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For the villages that still remember
the sound of rain on tiled roofs,
for the forests that keep their secrets,
and for the old voices
that refuse to disappear into silence.
And for those who still believe
that stories walk beside us at dusk.
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There are places where the boundary between the ordinary and the mysterious is very thin.

In the hill villages of southern India, rain falls not merely as weather but as inheritance. Forests are spoken of as living beings. Rivers carry memory. Old houses keep grief in their courtyards. Certain paths are avoided after sunset not because anyone has seen danger, but because generations have agreed that silence itself deserves respect.

The stories in this collection emerge from such landscapes.

These are not tales of grand kingdoms or heroic battles. They belong instead to drummers, widows, ferrymen, farmers, orphan girls, wandering monks, and children who follow fireflies into dark forests. Many of them stand at the edge of change — between old belief and modern certainty, between memory and forgetting, between the village and the forest slowly moving closer.

Though fictional, these stories are deeply rooted in the emotional truth of Malnad life: the intimacy with rain, the weight of caste and custom, the loneliness of abandoned houses, and the quiet persistence of wonder.

If these pages carry any purpose, it is perhaps this: to listen carefully to the small voices often drowned by the noise of the world.

Because sometimes, in the middle of a storm, the oldest stories speak again.
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The villages of the Western Ghats are shaped by water, shadow, and waiting.

For months every year, rain governs everything — speech, travel, harvest, memory, even sleep. Roofs leak. Rivers swell. Hills vanish behind curtains of mist. In such places, imagination grows naturally beside daily life. The supernatural is rarely dramatic; it arrives quietly, like the smell of wet earth before a storm.

A cow staring toward distant hills.
Rice grinding in an empty house.
A shadow turning the wrong direction.
Songs hidden in pepper vines.
A lamp lit every monsoon for a missing son.
The people in these stories do not always seek mystery. Often, they merely endure life: loneliness, caste divisions, fading traditions, grief, migration, hunger, aging, and love that arrives too late. Yet the land around them seems unwilling to remain silent. Forests answer. Rain remembers. Wells reveal secrets. Trees become witnesses.

At the heart of this collection lies a single question:

What happens when memory refuses to die?

The stories move through villages both real and imagined — places where myth still breathes beneath ordinary existence. Some tales carry tenderness; others carry unease. Some end with revelation, others with silence. But all belong to the same landscape: a world where human lives remain inseparable from rivers, animals, seasons, rituals, and the unseen presences that inhabit them.

May these stories linger like rainwater on areca leaves long after the final page.
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1. The Lamp Beneath the Jackfruit Tree
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Rain had begun before dawn, not with thunder, but with the slow breathing sound that old tiled roofs make when the first monsoon water settles into them after months of heat. The village of Keregudde still lay inside darkness. Mist clung low over the areca gardens. Water dripped from the jackfruit leaves in patient intervals, as though the trees themselves were counting time.

From the temple hill came the distant hollow sound of the first bell.

Not a loud bell. Only one soft strike.

It dissolved into fog.

By then, Devamma was already awake.

She sat on the floor near the kitchen doorway, her thin knees drawn up beneath the faded indigo sari she had worn through three monsoons without replacing. Before her stood a brass oil lamp blackened by years of smoke. Her fingers moved slowly, rubbing old cotton wick between thumb and forefinger. The flame had not yet been lit, but the smell of sesame oil already mingled with damp earth and the cold ash from last night’s firewood.

The house around her carried the smell of age and rainwater. Moss had entered the cracks between stones years ago and never left. The wooden beams above were swollen dark from monsoon after monsoon. In one corner, brass vessels reflected faint fragments of dawn like sleeping eyes.

Beyond the backyard wall stood the jackfruit tree.

Even in darkness, its shape could be recognized.

Huge. Silent. Watching.

People said the tree was older than the temple itself. Older than the tiled houses on Agrahara Street. Older perhaps than the stone steps leading to the river. Its roots had broken through the courtyard wall years ago and entered the earth beneath the cowshed like thick black snakes searching for memory.

