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Dedication
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For the hands that worked the soil,
the boats that crossed uncertain waters,
the voices that carried stories through generations,
and the communities that survived every storm.
To those who remember where they came from
and those who continue searching for where they belong.
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"The river remembers every footstep,
the soil remembers every tear,
and the sea carries every story
that people leave behind."
— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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Preface
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Every village has a memory.

Some memories are written in books, while others remain hidden in the cracks of old houses, beneath the roots of ancient trees, and along the silent shores where fishermen wait for the tide to turn. Tides of Mud and Memory is a collection of stories about ordinary people whose lives are shaped by extraordinary changes.

These stories belong to the coast—the fields, rivers, backwaters, and villages where generations have lived with nature as both a companion and a challenge. They explore the struggles of farmers, fishermen, laborers, artisans, mothers, and children whose dreams often collide with poverty, tradition, and the rapid arrival of modernization.

The thirty stories in this collection are not only about hardship. They are also about resilience, dignity, love, sacrifice, and the strength found in community. They remind us that progress has many faces: it can bring opportunity, but it can also take away familiar landscapes, forgotten traditions, and ways of life built over centuries.

Through these pages, the voices of the coast rise again—the voices of those who worked, suffered, hoped, and endured. Their stories are carried like tides: sometimes gentle, sometimes powerful, but never forgotten.

— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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The landscape of a village is never still.

A river changes its path. A field becomes a factory. A fishing boat disappears beneath a storm. An old home slowly loses its strength as new buildings rise around it. Yet beneath every visible change remains a deeper story—the story of people who have adapted, resisted, remembered, and survived.

Tides of Mud and Memory explores the lives of communities living between land and water, tradition and transformation. Each story reveals a different struggle: the fight for dignity, the search for opportunity, the burden of debt, the pain of loss, and the hope for a better future.

The characters in these stories are not heroes in the traditional sense. They are farmers who wake before sunrise, mothers who make impossible sacrifices, workers who demand recognition, and elders who carry memories of a disappearing world. Their victories may be quiet, but their courage is immense.

As modernization reaches even the most distant corners of the coast, these stories ask important questions: What do we gain when old ways disappear? What do we lose when progress ignores people? And how do we preserve memory while moving forward?

The tide always returns. The mud always holds traces of what came before. In the same way, communities carry the marks of their past into the future.

These are their stories.
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1. The Boat That Never Returned

[image: ]


The sea had a different voice during the monsoon.

On ordinary mornings, when the sky was clear and the first golden light touched the coconut trees, the waves came gently toward the shore as if they were carrying messages from distant lands. The fishermen of Kadalpuram knew every mood of the sea. They knew when the water would be generous, when the wind would change direction, and when the clouds gathering beyond the horizon carried danger.

But that year, the sea had been restless.

For several days, dark clouds had gathered above the village like an unfinished thought. The fishermen looked toward the ocean with quiet concern. The old men sitting beneath the banyan tree near the shore spoke in low voices about the changing weather. They had seen many storms in their lifetime, but they felt something different in the wind now.

The village had always lived between two worlds—the land and the water.

Behind the rows of small houses stood coconut groves, paddy fields, and narrow pathways covered with red mud after the rain. In front stretched the endless sea, which gave food to some families and took away everything from others. The river that flowed near the village joined the ocean, carrying fallen leaves, memories, and the stories of people who had lived beside it for generations.

Among those who depended on the sea was Raman, a forty-two-year-old fisherman whose wooden boat, Amma Lakshmi, was the pride of his family.

The boat was not the biggest in the village, nor was it painted with bright colors like the newer fiberglass boats owned by wealthy traders. Its wooden body was old and carried the marks of years spent fighting waves. But to Raman, it was more than a boat.

It was his father’s gift.

When Raman was a young boy, his father had placed his hand on the rough wood and told him, “A boat is like a family. You must take care of it before you ask it to carry you.”

Those words remained with him.

After his father died, Raman inherited the boat and the responsibility of feeding his family. Every morning before sunrise, he walked toward the shore carrying his fishing net over his shoulder. His wife, Meera, would stand at the doorway of their small house and watch him leave.

Their house was built with clay walls and a tiled roof patched many times after storms. Near the entrance grew a small jasmine plant that Meera had planted when they were married. It was one of the few things in their home that still looked untouched by hardship.

They had two children.

Anu, their sixteen-year-old daughter, dreamed of becoming a teacher. She loved books more than anything else and often studied under the dim light of a kerosene lamp when electricity failed. Their younger son, Kannan, was twelve and followed his father everywhere, learning the names of fish, the movement of tides, and the secrets of the sea.

“Will you take me with you tomorrow?” Kannan asked one evening as Raman repaired a torn fishing net.

“Tomorrow the sea may be rough,” Raman replied.

“I am not afraid.”

Raman smiled.

