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            "A village does not live in its houses.It lives in its silences."--Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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Dedication
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To the villages that breathe without complaint,
To the forgotten courtyards where history rests in silence,
To the men and women whose stories were never written—yet shaped the destiny of a nation.
And to those who still believe that half the sky belongs to those who endure quietly, without recognition, but never without dignity.
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“A village does not live in its houses.
It lives in its silences.”—Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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Preface
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This book did not emerge from imagination alone, but from memory—of earth yielding beneath bare feet, of arguments dissolving under banyan trees, and of prayers rising in different tongues yet converging upon the same sky.

Villages are often described as simple spaces. Yet simplicity is a deception. For within them reside complex truths: where honor outweighs hunger, where faith becomes both sanctuary and instrument, and where every well holds more stories than the water it draws.

Half the Village Sky seeks to capture the quiet rhythm of such a world: children chasing kites across open fields, widows enduring the weight of unspoken years, farmers clinging to stubborn hope, and invisible boundaries drawn between neighbors who share the same earth yet not the same trust.

Here, history is not confined to records. It lives as wound, whisper, and memory—carried across fields by the wind long after harvest is done.

This is not merely the story of a village.
It is the story of belonging—and the cost of its fracture.
— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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Every village carries two histories.

One is preserved in official records—land surveys, census numbers, and electoral rolls. The other exists in memory—who married whom, who wronged whom, who remained silent when silence became complicity.

This book is set within such a village.

A place divided not by visible walls, but by inherited suspicions. A place where festivals briefly unite, yet whispers quietly divide. Where the past refuses to remain buried, and the future waits uncertainly at the edge of an unpaved road.

Through the lives of farmers, widows, priests, cobblers, children, and strangers, this narrative explores how ordinary existence is shaped by extraordinary social forces. It asks difficult but necessary questions:

What becomes of tradition when it begins to confine rather than preserve?
How does poverty reshape the boundaries of morality?
Can coexistence survive the architecture of fear?
And ultimately—who owns the sky above a divided land?
Half the Village Sky is not a tale of heroes or villains.

It is a portrait of human beings—flawed, tender, proud, and wounded—attempting, against all odds, to share the same light beneath the same sky.
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1. Morning in the Fields
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Morning in the village did not begin with light.

It began with sound.

Before the sky surrendered its darkness, before even the faintest seam of dawn tore open the horizon, the earth was already awake in fragments. Not in unity, but in scattered awakenings—like a body remembering itself limb by limb.

Somewhere in the distance, a hand pump coughed violently, as if dragged unwillingly from sleep. A wooden door protested its hinges with a long, aching creak. A buffalo shifted its weight, stamping once in irritation, its iron bell ringing softly—an uncertain sound, neither alarm nor music, but something in between, like memory trying to speak.

The air itself carried history.

It smelled of damp soil still holding the night’s breath, of smoke that had settled into walls and hair and fabric, of ash that never fully disappeared from village courtyards where fire was not an event but a routine. Beneath it all was the deeper scent of earth—patient, layered, indifferent.

And then came the voices of faith.

From the small mosque near the tamarind grove, the call to prayer rose—not as command, but as invitation. It did not demand attention; it requested presence. A voice stretched across the invisible lines of sleeping houses, touching roofs, slipping through cracks, resting briefly on closed eyelids.

Moments later, from beyond the banyan tree, the temple bell responded.

Not in competition.

In continuity.

Two sounds, different in origin, yet equal in sincerity, overlapped in the same air without conflict. They did not cancel each other. They did not assert dominance. Instead, they braided together briefly before dissolving into the morning like dew sinking into leaves.

In this village, faith did not wake people.

Hunger did.

And habit.

And the slow discipline of survival.

Karim stepped into the courtyard with the careful silence of a man who had learned that even sound could cost something.

The ground beneath his feet was cool, uneven, familiar in the way old wounds are familiar. The house behind him was still half-asleep, though not entirely. In villages, sleep was never absolute; it was a negotiation between fatigue and anxiety.

Inside, he could hear the faint rustle of his younger son shifting in sleep. A distant cough. The creak of someone turning over a worry.