Devamma looked toward it before lighting the lamp.

Every morning she looked first at the tree.

Not at God.

Not at the rain.

At the tree.

Then she lit the wick.

The flame trembled weakly before steadying itself.

“Ayyo... don’t shake like that,” she whispered softly, as if speaking to a child waking from sleep. “Rain has only begun.”

Her voice disappeared into the sound of water falling from roof edges.

Outside, somewhere beyond the flooded fields, a koel called once.

Then silence again.

In Keregudde, silence was never empty. It carried layers — insects beneath stones, frogs hidden in wet grass, river water rubbing itself against rocks, bamboo groves creaking in wind, sleeping cattle shifting inside sheds, old people coughing behind closed doors, and distant trees drinking rain in darkness.

The village listened even while asleep.

Devamma rose slowly, lifting the brass lamp in both hands. Her back bent more sharply now than last year. The left knee no longer obeyed her fully during cold weather. Still, every monsoon night and every monsoon dawn, she carried the lamp herself.

No one else was allowed to touch it.

She crossed the narrow backyard carefully. Rainwater had turned the earth soft beneath her feet. The smell rose immediately — wet red soil, crushed tulasi leaves, cow dung washed clean by rain, and the bitter green smell of broken jackfruit stems.

The jackfruit tree waited at the far edge of the yard where the land sloped downward toward the forest.

There, beneath the thick roots, hidden behind hanging moss and wild turmeric plants, stood a small hollow shrine made from three uneven stones.

No deity rested inside.

Only ash.

And memory.

Devamma bent slowly and placed the lamp inside the hollow.

For a moment the flame illuminated the roots above her. Thick roots twisting downward into darkness. Rainwater sliding along bark. Tiny white mushrooms blooming from cracks like pale ears listening to the earth.

She folded her hands.

“Come home if you are alive,” she whispered.

Then after a long silence:

“And if not... at least come once in my dream without rain.”

The wind moved suddenly through the trees.

Not strongly.

Just enough to disturb the flame.

Devamma remained still.

Thirty years had passed since her son Raghava entered the forest path behind the jackfruit tree during another monsoon and failed to return.

No body had been found.

No blood.

No torn cloth.

Nothing.

Only his footprints ending near the old bamboo grove above Hulikal stream.

In villages like Keregudde, disappearance did not remain an event. It became weather. It entered walls, rituals, conversations, marriages, fears. It changed the direction people looked while speaking.

For years villagers had searched.

Men carrying lanterns.

Temple drummers beating through fog to frighten wild animals.

Lower-caste laborers sent deeper into the forest than others dared go.

Even the old priest from Devarakadu shrine had tied neem leaves around his wrists and walked barefoot through rain chanting protection mantras.

Nothing.

After some months, people stopped speaking his name directly before Devamma.

After some years, they stopped mentioning him at all.

But every monsoon she lit the lamp.

At first villagers pitied her.

Then they feared her.

Now they simply accepted the ritual as part of the village itself, like floodwater near the riverbank or smoke rising from cremation grounds during winter mornings.

Children grew up hearing about the lamp before they learned the names of certain gods.

“Do not wander near Devamma’s jackfruit tree after dusk.”

“If the lamp goes out suddenly, heavy rain will come.”

“Sometimes another shadow stands beside her there.”

“Raghava still walks the forest path when bamboo flowers.”

Stories changed shape over years.

Truth dissolved into moss.

Devamma no longer argued with anyone.

She had crossed beyond embarrassment long ago.

Rain thickened.

Water struck the leaves now with greater force. The forest beyond the slope appeared almost black beneath the dawn sky. Somewhere deep inside it came the low rolling sound of thunder.

Or perhaps temple drums.

In monsoon weather it became difficult to separate one from the other.

Devamma turned slowly toward the house.

As she walked back, she noticed fresh footprints near the back fence.

Not hers.

Not cattle.

Bare human footprints.

Half-filled already with rainwater.

She stopped.

The prints had come from the forest side.

Not from the village.

