His family were the official gatekeepers, the Yeskars of Jambhli and he had kept up the tradition by awakening his people to the dangers they faced. His love and concern for the Jambhlikars threatened by the dam, his perseverance to get them recompense, his morchas and satyagrahas to draw attention to his demands, had made the Jambhlikars forget the nallah that separated him from them. Though a Mahar he had endeared himself to all of Jambhli. They hero-worshipped him. In fact, Guruji was now synonymous with Greater Jambhli even in the eyes of the Vaghethana authorities.

This was why news of Guruji’s arrest sent shock waves through the people. ‘What now?’ they asked in hushed tones. ‘Let’s take over the land,’ declared some youths.

‘We’ll do just that,’ asserted old Jalindar. ‘Before daybreak we’ll go and camp on the site. Bring enough bhakris to last us four days, all of you.’

‘Fight unto death,’ exhorted the young.

The crippled Tarakka appeared just then, astride her nephew’s shoulders, cursing Shingade Patil loudly. ‘Shingadya, you will be destroyed, your family wiped out, your government will die,’ she ranted.

Old Jalindar advised the young men, ‘Think over it once more, boys. God knows how long we will have to spend in jail, perhaps even vomit blood ...’

‘Sure. We are prepared for that, our minds made up. Death before dam.’ Their determined voices reverberated in the chilly night sky.

Into this momentous meeting swayed Thaya Kambli, casting a bleary look over the gathering. He lisped, ‘Ahaa... meeting... you fools, you will all die. The government will push your heads under the water till you choke.’

‘Get lost, you good-for-nothing lump of dung,’ yelled Babu Pawar.

‘You are all under the spell of that master. Fools, even the demon Pakistan was pulped by our government, so powerful is our sarkar. You think you can fight it? A fist-sized village and a thumb-sized master! What can the poor bastard do?’

Thaya’s tongue had run away with him. Babu lost his head. He rushed at Thaya and slapped him hard. Thaya fell in a heap. As he slowly struggled to his feet, he looked around once again, then lurched into the night cursing, ‘Jambhli will die. You will all perish.’

The meeting came to an end. Digu Anna picked up a small container of sacred ash from Kalubai’s feet and applied the angara to every forehead. Hope-filled eyes rested on the impassive Kalubai. Leaves on the trees rustled, vines and creepers around her sighed. Old hands shook as they were raised in prayer and parched lips whispered fervently, ‘Aai Kalubai, forgive your children their mistakes. Protect us, save our homes, O mother!’

Each one turned homewards to prepare for the next day. But Kalubai remained in their thoughts. How long ago had Jambhli been born? Digu Anna’s Pune-based son said it was a very old settlement, a riverine one with a unique character. The arched village gate was there to prove it. Kalubai must have been here before the village came up since the gods come down to earth first for men to follow. In fact, Sakya Gurav says that Mumba Devi of Mumbai is Kalubai’s fortunate younger sister. She was sent to Mumbai with the fanfare of a princess, while her sister stayed back to watch over this little hamlet on the banks of the Vaghjai in the Sahyadris.

Digu Anna’s father had built his wada more than fifty years ago. Jadhav followed with his two storeyed house. Then one night Kalubai appeared in Vashya Gurav’s dream. Tearfully she said to him, ‘You knaves, you have built yourselves comfortable homes, while I stand here, in sun and rain, watching over you. You didn’t even think about a shelter for me, you ingrates.’

Vashya Gurav had given her his word right away, ‘Aai, we will not leave you unprotected any longer!’

Kalubai warned him, ‘Think carefully before you make a commitment to me. If you decide to build a temple you must observe my conditions: All work must commence only after sunset. Construction must be completed before daybreak. If not, a curse will befall the village.’

Everyone was aware of these conditions so they were afraid to begin the work. A few months later Kalubai appeared again to Vashya Gurav and reminded him of her plight. The people of Jambhli were ashamed. How could they sleep in the warmth of their homes while Kalubai shivered in the open? Plans were made. Those days the local people were only about five hundred in number. So messages were sent out to all Jambhli’s sons living far away, Come and help us fulfil our duty to Kalubai. They came at once.

An auspicious day was determined. As soon as the sun disappeared, everyone set to work, women and children too. Some dug the foundation, others chopped wood, some sawed planks, a few piled up stones. Light from torches spurred their efforts. Soon it was midnight. ‘Hurry, hurry,’ they exhorted each other. And before their eyes, walls emerged from the ground and rose to head level. They had to move fast to position the beams and arrange the reapers to support the tiles. On that of all days, Dadya Sutar, the carpenter, had had too much to drink. As he was hammering the crossbeam in place, he lost his balance and fell, like an overripe fruit, taking part of the roof with him. It was tough extricating him from the debris. He was badly hurt, his leg grotesquely twisted. They bandaged it and laid him aside. The poor man’s agonized screams rent the air, but work had to go on. In a flurry of hands, legs, saws, hammers, sweat and tears, only one thought prevailed – the work must be completed. But Jambhli was unlucky, its fate flawed. With forty tiles remaining to be laid, the angry red eye of the sun glared at their efforts from over the top of the distant mountain. Under its baleful gaze, Jambhli’s backbone broke. Tools fell out of nerveless hands, legs collapsed under lifeless bodies. A betrayal, that’s what it was. They began to blame themselves. ‘So arrogant we’ve become that we dared to take up Kalubai’s challenge. We deserve this. Someday the curse will strike. We’re all doomed.’

