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            [There are many] stories which are not written on paper, but are written on the bodies and minds of women.
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            Part One

         
         
            August 1946

         

         Here is a river like a slender silver chain, here is a village bordered by green-gold rice fields, here is a breeze smelling
               of sweet water rushes, here is the marble balcony of a grand old mansion with guards at its iron gates and servants transporting
               trays of delicacies up the stairs, here are a man and a woman in carved teak chairs. Here is the country that contains them
               all.

         
         The river is Sarasi, the village is Ranipur in Bengal, the mansion belongs to Somnath Chowdhury, zamindar. He is playing chess
               with Priya, daughter of his best friend, Nabakumar Ganguly. The country is India, the year is 1946, the month is August. Everything
               is about to change.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Priya

         
         Priya captures Somnath’s bishop with her knight and waves it about in delight. “You did not see that coming, Kaku, did you?”
            He bends over the board muttering, secretly pleased. He taught her to play ten years ago when she was eight; her victories
            are his, too.
         

         
         Somnath in his cotton kurta-pajama, a glint of gold buttons at his neck. One would not guess that he owns most of the fields
            in Ranipur and a shipping business and fancy mansion in Calcutta. His village home remains his favorite residence. Priya claims
            it is because he does not have a worthy chess opponent in the big city.
         

         
         Priya in the loom-woven sari most village girls wear, her laughing face framed by curly hair escaped from her braid. One would
            not guess she holds close to her heart a forbidden dream.
         

         
         The servants arrange the food on marble tables. Lime sharbat in silver glasses, three kinds of milk-sweets, steaming pumpkin-flower pakoras, pistachios, fruitcakes sent up from Calcutta. Guilt twinges in Priya. At home, her mother and two sisters would be eating puffed rice and jaggery, peasant fare. Money is always short in the Ganguly household. Nabakumar, a fine doctor with practices in Ranipur and Calcutta, is hobbled by a bad habit: he cannot turn away patients who are unable to pay. People take advantage of you, Priya’s mother, Bina, complains. What would they have done if Bina had not been a talented quiltmaker, much in demand for her wedding kanthas? Bina is correct; still, Nabakumar is Priya’s hero. 

         
         Up the stairs comes Manorama, Somnath’s sister, manager of his household ever since his wife died giving birth to their only
            son, Amit. Manorama wears the white sari prescribed for widows, but hers is of the finest cotton. Jewelry is forbidden, but
            at her waist hangs a massive silver key ring proudly holding every key except the one to Somnath’s safe. All in this household
            must petition Manorama for their needs.
         

         
         The pakoras are getting cold, Manorama observes.

         
         “Take it all away!” Somnath snaps. He descends into irritation when the game grows tense. “A hundred times I have said, do
            not disturb me when I am playing. If I lose to this chit of a girl, it will be your fault.”
         

         
         Manorama, undaunted: “If you lose it will be because Priya is a better player. At least let her eat!”

         
         Priya bites into a pakora. “Thank you, Pishi. Unlike certain people, I can eat and think at the same time.”

         
         Manorama laughs. In her dry way, she is fond of Priya. Once she told Priya that though her oldest sister, Deepa, was the beauty
            of the village—fair skin, rose-petal lips, soulful eyes, hair like a waterfall—Priya was more admirable. She did not lie or
            think too highly of herself or deal in pettiness. Priya had thanked Manorama, but inwardly she shrugged. Life was too short
            to waste on trivialities when one had a goal.
         

         
         *  *  *

         A commotion in the compound below. A gate bangs shut, footsteps crunch unevenly along the long gravel driveway, Priya suppresses a sigh. It is her middle sister, strident-voiced Jamini, calling her by her full and proper name. 

         
         “Bishnupriya! Ma wants you home!”

         
         Jamini was born thirteen months before Priya, but she seems older. Perhaps it is the way she dresses: decorous long-sleeved
            blouses, stiff-starched saris so that people will take her seriously. Hair pulled into a severe bun that makes her look haggard.
            Priya can see this. But Jamini dislikes advice from her sisters, so Priya has opted wisely for silence.
         

         
         Jamini likes to order Priya around; mostly Priya allows it. Jamini’s left leg is a trifle shorter, she walks with a lurch
            although Nabakumar took her to a Calcutta surgeon when she was a child. The village women whisper that no one will marry her.
            This saddens Priya. She herself does not consider marriage crucial, she has larger plans, but she suspects that wifehood means
            much to Jamini.
         

         
         Still, she will not let Jamini cut short her game. “I will go home once I am done.”

         
         “Should not take long,” Somnath announces. “About to beat her.”

         
         With a vixen grin, Priya inserts a bishop between her king and Somnath’s queen.

         
         “You might as well come upstairs and have some sweets while you wait,” Manorama says. She is not fond of Jamini, Priya has
            overheard her say that Jamini is too virtuous, but the Chowdhurys are gracious to guests, even uninvited ones.
         

         
         Jamini, primly: “Many thanks, but not today, Pishi. I am helping Ma cook for Baba—”

         
         “Baba is home?” Priya rises, jolting the chessboard in excitement. “Why did you not say so?”

         
         Somnath frowns. “Nabakumar is back early from Calcutta. I wonder why. He does not like changing his routine.”

         
         Jamini loves being the one who knows. “Something occurred at the clinic. He will tell you tomorrow. I must leave now. I do not want to miss Baba’s Calcutta stories. Priya dear, take your time, finish up the game. I am sure Baba will not mind.” 