Her fingers tightened around the wet edge of her sari.

For a long moment she simply stared.

The rain continued falling steadily around her. From the temple street came the faint sound of women sweeping front yards with coconut brooms. Smoke began rising from kitchens across the village. Somewhere a child cried sleepily. A bullock shook bells tied around its neck.

Ordinary morning sounds.

But the footprints remained.

Five clear impressions in the mud.

Leading toward the jackfruit tree.

Not away from it.

Devamma looked toward the lamp hidden beneath the roots.

The flame still burned.

Very softly.

Almost breathing.

Behind her, from somewhere beyond the flooded areca gardens, a flute began to play.

Only a few notes.

Thin and wandering in the rain.

Devamma closed her eyes.

Because for one terrible moment, after thirty years of silence, she recognized the tune.
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2. The Village That Slept One Hour Late
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Before dawn, the hills around Bettadahalli always disappeared first.

Not slowly.

Not gently.

One moment the slopes stood dark against the night sky, heavy with forests and dripping rock faces, and the next they dissolved into mist as if the earth itself had withdrawn behind a veil. During monsoon months the hills became creatures of breath and silence. They emerged only when they wished to be seen.

That morning, rain had fallen through the night without interruption.

Not storm rain.

Not violent rain.

The kind that entered the bones of houses.

The kind that softened walls, swelled doors, loosened roof tiles, and filled sleeping minds with strange dreams whose sadness remained even after waking. Water slid from every edge of the village. Moss drank deeply from stone. The narrow paths between houses had become channels of moving mud carrying away flower petals, ash, and forgotten footprints.

From the forest beyond the river came the smell of soaked bamboo and rotting leaves.

The first temple bell rang before sunrise.

One slow strike.

Then another.

The sound spread through fog and rainwater, touched the tiled roofs of Agrahara Street, crossed the flooded paddy fields, climbed the areca slopes, and disappeared somewhere among the wet hills where no human voice could follow.

But no one in Bettadahalli woke.

Inside their houses, people remained asleep.

Men who usually rose before dawn to inspect cattle.

Women who never allowed the kitchen fire to die before first light.

Old widows who counted prayer beads before sunrise.

Children who slept lightly during thunder.

Even dogs remained curled beneath verandas without stirring.

Only the rain continued moving.

In the priest’s house near the temple pond, the lamp beneath the tulasi shrine had burned itself out. The old priest, Narayan Bhatta, lay asleep beside shelves of damp palm-leaf manuscripts while water dripped steadily through a crack in the roof into a brass vessel beside him.

In the lower settlement near the flooded fields, Mari the cattle herder snored beside his rope cot with one hand still wrapped around the wooden staff he carried even while sleeping. He feared silence more than wild animals. Since childhood he had believed that true danger arrived not with noise, but with the sudden absence of it.

In another part of the village, beneath a sagging roof blackened by years of smoke, Gangavva dreamed once again of grinding rice beside her dead mother while rainwater rose slowly around their feet.

The whole village slept.

And dawn waited outside like an unwelcome traveler.

Only one person remained awake.

Old Seethakka sat beneath the front veranda of her crumbling house at the edge of Bettadahalli where the forest path began. Her house had once belonged to a respected family of oil pressers, but now only cracked walls, leaning pillars, and a courtyard full of weeds remained. The younger generation had gone to Shivamogga years ago. One son drove buses in Mysore. Another sold mobile phones in Bengaluru and visited only during funerals.

But Seethakka stayed.

Old people remained where memory buried them.

Before her stood a brass lamp shielded from wind by an overturned clay pot. Beside it lay a bundle of drying firewood she had gathered before the rains deepened. Her thin white hair hung loose across her shoulders like wet thread.

She watched the eastern hills.

Waiting.

The rain touched the earth softly around her.

Still no dawn.

Her eyes narrowed.

“Ayyo...” she murmured. “Again.”