“Being brave does not mean you are not afraid. It means you respect what can hurt you.”

Kannan looked at the boat resting near the shore.

“Will I own Amma Lakshmi one day?”

Raman looked at the old boat and then at his son.

“If the sea allows it,” he said softly.

The sea always had the final word.

That year, fishing had become harder. The fish were moving farther away from the shore, and many fishermen had to travel longer distances to bring home enough money. Large commercial boats with powerful engines had begun appearing near the village waters. They could reach places that small fishermen like Raman could not.

The villagers complained, but their voices disappeared like footprints washed away by waves.

“We worked these waters before they came,” said Joseph, an elderly fisherman who lived next door to Raman.

“But now the sea belongs to those who can afford bigger machines,” Raman replied.

Still, he continued.

A fisherman could not stop going to sea simply because the sea had become difficult.

The morning Raman left was unusually quiet.

The birds that usually flew above the shore were nowhere to be seen. The air smelled heavy with rain, and the coconut leaves moved sharply in the wind.

Meera noticed the worry on his face.

“Do not go today,” she said.

Raman looked toward the ocean.

“If I do not go, how will we buy rice next week? How will Anu pay her school fees?”

She lowered her eyes.

She knew he was right.

Poverty did not always arrive like a storm. Sometimes it came slowly, sitting silently at the edge of a house, waiting for someone to make a difficult choice.

Raman touched the doorway before leaving, as he always did. It was a habit he had inherited from his father.

“Come back early,” Meera said.

He smiled.

“I will.”

Those were the last words he spoke inside their home.

By afternoon, the sky had turned black.

The villagers gathered near the shore, watching the waves rise higher. Rain began falling heavily, covering the beach in a gray curtain. The fishermen who had remained on land moved their boats away from the water.

But Raman was still out there.

The hours passed.

The storm grew stronger.

The wind screamed through the coconut trees, breaking branches and sending leaves flying across the village paths. The river overflowed and entered the low-lying fields. The old wooden bridge near the market collapsed under the force of the water.

Families stayed awake through the night.

Meera sat near the window, holding a small oil lamp in her hands. She watched the flame tremble every time the wind entered through the gaps in the wall.

Anu sat beside her, silent.

Kannan refused to sleep.

“He will come back,” he said repeatedly.

No one answered.

At dawn, when the rain finally weakened, the villagers walked toward the shore.

The sea had changed.

Boats were broken. Nets were scattered everywhere. Pieces of wood floated near the sand. The familiar beach looked like a place no one recognized.

They searched for Raman for three days.

Boats went farther into the sea. Fishermen called his name against the wind. The coast guard searched the waters beyond the village.

But Amma Lakshmi was never found.

Neither was Raman.

For the family, the loss was not only the disappearance of a person. It was the disappearance of a future.

Without the boat, there was no income.

Without Raman, there was no one to guide the family through the difficult years ahead.

The village helped at first. Neighbors brought rice and vegetables. Fishermen shared their catch. The old women of the village sat with Meera during the evenings when loneliness became unbearable.

But kindness alone could not defeat hunger.

Life continued.

That was the cruelest thing about life—it continued even after someone important was gone.

Meera began working in nearby houses, washing clothes and preparing food for wealthier families. Her hands, once used mainly for cooking and caring for her children, became rough from endless labor.

Anu stopped asking for new books.

She started teaching younger children in the village to earn small amounts of money.

Kannan became quieter. He no longer ran toward the shore when boats returned. He avoided looking at the place where his father’s boat had been kept.

Months passed.

Then years.

The village itself began changing.

A new road was built near the coast. Small shops became concrete buildings. Young people left for cities where factories promised regular wages. The old fishing traditions slowly faded as machines replaced wooden boats.

Some people called it progress.

Others wondered what had been lost.

One evening, Kannan, now a young man, found an old piece of wood near the shore.

He carried it home.

Meera looked at it carefully.

“This was from your father’s boat,” she whispered.

Kannan held the wood in his hands.

“I thought I hated the sea,” he said.

Meera looked at him.

“Your father never hated it.”

“He lost everything because of it.”

“No,” she replied gently. “The sea took his boat. It did not take who he was.”

Kannan remained silent.

For the first time in many years, he understood something his father had tried to teach him.

The sea was not an enemy.

It was a force beyond human control.

The following year, Kannan built a small fishing boat with the help of village craftsmen. It was not meant to replace Amma Lakshmi. Some things could never be replaced.

But it was a beginning.

On the day he launched the boat, Meera stood on the shore holding the old piece of wood from his father’s boat. She placed it inside the new boat before it entered the water.

“What is that for?” Anu asked.

Meera smiled.

“For memory.”

The boat moved slowly across the waves.

The same sea that had taken Raman now carried his son forward.

Years later, people in Kadalpuram still spoke about the storm that changed the village forever. They remembered the fisherman whose boat never returned and the family that survived after losing everything.