This was fifty years ago. After the temple fiasco, Vashya Gurav took to his bed for two years till he was carried off to his final destination. The remaining Guravs lost heart and surrendered their privilege to perform the puja to Digu Anna. Slowly things started looking up. Youngsters went to seek their fortunes in the cities, and those who stayed behind worked hard to reap the rewards of their labour. Twenty years of peace and prosperity had gone by when the ominous drums of the Greater Jambhli Irrigation Project began to roll.

All these years Khairmode Guruji and the Jambhlikars had been agitating to prevent the project. Guruji, recalling his experience with the Koyna victims, warned the people, ‘Carrying our homes on our backs and moving to a new location is like counting stars in broad daylight. Not even a dog will care about our plight.’ His honesty and earnestness moved them. They believed his every word, followed his every instruction. He called the tune and they danced to it. The weak became strong. A non-cooperation movement was set in motion. Nobody would accept tax notices sent from the district headquarters. Even the revenue officials were in awe of Guruji, so they came to Jambhli reluctantly, stealthily. They brought black police vans to escort them. The women of Jambhli too defied them, obstructed their vans. ‘Run over us first, then measure the area,’ they challenged the officials. ‘We will die before we let you build this dam,’ was their slogan. Under strict police surveillance, the dam site was marked out. Three times the bhoomi puja was performed. Each time the minister and his party would appear on the banks of the Vaghjai, lay a foundation stone and go away. As soon as their cars were out of sight, the village youth would uproot the stone and toss it into the river. So the construction of the dam was never begun.

In the meanwhile, about ten years ago, Lala Jadhav was elected to the Zilla Parishad. He and Shingade Patil hit it off immediately. Lala made a million promises and won over most of Jambhli. He arranged for the Irrigation Minister to lay the foundation for the dam. But Guruji continued to turn a deaf ear and a blind eye to his plans. On the appointed day, the Minister arrived with a retinue of officials and Shingade Patil in tow. It was an impressive gathering. All the villagers from the drought affected areas had turned up. The Minister was given a traditional welcome by the women. Avadai, of the Jadhav family, was one of them. The ceremony was about to begin. The Minister was waiting for the pujari’s instructions, when Avadai happened to look up towards the river. And suddenly, the waters of the Vaghjai flooded her eyes. In the raging waters, she saw Jambhli getting submerged, Kalubai drowning, houses collapsing, helpless animals floundering. She could not let it happen. She turned on the Minister and kicked the puja thali right out of his hands. Pandemonium broke loose. The welcome turned to hostility as the women closed in on the Minister, urging Avadai on as she screamed, ‘You want to destroy us so that your families can prosper? Have you no shame, no decency?’ The few policemen present managed to whisk the Minister and his officials to the waiting car. A barrage of stones followed them as they drove off in a cloud of dust. The bhoomi puja was thwarted once more. The next day, more than half of Jambhli, including Avadai, Khairmode Guruji, Pandu Yetal, was taken into custody and held for a full six days.

Now Jambhli was in a trap once more. Guruji was determined to prevent the construction but Shingade Patil’s hunger strike had caused the demon of the dam to raise its head again. It hung over them like a sword, haunting them at every step. Would it get them this time? The Jambhlikars’ clamour for a road to the upper regions was ignored because sooner or later it would be submerged anyway. For the last ten years, the walls and the roof of the primary school had almost collapsed. Guruji had managed to prop them up with bamboo and thatch. A government hospital had been sanctioned on the left bank of the Vaghjai, but the order was later revoked. All because of the Dam.

The stoic Jambhlikars were at the end of their patience. The word ‘dam’ made them bare their fangs. Their peaceful community was prosperous, their land fertile and generous. Guava trees were bent over with fruit, the sturdy banana stems bowed under enormous bunches. Farmers found a market in Vaghethana, even in faraway Ambepur and Pune. They returned with newly minted coins jingling in their pockets. The Harijans and the Mangavadas found enough work there and the Kathodi tribals, the Mahadev Kolis in their grass huts, were all a part of the village community. Break up this society, destroy these homes, abandon these open spaces, to go jostling against each other’s ribs in an alien land?

Jambhli did not sleep that night. Those who managed to snatch a few moments, moaned restlessly while others huddled in their coarse woollen ghongadis and waited for sunrise. The bitter wind whooshed through bamboo clumps and whistled around the trees.

