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AUTHOR‘S NOTE
Invariably, sci-fi and action thrillers are woven around the eternal “good vs.
evil” theme. Today’s Star Wars, Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter are classic
examples.
However, in this novel, none of the protagonists are “evil” in the real sense of
the word. In fact they are all good – indeed very religious, pious and god-fearing
individuals. The real tussle here is between the technologies – “ancient vs.
modern” – which each side adopts to achieve one thing, the possession of the
Goddess Devi’s idol and its priceless pendant.
On the one hand are the ageless, traditionally practiced (still to this day in
Kerala), the time-tested and proven Indian occult, magic, mantras and tantric
powers.
Right from “The Arabian Nights” up to the recent Harry Potter series, it is magic
that has been the main device for explaining the most impossible occurrences.
In this story however, magic is replaced by the 21st century’s technologies of
teleportation, virtual reality, robotics, cloning and time travel.
The story is set in the southwest coast of India, Kerala, where people still
believe and practice the supernatural, occult and tantric methods, freely resorting
to them in everyday life.
This novel can be well classified as a Tantric-Techno (or even better? Mantra
vs. Microsoft) sci-fi thriller, and describes the saga of the struggle for the
ownership of the diamond pendant of the Goddess of Payyoli Temple.
Tracking it are Varadaraja Bhattar, a head priest who has undertaken the
restoration of a demolished temple, and the wily Prasnam Namboodiri, Bhattar’s
arch rival, assisted by his disciples and tantric yogis.
Harani, a young girl of twelve, is actually in possession of the pendant but is
unaware of its value and immense powers. She and her cousin Manikkam, both
computer freaks and techno nerds, use modern technology to fight off the holy
men who resort to classic supernatural methods described in Indian mythology
to regain the idol and, even more importantly, the pendant. The chase takes all
of them halfway around the earth, from the coconut palm-fringed lagoons of
Kerala right into the Grand Canyon.
In their efforts, Harani and her cousin get help from an unexpected quarter,
the Goddess Devi herself, who is able to combine both schools – mystic rituals
and modern technology – in her methods.
Mohan Narayanan
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(FROM THE
LAST CHAPTER – 23)
Harani was now left all alone. In the middle of wilderness,
with the multi-strata, rainbow-hued canyon rocks
towering at both her sides as if they were
the stairways to the heavens,
the roaring sound of the Colorado river gushing behind her and,
of course – most terrifying of all –
the two corpses neatly lay
on the grass in front of her.
Harani held onto the pendant clasped in her right hand
And with her eyes closed went almost immediately into a trance.
The very first vision she had was that of the thirty-odd horsemen
galloping fast towards
the seashore near her village,
all in flowing black robes,
riding northwards,
racing furiously against the setting sun …

The Payyoli Pendant

9

the Emerald Necklace
10

The Payyoli Pendant

PRELUDE –
A FLASHBACK
MONSOON OF 1874
Nafiz Khan was tired as much as he was impatient.
Riding on a plain and even surface northwards
along the seafront from Quailandi towards Tellicheri,
the late afternoon sun above the Arabian Sea was
biting into the gaping slash
on his left forehead.

The crack regiment of thirty-odd cavalrymen he was leading had
started their ride two days ago from the Jain Temple nestled somewhere
among the terraced paddy fields of the Wyanaad hills. The shrine had
been only recently converted by his king and master, Tipu, into an
armory for storing the guns and ammunition needed for the Sultan’s
current engagements in the area.
Nafiz Khan and his troops were heading to the coastal town of
Vadakara. He had heard that the Zamorin, who ruled that part of the
Malabar coast, was not on the best of terms with the French, who were
occupying the territory of Mahe immediately to the north of his borders.
He was ready for unconditional cooperation with Tipu to fight the French,
an offer which Nafiz Khan, like his master Tipu, wanted very badly. The
Zamorin would be a valuable ally against all the foreigners – the British,
French, Dutch and Portuguese – occupying his beloved country.
As for roads, until that morning the horses had only the muddy forest
cart tracks, with their hairpin bends winding among the breathtaking
slopes of Wyanaad. It seemed to be always raining in Wyanaad. Progress
was painfully slow under the heavy monsoon downpour. Naturally, a
few of the horses had slipped and injured themselves, and Nafiz Khan
The Payyoli Pendant
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could hear from the sound pattern of over a hundred trotting hooves
how tired the animals were. So was Nafiz Khan.