Zainab was already awake.

She sat near the chulha, her dupatta loosely covering her head, her hands deep in dough that yielded and resisted in equal measure. The fire beneath her flickered uncertainly, as though unsure whether it belonged to night or day. Its orange light painted her face in shifting tones—sometimes gentle, sometimes severe.

She did not look up.

She never needed to.

After twenty years, silence had become their language more precise than speech.

“You’ll go early today,” she said, pressing her thumb into the dough with practiced rhythm.

Karim adjusted the loose end of his turban. “The canal water may come.”

Zainab’s hands paused for a fraction of a second. Not surprise—calculation.

“If it comes,” she said, “it will not come for everyone.”

“No,” Karim agreed. “It never does.”

The truth hung between them without bitterness. In the village, injustice was not an event. It was a pattern.

Zainab shaped the dough into discs with steady hands. “Take something with you. The fields will not feed you with promises.”

Karim looked at her then—really looked at her. There was something unspoken in her face, something worn down by repetition but not broken. He wanted to say something that would soften the weight of mornings. He did not.

Instead, he reached for his plough.

It leaned against the mud wall like an old companion—scarred, darkened by years of rain and sun, its handle smooth where countless hands had gripped it in desperation and hope. It was older than his youngest child and newer than his debts.

When he touched it, he felt the day begin.

Outside, the village was assembling itself.

Ramprasad was already on the narrow lane ahead, walking with the unhurried confidence of someone who had long accepted the rhythm of labor. His dhoti was folded slightly above his ankles, careful to avoid the dampness of the earth. A sickle rested across his shoulder, catching faint light even before the sun arrived.

He hummed softly.

Not a complete song. Not a remembered hymn. Something in between—a tune shaped by repetition rather than memory.

He sensed Karim before he heard him.

Without turning fully, he said, “You are late today.”

“I am early for hunger,” Karim replied.

That earned a faint smile.

They walked together.

Not as friends in the modern sense of the word, but as two men bound by geography and necessity. Their conversations rarely touched philosophy in daylight. Philosophy, in villages, was a luxury reserved for those who did not depend on soil.

The path toward the fields cut through the village like a vein exposed briefly to air.

Houses leaned inward on either side, as if listening. Walls carried stories they would never confess. A goat tied to a post chewed slowly, indifferent to human tension. An old woman sat on a charpoy, massaging oil into her knees with the patience of someone negotiating with time itself.

She watched them pass.

Her eyes had seen harvests rise and fail, marriages form and dissolve, children leave and never return.

Nothing surprised her anymore.

And yet everything remained worth observing.

At the village well, life had already gathered in clusters.

Three women stood with brass pots arranged like polished arguments. Their bangles clinked sharply as they spoke, their voices overlapping like weaving threads.

One laughed.

Another sighed.

A third corrected both.

The well itself groaned as rope scraped against stone, a sound so familiar it had become part of the morning architecture.

“Did you hear?” one woman said, pulling up water with practiced rhythm. “The schoolteacher says attendance must increase.”

A laugh erupted immediately.

“Let him repair the roof first,” another replied. “Last week, rain attended class before the children did.”

The laughter softened into something heavier.

Truth rarely entered village conversation directly. It arrived disguised as humor.

As Karim and Ramprasad passed, the women briefly fell quiet—not out of respect, but recognition. Men walking to fields belonged to another rhythm, one that did not intersect easily with water conversations.

Still, eyes followed them.

Eyes always followed.

The fields opened slowly as the sky brightened.

First as shadow. Then as suggestion. Then as certainty.

Wheat stood in disciplined rows, its tips trembling faintly in the cool air. Mustard flowers scattered patches of gold across the land, stubborn in their brightness despite the heaviness of the season. The earth was both generous and cautious—offering life, but never without calculation.

Karim paused at the edge of his plot.

Every morning, the land looked slightly different. Not in shape, but in mood. Some days it welcomed him. Some days it tested him. Some days it ignored him entirely.

Ramprasad stopped at his adjoining field.

Between them lay a narrow strip of earth.

Not a boundary of law.

A boundary of memory.

