











KALMU, 13

Kalmu once got drunk on salfi and had a daydream. His back
turned into a bow. His fingers became arrows. He pointed
his finger at a deer. Bent his back till he could bend it no
more. Then he released it. PTTAANNGG! His finger shot
out of his fist.

After today he will never drink again.

The jungle-bhai have taken his bow away. They have
put this thing in his hands. They call it a ‘rifle’. It is heavy.
Like Kalmu’s Baba’s dead body. The mouth of the rifle is a
round hole. “This is where that hot hard metal thing must
have come flying out from,” thinks Kalmu. The thing that
made the hole in his Baba’s head.

“T'll do it to that police-lok,” thinks Kalmu. “His head
won’t have a hole in it, it will split open. And then I will
wear that hot hard metal thing around my neck.”

Kalmu thinks about those two men who came in their
big gaadi some years ago. The younger one had said there
was metal in the earth under the village. That’s when the
police-lok too had started coming to their village. The first
time they had set fire to it.

Kalmu was very small then.

“Is this what they make out of the metal?” thinks
Kalmu. “These hot hard things that make holes in heads?”
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Singanna looks at Kalmu. He has no pity in his eyes.
In fact he looks into Kalmu. Kalmu likes that. He roo
doesn’t want any pity in his eyes. Not when he is face to face
with those police-lok again.

Kalmu doesn’t feel small any more.

The jungle-bhai make Kalmu make promises. Kalmu
makes them. He will wear any uniform. He will do anything.
Not sleep. Not eat meat. Not drink. Not dance the dhimsa.
Not get married. Not have children. Not get any more tattoos

done. Nothing.

Even though all his friends will be doing all those
things somewhere far away someday. Everyone has left the
village. Even his Amma. In fact, there’s nothing left of the
village for anyone to leave any more. At the mouth of the
forest stand large machines now, which will soon be digging
their earth for that metal. The thought makes Kalmu's eyes wet.

“ can’t let my eyes ever get wet again,” he tells himself.

He looks up at his sal tree far away, near the village.
Even from here in the forest Kalmu can see the motka tied
near the top. Even from here he can smell the sap oozing
out from the cut in the bark and collecting in the motka.

Even from here he can hear himself scream as they
struggled to hold him down. Four of those police-lok.

Weaklings.
“] don’t need this rifle,” thinks Kalmu. “Those

police-lok do.”
All he needs is this — this forest. “But will this forest

ever be ours again?” he wonders.
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i as been working
In fact he leaves everyone alone. His Ma h

in the factory-babu’s office for a year now.
i is day-
And Karma has been preparing for this day

M

The district school is a three-hour walk away. Karma remembers
going there to learn Hindi, English, arithmetic and geogr aphy
many years ago. For the last five years now the school has
been a camp. Of the jungle policewalas, the ones in those
smart green uniforms who took Bapu away. Everyone fears
them. No one ever dare take them away. Karma had sworn to
become the person whom no one can ever take away. For
that he will have to be in that smart green uniform. .

For that he will have to gc').'to the same school again.

But this time not to study, to train.
The school still has that face of everyone’s Bapu —
Gandhiji — painted on its wall. Although it has faded now,
washed repeatedly by the last five monsoons. Coiled all along
the walls is dangerously sharp barbed wire. Gunny sacks of
sand, piled like a wall, circle the school. Karma wonders if
that’s to keep the flooding waters at bay. But then he suddenly
spies a rifle sticking out from between them. The wall is for

protection, yes. But not from water.
He tries to walk in through the corrugated metal gate,

heart thudding, when a strong man with a rifle stops him.
Karma feels a strange excitement when the commander

asks him why he wants to join the CRPF. Karma has been

~ rehearsing the answer to this question for years now. Ever
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ranks who knew jungles. “How many jungles must be

destroyed before they get enough metal?” thinks Kalmu.

Kalmu sniffs again and catches the scent of
ammunition now, and... metal. He listens closely to the
humming of the trees. The rhythm is punctured by the
distant sound of boots softly crunching on dead leaves.

“Tonight we will kill them all,” he thinks.
Y

It is a beautiful night. The next morning would be beautiful
too. The sun would rise very early. Its light would sparkle
like little drops of silver on the jungle stream. It would be
the first day of spring, the season when the farmers ready
themselves for a new crop.

Two boys, who could have been farmers, are in this
jungle now. They both know how beautiful the morning is
going to be. But one of them will never get to see it.
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