Beyond the hills, somewhere hidden behind fog and monsoon cloud, the sun had already risen. She knew this not by light but by the behavior of birds. The treepies had begun calling. Frogs were retreating from the pathways. Somewhere deep in the valley a rooster crowed uncertainly, confused by the darkness.

But Bettadahalli remained suspended inside pre-dawn gloom.

As though morning itself refused to enter.

Seethakka spat betel juice into the rainwater and shook her head.

“The hills have frightened it,” she whispered.

No one listened.

No one ever listened now.

Three weeks earlier she had first noticed it. Dawn arriving late. Not by clocks — nobody in Bettadahalli trusted clocks fully — but by older measures. The smell of flowers opening. The timing of temple bells. The movement of cattle. The angle of mist above the river. The slow awakening of insects inside bamboo groves.

Sunrise happened elsewhere.

Light reached the village one hour later.

At first people dismissed her.

Then they laughed.

Then they stopped discussing it because too many things had quietly begun to feel wrong.

Milk curdled faster.

Dogs barked toward empty pathways at dusk.

Children woke crying from dreams of flooded wells.

A swarm of red ants crossed the temple steps and vanished into cracks beneath the sanctum.

And every morning the village slept deeper than before.

As though night itself had grown roots.

Seethakka lifted the lamp and shielded the flame from rain with her palm.

The hills before her appeared almost alive in fog. Dark folds of forest descending into valleys thick with areca gardens, wild pepper vines, abandoned shrines, hidden streams, and old footpaths used only during funerals. Certain slopes still carried stories from before memory — stories of wandering saints, famine migrations, women who vanished into forests during drought years, and hunters who returned unable to speak after nights alone in bamboo groves.

In Malnad, hills did not merely surround villages.

They watched them.

The rain thickened suddenly.

Wind moved through the jackfruit trees with a low restless sound.

Seethakka looked toward the old burial path beyond the river.

Something was moving there.

At first she thought it was fog.

Then she saw the lantern.

A dim yellow light swaying slowly through rain.

Not from the village side.

From the forest side.

Her fingers tightened around the brass lamp.

Nobody used that path anymore except during cremation processions.

The hanging bridge beyond it had partially collapsed two monsoons ago.

Still the lantern moved.

Slowly.

Steadily.

Toward Bettadahalli.

Seethakka stood.

Her knees trembled beneath her weight, but she remained staring into rain.

The figure carrying the lantern could not yet be seen clearly. Only the swinging light appeared through mist, disappearing and returning between trees.

Behind her the village remained asleep.

No kitchen smoke.

No sweeping sounds.

No temple conch.

No grinding stones.

Nothing.

Even the river below seemed to flow quietly, as though listening.

Then somewhere deep inside the forest a drum sounded.

One beat.

Far away.

Not temple rhythm.

Something older.

The hills gathered the sound and returned it slowly through rainwater.

Seethakka closed her eyes.

Because suddenly she remembered a story her grandmother once told beside a dying fire during another season of endless rain.

There are years, the old woman had whispered, when dawn loses courage.

Years when the hills remember the dead too strongly.

Years when villages sleep later because the night does not wish to leave.

At the time Seethakka had laughed.

Now, standing alone before the waking darkness of Bettadahalli, she no longer laughed at anything the old people had feared.

The lantern continued approaching through the rain.

And still the village slept.
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3. The Drummer of Karigadde
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The thunder began before the rain.

Far beyond the hills, somewhere behind the dark shoulders of the forest, the sky rolled inward upon itself with a slow breathing sound that reached Karigadde long before the first drop touched earth. In the village, people paused instinctively when they heard it. Women lifting soaked clothes from courtyard stones looked toward the west. Farmers standing knee-deep in paddy water straightened their backs. Dogs crept beneath verandas. Even the cattle grew restless before storms in Malnad, as though the clouds carried old memories hidden inside them.

But only one man smiled when thunder arrived.

Mallayya, the temple drummer, stood beneath the banyan tree outside the shrine of Beeradevara and listened with lowered eyes.

Again the sound moved across the hills.

Not noise.

Not weather.

Rhythm.

He could hear it clearly now.