Birds brooded over their fledglings, animals gathered their young closer to them. Road and path drew up their mantle of red earth and lay motionless, still. In Devban, the hunters stalked their prey. The animals deceived them and fled. Through gorge and gully, mountain, forest and stream echoed a warning, ‘Run! Run! We’re under attack! Run, run...’


chapter 2

In the dim glow of her lantern Avadai marched towards the village across the dry bed of the nallah. It was close to amavasaya and the night was black. The monkeys chittered as they jumped from branch to branch. But Avadai was not afraid of them. No, she was not afraid of anything, man, beast or ghost. And yet, when she thought of Haibati, her young son, who had not yet returned from the bazaar, her heart fluttered like the wick of a lantern.

Jadhav basti, where the Jadhav family lands were, was about two kilometres from Jambhli village proper. Lala Jadhav had his wada there. Avadai’s man, the lame Govinda Jadhav, had a share in the property too. But Lala’s father had, many years ago, made sure that Govinda would never return to claim it. That’s why Govinda and Avadai lived in a clearing in the jungle. With great courage and hard work, Avadai had built up their home single-handed.

Avadai and Govinda had recently noticed a shadow on Haibati’s upper lip, and their hearts warmed. It was time to tie the bashinga and make a bridegroom of him. Once ‘he’ became ‘they’, their responsibility would be over. Word spread. Fathers with daughters started making detours to Govinda’s house, on their way to and from Jambhli. Avadai had set her heart on a wedding this year, but a secret fear lurked inside her. On either side of their plantation, the two ridges of the Sahyadris came face to face. The two peaks were to be yoked together by a dam across the Vaghjai. The contractors had already drawn white chuna lines a few times to mark the spot for the foundation. If the Jambhli project took off, Avadai’s house in the valley would be the first casualty and Jadhav basti, in the middle of the valley, the next. So every time Haibati’s wedding was mentioned the spectre of the dam would surface and their excitement curdle. Avadai would then reach for the little paper packet of Kalubai’s angara, sprinkle it around and pray, ‘Mai, let the dam wait till this child wears the bashinga!’

Govinda and Avadai’s was a simple, single door hut with mud walls and a roof of hand-made, unbaked tiles. But before Haibati’s marriage they would have to strengthen their home. Their neighbours often said, ‘You are going to get a daughter-in-law soon, add a top floor to your house, paint it!’ Avadai’s reply invariably was, ‘What if that dam...’ And their retort, ‘Why should you be afraid of it? You’re the one who knocked the thali out of the Minister’s hands!’

But Avadai did worry. God had given her only two sons, Gunvanta and Haibati. Gunvanta had been adopted soon after birth by her cousin Subhanji of Jhanjadwadi. By God’s grace, they were doing well there. So Haibati’s would be the only wedding in their family. What should she do? Build her house or not? Finally, they decided that the threat would continue to hang over their heads so there was no point in delaying matters. The guava and banana crops had been rich and yielded them some money. So they rebuilt the back and front walls, replaced the old black tiles with red, factory-made Mangalore ones and whitewashed the house. Their home was ready for Haibati’s bride.

Every Wednesday morning, Haibati went to the Vaghethana bazaar with four or five large baskets of bananas and guavas. The sight of her handsome young boy in new pyjamas and terylene shirt invariably brought a lump to Avadai’s throat. She would then grab a fistful of red chillies and salt and throw them into the fire to ward off the evil eye.

Haibati was always home well before dusk but today half the night had gone and the child hadn’t returned. Would he have got together with some of his friends at the village square? Or not returned from Vaghethana yet? Avadai decided to find out. As she crossed the chambharvada, the cobbler colony on the outskirts of the village, she noticed that they had not settled in for the night yet. She walked on till she arrived at the arched gate. Dadu Yeskar called out, ‘Who’s it?’

‘It’s me, Bhauji, Avada. Hasn’t the market party come back yet?’

Dadu was surprised by her question. Had no one told her that the entire village had been turned into a pound? When he explained the day’s events to her, he added anxiously, ‘It seems we will not escape the dam. Jambhli’s time has come. Our Vasanta must accept and not oppose the government any longer. What’s to be gained by hitting your head against a rock except a broken skull?’

‘That’s true, but it is for a good cause, isn’t it?’ Avadai questioned.

‘Anyhow, the people have decided to occupy the dam site early in the morning. They’re carrying food for four days,’ Dadu told her. Avadai tried to find out if anyone had more news. Suddenly, her thoughts returned to old Govinda. The poor man was lying at home all by himself. If he heard about these developments ... a dry, yellow leaf... such news might...! With long strides Avadai hurried home. The bitter wind had long since devoured the lantern flame. With each step her whole life unfolded before her eyes, her duties clearly outlined. She had to take care of her lame husband and make sure her boy was married that year. Kiss a grandson’s face. And ward off the threat to the Jadhav basti. Loudly she declared, ‘I will not let anyone destroy my home, I dare them to touch my nest!’