The wound on his left forehead started three fingers-width high above
his eye and extended almost his palm’s length downwards to his ear. It
was a deep cut. “Could have been worse,” Nafiz Khan had thought many
times in the past two days. He could as well have lost that eye, or even
his ear along with it, in the battle at Kalpetta three days ago. At the end
of the day, it was Tipu’s superior gun power that had prevailed and now
Nafiz Khan had the entire coastal stretch to Vadakara practically all to
himself and his regiment. The Zamorin had given free access to Tipu’s
troops in his entire land and was personally awaiting Nafiz Khan’s arrival.
One reason he had to ride fast, apart from their eagerness for the food
and a good night’s rest waiting for them at Vadakara, was that he had to
be at the temple before it closed its doors for the night. “Faster,” Nafiz
Khan was thinking, “we should ride faster.“ He goaded his troops to hurry
to this obscure village where the temple was supposed to be, just beyond
the Payyoli township in the direction of the Kattiyadi river. From there it
was a clear two hours’ ride to Vadakara at night on another cart track
along the south bank of the river.
The temple was not a big one; visitors to Tipu’s court had told him.
Nowhere near the size of the temple in his own city of Srirangapatna,
whose main gopuram he always admired, but only from a distance. As
a devout Mussalman, he was not inclined to go anywhere near it. He
knew that his master Tipu Sultan, also respected that temple and that it
was one of the two Hindu shrines in the capital that were lucky to have
been spared by Tipu.
From what he had heard, Payyoli was an immensely rich temple. The
emerald necklace with the big diamond pendant adorning the Goddess,
was itself worth thousands of gold mohurs as narrated by those who had
actually seen it. Not to speak of the other ornaments, gold and silver
vessels and the lush paddy fields, banana plantations and coconut
groves that belonged to the temple. A really rich Goddess, he mused,
but definitely not richer than his king and master Tipu. His mind was
12
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engaged in making some absurd comparisons of the material wealth of
the human and the divine in order to forget the nagging pain from his
wound.
The land here was strewn with many temples, big and small, and
almost every second one seemed to be dedicated to Durga, or Kali, the
most popular deity in the parts lying southwest to his native state of
Mysore. There was a famous one for the same Goddess in nearby
Kondungallur; he had heard about it from the traveling traders who now
and then visited Tipu’s court. Of course, in his own Mysore, Durga was a
popular Goddess and Nafiz Khan recollected how every year the Hindus
celebrated the nine days of Durga Pooja so lavishly.
All this in a land ruled by a Mussalman king! The Hindus with their
hundreds of Gods, many of them have animal faces. One of them even
with that of a pig, an animal which the Mussalmans abhorred! Their preoccupation with idol worship, singing, and dancing in public with their
women walking freely around, showing their navels, below which they
draped their colorful saris.
“How, after all, is Tipu Sultan, a Mussalman ruler, permitting this?”
Nafiz Khan sometimes wondered.
Amidst these random thoughts on Mysore, there appeared somewhere an image of the wheat-complexioned and innocent face of the
girl in that city, whom his parents had chosen for his marriage. It was
planned to take place as soon as he returned from the current battles in
the Malabar coast area. A sense of warmth crept into his mind and his
pain in the forehead suddenly seemed to subside, at least for a few
moments.
“Jaldi, Jor se!” he shouted, turning his black-turbaned head backwards
to the riders behind. As he did so, the swift motion of his neck brought
the cut on his forehead directly into the line of the afternoon sun – just
for a moment, but it was enough to make it sting. Hurriedly he pulled
down the bottom layer of his black turban to cover the wound as well as
most of his forehead. His fingers that had just adjusted the cloth felt a bit
wet and he could sense his perspiration. When he glanced at his left
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hand before wiping away what he thought was sweat, he could see the
redness of his blood. Involuntarily, he pressed the black cloth of the
headdress more tightly against the wound.
By the time they reached the temple, it was twilight. The main doors
of the temple, exquisitely carved in massive teak and inlaid with silver and
bronze – or was it gold – were still wide open. The last pooja for the day
was ending and only a few devotees were present to take part in the religious prayer ritual. To the side stood the head priest and his teenage son,
who helped his father in carrying out the daily temple rituals.