         
         Priya is too used to Jamini’s taunts to react. She sends Somnath an apologetic look as he nods his understanding, casts a
            regretful eye on her plate of uneaten snacks, bids goodbye to Manorama.
         

         
         But here are hoofbeats. The durwans swing open the great lion-crested gates, a black stallion gallops in, carrying Amit. Two
            years older than Priya, her best friend, recently returned from studies in Calcutta. In imported jodhpur pants and a fine
            muslin shirt, he is overly elegant for the village. Priya teases him for this. He is an excellent horseman, tall and sturdy,
            strong enough to control the wildest horse. But this she does not say; already he thinks too much of himself.
         

         
         He halts the stallion with a flick of his wrist, swings down, calls her by the name he gave her in childhood.

         
         “Pia. You cannot leave so soon. I timed my ride so I would get back just as you finish your boring game. I still have so much
            to tell you about my Calcutta stay—”
         

         
         Jamini interrupts. “Priya must go home. Now.”

         
         Priya wonders at her tone. Jamini is courteous with everyone except her sisters, but since Amit’s return, she has been thorny
            toward him.
         

         
         “When did you become Pia’s guardian?” Amit retorts. Jamini faces him, eager for altercation.

         
         Priya puts an apologetic hand on Amit’s arm. He has a formidable temper; she does not want it to flare now. “Baba has come
            home unexpectedly. He has been gone two weeks—”
         

         
         Amit’s face clears; Priya can always appease him. “You want to see him, of course. I will come with you. I love hearing Nabakumar
            Kaku’s news. Let me hand Sultan to the groom—”
         

         
         Jamini cuts in. “Today is not a good day for visits. Father wants a quiet family dinner.”

         
         Priya, bristling: “Amit is family, too!”

         
         This time it is Amit who touches her arm. “I will see him another time.”

         
         Only the thought of her waiting father keeps Priya from argument. “He will come tomorrow to talk to Somnath Kaku. I will accompany
            him. We can chat then”—she throws Jamini a searing glance—“without interruption.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         On the way home, Jamini stops at the shrine of Pir Moyinuddin, a Muslim saint beloved of all in the village. Priya is annoyed.

         
         “You said we were in a hurry. You would not let me talk to Amit.”

         
         It is bad luck, Jamini says, to pass a holy place without praying. As for Amit, Priya is too friendly with him. “You are not
            a child anymore. You need to behave appropriately, or you will bring shame on our family. Do you not see how shallow Amit
            has grown? He cares only about fine clothes and expensive horses and his rich Calcutta friends, every one of them idle and
            wasteful. I heard that he failed his exams . . .”
         

         
         Priya prefers not to argue with Jamini, who is adept at twisting words, but today she is too furious for prudence. “You should
            be ashamed to repeat malicious gossip like that. I know Amit. He is a good human being. Also, he is right; you are not my
            guardian. Unless Baba tells me otherwise, I will be as friendly with Amit as I please.”
         

         
         She walks faster so Jamini will not be able to keep up, she kicks at the stones in her path. Fields of golden mustard flowers,
            silver-white egrets feeding in the rushes, things she loves. She passes them unseeing. She is good at shrugging off Jamini’s
            jibes. How, then, did her sister get so deep under her skin today?
         

         
         *  *  *

         Dinnertime. On the floor of their two-room cottage, the three sisters have gathered around Nabakumar. They are similar in
            build but otherwise so different that a stranger would not think they belong to the same family: Deepa scintillates in her
            confident beauty; Jamini is pale with virtue and suppressed longing; Priya glows, passionate with purpose. Their mother, Bina,
            ordinarily stern or worried, is radiant today because her husband is home. She has cooked ilish in mustard sauce, an expensive
            treat for which she made a special trip to the fish market. She must have taken the money from her lockbox, Priya thinks,
            money she is saving with difficulty for her daughters’ dowries.
         

         
         Dowries—or the lack thereof—is a constant cause of tension in their household. Though Nabakumar is not eager to send his girls
            off to the homes of in-laws, Bina feels they must marry soon. She turns accusing eyes on her husband, pointing out that most
            village girls their age are already betrothed, if not wed. Bina has ambitions for her daughters; she would like to marry them
            into affluent and respectable families. But without sufficient dowries, what chance do they have of attracting such matches?
            Her voice grows sharp as she reminds her husband that as they get older, their options are shrinking.
         

         
         Priya has no wish to get married. Even still, the notion of dowries infuriates her. Is a woman not valuable enough in herself?
            she asks. When a man brings home his bride, isn’t the family gaining a housemaid they will never have to pay? But it is a
            losing battle. Even her idealistic father concedes that the custom is too strong to fight.
         

         
         But today Bina is in a good mood and smiles shyly when Nabakumar compliments her cooking. Jamini jumps up to serve everyone,
            though he has told her they can help themselves. Priya sits closest to Nabakumar, asking about new cases in his Calcutta clinic
            until Bina says, “Must we hear about blood and pus and fever-vomiting at dinnertime? Let Baba eat in peace.”
         

         
         Nabakumar winks at Priya when Bina is not looking. Later, he mouths. Their little secret.
         