Avadai had come to Jambhli as a fifteen-year-old bride, and had seen much sunshine and many storms in the last thirty-five years. The jungle around the area was dense, it belonged to fierce animals and only the bold and reckless. Twelve miles away from Vaghethana was a police outpost. In the summer, the occasional bullock cart managed to get to Jambhli but in the monsoon, the path was a stream of slush. One could reach the village only by wading through it.

Avadai’s husband had suffered greatly before she married him. Govinda and his older brother Tuka were accomplished wrestlers, star attractions at local fairs. Their uncle, Shripati Jadhav, also a wrestler, saw the two brothers as a threat to himself and hired some goondas to flog them till death at the village hitching post. The terrified villagers had stared helplessly as Tuka and Govinda howled in agony. Intoxicated by the power of their arms, the goons set upon the brothers with clubs and axes till they sank to the ground in deathly silence. Trussing up the two unconscious men they carried the bodies to Laduba’s hill. Drunk on cruelty the goons then decided to celebrate a job well done before tossing the bodies away. They roasted live chicken and opened bottles of arrack.

By this time the sky had turned a pale grey. The cool morning air stirred Govinda into consciousness. His body was stiff and sore, but he was alive. Freeing himself carefully, he crawled inch by torturous inch till he was completely hidden in the bushes. The feast over, the goondas got up to finish their business. When they found only one body instead of two, they assumed the hyena must have got the other fellow, heaved Tuka over the cliff and staggered away.

For three days Govinda lay there chewing at the leaves, his lacerated body on fire. On the third night the Inamdar of Vaghethana noticed the whimpering Govinda as he rode by. He escorted the terrified Govinda to his uncle, Raghumama’s village.

Raghumama looked after Govinda for two years till he was completely recovered. Then he found him a wife and, and brave man that he was, took the newlyweds back to Jambhli. He stayed with Avadai and Govinda for four years and worked on their land till it became hospitable. By this time Avadai had come of age and Raghumama left her in charge. Using all her ingenuity and a great deal of courage, Avadai saw to it that they prospered.

Eventually, Govinda’s ruthless uncle Shripati died. Lala Jadhav, his son, became a leader of the village, and soon began to create all sorts of problems for Avadai. But she was not daunted by him. Hadn’t she humiliated him ten years ago when he had brought the Minister to perform the bhumi puja for the dam by kicking the thali out of his hand? The Minister had left, but Lala had stayed, shrieking, ‘Why did you do that? What did you gain from this?’

‘I saved our village,’ she had calmly replied.

‘If not today, then tomorrow, the project will take off. Why try to save the condemned?’

‘With your big two storeyed houses in the town and city, you have taken care of seven generations of your family. Where do we, with our humble belongings, go?’ she had asked him indignantly. Avadai had acquired an elevated status after that day.

Today though, she had thoughts only for Govinda, well into his seventy-fifth year. Would his poor heart be able to withstand the shock of Haibati’s imprisonment? The dam was now a certainty. Their lands, home, cattle would all be washed away. From deep within her a prayer surged forth, ‘Aai, Kalubai, preserve my village, protect my man, my child. I will offer four red-winged fowls at your feet, mai, but keep us safe!’

As Avadai tiptoed into the house Govinda’s old voice quavered, ‘Avada, the bastards have locked up the boy, it seems?’ Avadai’s legs turned to water. ‘How do you know? Who told you?’ she gasped.

‘You can’t hide these things. I heard people talking near the settlement. Now everything, including our Kalubai, will go under water. Destruction, there will be total destruction. I had warned those idiots not to get on Kalubai’s wrong side. She can get vindictive. They didn’t listen to me, the fools.’

Govinda tossed and turned on his mat. Then clearing his throat loudly, he whispered, ‘Avada, will it really happen?’

‘Of course not. Haven’t we been hearing of the dam since the time Haibati was born? Lie down quietly now.’

Govinda sensed the raw edge in her voice and it shook him. ‘Haibati must get married before all this is over.’

‘He will. Why are you worrying about it?’

‘It’s true, he’ll wear the bashinga, but suppose we are forced to perform the ceremony on the streets of a strange town, as if he was a destitute, an orphan with no home?’ Govinda’s voice was thick.

With infinite gentleness Avadai reassured him. But he was not convinced. For one last time, the old man wanted to look at everything, etch it in his mind, before it was surrendered to the water. He knew Avadai would not let him go out in the dark, so he pretended to go to the latrine, picked up the lantern, his stick and a pot of water. Even from his doorway he could feel the rustling guava trees in the orchard. Govinda headed for the clearing in the forest. As he stumbled along the familiar ridges and furrows he felt his crippled legs grow strong.

The field had been prepared, beds laid out for the new banana plants of the local variety. Govinda hobbled past them towards the special babhul tree. No babhul in these parts could match its girth. Soon after the young Avada came to live here, a thorn had pierced her foot under this very tree. Govinda had held her foot in his hand and gently tried to pull it out, much to the amusement of passersby. A few steps further Govinda stopped. He could hear the jingle of bells. Sonya, his faithful ox of twenty years, now lay buried here. The soil was soaked in his sweat and spittle and the patch of green that marked his grave sparkled even from a distance. Govinda had often seen Sonya smiling at him from behind the trees. Must I leave my Sonya here and go away?