“Tipu Sultan ki jai,” roared the thirty odd voices as they directed their
horses through the wooden carved portals of the temple, straight into
the foreyard, an open area which housed a stone Nandi and the
traditional stambam, 20-feet tall. The individual temple structures
installed with Durga, Shiva and Ganesha stood behind them.
Nafiz Khan signaled to his soldiers to wait outside; he would enter
the temple alone to see what was actually inside. A devout Moslem
himself, he respected any place of worship and his master and king Tipu
had advised him many a time to show the utmost reverence to the
followers of the other faiths – Hindus, Buddhists, Jains, even the latest
usurpers from Europe – Christians. Nafiz Khan displayed his good
manners by removing his riding boots and the black turban before he
stepped onto the cool granite flooring of the temple. He slowly moved
towards that part from where the sounds of the pooja bells were
emerging.
What surprised Nafiz Khan was the relative darkness inside the
temple, faintly lit by a few quivering coconut-oil lamps hung from above
and in niches carved into the granite pillars. The unmistakable stench of
burnt oil mixed with the fragrances of sandalwood paste, the vibuthi of
the Hindus and the roses and jasmine flowers filled his nose and lungs.
From a distance he could barely see the face of the Goddess but as he
approached the steps leading up to the sanctum sanctorum, the Brahmin
priest was just lifting the camphor lamp and moving it upwards in a
circular motion, in front of the idol. Nafiz Khan was able to get a glimpse
14
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of the Durga’s serene and smiling face. The dazzling greenness of large
emeralds strung together as a necklace adorned her neck. As the priest’s
hand with the lamp came down in the ritualistic clockwise motion, he
could clearly see, resting on the flower garlands below, the huge –
unbelievably huge diamond that formed the fabled pendant at the
bottom of the necklace. “Bigger than the Kohinoor?” Nafiz Khan
wondered.
The priest perhaps was so immersed in the pooja ritual that he did
not hear the onrush of the horses and the shouts of the soldiers outside.
The few devotees who had heard the sounds and had seen from a
distance the black turbans, full beards and flowing attire of the soldiers,
were in utter panic and had rushed to the topmost of five steps, as if
seeking close divine protection.
As Nafiz Khan, standing at the bottom of the five steps, raised his
eager head to look at the priest, he was surprised to find him totally
unruffled. His young son, aged eight or nine, seemed to be nervous as
he clung tightly to his father’s hand.
“Welcome, messenger of Tipu Sultan.” The Brahmin priest spoke
gently. “We knew that you would be coming here any time.” There was
no need to explain how he knew about this. Only the previous night the
priest had experienced an awesome dream in which the Goddess Devi
herself had appeared and instructed him what exactly was to be done
when the testing time came.
“You have come here for this, isn’t that all?” he continued, resting his
right forefinger on the gorgeous green necklace. “Take it, son, and leave
Her in peace – as well as all of us here,” he added and, bending towards
the idol, lifted the necklace which was intertwined with the marigold,
rose and jasmine garlands.
It took some maneuvering for the priest to extricate it from the
flowers, but before Nafiz Khan could recover from his surprise, he felt
the heaviness of the necklace in his hands.
Nafiz Khan could not believe what was happening. He hadn’t even
opened his mouth to demand the necklace and there it was. Stones
The Payyoli Pendant
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strung together as splendid as a golden chain, each stone the size of a
gooseberry growing in his Sultan’s garden back home in Srirangapatna,
cradled in his open palms.
“Dhanyavaad Swamiji, bahut bahut dhanyavaad!” Nafiz Khan lavishly
thanked the priest for having made his job so simple. Keeping the
precious necklace between his palms, he folded them together in an
expression of his gratitude- the pranam – the traditional way of saying
“Thank you.” Then he turned quickly and walked out – almost ran –
towards the open courtyard, his job over in such a surprisingly short time.
Joining his eagerly awaiting troops outside the temple building, he
raised his right hand high over his head and, holding firmly on to one
end of the necklace, let it fall freely downwards, revealing its entire
length. The soldiers gasped and then roared with delight “Nafiz Khan ki
jai, Tipu Sultan ki jai!”
