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Prologue
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The Kareh flowed throughout the year.

During the rains it swelled its banks and grew fullbodied; not even an elephant dared cross it then. But when the clouds receded it shrivelled to a thin trickle in a vast tract of sand, flowing sedately, pausing a moment, then pushing forward again. People believed its source was in an unknown valley high in the Vindhyas, though none was certain of this. They were all in agreement however that the Kareh was a life-line thrown down by the gods for the villages of Bhagatpur and, down-river, for Tesri.

People from both villages drank the waters of the same river. Life in both villages revolved around it. None can remember exactly when the situation changed. But change it did, in an insidious and relentless fashion, after a fight broke out between the villages. People began to dread going to the riverbank for fear of ending up dead, hacked to bits.

And so the fight continued, polarizing everybody.

You were either on this side or that.

The Kareh watched silently as the tension between the villages grew. Through the ages, it had witnessed waves of people arrive, settle on its banks, fight each other and then vanish without trace, without ever being able to fathom what they were doing.

As always, the river was indifferent.
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It was a regular day in Tesri, but then Tesri rarely had one that was not.

Ramu Hajjam woke early, sweating profusely though it was the month of March and the mornings still had a slight nip to them. Normally he rose with the first call of a rooster somewhere in the village, followed by the call of the muezzin from the mosque without a minaret. But that night he had dreamt of his father Kalu Hajjam, coughing and spitting blood that had spread slowly, soaking first the checkered hand-towel that he always carried on his shoulder and then seeping through the fabric of his shirt. Ramu was troubled by this vision and had paced restlessly about his room. His father’s life came back vividly to his mind.

Back then, besides shaving and trimming hair, it was customary for the men of his caste – the barber caste – to double as news-messengers and to extend invitations to weddings, births and funerals on behalf of landholders to other households in nearby villages. Following tradition, Ramu’s father Kalu Hajjam had initiated his son early into the family profession. Ramu accompanied his father as he trekked from village to village. He was happy to do this because the invitees rewarded his father for the tidings with gifts of grain and cloth and, sometimes, fed them sumptuously besides.

Of all these moments, Ramu Hajjam had fond memories.

But then one day, when he was still a young boy, his father had developed a rasping cough. A few days later he had begun to run a high fever and finally he threw up blood. It was all downhill after that. One day, when he was trying to lift himself up from his charpoy, his father keeled over, and never stood up again.

Immediately after the customary thirteen-day mourning period Ramu’s mother Kalavati Devi made a bonfire of all his father’s belongings, even tossing his father’s cot into the flames. She wanted to make sure that the tuberculosis germs that had killed her husband would not infect the other members of her family.

When he woke that morning Ramu Hajjam felt an inexplicable sadness because in his dream he saw his father in agony, futilely trying to tell him something but not being able to and crumpling to the floor before he could finish. By the time the muezzin finished his call, Ramu had left the room, leaving his wife Phulmani sound asleep. It was still dark and he could not stop thinking about the dream and the grief-lined face of his father.

He came out of his room to the corner of the veranda where his mother and his adolescent son Pawan slept. The corner at the far end functioned as a kitchen during the winter and the rains. That day, to his surprise, he found his mother sitting up in her bed, lost deep in thought, the wrinkles on her face accentuated by the fading light of a kerosene lantern.

He had the strange feeling that his mother had seen the same dream as he, but something stopped him from asking her about it.

He dressed slowly, all the while trying to suppress the overwhelming sadness that engulfed him, but he could not shake off the dream and his dead father’s unsuccessful attempts to tell him something.

As he was leaving for Bhagatpur, to his barber-shop in the haat there, his mother Kalavati fixed him with a strange look. ‘Be careful of the March wind. It is very dangerous and causes serious illnesses,’ she said.

Now he was convinced that his mother had had the same dream.

When he reached the haat, there was nobody around except for Israfil Mian and Chhotu, his errand- boy, who was trying to stoke the fire in the hearth to set the kettle on it. Ramu Hajjam picked up his chair and the small plastic bag that contained the tools of his trade – Israfil Mian’s teashop was the only safe place in the haat and many of the smaller vendors used to leave their belongings there.

Israfil Mian looked at him and said, ‘Ramu bhai, you are looking unwell. What has happened to you?’

Ramu smiled vaguely as he really could not put a finger on it himself.
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Ramu Hajjam set up shop under the neem tree. His shop comprised a rickety chair and a mirror that hung from a nail embedded in the tree. Every day he sat on the ground or in the chair, waiting for customers. They came – known faces from his own village and Bhagatpur or strangers passing through from sundry neighbouring villages – in good numbers only on Sunday. On other days he had just the odd customer and whiled away his time shooting the breeze with Akbar Mian, whose cycle-repair shop was next to his.