Karim tightened the oxen’s yoke. The animals responded with reluctant obedience, stamping once before settling into motion. The plough entered the soil with a sound like resistance being broken slowly rather than defeated suddenly.

Earth turned.

Dark layers surfaced.

The land exhaled.

Ramprasad began cutting fodder, his sickle moving in steady arcs, each motion precise enough to be ritual. Sweat formed early—not from heat, but from anticipation.

For a while, neither spoke.

Only work existed.

And within work, a strange kind of honesty—one that required no explanation.

By the time the sun lifted itself above the horizon, the village had fully awakened.

Smoke rose from rooftops in thin columns, each one uncertain of direction. Children walked toward school in mismatched uniforms, their energy still half-dreaming. A bicycle rattled through the lane carrying milk cans that clanged like impatient bells demanding attention from the world.

A radio crackled somewhere, delivering news from cities that felt both nearby and mythological.

In the largest house of the village, Chaudhary Devendra Singh adjusted his wristwatch.

He did not check time.

He measured authority.

His fields stretched farther than most people’s patience. His well reached deeper than most people’s ambition. Even silence around him seemed shaped by his presence.

“Water will come today,” he said aloud.

It was not a hope.

It was a declaration.

His servant nodded without interpretation.

Near the canal, boys gathered.

Too old to be children.

Too young to be men.

One of them—Salim—stood slightly ahead of the others. His voice carried the fragile certainty of youth.

“My father says we will buy a tractor one day.”

A boy beside him laughed. “With what money?”

Salim did not respond.

Dreams, in the village, were not required to justify themselves immediately.

They only needed endurance.

Zainab packed rotis carefully into cloth, wrapping warmth into fabric as though trying to preserve time itself. Her daughter, Amina, stood at the doorway watching.

“You will take these?” Zainab asked.

Amina nodded.

Her childhood was still present in her face, but responsibility had begun quietly replacing it, like water seeping into dry soil.

She walked carefully, balancing the plate.

Every step measured.

Every step learning the village.

By the time she reached the fields, sweat had already begun to claim the men.

Karim looked up and smiled when he saw her.

For a brief moment, the land, debt, and labor softened.

“You came alone?” he asked.

She nodded and handed him the food.

Ramprasad sat beside him without invitation. Their silence during eating was not discomfort—it was agreement. Food did not require conversation to be meaningful.

After a while, Ramprasad said, “Your daughter studies well.”

Karim shrugged. “Let her study. The world is changing.”

A pause.

Then Ramprasad asked quietly, “Changing for whom?”

Neither answered.

Because neither knew.

By midmorning, the village settled into its predictable rhythm.

Cloth beat against stone near the pond.

Goats escaped and were chased back with shouting and reluctant laughter.

An old man walked slowly toward the post office, carrying the hope of a letter that might or might not exist.

And beneath all of it, beneath routine and laughter and labor, something else moved.

Memory.

Last year’s failed monsoon.

Rising fertilizer prices.

A rumor of land acquisition that arrived without source but refused to leave.

The past did not vanish in villages.

It rearranged itself.

Near noon, someone shouted from the canal.

“Water.”

At first it was disbelief.

Then shimmer.

Then movement.

Thin at first—almost hesitant. Then stronger, more certain, as if the canal had decided to forgive the land.

Relief spread without announcement.

Karim stood, his body aching with effort and anticipation. Ramprasad joined him at the channel.

For a brief, extraordinary hour, boundaries dissolved.

Not legally.

Not permanently.

But practically.

Water moved where it was guided.

The earth drank as though remembering something it had forgotten.

And in that shared labor, something unspoken passed between men who had rarely agreed on anything beyond survival.

By afternoon, the sun became less a presence and more an authority.

Doors closed halfway.

Animals retreated into shade.

Children returned from school with dust on their feet and questions in their eyes.

The village withdrew—not in defeat, but in response.

Morning had completed its cycle.

Yet its residue remained.

In sweat.

In silence.

In the faint, continuing sound of water finding its path through soil.

And in the unspoken agreement that tomorrow, before light returned, the earth would once again begin to wake.

Because in this village, morning was not merely a time.