Nafiz Khan proudly looked at the necklace, full of delight. Even in the
faint light of the moon now gently creeping over the landscape, the
green gems were shining. It seemed that the oil wick lamps lit under the
Nandi and around the foot of the stambam were also trying their best,
competing with the moon above, to bring out the chain’s full luster. To
Nafiz Khan, the emeralds somehow looked even more beautiful now
that they were his own.
Nafiz Khan slowly rolled the necklace in his hand, as if it were a rosary,
to allow his men to catch a glimpse of the size and number of green
stones. The soldiers kept on roaring and cheering, clapping their hands.
Nafiz Khan was also laughing loudly and as he did so the muscles of his
jaws and forehead compressed and expanded. The slash over the
eyebrow really hurt.
All of a sudden Nafiz Khan stopped laughing. His expression turned
serious. There was something wrong here, he thought. Then it occurred
to him. The diamond – the larger-than-the-Kohinoor diamond at the
bottom of the emerald necklace, which he clearly saw around the idol’s
neck – where was it? Where had it gone? Did it fall off when the priest
was trying to get the necklace freed from the garlands? Or did it drop off
16
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during his short walk from inside the temple to his present position? If it
had fallen to the ground, he would have definitely heard the sound.
He stared at the reddish-brown earth below and even knelt down to
examine it closely. Nothing. Still kneeling, his eyes traced the steps he
had taken walking out of the temple. Again nothing.
“Wait here!” he commanded his troops and quickly walked, almost
ran, back the same way he came, all the while examining closely first the
earth outside and then, almost crawling over it, the cool granite floor
inside the temple building. No sign whatever of a fallen diamond. Surely
he couldn’t miss it. That was a really huge stone set on a still larger
pendant.
This time it was even darker inside the temple. On their own, all the
oil lamps seemed to have died. Once again at the foot of the five steps
leading to the sanctum sanctorum, he saw that the carved wooden
doors, inlaid with silver, copper and bronze strips, were closed and he
could not see anything of the Goddess. He had half a mind to climb up
the steps, open the doors and enter the most sacred place of the temple,
but his good manners again advised him that it was not the right thing
to do. His master’s code of ethics for adjusting himself to the customs of
the Hindu faith was well entrenched in his mind. He looked around for
any signs of human presence but all that he felt was a sense of eeriness
all round. The devotees had all left, obviously through the north gate of
the temple and so had the priest with his son.
Rushing back to the temple courtyard, Nafiz Khan jumped onto his
horse and ordered two of his soldiers to follow him through the main
portal, clockwise around the temple to the north gate and from there in
pursuit of the Brahmin priest. In the distance he could see the lights of
the village coming from the few thatched huts that formed the Payyoli
settlement.
It was quite easy to track and overtake the priest and his son, who
were found walking hurriedly, almost jogging, along the cart track on
their way towards their home.
“Hey, you priest!” Nafiz Khan shouted, lifting the emerald necklace to
The Payyoli Pendant
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show it to the Brahmin. “Where is the diamond?” he thundered.
Standing beside the rather restless horse on which Nafiz Khan was
seated, the Brahmin looked upwards at him for a while. Then he quietly
said, “You wanted the emerald necklace and you have it. But what you
are asking now is not at all part of the necklace,” he continued, gently
pointing upwards to what Nafiz Khan was holding.
“This and the diamond pendant are altogether two different ornaments. The diamond happens to be Devi’s mangalasutra and even I dare
not touch it!”
These last words were uttered in a hushed tone, full of respect for the
most sacred ornament any Hindu woman wears, let alone his Goddess.
“I don’t believe you,” Nafiz Khan roared, “I saw it with my own eyes,
the diamond hanging at the bottom of this necklace. It was there,
together with this, all as one piece!” The emeralds were swaying furiously
in his hand, flashing even in the faint moonlight.
The priest smiled lightly through the darkness around them. “Then,
you would have as well seen the other smaller figure standing below the
main idol. Did you?” the priest asked. “A bronze one of Devi. The diamond
happens to form a separate pendant around that small statue’s neck.”
Nafiz Khan shook his head totally refusing to accept the Brahmin’s
explanation. “Then come, show it to me,” he thundered. “Now, you get
on to my horse. Your son will come with one of my soldiers … here, on
his horse. I have no time to lose. Let us go back to the temple,” he
ordered.