Near the babhul was the shapu mango with its small sweet fruit, pungent and juicy! A shudder ran through Govinda’s body as he remembered. Avadai was expecting Haibati then. She was in the eighth month, but a farmer’s wife did not sit at home while the crops stood in the fields. Gram was being harvested and the animals were out grazing. Avadai too had lent a hand, slow though it was. All of a sudden, earth and sky seemed to quake as her stomach rumbled, and before anyone knew it, under this very mango tree, Haibati had entered the world. Hugging the new born to her chest, Avadai wrapped her sari tightly around herself and walked home.

Govinda was overjoyed. ‘A young tiger he will be, he’s born in the jungle. He’ll take on a mountain one day,’ he boasted. This land, these fields, memories woven into every clod of earth... Here Govinda had been scorched by the summer sun, there he had warmed himself at the bonfire during the cruel winter months. Under the shade of babhul and mango, he had weathered the torrential, irli-splitting Ashad rains, lovingly cradling raindrops in his palms as they slid off the leaves, relished dry bhakri and raw onion and poured his heart’s blood into the soil. With his dogs, cattle, goats, wife and son, he had settled here, put down roots. Was all this going to be washed away? Violated?

The air was fragrant with guava blossoms. Govinda was at peace, at one with his surroundings. From the river bank a jackal howled. The trees struck up a conversation and in the forest beyond, the wildcats set up an altercation. Amidst their growling and snarling Govinda thought he heard Avadai call. Had she really called, or had he imagined it? Govinda hurried towards the settlement. Just then he heard a loud grating, he felt the earth shake. What was it? Avadai had heard it too. Thinking the old man might panic she ran out to look for him. The grrr-grrrr became louder and spread into forest and sky. Avadai found Govinda and grabbed him. Like a frightened child, he whimpered, ‘What’s that noise? Is it an earthquake?’

‘Didn’t you see it? There, look,’ she said pointing to the region above the basti. ‘See those lights? A monster seems to be approaching, the entire military behind it.’

There was commotion in the upper reaches as harsh beams dazzled bewildered eyes. The clamour reached a crescendo. From behind the bushes they watched. Govinda felt he was drowning, suffocating. They saw policemen jump out of the trucks and begin patrolling the area. Even before the Jambhlikars could step out of their homes, the dam site was surrounded. Down the hillside, two gargantuan bulldozers marched inexorably forward.


chapter 3

Before the sun could fully raise its head that morning, the clouds had covered it up. There was tension in the air. The land appeared to be under siege. The authorities had acted swiftly, giving the Jambhlikars no time to protest. During the night two huge khaki tents had been pitched just above Jadhav basti. Six black vans stood motionless beside the tents, harbouring dark secrets.Lathi-wielding policemen, along with armed constabulary, had taken charge of the dam site before daybreak and formed pickets all along the river. Police officers strutted around twirling their batons, their revolvers adding to their swagger. Their piercing gaze skimmed the river below, before lingering on the hapless village of Jambhli, hidden among the trees. From atop the hill the humble dwellings of Jadhav basti looked fragile, insignificant, as if they could easily be squashed underfoot like insects. Yet such security arrangements had to be made to teach this hamlet a lesson, all because that Khairmode Guruji was misguiding the people. He dares to obstruct the construction work, does he? Well, we’ll show him. We can make him bite the dust in a minute. Arrogant fools, daring to stand in the path of progress, they seemed to think. Down below, the Jambhlikars had crossed the eastern creek at daybreak. Tucked under their arms was enough food for four days, perched on their shoulders and clinging to their legs, an assortment of little ones. Since most of Jambhli’s male population was in Vaghethana jail, this was a group of women – mothers, sisters, wives. As they climbed the stony bank of the creek, their eyes strayed to the leafy trees above. Shocked at what they saw, they stopped. The entire military had descended on them, it seemed. Their insides knotted up. They began running, trampling the dew-damp grass, towards Jadhav basti. Vashya Jadhav almost collided with them as he came charging down, arms flailing, chest heaving, sweat pouring from his face even in the cool morning air. ‘Police,’ he gasped. ‘All round. Everywhere. Four vans went past the western creek at night. They are waiting there now. It’s a trick, a trap to prevent the protestors from Bibbewadi, Kothadwadi, Phanaswad, Irlewadi, Sajuli and Jambhlikhurd, from joining us. They have brought a truckload of ammunition. They will shoot us. The government will not withdraw this time.’

The poor villagers blamed themselves. We were late and the authorities took advantage. If only we had remained here no one could have evicted us. If only Khairmode Guruji and the other young men were with us, the official guns wouldn’t be so bold! Bewildered women and children began to crawl towards the basti. As they neared the dwellings, two police jeeps, their sirens screaming, blocked their path. A loudspeaker boomed, ‘Halt. Section 144 is in force. We have orders to shoot at sight. If you move you will be arrested. Or shot.’