Three deep beats.

A pause.

Then another rising pulse beneath the sky, enormous and alive.

His fingers twitched unconsciously against his thigh.

“Aadi tala...” he murmured.

Rain-smell thickened around him — wet bark, smoke from dying kitchen fires, crushed tulasi leaves, cow dung softening beneath drizzle, and the sharp bitter scent of wild pepper vines climbing the old shrine wall.

The first monsoon storm of Ashada had finally reached Karigadde.

Above the village, the forests darkened.

Karigadde rested where the hills folded inward around a river valley thick with areca gardens and paddy fields. From a distance the village appeared almost hidden beneath trees — only the temple tower rising above the green like an old memory refusing burial. Houses climbed the slope unevenly according to caste and inheritance. The tiled homes of landlords and priests stood closer to the temple street where the stone pathways remained relatively dry even during heavy rain. Farther downhill near the flooded edges of fields lived laborers, drummers, basket weavers, cattle skinners, and forest workers in smaller houses roofed with rusted tin or cracked Mangalore tiles held down by stones.

Water carried hierarchy through the village as naturally as rivers carried silt.

During monsoon, rain from the upper streets flowed downward through every courtyard before collecting near the lower settlement. Children there joked bitterly that even dirty water knew caste.

Mallayya had grown up hearing such jokes spoken softly beside cooking fires.

Now, at forty-three, he no longer laughed at them.

Thunder rolled again.

Closer this time.

He looked toward the hills.

Clouds gathered above Devarabetta like enormous dark cattle pressing against one another. Mist drifted through bamboo groves halfway up the slopes. Somewhere inside those forests stood ruined shrines older than memory itself — shrines swallowed by roots, visited only during drought years when villagers carried oil lamps uphill begging forgotten gods for rain.

Old people said thunder behaved differently above those hills.

Not everyone heard the same thing inside it.

Mallayya always had.

Since childhood.

Even before he touched a drum.

Especially at night.

Sometimes lying awake beside his brothers in the cramped mud-walled house near the riverbank, he would hear rhythms hidden inside distant storms — layered beats, impossible patterns, calls and responses moving through clouds like invisible processions. He once tried describing them to his father.

His father slapped him hard enough to split his lip.

“Do your work,” the old man had warned quietly. “Thunder is not speaking to you.”

After that Mallayya remained silent.

But the rhythms never stopped.

Now rain began.

Large heavy drops striking banyan leaves one by one.

Temple bells sounded from within the shrine.

The evening puja was beginning.

Mallayya lifted the chende drum hanging from his shoulder and stepped toward the temple courtyard. His bare feet sank slightly into wet earth. Water already flowed between the stone steps carrying yellow flower petals downward toward the lower streets.

Near the entrance, villagers moved instinctively aside to let Narayan Bhatta pass first beneath the carved wooden doorway. The priest’s white dhoti remained spotless despite mud everywhere. Behind him walked two upper-caste landlords discussing areca prices and road construction near the taluk town.

Mallayya lowered his gaze as they passed.

Not out of reverence.

Habit.

Certain gestures entered the body before thought.

He was allowed to drum for the deity.

Allowed to stand outside during rituals.

Allowed to announce festivals, funerals, eclipses, and temple processions.

But not allowed beyond the inner stone threshold.

Even sound had boundaries in Karigadde.

Rain thickened rapidly now, drumming upon tiled roofs with gathering force. Wind moved through the peepal trees beside the temple pond. Oil lamps flickered beneath shrine alcoves blackened by centuries of smoke.

Mallayya tightened the drum straps across his chest.

Then he began playing.

The first beats rose slowly into rain.

Deep.

Measured.

Ancient.

The sound traveled outward through the wet evening, across flooded fields and silent courtyards where women cleaned rice beneath dim lamps. Children paused beside doorways listening. Old men chewing betel leaf beneath verandas nodded unconsciously to the rhythm. Even those who never looked directly at Mallayya during daylight recognized his playing immediately.

His father had taught him discipline.

The drum must never show hunger.