Back once again inside the temple, the priest had to first light the two
tall brass lamps to show to Nafiz Khan the other much smaller bronze
idol, kept right in front of the main granite figure. It stood up to the knees
of the main figure and almost rested against it.
“This is our Utsavamurthy, the bronze idol we take out in procession
during our annual festival,” he tried to explain.
In vain. The visitor in flowing black robes seemed to be fiercely
obstinate – as fierce as his looks.
“Please hand that pendant to me,” Nafiz Khan ordered.
18
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The Brahmin priest looked aghast.
“How dare you ask me to remove the most sacred mangalasutra from
my Devi?” he asked. “Even if you kill me, I won’t do it.” Then after a
moment of silence he slowly added, “Moreover, you must see for
yourself what happens if it is removed.”
The priest shifted one of the brass lamps closer to the idol so that
maximum light fell on the pendant. The diamond was sparkling with all
the sixty-four million separate colours a human eye is supposed to be
able to perceive. “Now look carefully,” he told Nafiz Khan.
Closing his eyes, as if feeling ashamed for doing something which is
the most abhorrent and sinful, he piously placed the palm of his right
hand under the pendant and slowly lifted the ornate gold base on which
the diamond was set, just a little bit above the bronze surface of the idol.
Nafiz Khan could not believe his eyes. The moment the pendant
ceased to touch the bronze, the glow of the diamond vanished. Its blinding luster and its million hues seemed to have disappeared, sucked into
the empty temple space around. It was now just a dull grey piece of
rock, almost black, which the priest was holding in his lifted palm to
show him.
“Now look,” the priest told him and gradually let go the pendant
gently swing back onto the idol. No sooner had it touched the bronze
than, as if by some magic, the diamond started to glow in all its full glory
and splendor.
“Show that again,” Nafiz Khan ordered and the drill was patiently
repeated by the priest over and over again, perhaps ten or twelve times.
And each time the pendant was lifted from the bronze surface, the
diamond went dead. It returned to life once it was again resting on the
bronze, where it belonged.
“I still insist on that diamond,” Nafiz Khan demanded, to which the
priest replied, “It will serve you no purpose, son, will be of no use to you.
If you want the diamond to be what it really is, you will have to take the
bronze idol along with it. And remember you cannot separate the two.
Both have to be always kept together. The diamond is nothing but Shiva
The Payyoli Pendant
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himself and the Goddess is his consort. She is actually wearing Him on
Her heart! You just saw what happens if you even slightly lift the pendant
a bit away from Her!”
After a short pause the Brahmin added, as if on an afterthought,
“Would you as a Mussalman really want to keep a Hindu Goddess’ idol
at your home? Can you do it? Would you be allowed to do it?”
The priest’s question was indeed pertinent, and a difficult one too.
Almost a riddle. How could he, a devout Moslem, keep a Hindu idol at
his home? A man practicing a faith that rejects any form of idol worship.
What would his parents say? How long can he keep it a secret? How will
he answer his moulwis? And, above all, the royal court and the Sultan?
Tipu is not the type who will condone lifting of Hindu idols from temples.
Nafiz Khan needed time to seriously think about these.
“I will be back tomorrow at the same time with my decision,” he replied.
“You are after all a good man. I can tell from the way in which you handed over this emerald necklace to me, without my even asking for it. I think
that I can trust you. By tomorrow, I must have that pendant, with or without the idol. I am sure that you will oblige me… like today! To be on the
safe side, I am coming with a larger force tomorrow, just in case you refuse to hand over the other ornament which has the diamond.”
“Regarding that bronze idol, I will have decided by then.” he
concluded.
The priest watched in silence as Nafiz Khan and his soldiers left the
temple through its southern portal, on their way to Vadakara. It was
already late and they were in a real hurry. After all no one lesser than the
Zamorin was waiting.
Next afternoon Nafiz Khan returned to the temple as promised, this
time with an army of over one hundred soldiers. Along with them were
half a dozen artillery gun carriages drawn by horses and a few elephants,
all given by the obliging Zamorin in Vadakara.
As he entered the now familiar sanctum sanctorum area of the
temple, he found no one there. No priest, no son, no devotees, no lamps,
no flowers and no stench of burnt oil.
