

[image: The cover image for Railsong]





[image: The title image for Railsong]




BY THE SAME AUTHOR

Pundits from Pakistan: On Tour with India The Sly Company of People Who Care




P and B





[image: The title image for Railsong]





May troubled wanderers who have lost their way

Meet with fellow travellers,

And without any fear of thieves and tigers,

May their going be easy without any fatigue.

Shantideva
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I

These Grievances Are Legitimate
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Arrival

‘I want to count people,’ said Charu to her father.

‘Your brother has started with buffaloes.’

‘Let him count buffaloes,’ she responded.

‘All right,’ he conceded. ‘Do it from the window.’

‘The door is bigger than the window,’ she argued with a three-year-old’s determination.

‘Fine. Concentrate, don’t miss any.’

She gripped his fingers tight and swayed by the train door, concentrating. He felt clever, even wise, for deflecting the coin crusade. It showed on his face as he waited for the bridge over the River Bhombal, and receded as he reacquainted himself with his worry: what if it got dark? Darkness, on top of the short halt, would make it hard to extricate the trunks and suitcases and all six family members – seven if you were to include the clothes horse in the brake van.

But everything went well for the Chitols. The infant slept at the breast in milky stupefaction; the children ran up competitive tallies and forgot to campaign for yet more new paise to fling into the water when they crossed the bridge – which arrived while it was still light, and so did their halt, where all the luggage and family members, including the clothes horse, successfully alighted.

Near-blemishless limewash coated the bricks at the railway station. Long fans hung off the iron beams, modern-sculptural in their repose. From the stationmaster’s cabin protruded a sleek two-faced clock, bearing modern sans serif numbers, and the cabins too were marked in brisk lettering, of such gloss the paint still appeared wet. As before, they gave Chitol the feeling that here was potential, promise in the future.

Now too the modern feeling did not last, there being hardly any sign of modern life once they left the station. One-horse and two-horse carriages pucked and pocked on barely paved roads. Few electric lights came on to greet the evening. But it was invigorating, calling to mind the title of deceased eminence William ‘Hilly Billy’ Tomkin’s booklet, which Chitol had taken care to peruse: Observations, Records and Witterings from a Salubrious Railway Transhipment Point. The mild altitude was perceptible; the air had a fine, calibrated nip. The beginning of spring was in the mauve and orange flowers where none were a week ago. Here and there great sal trees rose into the sky, and here and there, sure as fall and spring go hand in hand, their large yellowing leaves wavered towards the earth. A foresty fragrance accompanied the Chitols as they passed from the town into the township, under the curved iron banner that stated, incontrovertibly, ‘Bhombalpur Railway Workshop, estd 1960’.

No sooner did they arrive than they were counted. It was February of a year ending in 1 and the decennial census was under way – the ninth general census, the second of independent India. This particular enumeration, the first of her life, Charu would retain no memory of. But she, too, was counted. Afterwards, the figures found her to be one of approximately 439 million in the country.

Of these fewer than ten thousand souls lived inside the nascent railway township of Bhombalpur, and no larger a number in the town outside. Chitol did not mind the absence of clamour. Mughalsarai had been busy enough for him. All he wanted, frankly, was to live in a cottage with its own garden, where he could drink tea, read and write among his family after a sincere day’s work.

In Bhombalpur he got his cottage, of sorts. In the ascending township nomenclature theirs were C-type quarters. These comprised a small front and back yard, a little front and back veranda, three rooms and a kitchen. The quarters were of exposed brick painted a dull mustard yellow, theirs the last on the lane, their lane the last in the ward, facing on to the wild grass and bamboo-fenced backyards of the lane in front. The quarters formed half a bungalow; identical quarters the other. The Chitols quickly and crowdedly occupied their half, turning all rooms into some form of bedroom.

Their life in the township acquired the rhythm by which time moves along without being paid special attention. In the small front garden, where he set up two cane chairs, a cane table and a cane stool, Chitol spent his evenings amid growing plants and children. The backyard was wet, containing a bathroom, a separate Indian-style lavatory connected to a septic tank outside, an open cement tank to catch the water supplied in the mornings and evenings and a washing area on to which the kitchen activities spilled; there were no taps indoors.

Nistarini Debi controlled the back of the house. Although she had long surrendered to the requirements of widowhood, relinquished coloured saris and jewellery and meat, her zeal for daily living had barely diminished. She rose before dawn for a cold bath, collected whatever was blooming for the deities, and oversaw kitchen and religion in the home of her only living son, who had unaccountably married a woman outside community, caste and colour.