         
         Nabakumar loves opportunities to expand his daughters’ horizons. A talented singer, he has taught them many Tagore songs. Deepa and Jamini learned quickly, they have discerning ears, but Priya—in this she is like her mother—cannot sing at all. She knows all the words, though, and loves to hear him sing, especially the patriotic songs that are his favorite. For some reason, Bina cannot stand these; when she is around, Priya has noticed, Nabakumar switches to innocuous melodies praising nature’s beauty. 

         
         Nabakumar would have kept the girls in the village pathshala until they completed their final year, but Bina said, Enough,
            which man wants a wife who knows more than him. Still, he brought home textbooks and notes, encouraged the girls to take their
            examinations from home. The others declined, but Priya studied on her own and matriculated with high marks. Perhaps that is
            why he loves her most; he sees himself mirrored in her hunger to know the world.
         

         
         Now he launches into politics, his other passion. In youth he was a freedom fighter; he insists that his family should know
            what is happening in their country. This exciting, difficult time: bitter-cold arguments between Viceroy Wavell and Nehru
            and Jinnah, Gandhi sidelined, opposing factions raising hydra heads. No one can agree about the shape that independent India
            should take, he ends sadly. Who knows how rocky the transition of power will be.
         

         
         Priya longs to know more, but Bina interrupts. “Could we talk about something peaceful and happy?”

         
         Into the awkward silence slides Deepa with a charming pout that no man can resist, not even a father. “Baba, when will you
            take me to Calcutta? You promised last year that we would go shopping in New Market.”
         

         
         The girls have not been to Calcutta in years. Priya’s only memory of the city is of screeching peacocks in a zoo they visited while she was a child. Partly this is because, though it is not particularly far, getting to Calcutta is an enterprise. Ranipur does not have its own station. Travelers must walk for two hours or take a buffalo cart, which is not much faster, to Baduria and wait there for a train. But this is the real reason: Bina does not like the big city, does not trust it. 

         
         Now Nabakumar, shamefaced, admits he owes Deepa a trip. He frowns, calculating. “I can take you in two weeks.”

         
         Priya begs to join them. She wants to see his clinic and Calcutta Medical College, where he studied. Jamini, too, looks up
            with requesting eyes.
         

         
         Bina responds with a decisive no; then she relents a little. “It is too expensive to take us all. Let Deepa go with you. I
            will send one of my kanthas with her, to show to shopkeepers in New Market. Perhaps someone will agree to stock my work.”
         

         
         Deepa. The prettiest eldest favorite to whom Bina gives the biggest sweet, the best sari at Durga Puja time, who sleeps beside
            her when Baba goes to Calcutta. Deepa says, “I will surely find a buyer for your beautiful quilts, Ma. Pack me the bridal-party
            kantha. It has the best needlework.”
         

         
         A good choice, Priya must admit; Deepa has a keen eye. The kantha depicts a bride traveling to her husband’s home in a palanquin.
            Waving palm trees, rivers with leaping fish, the bridegroom and his friends triumphant on their horses, the bride peeping
            curiously from the palanquin. It took Bina an entire week to do just the understitching, even with Jamini’s help.
         

         
         Nabakumar speaks decisively. “All five of us will go. We will make it a family holiday. I will ask Somnath if we can stay
            in his Calcutta house. It lies empty most of the time. Our only expense will be the train tickets. I can afford that.”
         

         
         Bina frowns. “But will it be safe? In the bazaar, people are saying there will be a big rally.”

         
         “Nothing to worry about. The politicians are always organizing hartals.” Nabakumar touches Bina’s cheek. “It will be a special
            treat. I have given you too few of those, dearest.”
         

         
         A smile breaks over Bina’s face, years fall away. She lowers her head shyly. Priya glimpses the luminous young woman she had been, mesmerized by the dashing physician visiting her little village. They had fallen in love and married without family permission, unusual in that time. 

         
         Nabakumar turns to Jamini. He might love Priya the most, but he is fair to all his children. “What would you like to do in
            Calcutta, daughter?”
         

         
         Dutiful Jamini startles them all. “I want to visit a cinema hall and see an English movie. Bela’s father took her to the Metro
            Cinema last year. It has red velvet chairs and—”
         

         
         Bina asks Jamini if they own a huge rice go-down, like Bela’s father. She points out that Jamini barely knows English.

         
         Jamini’s face flushes. She looks down at her thala and toys with a piece of fish. Priya wishes to defend Jamini, but it would
            only harm her case.
         

         
         Nabakumar says, “We will go to an English movie, Jamini dear, if that is what you have set your heart on.”

         
         Jamini offers him a tremulous, faraway smile. In her head, she is already at the Metro, seated in her velvet chair.

         
         Nabakumar rises to wash his hands. Deepa says, “Looks like you are done eating, Jamini. Can I have your piece of ilish?”

         
         Priya glances at Ma. Surely she will say no to this unreasonable request. But she does not speak, and Deepa leans over and
            takes the fish.
         

         
         *  *  *

         The house is quiet now, lanterns extinguished, the family settled for the night, parents in the bedroom, daughters on old quilts on the main floor. As revenge for the usurped fish, Jamini has claimed Deepa’s place by the window, where it is coolest. Deepa grumbles her way to the second-best spot at the other edge of the room. Priya lies between them. Such things matter little to her. 

         
         She wakes to a panicked banging, someone outside shouting, Daktar-babu, shouting, Emergency. Deepa groans and pulls her pillow over her ears, Jamini sits up in fright, Priya flings open the door. Their desperate night-visitor
            is a young fisherman. His wife has been in labor since morning, but the baby will not budge. The midwife says she can do nothing
            more.
         