The crowd stopped dead. But Babu Pawar could not hold back. He leapt forward roaring, ‘Come on, go forward. Let’s see what happens.’ Old Jalindar rushed to his side. ‘Wait, my boy, wait, I beg you. We have little strength. The men are all away. These women and children will be massacred.’

‘There will be no one left. Who are we doing this for, after all?’ Pandu Yetal added. Khaki uniforms swarmed the region, rifle muzzles glinted at the villagers. They were trapped. When he realized how helpless they were, Babu Pawar fell to his knees sobbing brokenly.

The menacing voice of the policeman sent a shudder through the forest. The birds, stunned into silence, gathered their nestlings closer to themselves. Above the basti, stood two jaundice-yellow bulldozers, their trowels gleaming viciously, biding their time. Two large tents flapped placidly above them.

Outside one of the tents, the Collector, the Deputy Collector and other senior officers were debating animatedly on their next move. A police inspector declared, ‘There’s no one here who can put up any resistance, only women and children. Troublesome Jambhli can easily be brought to heel!’

‘Once the dam site is cleared, who will even look at them?’ jeered the engineer.

An official asked, hesitantly, ‘But what of this basti? And the rich guava and banana plantations below it?’

‘Oh that! That was acquired by the government long ago. A notification has already been issued,’ explained the engineer.

The discussion continued. Suddenly a motorcycle approached the tent. The rider, his thin dark frame clad in starched white, looked like a minor politician. He parked his bike to one side and walked up to the officials, hands joined in respectful namaskar. The Collector raised an eyebrow.

‘The Sarpanch of Jambhli, Dattu Karvande, sir,’ introduced his deputy as he searched Dattu’s oily face. Then he said, ‘So, Sarpanch, is the dam going to be built?’

‘Government orders... Who will dare to disobey? Of course it must be built.’

‘Then why don’t you make your people understand?’

‘They’re simple people, saheb. What do they understand about irrigation, rehabilitation? Once they are thrown out, they can shout for all they are worth. That Master is the real culprit. A good thing you did by locking him up. Keep him there, sahib, don’t let him out.’

‘But Sarpanch, you were elected by the people, weren’t you? So why won’t they listen to you now?’ asked the Collector.

The deputy piped up, ‘Before the elections, he had joined hands with the Master. Once he was elected, he switched sides. Simple.’

The Sarpanch scowled. He did not like this at all. The officials extracted whatever information they wanted from him, then dismissed him. They were waiting impatiently for a wireless message. The voice of a Havaldar manning the wireless crackled. He rushed out from the tent and yelled, ‘Commissioner saheb’s orders have come. Start the operation.’

A whistle blew somewhere. The bulldozer engine revved up and like an armoured tank, it rolled forward, unmindful of what lay in its path. It headed straight for Govinda’s fields. Inexorably it moved, breached the bund and attacked the fruit trees. In one fell scoop, some ten guava trees were uprooted and flung aside. The second stroke nudged the earth and scattered a shower of bright green guavas. The next to go were the bananas, tender young suckers and strong pale stems bent over with fruit, their broad shiny leaves ripped to shreds.

The assault continued. Avadai was screeching hysterically. The women held on to her afraid that she would throw herself in front of the mechanical monster. Every time the blade plunged into the earth, Avadai’s body felt lacerated. Her agonized screams rent the air, her entire being groaning in despair. Again and again the heartless machine violated the land and before long, more than half the banana plantation was razed to the ground. It was more than Avadai could bear. With a sudden burst of energy, she freed herself and leapt on to the moving bulldozer. Grabbing the startled driver by the throat, she shouted, ‘You pot-faced fool, have you no home, no family, you wretch? Death on you and yours, sons of scum!’

Abruptly, the engines stopped. In an injured voice, the driver said to her, ‘Ajai, why curse me? Curse the government, the sarkar.’

‘Where’s he, your sarkar? Where’s that fatherless sod? I will grind him to paste!’

The police swooped down and dragged Avadai away. They dumped her by her doorstep with a warning to stay there. The bulldozer resumed the rape of her land. Avadai continued to hurl abuse and wail till her voice was just a hoarse whisper.

The entire universe shuddered as the bulldozer continued to rumble, uprooting row upon row of fruit-laden guava trees. The Jambhlikars watched, stupefied. Dadu Yeskar could not stop weeping, Shivaram’s Nakusa tried to comfort Avadai, but what really could she offer? The bulldozer had turned up a nest of ants. Swarms of little creatures scuttered about, seeking shelter behind clods of earth, under broken twigs. Dislodged rats and mice scampered helter skelter. One of the blades struck a large anthill, splitting it open like a ripe watermelon. A pair of cobras were startled out of their home. With hood outspread the enraged male sought revenge for his blood-spattered mate as she writhed in pain. But a glimpse of their invincible adversary sent them slithering away shamefacedly into the scrub.