20
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And no sign whatsoever of the bronze idol of the Goddess with the
diamond pendant either.
Only the main granite figure of the deity stood there, still smiling. “Is
she perhaps mocking at me?” Nafiz Khan asked himself, rather annoyed
and upset “What a fool I was to have really trusted that pujari,” angry at
both the temple priest and himself.
The village where the priest lived was also empty. Not a soul was
around.
Overnight it had turned into a ghost village. He searched the banks of
the Kuttiyad river, overflowing with the fresh monsoon rain rushing
through the south end of the village. No boatmen, no fisherwomen and
no begging mendicants resting peacefully within the granite mandapams, the stone pillared shelters used as a traveler’s resting place.
Just plain emptiness everywhere.
Nafiz Khan’s anger at this disappointment was overflowing like his
native Kabini river in spate during monsoon.
In the gunshots and destruction that followed, with the artillery spouting mortar after mortar, the till-yesterday-rich temple was reduced to
rubble. One direct hit on the sanctum sanctorum saw the main granite
idol of the Goddess hurtling through the smoke and fury of the attack,
flying through the air and landing among the stone rubble of the temple
walls to share space with the broken pieces of the carved wooden doors.
The idol’s left arm and lower part of the torso were torn apart from the
impact of the mortar hit and its subsequent fall. However, the face was
intact. And it was still smiling.
Two months later, as Nafiz Khan completed the conquest of
Kozhikode and was about to return to his native Srirangapatna, victorious
and full of glory, he was presented with a terse message from the court.
“The King acknowledges your valor and achievements on the battlefields
and wants to duly reward you for those courageous deeds. However His
Majesty feels that your behavior and the wanton destruction of the
Temple at Payyoli have wiped out all your achievements. The Sultan
considers this as a blot on his very own personal reputation as a fair and
The Payyoli Pendant

21

tolerant king. The King is generous to spare your life, which is the reward
you get for the victories you brought for him and the Kingdom of Mysore.
He commands that you are not to lead our armies back to Srirangapatna
and informs you that, with immediate effect, you are stripped of your
military ranks bestowed on you. You are hereby exiled from the
Kingdom of Mysore, never to enter it again. At the same time the Sultan
has been gracious enough to make arrangements that the girl your
parents have selected for you as your bibi is escorted from Mysore safely
to wherever you are, so that you can start your family life at any place
you decide to settle down.”
Many years thereafter, people in the villages around Payyoli, even up
to Vadakara in the north, talked in hushed tones about a madman wandering among the ruins of what was once a prosperous Durga temple,
churning up the rubble and stones, searching for something valuable he
seemed to have lost. The mothers in the villages made it a ritual to point
out this figure to their children while passing by the temple ruins. They
conveniently used him as their bogeyman, to threaten the children that
if they did not eat properly, especially the keerai, the healthy spinach, in
their once-a-day meal, or refused to drink the glass of sugarless cow’s milk
at bedtime, he would simply snatch them and carry them away.
The madman couldn’t have known that the pendant he was searching
for, with the larger-than-Kohinoor sized diamond, was still around the
neck of the small bronze idol, both lying safely buried in a small steel
box amongst the anthills and cactus plants of a wild growth, just a few
miles away from the very ruins that he was searching.
The Brahmin priest and his son had managed to quickly hide the idol
the same night Nafiz Khan had taken away the emerald necklace,
because he had threatened to come again the next day for the diamond
pendant.
What made the small girls and boys of Payyoli and the surrounding
hamlets shudder and shut their eyes in extreme horror, on merely
hearing the madman’s name, was the deep black scar so prominently
displayed on his left forehead.
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CHAPTER 1 –
FEBRUARY 2004
Harani had lain awake for quite some time now.
She wanted to look at the alarm clock
to find out what time it was.
“Six -o’clock? Or is it already seven?” she was trying to guess.
She looked at the direction of the wooden shelf on which they kept
the timeless, rusty Westclox alarm from her father’s schoolboy days and
suddenly realized that it was already safely packed in one of the cardboard boxes lying scattered on the floor, ready to be moved out.
The demolition squad from the government Public Works Departments
was coming in the morning and their hut as well all other dwellings in the
neighborhood were going to be torn down. All for making way for a new
super-express highway connecting Mangalore and Cape Comorin. A long
and tiring day ahead, Harani thought.