         
         Tousle-haired, in rumpled pajamas, Nabakumar goes to the bedroom to fetch his medical bag. Bina frowns. “It sounds challenging.”

         
         His voice is somber, his words clipped. “It does. Do not wait up for me.”

         
         Bina sighs. After traveling all day, Nabakumar needs his sleep. And the case will bring little, if any, money. Still, she
            climbs out of bed and puts a couple of clean old saris into a bag. After a moment she adds a baby quilt.
         

         
         Priya has followed Nabakumar. “Please let me come with you! It might help to have an extra pair of hands.”

         
         Bina is scandalized. “An unmarried girl cannot be at a birthing.”

         
         Priya is afraid Nabakumar will agree. Not because it is unseemly—such thoughts do not occur to him—but because he does not
            like to cross Bina. Also, he might not think Priya would be of use. Until now she has assisted with only simple tasks at his
            Ranipur clinic, stitching up a cut, lancing a boil, prescribing malaria medication. But he nods. Bring lanterns. Two of them.
            Hurry. She realizes that he expects more trouble than he can handle on his own.
         

         
         They walk through the sultry night to the fisher neighborhood. Narrower paths, shacks leaning drunkenly against one another.
            The man—his name is Hamid—leads them to the smallest one. Dim light of a smoky lamp, a pregnant woman panting on a mat. The
            frightened midwife tells them the baby’s heartbeat is very faint.
         

         
         “The umbilical cord might be tangled,” Nabakumar says. He disinfects his hands, examines the patient. “I’ll have to cut her open. Chloroform.” 

         
         Priya pushes away fear and follows instructions. Press the chloroform rag against the patient’s face until she slackens, clean
            the belly with antiseptics, tell Hamid and the midwife to hold the lanterns steady. Hand Nabakumar the instruments he calls
            for, scalpel, scissors, clamp. Do not flinch when blood wells dark from the incision in the woman’s belly. The woman moans.
            Calm, calm. More chloroform, count out the drops with a steady hand, hold the weeping flesh apart. Nabakumar lifts out a baby boy. Cut
            the cord serpent-coiled around the infant’s neck. Hold his feet, slap his back, hand him to the midwife when he cries, no
            time for complacency, help to stitch up the woman, clean the blood, tear strips from Bina’s saris. Bandage the wound, administer
            a penicillin injection, tell the overwhelmed Hamid what he must do until the doctor’s next visit.
         

         
         Then she remembers. She rummages in the bag and hands the baby quilt to Hamid.

         
         The fisherman’s eyes well up, he runs reverent fingers over the soft cloth patterned with butterflies. It is one of Bina’s
            simplest, but Priya sees that he has never owned anything so fine. He accompanies them back in silence, but at their door
            he weeps again, trying to gather words for his gratitude, trying to hand Nabakumar a handful of coins.
         

         
         Nabakumar waves them away, but he does not make Hamid feel small.

         
         “Bring us some fish when the catch is good,” he says.

         
         Hamid nods. He walks away, shoulders straighter, head high.

         
         Priya thinks, How much I have to learn from Baba about doctoring. About human decency.

         
         At the threshold of the sleeping house, she gathers courage. “When I took the baby from your hands, knowing that it might
            have died but for us—I have never experienced anything as exhilarating. Did I do well?”
         

         
         “You did wonderfully. Calm and efficient—the perfect assistant.”

         
         She is light-headed with tiredness, terrified with hope. “Will you let me attend the medical college in Calcutta, then? I
            want to be a doctor. It is my dream.”
         

         
         Baba looks away. “I am too tired to discuss this right now.”

         
         This is not the whole truth. He forestalls her each time she brings up the subject. But she is his daughter, inheritress of
            his stubborn genes. She will not give up.
         

         
         *  *  *

         On the balcony of Somnath’s mansion, Darjeeling tea and Britannia biscuits. The men discuss Calcutta.

         
         “Crowded and expensive and dirtier each year,” Somnath says with a delicate shudder. “The firangi soldiers have ruined our
            city.”
         

         
         Nabakumar disagrees. “Living in the village has made you soft and provincial. And fat. I will tell Manorama, no more rasagollahs
            for you. She will listen to me—I am your doctor, after all.”
         

         
         “You are the devil, that is what you are,” retorts Somnath, who is fond of his desserts.

         
         How they enjoy squabbling, these two who love each other like brothers. Priya sips her tea and thinks happily of Hamid’s wife,
            Fatima, whom they checked on earlier today, sitting up and breastfeeding the baby, who was wrapped in Bina’s quilt. Her shy
            smile, her stitches clean and uninfected.
         

         
         The conversation moves to the Calcutta clinic, which Nabakumar runs along with his college friend, Dr. Abdullah Khan. Because
            the doctors do not insist on a fee, it has grown very popular among the indigent. Always long lines outside the building,
            the sick standing stoically, sun or storm. But last week a woman had collapsed as she waited, had almost died.
         

         
         “We must add a waiting room to the clinic, and soon,” Nabakumar says. “So here I am at your doorstep once again, Somu, with my begging bowl.” His laughter is tinged with discomfort. He prefers to be on the giving end of favors. 