Towards the end of their second winter in the township, she, the wife, fell into a persistent fever.

At first it was thought to have something to do with the jolo hawa or wet breeze. But the fever stayed, intensified, brought headaches and bouts of shivering. A change in the weather, said the doctor at the health centre (a hospital was only yet a sanctioned project). Sudden drop in mercury, he pronounced with doctorly dispassion, may be a viral fever; she will be fine. She remained unresponsive to medicine, however, to bedrest, to Nistarini Debi’s potions and prayers, to her husband’s worries and compresses, to her own reassurances that it was mere exhaustion playing out. Then she started to develop grotesque symptoms. Her hands and feet bloated up oedemically; she suffered brief convulsions. There rose a ring of fever around her that those who came close felt on their skin, until one morning the children were no longer allowed into the room.

Charu, now five years old, prised apart the wooden windows to look inside. Her fingers sweated on the vertical iron bars, her round eyes marbled with tears.

All day she had noted the fretting around the word ‘ambulance’. When at sunset it appeared, its siren was silent and the lights did not blink. Her father, his friend Pal, and the coughing, injection-poking doctor helped her mother into it. Before leaving, she pressed each of the children’s hands and said with a tired smile, I’m coming back.

The words encouraged Charu. Her father was taking her mother to a big hospital, she understood. She watched the ambulance draw away, the neighbours spectating, her grandmother by the gate, the two boys standing by her. The older one, Dhrubo, now broke into a run behind the automobile. Their father sent him back. He returned to bang his head against a wall, and their grandmother hobbled towards him with the words, ‘Na, na, that is not to be done,’ and he kept trying to break through her grasp and reach the wall with his head.

Charu rested her hand on her younger brother Anando, certain that although Dhrubo was the older he was not the wiser, at least not wiser than she. She led the boy away into the house.

From underneath an almirah she pulled out a pair of wooden dice, shook them about in a tumbler and released them over and over. Anando gurgled victoriously each time the dice rumbled out of captivity. They were foolish, all of them, she thought. Her mother had gone to a big hospital, where they know what is wrong and make it all right; a hospital, where people went in order not to die and fly to Thakur. Only those who did not go to hospital, they died and flied to Thakur. On closer examination, she could not tell if Anando was enjoying the game as much as usual. She leaned across to kiss him, lanced his madman hair with her bobby pin and recited him a recently learned verse. Amader choto nodi, chole bake bake. Our little river, curves this way and that …

But a bend in the river felt very far. It was not summer as in the poem. With neither parent around, and the skies opening weakly for yet another spatter of cold rain, an unbearable tension fell upon the house. Over the next two days, the messenger brought telegrams that were read aloud to their grandmother, being in English, by Dhrubo; the following evening, just as one telegram intimated, the slightly younger of their father’s older sisters arrived with her husband.

Because Kolkata Pishi added immeasurably to the feeling of crisis, Charu began to resent her presence. In any case, she had noticed that Pishi could subdue her mother, sometimes into total silence, and in the past she had embarrassed both women by asking about it. For she knew that her mother was not quiet, she had her own way of making fun. Somehow her mother’s silence – her absence – seemed connected to this arrival. Kolkata Pishi herself was not in usual form, not mock-scolding the boys at high volume, nor broadcasting her woes garrulously.

Charu felt a desperate need for her mother, in this fraught house with its prayer and dim lighting and cold air of catastrophe. She wanted her mother to tell Anando and Dhrubo what to do with themselves, and sing to her, just make her feel good. She felt indignant at the state of affairs that obtained, and went to bed in a blaze of confusion and tears, wishing Ma would come back and explain to everyone what a hospital was.

Instead, more relatives came the day after next, and more the day after.

When they were gone all that remained was the amazing absence of her mother.
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Dayin

Nothing of their everyday was recognisable to Charu in the aftermath. Her mother had died and flied to heaven, this much she understood. But what about everybody else? When she went to hospital to become all right, they acted as if she had died to heaven and would not come back home. Now she had died and they behaved like she would come back. Her little brother had been told by so many people that Ma had gone to Thakur that he believed they too would visit heaven in an ambulance and return with her. But Charu knew her mother had been set on fire. She knew very well that when a thing is burned it is burned: it became a black powder and not even the magician who performed at the Institute gala could make it proper again.