It was particularly windy and dusty that day. Brittle yellow leaves floated down from the trees. On such days it was his practice to tie a plastic sheet just above the chair to shelter his customers from the falling leaves and sprigs. But, that morning, he felt unaccountably lazy and thought he would tie the sheet if a customer happened along. After chatting with Akbar Mian for a while he forgot the dream he had seen last night and fell into a light doze.

There was no sign of any customer till noon and he was planning to close shop early when, suddenly, Subedar Singh parked his bicycle near Akbar Mian’s stall and came and sat down heavily on the chair. ‘I have come for a shave,’ he announced.

Ramu Hajjam knew Subedar Singh. He was an arrogant and haughty man from Bhagatpur. He put a squeeze of shaving cream on Subedar Singh’s cheeks and expertly worked up a lather with the help of his worn-out brush. Then he sharpened his shaving blade on a leather strop and began working Subedar Singh’s cheeks. At that precise moment, as luck would have it, a squirrel on the tree above caused a dried sprig to fall. It fell straight on Ramu’s hand, and his hand jerked, inflicting a small cut on Subedar Singh’s right cheek.

Ramu Hajjam froze.

The next moment, he was on the ground. Subedar Singh was sitting on his chest, punching him hard, hurling abuses at him. ‘You filthy bastard! How dare you?’ he screamed.

All the people sitting in the teashop ran to the scene and gathered about the neem tree. They watched silently, from a safe distance.

Subedar Singh was finished with Ramu only when he realized that a corner of his dhoti had caught in the chair and any further attempts to move would be at the cost of a snag. He got up, kicked Ramu one last time, picked up his bicycle and pedalled away.

Ramu Hajjam had lost consciousness.

When Subedar Singh was no longer in sight, the people who had gathered around mustered the courage to sprinkle water on Ramu’s face. Somebody got a charpoy from the teashop. They laid him down gently on it and then four people picked it up and left for Tesri.

Holding the charpoy aloft, as if he were already dead.
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Ramu Hajjam had no recollection of being carried home. He was unaware that his wife, crying and beating her chest, had run up to the outskirts of the village to receive him. He was unaware that the four persons carrying the charpoy had not stopped on the way and lowered the bed only when they reached the courtyard of his house. He was unaware that, on hearing of the incident, almost the entire village had turned out to see him – some in sympathy, some to gawk. He was unaware that his seventeen-year-old son was now by his side, crying soundlessly.

After a while, though, he registered voices in the distance. Then the voices seemed to grow closer. He heard someone say, ‘Give way for air.’ When he opened his eyes he saw Murli Compounder putting a stethoscope to his chest. Ramu’s eyes searched about frantically trying to locate his wife in the crowd until he realized that she too was right there, beside him, holding his hand. She had tears in her eyes.

‘He has regained consciousness!’ someone shouted the obvious.

After examining him, Murli Compounder declared: ‘There are no apparent problems, but he needs to rest to recover from the shock.’

The people were relieved. They looked at Murli Compounder with the admiration and respect accorded to a hero.
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Achal Singh Mukhia sat on a reclining chair in the large open courtyard of his house in the Choudhary Tola section of Bhagatpur village. There were several charpoys laid out in neat rows before him on which men of different ages lay or sat, chatting.

Dressed in pristine white, a flowing, cotton-white beard on his fair flushed face, Achal Singh Mukhia looked every bit the venerable Bhishma Pitamah from the Mahabharata.

But everyone in the village knew that his temperament was quite unlike Bhishma Pitamah’s; he was more of a Duryodhan.

Mukhia had no sons. His three daughters had been married long ago. They lived with their husbands far from Bhagatpur and rarely visited their father. Mukhia’s nephew Ashok Singh looked after Mukhia’s property.

Achal Singh had been the mukhia of the village for so many years that the people could no longer remember whether he had been elected to the post or nominated to it. Mukhia – village headman – had become his second name. Achal Singh cherished this name.

The main village under his jurisdiction, Bhagatpur, was divided into three segments. The largest segment, Choudhary Tola, comprised a hundred and fifty houses of landowning, mainly uppercaste folk, a few of whom were big landlords like Achal Singh Mukhia but the majority of whom were petty and impoverished farmers.

To the north of Choudhary Tola lay Teli Tola, a smaller settlement of thirty houses of Telis – traders and businessmen – some of whom ran the oil-press mill after which the settlement was named.