         
         “What is this nonsense about begging, Nabo? Tell me how much you need. I will send a message to Munshiji in Calcutta. He will
            have the money ready in two weeks. But I do not understand why that run-down clinic is so important to you. Do you not miss
            being with your family—especially your lovely daughters, who will soon be married and gone? If you want to help the poor,
            there is no shortage of them around Ranipur.”
         

         
         Nabakumar grows serious. “The poor in Ranipur have a place to call home, even if it is just a hovel. They can live off the
            land or the river. When it is harvest time, or when a pond has to be dug or a house built, someone will hire them. Most of
            all, they know where they belong.
         

         
         “But in Calcutta, the poor have no roots, no hope. Many live on sidewalks, constantly harassed by the police. The famine three
            years ago, when thousands of starving people crowded into the city, made everything worse. You do not like to hear this because
            you do business with the British, but they were the ones who cut off the rice supply to Bengal. A million people died. I saw
            the bodies, Somu, piled on street corners, nothing but skin and bone. They still come to me in nightmares . . .” His voice
            shakes. “That is why I have to work in Calcutta, among the faceless poor. It is my small offering to my motherland.”
         

         
         Priya had glimpsed the hardships of the famine in the village, but she is shocked to learn how many had suffered, and how
            greatly. Her father’s pain pricks her heart. She makes a vow: if the universe allows her to become a doctor, she, too, will
            help the helpless.
         

         
         “You’re being modest, Nabo. Your offerings are far from small. Not only do you treat the poor for free, you also send money
            to Gandhi’s Harijan Sevak Sangh—”
         

         
         Nabakumar cuts him off; he does not like to discuss his generosities. “I have some selfish reasons, too, for spending time in Calcutta. It keeps me in touch with what is going on politically in the country. And it keeps me from stagnating professionally. I come across unusual diseases, Abdullah shares his medical journals with me, we implement exciting new cures. For me, the clinic is like oxygen.” 

         
         Nabakumar’s words resonate in Priya. Has she not felt the same excitement when he brings home a new medical textbook, discusses
            a strange case with her? The human body is intricate, a mystery. Wresting it from death’s clutches is an adventure without
            end.
         

         
         Somnath says, “Our Priya has a solemn look. What is buzzing around inside your head, child?”

         
         She knows Nabakumar will not like it, but Somnath’s encouragement pulls the words out of her. “I want to become a doctor like
            Baba. Cure difficult diseases. Learn the latest treatments. Help the poor. I want to go to medical college.” She bites her
            tongue to keep in the traitorous accusation: but he will not allow it.
         

         
         Somnath says, “If any woman can do it, Priya, surely it is you. You are already a great help to your father in his clinic
            here. You even assisted him last night when he delivered Hamid’s baby.” He laughs at her startled look. “Oh yes, I have my
            sources. Nabo, let our Priya take the medical entrance examination. She is so bright, I am confident she will pass with high
            marks.”
         

         
         “You have no idea how prejudiced the administrators at the Medical College—most of them still British—are against women,” Nabakumar says heatedly. “The majority of women candidates do not even pass the written exam because they are graded more severely than the men. The few who pass are usually eliminated during the oral interview, where the committee tries to intimidate them. The very few who get in—usually from influential families whom the college cannot antagonize outright—drop out soon after. Abdullah’s nephew, Raza, who graduated recently, has told us horror stories. The professors are extra hard on the women, asking them things no first-year student can be expected to know, then forcing them to remain standing through the class period when they cannot answer. They are given male corpses to dissect in anatomy labs, or asked to take care of male patients with sexual diseases or madmen who might attack them. Their fellow students, too, tease and ridicule them and make off-color jokes. There are no women’s toilets in the college—on purpose, I am sure. I do not want my daughter to be tortured like this.” 

         
         “I do not care,” Priya says. “I would not allow such trivialities to bother me. I would prove to them that I can be as good
            a doctor as any man.” She glares at Nabakumar. “Have you not always taught me to stand up against wrongdoing? How can we accept
            such injustice, then? How will things ever change for us women if we—and our families—are unwilling to fight for what matters
            most?”
         

         
         Amit, sauntering just then onto the balcony: “Who does Pia want to fight now?”

         
         “Don’t interrupt!” she snaps. “We are having a serious discussion about my future.”

         
         “Apologies.” Amit executes an elaborate bow he must have learned in Calcutta. His eyes dance with mischief. She should be
            more annoyed. Why is it that she can never stay angry with him?
         

         
         “Give the girl a chance, Nabo,” Somnath says. “She deserves that. If she fails, the matter ends there.”

         
         “What if I get in?” Priya asks.

         
         “Then we will have another discussion,” Somnath replies in his calm voice.

         
         Nabakumar, reluctant: “Very well, she can take the exam. I am not promising anything beyond that.”

         
         Priya hugs Nabakumar. She grasps Somnath’s hands. But for his quiet championship, Nabakumar would have refused her outright.
            “I will prepare hard for the exam. I will make you proud.”
         

         
         “Better you prepare yourself for marriage, learning skills that men appreciate in their wives,” Nabakumar grumbles.

         
         “What if she finds a man who appreciates a wife with medical skills?” Amit quips.

         
         She smacks his arm. “Stop joking about crucial matters.”

         
         “My deepest apologies.” His eyes betray his amusement; then they grow serious. “Come to my room. I want to show you what I
            got for you from Calcutta.”
         