Never show anger.

Never overpower prayer.

But tonight something else moved through his hands.

Thunder answered from the hills.

Mallayya struck harder.

A strange unease entered the rhythm.

Not mistake.

Not performance.

Recognition.

Again thunder rolled.

This time the pattern arrived clearly.

Five descending pulses.

Then silence.

Then two rising strikes hidden beneath the clouds.

Mallayya’s breath caught.

His fingers froze for half a heartbeat before continuing.

He knew that sequence.

Impossible.

No human drummer in Karigadde played that tala anymore. The rhythm belonged to old spirit processions abandoned decades earlier after a cholera outbreak. His grandfather once described them while drunk — processions where drummers entered trance beside forest shrines and played until their palms bled.

The temple committee had forbidden those rhythms long ago.

Too wild.

Too dangerous.

Too close to older gods.

Rainwater streamed from the temple roof.

The priest glanced briefly toward Mallayya now.

Something in the rhythm had disturbed him too.

Villagers shifted uneasily beneath the veranda.

Thunder came again.

Mallayya answered instinctively.

The forbidden tala emerged fully from his drum.

Not consciously.

Not rebellion.

The rhythm simply arrived through him like floodwater breaking a weakened embankment.

The sound changed the air itself.

Children stopped whispering.

Dogs began barking downhill near the river.

A woman carrying camphor lamps stumbled slightly and turned toward the forest.

Mallayya no longer saw the courtyard clearly.

Only rain.

Only darkness trembling above the hills.

Only the enormous heartbeat moving through thunder.

His hands struck the drum faster now.

Older patterns surfaced from somewhere beyond memory. Rhythms his father never taught him. Rhythms perhaps heard long ago by forgotten drummers standing barefoot beneath these same monsoon clouds while forests still stretched unbroken across the hills.

The storm answered violently.

Thunder cracked directly above Karigadde.

Several women gasped.

Temple lamps flickered.

And somewhere near the outer courtyard wall, an old man whispered:

“Devaru...”

God.

Or fear.

In villages like Karigadde the two often resembled each other.

Mallayya stopped suddenly.

The final drumbeat dissolved into rainwater.

Silence spread heavily through the temple courtyard.

Only the storm continued breathing.

Narayan Bhatta stared at him from near the sanctum doorway.

Not anger.

Something more uncertain.

As though the priest himself had heard another presence moving briefly beneath the sound.

Mallayya lowered the drum slowly.

Water dripped from his hair onto the stone floor.

Nobody spoke.

Then from the darkness beyond the temple pond came the long trembling cry of a night bird.

And deep inside the forest, almost hidden beneath rain, another drum answered.
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4. When the Bamboo Flowered

[image: ]


The first person to see the flowers was a child gathering firewood before rain.

Not in daylight.

Not fully.

Only in that uncertain hour before dawn when the hills of Malnad seemed neither asleep nor awake, and every tree carried the shape of something remembered from dreams. Mist drifted low through the bamboo groves above Kallurhadi. Water clung to spider webs between the stems. The forest floor smelled of wet leaves, mushrooms, and old earth softened by weeks of monsoon rain.

Twelve-year-old Ningi had climbed the slope barefoot with a bundle rope around her shoulder and a sickle hanging loosely from one hand. She belonged to the forest settlement below the landlord fields where houses stood close together under rusted roofs, and where smoke from cooking fires remained trapped beneath trees long after sunrise.

Her mother had sent her early.

“Bring dry wood if the forest has mercy,” she had said.

The child knew where to search beneath rocks and fallen trunks untouched by rain. She knew which trees carried snakes after storms. She knew the smell of elephant movement and the silence that entered forests before landslides. Children in Kallurhadi learned such things before letters.

As she entered the bamboo grove, she stopped.

Something pale shimmered high among the stems.

At first she thought mist had caught in branches.

Then she saw the flowers.

Thousands.

Small grey-white blooms spreading through the bamboo like ash settling after invisible fire.

The grove stood utterly still around them.

No bird called.

No insect moved.