Fifty metres down from Teli Tola was Dhobi Tola, made up of fifteen hutments of dhobis and sundry lowcastes who did the menial work for the people of Choudhary Tola.

Most of the villagers in Bhagatpur lived a fairly content life because they had not seen much of the world outside. Their lives were limited to the Kareh river, to the fields on which they worked, and to their homesteads – extending, at most, to Achal Singh Mukhia’s large courtyard where they relaxed and discussed threadbare every issue within the purview of their knowledge.

Some of the poorer farmers had migrated to cities far and wide to earn their livelihood because the produce from their field was too meagre to feed them through the year. They worked as construction labourers, as taxi drivers, as waiters in hotels. When they came back to the village they too gathered on the Mukhia’s veranda.

More so of late, as fear had made them flock together.

The news from across the river was that the men of their caste – small and big landholders, even poor peasant farmers – were being chased away by a group that called itself the Maoists.

The Maoists had taken control of the area across the river. They had the support of people from the lower and backward castes – people, who till a few months ago, did not even have the gumption to sit before the high-castes without their permission, or even look them in the eye.

So, these days especially, the villagers of Bhagatpur gathered in the mukhia’s veranda after finishing their work in the fields, to align their thoughts with the suggestions and conjectures of Achal Singh Mukhia’s high-born mind.

To the mukhia’s dissatisfaction, however, there were a handful of people in the village who had resisted all attempts to come under his hegemony. Pratap Singh and his extended family were one such example.

Many years ago, Pratap Singh had been Achal Singh’s arch rival in the village but he had been forced out after a bloody feud with him. So Pratap Singh had settled a little further away, in Dumri Chowk, three miles from Bhagatpur, where the village mud road met the cemented state highway. Here, four times a day, an overloaded bus of indeterminate colour halted for a few minutes and carried the villagers twenty miles away to Puraini Railway Station, from where the passengers then made their way to the bigger cities in search of jobs. Pratap Singh ran a teashop near the bus-stand. Over the years, a few other shops had sprung up near his stall making the spot quite popular, at least during the daytime when the buses plied.

Positioned in his teashop, Pratap Singh worked assiduously to oppose the mukhia’s every act by talking against him to every customer who walked in; turning the neutral against him, and forging alliances with his enemies.
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Tesri, Ramu Hajjam’s village, was about a mile away from Bhagatpur, on the way to the Dumri bus-stand, and a mile further still, from the main mud road. It was a poor, nondescript village. Here lived the barbers, cobblers, washermen, earth-diggers, sweepers and scavengers – all those dregs of society born into the most menial work-castes since the world began. They accepted the squalour of their lives as their destiny, hoping that their next life would bring better luck.

It was said that, till not so long ago, and if the big landlords of Bhagatpur so desired, when a newly-wed bride arrived in the village she would have to spend her suhaag raat, her first night of married life, with one of them. As a direct corollary to this, it was also said that if anyone in Tesri had any guts at all it was only because he had the blood of the landlords of Bhagatpur running in his veins.

When a passing Maulvi pitched up tent in Tesri and began handing out talismans to the needy and the sick, no one seemed to notice. Nor were they sure when, for that matter, a thatched-roof mosque came up in the village. The people of Tesri named the area around the mosque Kunjra Toli as the lowcaste Muslims who lived there earned their livelihood from growing and selling vegetables.

Tesri had a large clear patch of ground at its centre, at the focus point of which grew a huge banyan tree, probably as old as the village itself. The villagers had fashioned a mud platform around the trunk, on which they sat and chatted in their spare time, of which they had plenty. All the narrow alleys in the village led here. In the evenings, idle old men and unemployed youth whiled away their time playing cards and listening to the crackling of Jamuna Das’s radio.

Most of the villagers who lived in Tesri earned their livelihood from the bazaar in Bhagatpur, which was where the dirt-track from the village merged with the main mud road. It was the only source of entertainment for the people of Bhagatpur and its surrounding villages. But the haat came alive only on Sundays, when all the villagers would walk down to the makeshift market to buy their weekly provisions, or just to loaf about, meeting acquaintances and having fun.

Only a handful of vendors put up their stalls every day in the vain hope of attracting a stray customer. On such days a desolate wind blew over the bazaar ground as a straggle of people sat themselves down on the wooden benches of Israfil Mian’s teashop, sipping tea and gossiping. Housed in a room with a tiled roof, it was the only permanent structure on that vast, dusty ground, and the centre of gossip for the whole area.