         
         “It had better not be something stupid,” she says. Then euphoria strikes her. She is going to take the medical exam. Her dream
            is starting to come true. She grasps Amit’s arm. “Come along, slowpoke!” They hurry to the stairs.
         

         
         Behind her, she hears Somnath. “How they squabble and make up, just like the two of us.”

         
         “Indeed.” But Nabakumar’s voice is thoughtful. Priya can feel him watching her.

         
         Somnath says, “All this arguing has tired me out. How about a song, Nabo?”

         
         Her father begins. His voice, slightly husky, is the one she loves most in the world. Ei korechho bhalo, nithuro he, ei korechho bhalo.

         
         “Not that one,” Somnath groans. “It is so depressing.” But Nabakumar continues, inexorable.

         
         
            Emni kore hridoye mor teebra dahan jalo.

            Amar e dhoop na poralay gondho kichhui naahi dhale

            Amar a deep na jalaley dei na kichhui aalo.

         

         
            You have done well, O Pitiless One,

            In scorching my heart.

            Until incense is burned, it does not pour out its fragrance

            Until a lamp is lit, it does not give out its light.

         

         Priya agrees. It is a dismal song. She wonders why her father likes it so much.

         
         *  *  *

         She sits cross-legged on Amit’s four-poster bed, the way she has done since the beginning of memory. It is a grand bed, over
            a hundred years old, so high that they had needed a footstool to climb on. How carelessly he left his many toys scattered
            across the floor, his games of ludo and carrom. He had cupboards stuffed with books that he opened only when she forced him
            to. She used to scold him for not taking better care of his things, not being thankful for how lucky he was. But he was not
            really lucky, was he, alone in this big house with no mother, no siblings, a father who gave him too little attention, an
            aunt who gave him too much. That was why Priya had become his friend; he needed her.
         

         
         In some ways, Amit has not changed. His belongings are still strewn around, he refuses to let the maids or even the doting
            Manorama tidy them. He rummages in a trunk, discarding clothes and shoes. When Priya asks what mischief he has been up to
            in the big city, he says, with maddening primness, Not fit for your innocent ears.
         

         
         “Found them,” Amit yells. “Close your eyes.”

         
         Mock-sighing, she obeys. In the past, he has brought her wondrous novelties. A globe with fake snow that swirled up when shaken,
            a box with a ballerina that spun around to tinkly music unlike the Indian melodies she knew. What might it be today?
         

         
         He takes her hands and slips something cool and heavy over her wrists. She finds herself wearing a pair of gold bangles studded
            with red stones. She frowns.
         

         
         “Do you not like them?” His voice is uncertain. “I got them from P. C. Chandra, the best jewelry shop in Calcutta. The stones
            are rubies. I thought they would look good on you.”
         

         
         “Where did you get the money?” Her voice is suspicious. After certain misdemeanors occurred early in Amit’s Calcutta career,
            Somnath had sternly limited his funds.
         

         
         “I saved my allowance. Did not throw a single party all year.”

         
         She is taken aback. Amit has never been a saver, an understandable flaw in the heir to a considerable fortune.

         
         He grins. “It was excruciating. All my friends boycotted me. But I did it for you.”

         
         Breath snags in her chest. “I cannot accept this. It is too expensive.” She starts slipping the bangles off, but he holds
            her hands tightly.
         

         
         “It would make me happy if you keep them, Pia.”

         
         She wavers. Not because she wants the bangles—she does not care for such things—but because he is her dearest friend and she
            does not wish to hurt him. “Ma would never allow—”
         

         
         “She does not need to know. Keep them somewhere safe. It’ll be our secret.”

         
         A look in his eyes that she has not seen before, a look she is not ready for. She is relieved to hear Nabakumar calling her.
            She slips the bangles into the pouch at her waist. There is a loose brick in the wall of the storeroom at home, behind the
            grain jars, and a gap behind it. As a child, she kept her small treasures in it. She will hide the bangles there until she
            devises a way to return them.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Deepa

         
         Deepa’s first glimpse of Calcutta is disappointing, frightening even. O the confusion of Sealdah Station. Arrays of ticket
            counters, lines of jostlers desperate to be elsewhere, crackly announcements impossible to decipher, red-uniformed coolies
            with holdalls on their heads yelling, Get out of the way. Most shocking are the dull, sunken eyes of the beggar children.
            Priya wants to give them coins, but Amit, who has accompanied the Ganguly family to the city, stops her. She will be mobbed,
            he warns. Also, most of them work for goondas who take their money at the end of the day. Deepa is sorry, but life is like that. Priya’s eyes well up. The girl is too soft-hearted for her own good. How can this happen?
            she demands, as though Amit is personally responsible. Amit is saved from having to answer for the world’s inequities by Somnath’s
            driver, who runs up and leads them to the car, where Deepa is quick to snag a window seat.
         

         
         This is more like it. Spacious and luxurious, the car—a Rolls-Royce, Amit says—speeds along a wide smooth street lined with flowering trees. Amit has given the driver instructions to show the girls some of the sights; he takes them alongside the Hooghly River. Barges loaded with sacks and crates, ferries crammed with commuters, fancy motor launches carrying Britishers. Deepa stares at the women in their knee-length dresses, at once excited and scandalized. She has never seen a woman expose her legs in public. All the rules are different in the big city. 