The Jambhlikars lost their spirit as the crop became one with the earth. The whirring of the bulldozer began to echo in their heads, making them dizzy. They looked at each other, ‘Today it is Govinda, tomorrow it will be one of us... Nothing will remain, of the village...’

It was all over. The plants, bunds, bushes, all one with the earth. But the dozer was not appeased yet. The elderly mango tree was still standing. When the driver turned towards it, the blades smote Govinda and Avadai’s hearts. Avadai had given birth to Haibati under that very tree! This dam will be the death of my boy, she howled in anguish. The mango soon lay on its back, staring lifelessly at the sky. But the gnarled old babhul at the edge of the clearing still remained. The bulldozer stood for a moment, licking its lips, taking a good look at its last victim and with all its pent-up power, crashed into its sturdy trunk. The impact sent down a shudder of bright yellow blossoms. The babhul held her ground. The dozer retreated and decided to change its strategy. Tilting its blades, it launched into an attack on the base. It gouged out the earth around the tree, throwing up red-black clods, exposing roots. The terrified babhul screwed up her eyes and shrank into herself. At the end of an hour a pit had been dug right round the tree. The bulldozer then turned to her roots. The babhul wept sticky white sap, her nerves slashed, her limbs amputated. With a heaving gasp, her mangled body toppled. What would have taken twenty men four days to accomplish, the bulldozer had done in two hours!

As a sheep in an abattoir sees the butcher’s knife reflected in the water it drinks, the people of Jambhli saw spectres of their own future. There was no escape from the brute strength of authority.

Gomya Koli had always been a loner. He rarely spoke to or mixed with anyone. He lived each day as it came and was grateful to finish work and walk home with Halya to their own beat. Gomya had no work that day – no one needed any water. Everyone was at the dam site, watching the death game being played. Gomya had gone too, his shadow Halya behind him. All morning he had slumped against a mango tree, and observed the naked dance of the bulldozer. Halya sat morosely watching his master with dull, lifeless eyes.

The strange growl of the bulldozer, the heavy atmosphere and the empty pakhal on his back had affected him too. Nobody had spared a thought for Kalubai that day. Digu Anna waited for a while, then decided to join the others. Drawing one end of his dhoti across his bare chest, he walked to the creek. From the embankment he could see the soon-to-be destroyed Jadhav basti above, and beside the clumps of bamboo grass, the bewildered groups of Jambhlikars. All this while, Digu Anna had sworn that as long as the sun and moon remained in the sky, Kalubai would come to no harm. And, therefore, neither would Jambhli. But today, when he saw those contraptions heaving and panting in the forest, he was benumbed.

The ear-splitting silence of the deserted village was shattered by the raspy voice of Tarakka Bhosale. The lame old woman had clambered onto the terrace of her house from where she could see Jadhav basti in the distance. Tarakka was an autocrat. Two of her boys were in the army, but she gave the orders in her house. Tarakka did not approve of the dam project. From her perch, she shouted at the top of her voice, ‘Aay you sarkar-aa! You want to swallow this village, drown our homes? Wait, you bastards,when your whores and brats come out on the street, you will know our grief.’ The only other sound was the agitated chatter of the monkeys jumping around the trees near the Maruti temple. No one had visited the shrine that day and so there was no prasad. The gods Laduba, Kalubai, Maruti and Tamjai of Jadhav basti had remained mute all day, a curtain across their eyes, hands covering their ears.

Having vanquished the mighty babhul, the dozer moved away. It had not left one shrub or bush standing along the bund and filled the well at the end of the field with earth. Avadai’s continuous wailing echoed in the hillsides, and the valleys. Govinda had collapsed at the foot of a mango tree by the haunted well. His body was crying out in pain as his clouded eyes peered into the distance. His unshed tears flooded his chest making him breathless. As his whole world crumbled he muttered over and over again, ‘What it was... what has become of it now!’ The bulldozer thundered its way to the river, accompanied by another roar. Before the unbelieving eyes of the village, trundled another monster, its fangs bared. Lasciviously it eyed Govinda and Avadai’s home. Avadai shot forward, the Jambhlikars close behind her. Glaring at the officials, she shouted, ‘You blasted traitors, what do you think you’re doing?’

‘Your hut falls within the foundation area of the dam. It has to be demolished today. Those are the orders. Go, get your stuff out.’

Avadai collapsed. The caterpillar tractor had already entered her courtyard. Squawking, panic-stricken fowls flapped about. The four coconut saplings that Haibati had so lovingly planted lay flattened beneath its chains, the luxuriant runner bean creeper torn down in a tangle. The next moment, the tulsi vrundavan, where Avadai placed a lamp every evening and prayed for her family’s well being, was flung to the corner of the yard. Avadai charged at the inspector. ‘Don’t you have wife, children, home? Why are you persecuting us like this?’

‘Ajai, this house has been acquired by the government. You will get compensation. It has already been sanctioned.’