This, then, was Tesri in the year 1991.
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Till a year ago, Jamuna Das had been a bonded labourer on Achal Singh Mukhia’s farm. When his son grew up, he had the boy replace him at his job, and opened a small grocery store in Tesri. He wanted to devote his time to the betterment of his village. Tesri had no separate post for a village head as it came under the panchayat of Bhagatpur of which Achal Singh was the mukhia, but, for all practical purposes, for the villagers of Tesri, Jamuna Das was the man they looked up to.

Jamuna Das’s shop did well and soon he bought a second-hand radio. Every evening he sat under the banyan tree with his radio on. The men of the village would gather around to listen to the evening programme of folk music, bulletins on agriculture and the news. Nobody from the village was literate and the radio became their only window – and Jamuna Das their default authority – on the outside world. Perhaps that was why people had accepted him as their village head.

That day only the leaves of the huge banyan tree rustled in the westerly wind. Everyone was a little subdued because of the incident at the bazaar.

Someone suggested, ‘It is news time. Let us put the radio on.’ Jamuna Das thought it would be a good way to dispel the gloom and turned it on.

The news-reader said: ‘The government has announced special measures to prevent atrocities on the downtrodden sections of society…’

‘We don’t want to listen to these platitudes! We should decide what to do about today’s incident!’ one of the young men protested.

Everyone looked uneasily at the boy. The subject was on each one’s mind but none spoke of it. Jamuna Das recognized the lad. He worked as a mason in Kolkata and had come back to the village for the harvest. The young boys who worked in the big cities always came back to the village with big revolutionary ideas. Jamuna Das sighed and switched off the radio.

‘Some days ago Sundari Devi was molested just because her goat was grazing in the fields of Jagir Singh from Bhagatpur. We went to Achal Singh Mukhia but he ridiculed us and threw us out. Now Ramu Hajjam has been beaten up mercilessly. Are we going to the police? Or at least to Achal Singh Mukhia, our village head?’ The boy was clearly agitated.

Nobody spoke for a long time. A bird sitting on a branch of the banyan tree hooted, probably confusing the moonlit night for the break of dawn. Eventually, someone said, ‘He is right. We should go to meet Achal Singh Mukhia tomorrow. And if he does not respond, we will go to the police.’

At that precise moment they saw Subedar Singh cycling down towards them. He stopped, stood his bicycle on its stand, and approached them menacingly. Then he started shouting: ‘You bastards! I know you are conspiring against me. I will teach you all a lesson!’

He pulled out a vermilion-stained lance – used to unfurl Lord Hanuman’s flag – that was embedded by the root of the banyan tree, put it across his thigh and snapped it into two. Everyone fled the scene except Jamuna Das, terrified though he was that he might be beaten up. But Subedar Singh didn’t do anything to him. He hurled the broken pieces of the lance to the ground, mounted his bicycle and pedalled away.

The next day no one in the village said a word about going to Achal Singh Mukhia or to the police.
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When Murli Compounder – checking-up on him the following day – put his stethoscope to his chest, Ramu Hajjam’s eyes glazed over a second time and he slipped into a subconscious state. In his trance, Ramu dreamt of a saint with a halo around his head and a face that radiated a serene peace. The saint sat on a high pedestal adorned with beautiful carvings. Before him stood a king with his head bowed.

The saint asked the king, ‘Why have you come here, Your Majesty?’

And the king said, ‘I had a dream early this morning. When I told my state purohit about it, he said that the dream foretold evil. He said that I would need to make sacrifices to avert a calamity. I want to know the meaning of my dream.’

And the saint said, ‘Tell me about your dream, Your Majesty.’

And the king said: ‘I saw a vast field, the centre of which was fertile and green, abloom with sweet-smelling flowers and exotic trees, but the area around the periphery of the field was barren. Surprisingly, the citizenry all lived on the periphery and were scared to go to the central area. The dream has upset me. Tell me, what could it mean?’

And the saint said that the dream implied that in the days to come, kings would become unrighteous and wilful. They would not follow rules and would show no mercy. They would keep around them people who were unrighteous and merciless like themselves. They would harass the poor for no reason and tax them oppressively. Unable to pay the taxes or survive the extortionist ways of the king and his loyalists, the poor people would flee to the borders of the kingdom.

And the king asked, ‘When will this happen?’

And the saint said, ‘Not in your reign, Your Majesty. You rule with righteousness. This will come to pass in the distant future.’

And Ramu Hajjam heard himself shouting, ‘It has come! Look at me, look at my condition! That time has come!’