She turned her head to the right to get a glimpse of her mother
sleeping next to her. Poor mother was fast asleep, after all that last
minute packing work she was engaged in till late in the night.
Through the vertical iron crossbars, some of them badly bent, of the
only window to the front, she could see her father chatting with her uncle
outside. Both were talking rather loudly for this time of the day. They
seemed to be anxious and worried. Devaraj, her father, was a dhobi and
his life was going to change once his hut was demolished. He and his
family had to move on to the next village or town in search of a living.
Her uncle, whom she just addressed as Mama, was her mother’s younger
brother, who helped Devaraj in his work. While both men shared the
washing including beating the clothes on the flat rock surfaces near the
well, it was Mama who did most of the ironing, using the heavy black
box loaded with glowing red charcoal. And he was really good at it.
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The reason she couldn’t call her uncle by his name was that one day
in the future, she was destined to get married to him. Her parents had
already decided on that. But that was many years away, Harani was used
to thinking; she was just nine. Her uncle was much older, “Eight years to
go or even ten?” Harani often wondered.
Of course, she did know Mama’s name, as her parents called him
Abbas. It was indeed a Muslim name, but after all, the two – her mother
and uncle – were Muslims. And Devaraj as a Hindu, had taken the bold
step of marrying a Muslim girl, totally against the wishes of his family.
Not that the family of Harani’s mother approved of it either.
Harani knew that hers was a Hindu name, one of the many names
given to Goddess Parvathi. It was her father who had decided to give
her that name. Only her mother at times called her Zahira, which was
more of a pet name, typically Muslim. In her fourth standard in school,
the class teacher calling out the attendance roll always shouted out her
name as Harani Devaraj. Immediately after her name came the roll call
for Kamala Easwarappa, her best friend and neighbor.
When will the squad come and what exactly are they going to do?
Harani wanted to see how the demolition work was actually going to be
carried out, even though it was going to be painful to see their house
being smashed and ripped apart. The same fate also awaited Kamala’s
hut, two doors away from theirs.
What will they do to the small temple Mama has built behind their
hut? They dare not destroy it, Harani thought, or the Goddess in there will
pluck out their eyes with the only hand she had. Abbas had found this
broken statue, with just one arm and part of the torso missing, somewhere among the ruins in a village to the north and had brought it home
in their cart drawn by a single bullock. The cart and the old bullock were
part and parcel of their livelihood as it carried all the dirty clothes to the
well for washing and once beaten and cleaned there, the same bullock
cart brought the clothes back for ironing. Abbas did the ironing outside
their hut and also stitched back the fallen buttons, sewed up the torn
shirt pockets and darned the holes in Kamala’s white school socks.
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“Anna,” Abbas had said to Devaraj the day he brought home the
granite figure, “They were clearing up the ruins of that broken-down
temple for building a new one. They say that the new temple will be
ready in three years. I found this and decided to bring it as a present to
you. I may be a Muslim, but this is after all a Hindu home, yours. You will
be blessed if you have this in your house. And if you are blessed, we all
– my sister, Harani and I – all of us will also be blessed.”
Abbas himself had built the small shrine with some broken bricks and
mud walls with an asbestos sheet for its roof. Every Friday evening, after
Abbas finished his prayers, he would join Devaraj and help him in
lighting the oil lamps for the Goddess. Abbas always wore a white
embroidered cap, a rather loose one that came down as far as his ears.
He never said his prayers without it on.
As a matter of fact, he always wore the cap and Harani recollected
with difficulty the very few occasions she had actually seen him without
the cap. On those few times, she noticed how long his hair was,
overflowing onto both front and back parts of his head.
How he could keep all that amount of hair under the cap she had
always wondered. It was like the sardarjee who lived in the hut across the
road, whom she saw daily morning with his turban removed and all that
hair flowing down from his head, busily brushing his teeth near the well.
And later in the morning all that hair got neatly wrapped up and hidden
under the turban.
During the Friday pooja, while Devaraj seriously muttered the few
sanskrit words he knew, Abbas would stand with his hands folded and
watch with devotion the face of the granite idol he had brought home.
Although the lower part of the figure and one hand were missing, the
face was intact and it had a wonderful smile on it.