‘You miserable wretches, this home was built with my man’s sweat and blood. I won’t let you tear it down for a few filthy rupees!’ she screamed.

But the machine would not stop and Avadai could not allow it go forward. A confrontation was imminent. Mhakya Bhosale went up to Avadai. With infinite gentleness he said to her, ‘There is no use of protesting now. Will time wait for us? Let us go and ask the big saheb for two hours. We are with you. We’ll take everything out and keep even a needle safely. Listen to me, don’t be stubborn!’

Avadai wiped her eyes. Steeling herself she set to work. The whole village rushed to help her. The boys unhitched the pair of prize bulls and other cattle and tied them to trees nearby. They herded the bleating sheep to another part of the clearing and caught the scampering fowl. Two gunny sacks full of utensils were propped against a tree. Sheets, quilts, leather straps, thongs, bridles, harnesses, whips, farm implements like hoes and harrows, spades and scythes, ricks and ploughshares, ropes and water pots all were heaped in the open. Avadai reached for the round bamboo basket in a coir pot holder, suspended from the roofbeam, and her heart stopped. In the basket were bhakris, red chilli kharda and Govinda’s favourite brinjal bharith. ‘Oh you arch enemies of god! Because of you, my old man hasn’t eaten a morsel since last night! I forgot to feed him!’

Jambhli was determined to save as much as it could of old Govinda’s home. As the youngsters lowered the rafters Govinda wondered, What wood had I used for the rafters? From the trees around the fields or from the forest? How had the planks been sawn? Fixed? Only recently he had built the front and back walls with baked bricks, given the house a fresh coat of chuna and special red mud, but before they could string a toran across the door it was going to be demolished. Then the boys scraped away the mud plaster and began to remove the bricks one by one. Some climbed on the roof and gathered the red Mangalore tiles.

Those red, factory tiles had replaced the handmade tiles only recently as they leaked during the rains. Avadai would tease Govinda, ‘God knows what had come over my father to marry me into a rain-soaked village. Even a man will start germinating in this weather. When are you going to build me a roof that doesn’t let the water in?’

Govinda had taken that as a challenge. And the day the roof was covered with red, he went around with a pleased smile on his weather-beaten face!

Very soon, the Jambhlikars were done. Only the inside walls of Govinda’s house remained. The dozer nosed in. The humble mud structure offered little resistance. Clouds of dust flew up. ‘Where do I go now? What alien land will they send me to? If we had all gone together... Ma-eee, Kalubai,’ Govinda whimpered, dabbing his eyes with a corner of his dhoti.

All day long the devastation continued. The wooded area around the basti was levelled. In the fading daylight, the bare earth looked bleak, forlorn. Avadai decided to spend the night in Sakhu Jadhav’s courtyard and started to sort out her pots and pans. Suddenly, she came out and looked around. Where was her home? Where did my nest fly away, who gobbled up its walls? Avadai’s eyes could see only the dead flatness of a cremation ground. What shall I show Haibati when he comes out of jail? She asked herself.

The Jambhlikars held a meeting. Their first task was to hire a lawyer to get Guruji and the other men out of jail. Only Guruji could lead their protest. Decisions were taken and then in the gathering darkness, the villagers turned homewards. Avadai remembered her chicken and rushed about looking for them. Suddenly she screamed, ‘Where’s my old man? Where is he?’ People stopped, confused. They stared at each, not knowing what to do. In that instant, Avadai’s courage drained out of her. Hysterically, she began to call out, ‘Karbharya, O... Karbharya...’

There was no sign of Govinda. Fear gripped their heart. Lanterns were lit, torches made and a search began. Someone remembered seeing Govinda by the haunted well. They ran towards it, peering into its still, dark depths. Babu and Mhakya jumped into the freezing water and splashed around. Babu’s foot caught in something. He took a deep breath and went under. His hands found a shirt end. He yanked it hard and Govinda’s cold wet body floated up. Women wailed, Avadai blabbered senselessly.

The guns on the top of the hill were silent now. They had vanquished the enemy without firing a single shot. Below them, a benumbed procession wended its way to the river bank. Avadai kept looking at the stone-cold face, gently running her fingers over the sunken cheeks. Cracking her knuckles over the body she dashed her glass bangles against the bier. Her heart-rending cries pierced the still night air. They couldn’t bear to see her grief. Her hair was dishevelled, her forehead smeared with the remains of the kunku she had wiped off. Since Govinda’s sons, Haibati and Gunvanta were not present, old Pandu Yetal had to light the pyre. In no time the flames were leaping up into the sky. Umya Sutar choked on his own voice, ‘This dam has finished us. There will be no village, no life. Dead. We are all dead,’ he stuttered.

‘No, my boy, it’s not like that,’ said old Pandu Yetal, tears coursing down his cheeks. ‘We must live on, suffering and fighting. We must burn like this pyre here. The village has been awarded a pyre, not death. But Govinda will not see it, lucky bastard!’
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