It was a promise repeatedly renewed.

A fragile belief that despite hunger, despite division, despite memory—

life would begin again.

Always.
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2. The Sound of the Bell
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Life in the village did not revolve around time.
It revolved around sound.
And above all sounds, there was the bell.

It was older than memory, older even than the stories people told about it. No one could say with certainty when it had first been hung in the small temple courtyard, beneath a fading arch of lime-washed brickwork now softened by years of rain and prayer. Yet everyone agreed on one truth: it had always been there.

Waiting.

The bell did not merely announce prayer. It organized existence. It divided the day into sections that no clock could replicate. It summoned without commanding. It reminded without speaking.

It was not an object.

It was an institution.

In the early hours, when darkness still clung stubbornly to rooftops and trees, the first strike of the bell was almost hesitant. A sound that seemed to test the air before fully entering it. The second strike carried more confidence. By the third, the village had already begun to align itself around its rhythm.

The sound traveled in widening circles—over mud roofs, across narrow lanes, into courtyards where women kneaded dough in silence, into homes where children resisted waking, into kitchens where smoke and sleep still lingered together.

No one needed to be told what the bell meant.

They already knew.

It meant the day had begun.

Pandit Shyamlal treated the bell not as an instrument, but as inheritance.

His family had tended the temple for three generations, each one convinced that the bell’s resonance carried something sacred beyond metallurgy. The Pandit himself often claimed—without hesitation—that its bronze had been forged with river water drawn from a holy confluence. Whether this was truth or reverence shaped into fact no longer mattered. In the village, belief often replaced verification.

When he pulled the rope, he did so with a discipline that bordered on ritual precision. The vibration traveled through his arms, into his chest, and settled somewhere behind his breath. For a brief moment each morning, he felt something close to unity.

Not theological unity.

Human unity.

Hindu and Muslim. Farmer and laborer. Child and widow. Landowner and tenant. For a few suspended seconds, the bell did not distinguish between them.

It only included.

Across the narrow lane, Rahim Chacha paused mid-sweep.

His broom rested against the earth, its motion temporarily forgotten. He did not step into the temple courtyard. He never did. But he never ignored the bell either.

He lifted his head slightly, as though acknowledging an old acquaintance passing by.

“Time for the children,” he murmured.

Not as instruction.

As recognition.

Because in the village, the bell’s morning rhythm did not announce prayer alone.

It announced school.

The government school stood a short walk from the temple, as if deliberately positioned to borrow its authority.

Its walls were once painted blue. Time had since stripped them into an uncertain hue—somewhere between sky remembered and dust accumulated. The roof bore the scars of last year’s monsoon, patched unevenly in places where urgency had replaced craftsmanship. One window refused to close properly, swinging slightly with every shift in wind, as though undecided about remaining part of the structure.

And yet, every morning, when the bell’s echo reached its courtyard, life assembled itself within it.

Children arrived in uneven streams.

Some in crisp uniforms carefully maintained. Others in faded clothes passed down through siblings. Some barefoot. Some overconfident. Some still half-asleep, carrying dreams on their faces like dust.

They formed lines that were imperfect but obedient.

Master Shyamlal stood before them, adjusting his spectacles with habitual seriousness. He tapped a wooden stick lightly against the desk.

“Line up,” he said.

The command was unnecessary. The bell had already done its work.

The morning pledge followed.

Voices rose unevenly—some loud with conviction, some hesitant with confusion, some simply mimicking sound without meaning. Yet together, they created something resembling order.

The temple bell, still faint in the distance, seemed to hover over the ritual like an invisible authority, lending weight to words that children only partially understood.

Master Shyamlal often said education was the new temple of the nation.

He believed it.

But he also knew something he rarely admitted aloud:

education competed with harvests.

And harvests always won.

Beyond the school, the market road was already awakening.

It did not require a bell.

It had its own language.

The weekly haat arrived like a temporary city built in hours and dismantled in half a day. Vendors spread coarse cloth on the ground, arranging vegetables into deliberate displays of abundance. Brinjals were polished to appear fresher than they were. Tomatoes were stacked with theatrical care. Bundles of coriander were tied with optimism more than rope.