But then he saw that both the king and the saint were no longer in his dream. He tried to run after them but total darkness engulfed him and he woke drenched in sweat, only to find his wife, Phulmani, weeping by his bedside. Murli Compounder was saying something, but he could not hear what it was because he was still lost in the fog of his dream.

Ramu Hajjam realized that day that he dreamt strange dreams whenever he was traumatized. And his dreams bore meanings that he could not share with anyone.
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Murli Compounder was the nearest thing they had to a doctor in Tesri. He was often seen cycling around the village with a plastic bag that contained basic medicines, first-aid supplies, a rusty stethoscope and syringes and needles of assorted gauges. Over the years he had become so famous that people from neighbouring villages – even from Bhagatpur – came to consult him.

Many years ago, when Murli was very young, probably about sixteen or seventeen, he realized that he had no real future in Tesri. His father owned an oil- press mill from which oil was squeezed from mustard by a wooden grinder hitched to a pair of buffaloes that walked around the grinder in unending circles. Murli had many siblings – four brothers and three sisters. His father was somewhat better off than the other people of the village, so Murli had attended school for a bit. But he had to drop out after class five and then he had nothing to do.

His father’s mill did not have too many customers in the village, so Murli started working as a cattle-grazer for the landholders of Bhagatpur. One day, he decided to run away to Kolkata – the big city he had heard of, where so many young boys from the village had gone to find work and earn a livelihood.

He confided his plans to his mother who was against his decision. ‘You are very young and have two older brothers. If someone from this family has to go it will be your eldest brother.’

But he was adamant. He said, ‘I will go. And you will have to manage Baba after I leave because there’s no way that I’m going to tell him this.’

So choosing the rainiest day of the monsoon season because he knew that his father would not be able to chase him down in the rain and bring him back, Murli ran away.

He walked all the way to the bus-stand and caught a bus to Puraini Railway Station. From there he took a train to Kolkata and fell asleep, just as he was, drenched and exhausted, as soon as he sat down on the wooden berth.

He woke up to utter commotion. The train stood in a lonely spot amidst the flooded fields that stretched to the horizon on either side of the tracks. He heard someone say, ‘The train will go no further. The bridge across the river has been washed away in the flood.’ He started to worry. Where would he go? He had only fifteen rupees in his pocket, which his mother had given him on the assurance that he would write to her after reaching Kolkata.

The rain had stopped and people were clambering out of the bogie to find out the situation for themselves. A few passengers were still hopeful that the train would start and remained seated inside the carriage. Murli was deeply worried but going back to the village was out of the question as he would have to face his father’s wrath. He was interested only in going to Kolkata to earn his livelihood, and he prayed that the train would start soon.

After a couple of hours a passenger came back in and announced, ‘The train is not going to go any further. Ismailpur, the nearest railway station, is two miles behind. Let us walk down there. At least we will have shelter and something to eat.’ Hearing him, the few passengers who remained inside the compartment got up to leave. All the passengers from his carriage left one by one.

Murli was all alone. He was scared and close to tears. The sun was out now and the greenery on both sides of the track presented a beautiful sight. Murli got off the train but decided not to go back to the last station. He could see a village in the distance, to the right of the railway track, and Murli started walking towards it. He walked on the muddy foot-track for more than two hours. It was getting dark when he reached the village.

Approaching the outskirts of the village he saw a two-storeyed building and decided that he would request the owner of the house to give him food and shelter, at least till the tracks and bridge were repaired. Walking up to the building he saw a board with a large red plus sign and ‘Arogyadham, Dhanwar’ written in bold letters, in Hindi, nailed to the wall. He understood that it was a hospital. He sat on the cement bench near the main gate of the building. He remained seated there for a long time but could not summon the courage to knock on the door.

Finally, a middle-aged man wearing a white kurta and dhoti came outside. Seeing Murli he asked, ‘Who are you? Are you ill?’ Murli told him about his journey and how he had come to be there, and then asked for shelter and food.

Murli was to learn subsequently that the man’s name was Sundaram. He ran a non-government organization in that remote rural area, of which this hospital was part.

He took Murli inside, offered him food and a bed for the night, and told him to stay as long as he wished. Instead of just waiting there for the bridge to be repaired, Murli started to make himself useful from the very next day. In a few days, he forgot that he had ever wanted to go to Kolkata.

He wrote a letter to his mother about himself, and about the work he was doing. He told his mother that she should not worry about him because he was very happy in the new place, and that he would write to her regularly. He did not write his address, fearing that his father would come to see him or send someone to bring him back, because he knew that his village was not very far from Dhanwar.
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