They remembered Raman not because he was a great man, but because he was like many others—the quiet people whose lives are shaped by work, weather, and waiting.

Near the shore stood a small wooden boat with faded paint. Every evening, as the sun disappeared behind the horizon, Kannan would sit beside it and watch the waves.

The sea continued its endless movement.

It took.

It gave.

It remembered.

And somewhere beneath the sound of the waves, the village believed, the old boat was still sailing—carrying the hopes, dreams, and memories of everyone who had ever trusted the sea.
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2. Salt on the Wind
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The sea carried many things to the village of Veliyoor.

It carried fish that fed families, shells that children collected along the shore, boats that returned after long nights of struggle, and winds that carried the smell of salt deep into the narrow lanes between the houses. But the sea also carried memories—memories of those who had gone beyond the waves and never returned.

For the people of Veliyoor, the sea was never only water.

It was a promise and a warning.

Every morning, before the sun rose above the line of coconut trees, the village awakened to the sounds of work. Women swept the sandy paths outside their houses. Fishermen pushed their boats toward the shore. Farmers walked through the wet fields checking the condition of their crops. The old men gathered beneath the large banyan tree near the temple road, discussing weather, politics, and the changing nature of their village.

But there was one house where mornings had become quieter.

It stood near the edge of the backwaters, where the river slowly met the sea. The walls were faded from years of rain, and the wooden door had lost its original shine. A small lamp hung near the entrance, though it was rarely lit during the day.

Inside lived Lakshmi and her three children.

Two years earlier, Lakshmi’s husband, Devan, had left for the sea one night during the fishing season and never returned.

No one knew exactly what happened.

Some said the storm had swallowed his boat. Others believed he had drifted far away and might have reached another shore. But after two years, hope had become too heavy a burden to carry.

The village had accepted his absence.

Lakshmi had not.

Every evening, when the fishermen’s boats returned, she still looked toward the horizon for a familiar shape. She knew she was waiting for something that would probably never come, but some hopes do not disappear. They simply become quieter.

Her eldest daughter, Kavya, was fourteen and had inherited her father’s habit of observing everything silently. Her younger son, Arun, was ten and full of questions. The youngest, Meena, was only five and remembered very little about her father.

For Meena, Devans’s face existed mostly in stories.

“Was Appa tall?” she once asked her mother.

Lakshmi smiled sadly.

“He was tall enough to lift you onto his shoulders.”

“Was he stronger than all the fishermen?”

“No,” Lakshmi replied. “But he worked harder than most.”

That was how she kept her husband alive—not through photographs or possessions, but through small memories.

A voice.

A gesture.

A story.

After Devans’s death, life became a daily battle.

The little savings they had disappeared quickly. The boat that belonged to Devans had been sold to repay old debts. The fishing nets were gone. The tools of his trade had passed into another man’s hands.

Lakshmi tried to find work wherever she could.

She dried fish for traders near the harbor. She cleaned houses in the wealthier parts of the village. During harvest season, she worked in the paddy fields under the burning sun.

But earning money as a widow was never easy.

People looked at her differently after her husband’s death.

Before, she had been Devans’s wife.

Afterward, she became only a widow.

Some women in the village avoided speaking with her for long periods, believing that sorrow followed widows wherever they went. During festivals, she was sometimes asked to stand aside because certain people considered her presence unlucky.

Lakshmi never argued.

But every insult stayed with her.

Not as anger.

As a wound.

One afternoon, while she was returning from work carrying a basket of dried fish, she heard two women speaking near the village well.

“She should not be walking around alone so much,” one woman said.

“What choice does she have?” another replied.

“There are ways women should behave after losing their husbands.”

Lakshmi stopped for a moment.

The basket on her head felt heavier.

Not because of the fish.

Because of the words.

She continued walking without looking back.

At home, she placed the basket down and sat quietly near the doorway.

Kavya noticed.

“Amma, are you tired?”

Lakshmi looked at her daughter.

“Yes.”

“From work?”

She looked toward the sea.

“Sometimes words are more tiring than work.”

Kavya understood.

Children in poor families often grow older through things they are forced to notice.

The village itself was changing.

The old fishing community was slowly disappearing. Large companies were buying land near the coast to build resorts and warehouses. Young men were leaving for cities because traditional work could no longer support their families.

The old fishermen complained that the sea was becoming empty.

“The fish are fewer now,” said Raman, an elderly fisherman who had known Devans. “The water has changed.”

“Everything is changing,” Lakshmi replied.

Raman looked at her.

“Not everything.”

“What has not changed?”

He smiled.

“The strength of people who have no choice but to continue.”

Lakshmi remembered those words.

She carried them with her.

One year, the monsoon arrived earlier than expected.