Even the dripping rainwater seemed to hesitate before touching earth.

Ningi felt fear immediately, though she did not yet understand why.

Old fear often reached children before meaning did.

She stepped backward slowly.

The bamboo creaked above her in the windless dawn.

Flowering.

The word rose in her mind like something forbidden.

Her grandmother once spoke about it beside the grinding stone during another monsoon many years ago. Bamboo flowers brought hunger. Rats multiplied. Crops failed. People disappeared. Old debts returned. Buried grief climbed back into houses.

“Bamboo does not flower for itself,” the old woman had whispered. “It flowers when the hills remember something terrible.”

At the time the adults scolded her for frightening children.

Now the grove stood flowering before Ningi’s eyes.

She dropped the firewood rope and ran downhill through rain.

By sunrise, the news had already spread across Kallurhadi.

Villages in the hills carried rumor faster than rivers carried floodwater.

Men gathering near the tea stall fell silent mid-conversation. Women washing brass vessels beside the stream stopped scrubbing and looked toward the upper slopes. Old people began counting years beneath their breath.

Forty-eight.

Maybe fifty.

No one agreed exactly when the bamboo had flowered last.

But everyone remembered what followed.

Famine.

Fever.

Bodies carried downhill wrapped in wet cloth.

Fields stripped by rats.

Three suicides near the eastern well.

And the landslide that swallowed half the forest path during Kartika month.

The dead remained longer in village memory than the living.

Rain fell steadily through the morning.

Kallurhadi lay folded between three hills where the forest descended almost into the courtyards. Areca gardens spread across the lower slopes in dark green rows dripping endlessly during monsoon months. Beyond them stood paddy fields already flooded silver beneath clouded skies. Narrow footpaths wound through jackfruit trees, pepper vines, shrines blackened by oil smoke, abandoned cattle sheds, and old stone wells where frogs sang loudly after dusk.

Above everything rose the bamboo forests.

Watching.

Always listening.

The village itself seemed built from dampness and waiting. Moss climbed walls faster than paint could survive. Roof tiles cracked under endless rain. Smoke lived inside clothes. Even silence carried moisture.

At the upper end of the village stood the large ancestral homes near the temple street — houses with carved pillars, inner courtyards, and brass lamps polished each Friday by daughters-in-law who rarely raised their eyes while speaking before elders. Lower-caste workers lived farther downhill where rainwater collected near the edge of fields and the earth remained soft even during summer.

Hierarchy flowed naturally through geography.

Who climbed uphill.

Who stepped aside on narrow paths.

Who entered through the temple gate.

Who waited outside beneath rain.

These things required no explanation.

Children inherited them before language.

By afternoon, people had begun visiting the bamboo grove in cautious groups.

Nobody entered alone.

Even the landlord Venkataraya, who mocked superstition after returning from college in Mysore, refused to walk beneath the flowering stems without the old priest accompanying him.

The priest, Shankara Bhat, carried an umbrella patched with black thread and smelled faintly of camphor and medicinal oil. Age had bent him forward slightly, but his voice still retained ritual authority.

When he saw the flowers, he removed his sandals.

No one spoke for some time.

Rainwater dripped from bamboo leaves in slow intervals.

The flowers themselves appeared almost fragile. Pale clusters emerging from every stem like tired breath.

Beautiful.

But beauty in Malnad was often accompanied by warning.

“The hills are restless again,” the priest murmured finally.

Venkataraya forced a laugh.

“Bamboo flowers because nature decides. Not because spirits become restless.”

The old priest did not answer immediately.

Instead he touched one flowering branch gently.

“Nature also decides through spirits,” he said quietly.

No one argued further.

Deep inside the grove, a bamboo stem knocked suddenly against another with a hollow sound like distant wood being struck.

Several villagers turned at once.

The forest had its own way of entering conversations.

Among those standing near the back of the group was Lakshmi.

She had returned to Kallurhadi three months earlier after her husband’s death in Shivamogga. Widowhood had sharpened her silence. She now lived in her brother’s house near the abandoned rice mill where monsoon water seeped constantly through walls smelling of mildew and old grain.