         
         Priya sits next to Deepa, leaning over her to see everything. Every so often Deepa elbows her away—she is the oldest, after
            all—but Priya is too good-natured to mind. Jamini is a different story. Bina offered her the window seat, but she said no,
            she wanted Bina to have the better view. All right, Bina said. Now Jamini is staring ahead, sweating sullenly because her
            sacrifice was not appreciated. When Deepa wants something, she grabs it with a smile that people cannot resist. Once, feeling
            generous, she tried to teach this to Jamini, but Jamini flounced away.
         

         
         From the front seat, Amit points out landmarks. The tall pillar of the Monument, with two dizzying balconies up high; the
            racecourse, hidden from avid viewers by tall fencing; in the distance the white marble palace of the Victoria Memorial with
            a black angel on top.
         

         
         Amit had surprised them by asking if he might join them on their Calcutta adventure. A delighted Nabakumar agreed. Another
            man in this gaggle of girls would be a help, he said. But Somnath frowned: You have to start managing our estates. Why do
            you want to visit Calcutta again so soon? But Amit, like Deepa, is good at charming people into giving him his way.
         

         
         Deepa knows why Amit is here; she has seen the glances he gives Priya; she is fully in favor of a romance between them. An
            alliance with a family as rich as his is sure to help when Nabakumar looks for a match for her. With Somnath’s help, they
            might even find Jamini a husband. Deepa would like that. Jamini exasperates her, but they are sisters, after all.
         

         
         Now they are in Chowringhee, Amit says, the most important neighborhood in Calcutta. Motorcars, buses, horse carriages, rickshaws pulled by men who ring a handbell to warn pedestrians. See the electric trams, connected to power lines above, running on tracks? He promises to take the sisters on a ride. 

         
         They pass a building blazing white and big as a palace, porticoes and carved columns along the front. The rooms upstairs have
            charming balconies with flowering shrubs. The Grand, the fanciest hotel in the city. Deepa asks if Amit can take them inside,
            just for a look, but he grimaces.
         

         
         “Sorry. Only foreigners are allowed.”

         
         Priya, indignant: “Why? This is our country, isn’t it?”

         
         Nabakumar says, “Yes, and we have been fighting to reclaim it since 1857. So many have sacrificed their lives for it. Finally,
            independence is coming. Perhaps when we visit Calcutta next, we will go there for tea.”
         

         
         Bina sniffs. Deepa knows what she is thinking because she is thinking it, too: not likely. They cannot afford it. It is wonderful
            that Nabakumar wants to save the world, but if he did a little less of it, the family would have a little more.
         

         
         More elegant landmarks speed by. The Nizam Palace, St. Paul’s Cathedral, the Indian Museum. Finally a quiet, tree-lined avenue,
            durwans armed with rifles salaaming Amit, swinging the gates open. Rolling lawn, exotic flower borders, fountains sending
            up silver spouts. The mansion’s walls loom whitely; its gleaming windows are covered by decorative grilles. Two marble lions
            guard the entry. Inside, mosaic tiles in a lotus design, shiny teak furniture. Shefali the housekeeper, who has been with
            the family for decades, welcomes them with joined palms, her sari much finer than the Ganguly women’s clothing. Generations
            of ancestors stare down disapprovingly from oil paintings at their shabby bags.
         

         
         If I had a house like this, Deepa thinks, I would never live in a boring backwater village.

         
         The parents get the bedroom downstairs, Amit is on the third floor, the girls will have the entire second floor to themselves. Amit gives Priya the biggest room—no surprise there—but all the rooms are large and bright, with enormous four-poster beds. Deepa has never had a room to herself, let alone a bathroom complete with an overhead shower. Her bed is so soft, she could spend her life lying there. 

         
         Thank God they had not canceled their trip.

         
         Two days back, a neighbor told them that the Muslim League had ordered businesses all over India to close down on August 16
            so they could have a mass meeting. There might be violence. Looting.
         

         
         “It will be too dangerous,” Bina said. “We should stay home.”

         
         Nabakumar said, “Hartals are always happening. They are just an opportunity for party leaders to give speeches while the common
            people get a day off from work. We will get to Calcutta early and have time to shop. On the day of the strike, we will stay
            in and relax. Once it is done, we will sightsee and find a buyer for your quilts. Maybe we will even have time to go for a
            boat ride on the Ganges.”
         

         
         He was jovial and confident. Bina had given in.

         
         *  *  *

         A large radio sits atop a chest of drawers in Priya’s room, polished wood, shiny knobs. Radios are expensive, they have never
            owned one. Priya touches it with a hesitant finger, but Jamini leans over and twists the knobs confidently. Where did she
            learn that, Jamini with secrets of her own?
         

         
         A song by Tagore comes on, made popular by freedom fighters across the country. Gandhiji himself loves it. “Ekla Cholo Re.”
            If no one responds to your call, then walk alone.
         

         
         Jamini joins the singer, her voice clear as glass. They are too poor to afford a music teacher, but she listens when her friends are taking lessons. Deepa is a good singer, too. But she stopped practicing after Jamini said, Let me at least have this one thing. 

         
         A new Tagore song comes on. Pagla hawar badal dine, pagol amar mon jege othe. Usually, Tagore is too high-minded for Deepa; she prefers catchy romantic songs, like Hemanta’s “Jaanite Jodi Go Tumi,” but
            something about this one haunts her.
         

         
         
            On this wild windy day,

            my wild mind awakens.

            I do not know why it longs to go

            beyond the known world

            where there are no roads.