A butcher sharpened his blade with slow, meditative strokes. A sweet seller lifted lids from trays of jalebi, their syrup catching the early sunlight like molten memory.

By midmorning, the road had transformed into negotiation.

“Too expensive,” a woman declared, lifting a handful of spinach and letting it fall.

“Sister, look at the freshness,” the vendor replied. “I woke before the bell itself.”

The bell again.

Even here, its influence lingered—not as presence, but as timing. It marked the hour when trade should begin, when disputes should soften, when midday heat demanded pause.

In this village, devotion and commerce did not oppose each other.

They overlapped.

Like shadows sharing the same light.

Karim arrived carrying a small sack of onions balanced carefully against his hip.

His harvest was modest this year. Enough to sell. Not enough to feel secure.

He chose his place beneath the banyan tree—an ancient witness to transactions, arguments, reconciliations, and betrayals that had accumulated beneath its shade like invisible sediment.

Its roots did not merely hold the soil.

They held memory.

Ramprasad arrived shortly after, carrying bundles of fodder tied tightly with rope. The two men acknowledged each other with a nod shaped by routine rather than intimacy.

Not friends.

Not strangers.

Something in between—defined by land, labor, and years of shared horizon.

“Did you hear?” Ramprasad asked quietly. “They say a new road will come.”

Karim exhaled lightly. “Talk travels faster than truth. Let us see if it becomes stone.”

Around them, the market expanded in sound and motion.

Children released early from school darted between stalls like wind through gaps in walls. Elders argued over fertilizer prices as though debating injustice itself. The postman cycled carefully through the crowd, his bag swinging like a pendulum measuring hope against disappointment.

Everything moved.

Everything negotiated.

Everything survived.

At midday, the temple bell rang again.

Not urgently.

Not loudly.

But with deliberate clarity.

Heads turned instinctively. Conversations paused mid-sentence. Even those who did not respond directly still heard it.

The sound did not enforce obedience.

It reminded proportion.

That no argument was larger than shared rhythm. No transaction more permanent than time. No grievance heavier than continuity.

Inside the school, Master Shyamlal remained behind.

The courtyard had emptied, leaving behind chalk dust and silence. He sat at his desk correcting notebooks with meticulous patience, as though neat handwriting could compensate for uncertain futures.

Outside, the distant hum of the market drifted through open windows.

He removed his spectacles and pressed his fingers against his eyes.

For a moment, he was no longer a teacher.

He was a memory.

A child once standing barefoot in a similar courtyard, listening to a bell he had believed would lead him somewhere beyond this village.

It had.

But not far enough.

In the temple courtyard, afternoon prayers gathered slowly.

Women arrived carrying offerings wrapped in newspaper—flowers, rice, small tokens of request disguised as devotion. Their prayers were not poetic. They were practical.

“Keep my son safe in the city.”
“Let the rains come on time.”
“Let the illness leave my mother.”
Each whisper was punctuated by the bell.

Pandit Shyamlal watched them with quiet understanding.

He knew faith was not about belief in the divine alone.

It was about managing uncertainty.

The bell, in truth, did not answer prayers.

It organized the waiting.

By late afternoon, the market began to thin.

Vegetables softened under heat. Voices lost sharpness. Bargains were concluded with less resistance and more resignation.

Karim counted his earnings beneath the banyan tree.

Not abundant.

But real.

He folded the notes carefully and placed them inside his kurta, as though securing not money but possibility.

Nearby, an argument erupted over borrowed debt. Voices rose quickly. A crowd formed with familiar instinct.

Conflict, in the village, always attracted audience.

The banyan tree watched without judgment.

Then the temple bell rang.

Three slow strikes.

Not interruption.

Reminder.

The argument faltered.

Not because authority intervened.

But because perspective returned.

Debt mattered. Pride mattered.

But neither was larger than rhythm.

The men stepped back.

A compromise emerged—not declared, but discovered.

The crowd dispersed.

As evening approached, the school bell rang for the final time.

Its tone was thinner than the temple’s, less confident, slightly rusted by age and disuse
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