As others whispered fearfully about famine omens, Lakshmi looked instead toward the narrow upper path disappearing into the mist beyond the grove.

That path once led to a ruined shrine where she used to meet Devendra thirty years ago before caste, family pride, and fear separated them.

She had not thought of him in years.

Not truly.

Memory in villages survived like roots beneath wet earth — hidden until rain loosened the soil.

Now the flowering bamboo had opened something old inside her.

She remembered his hands stained with drumwood sap.

The smell of rain on his shawl.

The way he once said forests listened more kindly than people.

Devendra belonged to the drummer caste from the lower settlement near the river. Their meetings had ended before they properly began. Her father discovered them during one monsoon festival and beat her mother for failing to guard the family’s honor. Within months Lakshmi was married elsewhere.

Devendra left Kallurhadi soon after.

Some said he joined a traveling folk troupe.

Some claimed he drank himself into madness near the coast.

Others believed he entered the forests during drought years and never returned.

In villages, absence always produced more stories than presence.

A gust of wind moved suddenly through the flowering bamboo.

Thousands of pale blossoms trembled together.

The sound resembled whispering.

People lowered their voices instinctively.

An old woman standing near the grove entrance began muttering protective verses beneath her breath.

Someone mentioned rats.

Someone else spoke about the cholera year.

Fear spread quietly, not dramatically, like water entering cracked walls.

Only Ningi continued staring upward without blinking.

Children often sensed wonder where adults sensed doom.

“Ajji,” she whispered to her grandmother beside her, “why do the flowers look sad?”

The old woman tightened her shawl against rain.

“Because bamboo blooms only once before dying.”

Ningi looked again at the endless pale flowering above them.

“Then why does it bloom at all?”

Her grandmother remained silent for a long moment.

Rain thickened around the grove.

Far away, temple drums sounded faintly through fog.

Finally the old woman spoke.

“Some things flower,” she said softly, “only when they know they cannot remain.”

Evening descended early upon Kallurhadi.

Mist swallowed the hills before sunset. Kitchen fires awakened one by one across the village, their smoke carrying the smell of boiling rice, garlic, wet firewood, and coconut oil into the rain-heavy air. Frogs cried from flooded fields. Somewhere near the lower riverbank a flute began playing — low wandering notes that seemed to rise directly from the wet earth itself.

Inside houses, people spoke quietly that night.

About crops.

About omens.

About old stories they had pretended to forget.

And high above the village, beneath monsoon clouds dark as bruised stone, the bamboo continued flowering silently through the rain.
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5. House of the Silent Courtyard
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The first lamps of Deepavali were lit before sunset because rain clouds had already swallowed the hills.

In Malnad, darkness did not always wait for night.

It gathered early beneath areca gardens, entered houses through damp doorways, settled inside bamboo groves and old wells, and spread slowly across courtyards where moss had long ago replaced stone. By evening the village of Hegginahalli already glimmered with oil flames trembling against rain-heavy wind. Small lamps burned before tulasi shrines, beneath cattle sheds, along cracked window ledges, beside family deities blackened by centuries of smoke.

But one house remained dark.

At the northern end of the village, beyond the temple pond and the old peepal tree where funeral processions paused before reaching the cremation ground, stood the Doddmane.

The Great House.

Even children lowered their voices while passing it.

Its tiled roof sagged beneath decades of monsoon rain. Moss climbed the outer walls in thick green veins. Jackfruit roots had broken the rear courtyard stones long ago. Wooden pillars leaned inward slightly as though exhausted by memory itself.

Once, thirty people had lived there.

Now only three remained.

And no child’s laughter had entered the courtyard for nearly forty years.

Rainwater dripped steadily from the roof edges into stone channels blackened with age. The front veranda smelled of wet wood, sesame oil, old incense, and locked rooms. High above the entrance hung a cracked mirror clouded by silver rot. Nobody remembered who first brought it from the coast, only that generations of
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