A Corpse in the Well

Shankarrao Kharat

| knew clearly the dangers of village duty. It was a perpetual
noose around the neck of a Mahar! My father was crushed flat
by this duty. Here is the story of one of his experiences—a near
fatal one. | still shiver at the thought of it.

[t was our turn to do the customary duty at our village,
Kamat. We had a house there. It was summer, so [ was home on
vacation.

A corpse was floating in an abandoned well near the village.
It had bloated and risen to the surface. The Patil, the village chief,
had already received the news in the evening. The Mahars and the
Ramoshis too had got the news. Anna, my father, as the Mahar
on village duty, and one of the Ramoshis, had both reported at
the place where the corpse lay. Anna and the Ramoshi stayed up
the whole night by the well, guarding the corpse.

Then it was the morning of the next day. The head constable and
another constable were expected from the police post, to conduct
an initial inquiry about the corpse. Till then, as per routine, the
Mahar and the Ramoshi would have to guard it. My mother knew
this was so. But now the night was over, the morning sun, too, had
begun to descend and it was afternoon; yet father had not returned
home. So my mother sent me to the well with bhakri wrapped in
a cloth for Anna to eat. I hopped towards the well like a bounding
deer. Seeing Anna sitting close by, I went to him and said, ‘Anna!
the night is over. The day’s nearly gone. Mother is waiting for you!
When are you coming home?’
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The head constable, spinning his baton, took a stroll around
the well. He peeped into the well, then looked around it and
again into it. He walked towards the steps of the well. The upper
steps were buried in the soil. Some lower steps had slipped into
the water. Some steps were about to fall away from the level. It
was an abandoned well; the structure was old. Inside the rim
one could see overgrown, yard-long dried grass; shrubs had
sprouted in the dilapidated portions. The upper part of the well
had collapsed in ruins and its big long stones were scattered
around. Green moss floated on the unused water of the well,
and foliage from the trees near the edge had fallen into it and
rotted. The well was quite deep. How to remove the corpse from
such an awkward well? That was why the head constable looked
like a man with a problem. The constable suddenly whispered
something to the village chief. The head constable had a secretive
discussion with the constable and the village chief about how to
remove the corpse. Then coming forward, the constable yelled
at Anna, ‘What are you waiting for, Mahar? Jump in. How long
must the officer stand here?’

Anna immediately replied, ‘Constable, the Mahar's village duty
is only to guard the corpse. How can we touch it? What would
the heirs of this corpse have to say?’

Then the head constable said sharply to Anna, “What would
they say?’

Anna replied, ‘The heirs will say, “Were we dead, that you
touched our kinsman’s corpse?” and they will have a grudge
against us Mahars!”

But I'm ordering you to! What are you afraid of?’

he
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still dangling from the rope, looking at the snake. My shouts had
drawn everyone’s attention and they were craning into the well.

Looking at the snake, the village chief said loudly, ‘O Rama
It's not a snake, it’s a reptile! It won’t bite!” | answered his words
of wisdom with, “Why don’t you go down yourself? You'll soon
find out what it is!’

“You talk too much,” the head constable said, glaring at me
angrily. He issued a command. ‘Mahar! Get down there! I am
getting late!” My blood boiled; I swore at him silently, *Curse this
head constable! Was he born of a man or a beast? Whom did his
mother lie under?’ I could do nothing else to him. But Ilooked at
Anna and shouted, ‘Anna, don’t go down. Come up. I'll be down
there in a minute. Whatever happens let it happen to me. Our
family will be helpless without you.” N -
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Anna set out. The cart disappeared along the road; then Anna
disappeared too. Then I went home, numbed.

A storm of thoughts swept through my mind about the
dangerous, deadly work involved in village duty. Why do Mahars
do this kind of work? I asked myself. But the Mahars had moved |
the High Court fighting for the Mahar vatan share, a quarter of |
the share.

Only after I myself had become an advocate did I learn that
for the sake of this hereditary right—this worthless right—the

Mahars had il ‘
Court. ad played the game of litigation right up to the High

Translated by Priya Adarki’
An extract from Taral-Antardl |
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