            Will it ever return home?

         

         The sisters listen, mesmerized by the woman’s breathy voice. They dream of impractical things: travel, adventure, breaking
            boundaries. Is it possible, if one goes beyond the known world, to return? They wait for the song to tell them. But Nabakumar
            calls them downstairs to meet his friend Dr. Abdullah, and obedient Jamini switches off the radio.
         

         
         *  *  *

         At the round mahogany table with carved lion-claw feet, not one but two newcomers. Abdullah, crisp in a white kurta-pajama,
            neatly trimmed beard, white crocheted Muslim skullcap. And his nephew, Raza, brought up by Abdullah because Raza’s mother
            died when he was young. Tall, broad-chested, dressed traditionally like his uncle, with the same kind of beard. But when Deepa
            sits down next to him, in the only remaining chair, he offers her a dazzling smile that has nothing traditional about it.
            She wishes she had thought to change her sari.
         

         
         The snacks arrive, Calcutta specialties that Amit has ordered: syrup-soaked ledikenis named after Lady Canning, kachuris filled with ground dal and hing, singaras stuffed with out-of-season cauliflower. Except nothing is ever out of season in this city, Amit says proudly. 

         
         As long as you know the right people and have the right amount of money, Raza says. Is his grin a trifle bitter? Surely not.
            See with what courtesy he offers Deepa a shahi tukra, the dessert they brought. A favorite, he tells her, of the Mughal emperors.
            A dish fit for a princess. Deepa, who is used to the young men of the village mooning over her, finds herself blushing. When
            Raza asks what she would like to see in Calcutta, she is annoyed because she cannot think of something special to impress
            him.
         

         
         The conversation shifts. Dr. Abdullah complains to Nabakumar—only half jokingly—that Raza is getting too distracted by politics.
            Though a talented doctor, he spends half his day at the Muslim League headquarters, sometimes more. He has become a youth
            leader. The organization is always telling him to speak at rallies, while his old uncle is left to handle the clinic.
         

         
         Deepa imagines Raza tall and imposing, confident in front of a crowd. He was born to give speeches, he would know what to
            say, he would inspire everyone.
         

         
         Raza says, “It’s a crucial time in the history of our nation, Mama-ji. Remember, you were involved in such things, too.”

         
         “That was different. Nabo and I were fighting to throw off the foreigners’ tyranny. How we longed for an independent India!
            People from every community came together. Nabo, do you remember, we used to sing Nazrul’s ‘Durgam Giri Kantar Moru’?”
         

         
         Nabakumar nods. In a voice reverberating with emotion, he recites,

         
         
            Who is it that dares ask, the drowning ones—are they Hindu or Muslim?

            Say instead, they are humans, they are the children of my motherland.

         

         Abdullah continues: “We had no idea that in a decade or two, our people would be fighting to break the country we had dreamed of into separate nations. Did you read what Jinnah said? I could not believe my eyes. ‘We will either have a divided India or a destroyed India.’” 

         
         Deepa sees the stubborn look that comes over Raza’s face. But respect for his uncle wins; he remains silent.

         
         Priya says, “Please tell us about your adventures, Chacha.”

         
         Bina stiffens at this, but only Deepa notices.

         
         “That was how your baba and I became fast friends,” Abdullah says. “We were both doctors at the Medical College Hospital when
            Mahatma Gandhi went on his Salt March. Inspired by his vision of nonviolent resistance, we decided to join him. It was 1930.
            Our supervisor, an Englishman, refused to give us leave. So we quit our jobs and traveled across the country to Dandi. Men
            and women of all classes came together, defying tradition. Do you remember Matangini Hazra, Nabo? A poor widow, no formal
            education, but the heart of a tigress.”
         

         
         Nabakumar nods. “We used to call her Gandhi Buri because she was so much older. But she had more energy than the lot of us.
            She fought until the day she died, shot by the police. She was in her seventies by then. She died carrying the flag, chanting
            ‘Bande Mataram.’” The memory silences him. Is that a tear in his eye? Finally he goes on. “She was a Bengali, Priya, as is
            Sarojini Naidu, one of our most important women leaders. Never forget, that is your heritage. Abdul-bhai, remember how Sarojini
            marched next to the Mahatma on the Salt March, and we marched right behind her?”
         

         
         Priya clasps her hands. She loves these tales of women at the forefront of resistance. Is Deepa the only one who notices how
            Bina’s face has darkened? Is she the only one who cares?
         

         
         A faraway look in Abdullah’s eyes. “Sarojini-ji. The nightingale of India. She would recite her poems as she marched. Now there was a woman afraid of nothing. She would even joke with the Mahatma, whom we all held in such reverence. ‘You are a lot of trouble, Bapuji,’ she would say, ‘wherever you go we have to bring goats because you refuse to drink cow’s milk like normal men.’ When he invited her to share his vegetarian meals, she would decline, laughing. ‘What an abominable mess.’ Or, ‘I can’t live on grass like you.’ When the British arrested Gandhi during the march, she took over without blinking an eye.” 

         
         Nabakumar says, “I still remember how she turned to us and cried out, ‘Although Gandhi’s body is in prison, his soul goes
            with you.’ Through all the hardships, the police harassment, she kept us focused.”
         

         
         “But your father and I never got to the ocean to make our own salt alongside the Mahatma,” Abdullah says sadly. “When we picketed
            the Dharasana Salt Works with
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