The heavy rains flooded the lower parts of the village. The river overflowed into the fields, destroying crops that farmers had worked on for months. The narrow roads disappeared beneath muddy water.

Lakshmi’s house was damaged.

Water entered through the cracked walls and ruined their small collection of rice and clothes.

That night, she sat awake beside her children while rain struck the roof.

Arun looked frightened.

“Will we have to leave?”

Lakshmi looked around the small house.

She thought about leaving.

Many families had already moved to towns where they could find factory work.

But this house held everything they had left.

Her husband’s memories.

Her children’s childhood.

Her own struggles.

“No,” she said quietly.

“We will repair it.”

The next morning, she began.

Neighbors watched.

Some helped.

Some only watched.

Lakshmi collected broken bricks, repaired the walls, and borrowed tools from a carpenter. She worked from sunrise until darkness.

Slowly, the house stood again.

It was not beautiful.

It was not new.

But it was theirs.

Something changed after that.

People who had once looked at Lakshmi with pity began seeing something else.

Respect.

Not because her situation had improved.

But because she had refused to disappear.

A few months later, the village school needed someone to prepare meals for the children. The headmaster approached Lakshmi.

“We need someone reliable,” he said.

She hesitated.

“People may object.”

The headmaster looked confused.

“Why?”

She smiled faintly.

“Because people always find something to object to.”

He shook his head.

“Children need food, not rumors.”

So Lakshmi began working at the school.

Every morning, she cooked rice and vegetables for dozens of children. She watched them run across the playground, their laughter rising above the sounds of the nearby sea.

Among them was her own daughter.

Kavya continued her studies and became known as one of the brightest students in the village.

One evening, Kavya brought home a school certificate.

“I came first in class,” she said.

Lakshmi held the paper carefully.

“This is your father’s dream,” she whispered.

“No,” Kavya replied.

“It is yours too.”

Lakshmi looked at her daughter.

For years, she had believed survival was the only thing she could offer her children.

Now she understood that survival itself was a form of victory.

Years passed.

The village continued changing.

The old boats became fewer. The coconut groves gave way to buildings. The backwaters that once reflected only trees and clouds now reflected concrete structures.

But near Lakshmi’s house, an old salt-resistant tree continued growing beside the shore.

People said it had survived many storms.

Lakshmi liked that tree.

It reminded her of herself.

Not because storms had made her stronger.

But because storms had revealed the strength she already carried.

When Meena grew older, she asked her mother one day:

“Why do people call this place the village of salt?”

Lakshmi looked toward the sea.

“Because the sea leaves salt everywhere.”

“Is salt painful?”

“Sometimes,” Lakshmi said.

“But salt also preserves things.”

Meena waited.

Lakshmi continued.

“It preserves memories.”

Many years later, when Lakshmi became an old woman, she still walked to the shore every evening.

The village children knew her as the woman who had survived the storm of life.

They did not know all her struggles.

They only knew the kindness in her voice and the stories she told.

One evening, as the sun disappeared behind the ocean, a gentle wind moved through the coconut trees.

Lakshmi closed her eyes.

She could smell the salt in the air.

She could hear the waves.

She could remember Devans.

The man who had left one night and never returned.

The husband she lost.

The father her children remembered.

The fisherman whose absence had changed everything.

But standing there, watching the endless movement of the sea, Lakshmi no longer felt only loss.

The sea had taken something from her.

But life had also given something back.

A daughter with dreams.

A son with courage.

A home rebuilt by her own hands.

A name spoken with respect.

The wind carried the salt across the village once again.

And the people who listened carefully understood that it was not only the smell of the sea.

It was the scent of survival.

The memory of those who were lost.

And the quiet strength of those who remained.
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3. Beneath the Coconut Grove
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The first thing people noticed about Thiruvellam village was not the sea.

It was the sound of the coconut trees.

Before dawn, when the fishing boats were still resting on the shore and the mist covered the narrow canals that connected the backwaters to the ocean, the coconut leaves whispered above the village like old people telling forgotten stories. The wind moved through the tall trees, carrying the smell of wet earth, salt water, and distant rain.

The villagers believed the trees remembered everything.

They remembered the hands that planted them.

They remembered the children who played beneath their shade.

They remembered the footsteps of workers who had walked the same paths for generations.

But there was one thing the trees could not change.

They knew the people who cared for them did not own the land beneath their roots.

For decades, the coconut grove at the eastern edge of Thiruvellam had been the center of village life. It stretched from the old canal to the paddy fields beyond the river, covering acres of fertile land where hundreds of trees grew in careful rows.

The grove belonged to the Narayanan family, one of the oldest landowners in the region.

The workers who maintained it belonged nowhere.

Among them was Velan.

For forty-five years, Velan had walked through that grove almost every morning. His feet knew the uneven ground better than any map. He knew which trees needed extra care, which branches would fall during heavy winds, and which sections of
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