“On Friday evenings I first pray facing towards the west and then pray
facing the east,” Abbas used to joke very often. On one such occasion
Harani asked him, “Then Mama, on what day of the week do you pray
towards north and south?” and everybody, including Kamala and her
grandmother, who happened to be there, laughed and laughed. “Clever
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girl, this one!” Kamala’s grandmother had remarked and there was
unconcealed pride in Devaraj’s eyes as he smiled at his smart daughter.
It was time to wake up mother, Harani thought. The demolition squad
may appear anytime. Not necessary, she argued to herself, they were supposed to come last Saturday itself and Harani’s mother had packed their
belongings in the same cardboard boxes, ready for the road. But no squad
came. Mama told them that the big machine – he called it bulldozer- had
developed a brake failure just three miles from their homes and was getting repaired. So the demolition for that day was cancelled. Poor mother had to unpack all the things from the cardboard boxes so that existence
could continue for some more days, till the actual demolition happened.
It was almost ten o’clock when Harani could hear the commotion
outside along with the sound of a roaring engine. She ran out and there
were the fifteen to twenty men of the demolition squad, accompanied by
a huge yellow machine. “This is perhaps what Mama had called a
bulldozer,” Harani thought. With its crane looking towards the sky and
shovel dangling from its nose, Harani felt that in many ways it looked like
an elephant, size wise, with the lifted crane resembling its trunk. There
were also a dozen or so policemen with lathis and guns, just in case there
were any violent protests from the dwellers.
Abbas and a few others were arguing fiercely with the demolition
squad, which seemed to be the sole reason for all the commotion Harani
had heard. Their objections seemed to be regarding the squad’s intentions to break down the parapet of their well and fill it up with the rubble
from the demolished mud huts. The well was right in the middle of the
fifteen odd huts and had been the only source of drinking water for all
of them all these years, apart from providing water for Devaraj’s washing
work and the sardarjee’s daily teeth-brushing. The squad was equally
determined to demolish the temple Abbas had built in Devaraj’s
backyard. For the seventy-odd dwellers of that slum, both were equally
precious objects – the water and the Goddess.
“We have strict instructions to demolish the entire area marked in this
map,” the chief of the demolition squad was shouting, waving a huge
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blueprint in his hand. He was wholeheartedly supported by a police
inspector, who said to Abbas in a rather menacing tone, “Now look, don’t
cause any trouble, young man. See the policemen with the guns? We
have been authorized to even shoot if necessary.”
Abbas was still arguing at the top of his voice as the yellow machine
started to roll mercilessly across the huts, their mud walls crumbling
under its powerful wheels. Their tires are even taller than me, Harani
thought. Doors and windows, thatched roofs and tin sheet partitions were
all smothered to bits, almost to dust. Harani could hear many people
moaning and wailing. The yellow machine roared mercilessly across the
huts on one side of the road, then over the parapet wall around the well,
and turning around to the other side of the road where Harani’s hut
stood, rolled over all the dwellings including theirs and Kamala’s.
As the machine trampled over the tiles of their roof and moved towards
the backyard in the direction of the temple, Devaraj shouted “Abbas! Come
away, you are going to be hurt!” Immediately, he was joined by a large
number of voices shouting “Abbas, Abbas! Don’t be foolish! Move out!” But
Abbas was still standing steadfast right in front of the temple he had built.
He seemed to be resolute. Harani’s mother was screaming, “Abbas Bhai,
what are you doing? Don’t you see that thing coming?” Even Harani shouted a couple of times at the top of her voice, “Mama, Mama, run! RUN!”
All of no use. Abbas continued his stance. The machine was just two
feet from Abbas, when the chief of the demolition squad shouted to the
driver of the yellow machine “Stop that bulldozer! That fellow seems to
be mad! Apply the brakes! We will make the police physically remove the
chap from that spot and put him in jail!”
The driver, who seemed to be waiting exactly for this particular
instruction from his boss, obliged immediately by pressing hard on the
brake pedal.
But this time too, as it had behaved the previous Saturday three miles
away from the rubbles and ruins of today, the brake system of the
bulldozer failed and the yellow elephant just continued to roll and roll,
amidst gasps, disbelief, shouts and shrieks of the onlookers.
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