Some days Dhrubo banged his head against the wall, as though their mother would come and give him her attention. That certainly was the case the day when the boys who walked together to school enquired whether she had become a witch.

‘She has, hasn’t she?’

‘Lives in the empty quarters next door, we know.’

Those quarters were indeed empty, for it was a period in township development when housing was in excess of posts filled.

‘Is it true, motu?’

‘Ha ha. Isn’t it, fatty?’

Dhrubo chubbied along vulnerably. They pushed his head up and he reacted with a violent swipe of the hand accompanied by a breathless sniffle.

‘Dayin! Dayin!’ the boys chanted in triumph.

‘Dayin! Dayin! Ahh ha ha, dayin!’

Tushtu, the meekest, frailest of the chanters, trailing at the back, stopped to turn towards Charu with a sly grin. She pushed him. Dhrubo whirled around to look at her as if to say, ‘What did you do that for?’ The chants tapered off.

But Dhrubo knew they would come back with twice the energy and their reputation as children of a witch would only multiply.

Charu cried quietly, less for being taunted than the force of what she had done.

‘Your mother is not a witch,’ her friend Ranu consoled her. ‘She has only died.’

‘She has not,’ replied Charu, not sure why.

She resumed walking with Ranu. Afterwards, she feared she would have dreams.

Anando had dreams. He was said to occasionally wake up screaming. But it was hard to tell with Anando nowadays. He was under the control of Thakuma and her perpetually cocked ear, and ‘Why are you asking him that?’ and ‘Why are you telling him that?’

Instead she asked Dhrubo the next day.

‘Do you have dreams?’

He still seemed annoyed with her.

‘Everyone has dreams,’ he told her, as if she was some kind of idiot.

‘Does Ma come in them?’

Dhrubo did not answer the question. He pawed the mud near the chicken-wire gate to the house, as he often did for reasons best known to himself.

‘When we give food to the crows,’ he said, ‘they take it to Ma in heaven.’

He leaned on the gate, continuing to paw the mud, concentrating on his footwork.

There were still seasons, birds and bees, and days and weeks in all their wretched assuredness. Roses took in the flower beds of the administrative gardens, their petals fell, gave up colour, dissolved into the eternity of cycles. Chitol brittled down, he cracked up, joined himself together again and again. In generations gone, he reminded himself, when every other child or mother died at birth, when the bloodline of every other family was shaped by tuberculosis, pox and plague, flood or drought, they carried on with strength and dignity.

Yet when he awoke before the first siren went off at five o’clock, he wished he could crumple up. He would look at Anando next to him, put his hand on the boy’s forehead trying to divine whether he had had dreams. His own dreams he could not talk about, dreams that were hellish self-interrogations. Could you have done anything different? his voices tore away at him. Why didn’t you? The last moments were seared into him, the first sight of his children afterwards. He marvelled at their fragility, their resilience, their trustingness. He brought himself to straighten up and face his days.

In the open backyard he applied tooth powder one tooth at a time, massaging the front and the back of each anticlockwise three times with his right index finger. Then he rinsed his mouth explosively three times. He received Shyamlal the milkman at the gate, walked to the ward market to buy vegetables from Hori. In his bath he attempted to feel, really feel, the freshness of the day as he ran the water over his body. If they were not already up, he woke the children by tickling the soles of their feet. In the garden or the front veranda, depending on the season, he had his tea and ruti or panta bhat. Before he left the house he wrapped around his neck, seasonally, a muffler or a thin cotton gamchha hung always on the left corner of the highest bar on the clothes horse. The entire point of routine is that its divisions are small and its aims achievable, defined to be so by the one who sets them. In getting from one thing to the other, merely that much, the chances of success are higher than failure, and in this way we generate the momentum for living.

Before the third siren at seven o’clock Chitol parked his bicycle alongside hundreds of others like it, his identified by a faded yellow piece of his wife’s old sari around the handlebars, which doubled as a duster. She had tied it there. These objects of her memory he sought to apprehend with the same stoic acceptance he tried to apply to his predicament in general.

Mornings he spent on the floor of the Light Machine Shop. By designation, Chitol was Chargeman B, the intermediate grade among chargemen, reporting to a foreman, and himself in charge of about a dozen skilled artisans and mistries and half a dozen khalasis. In one set of shops, the Bhombalpur Railway Workshop turned around locomotives and coaches sent in for repair or periodical overhaul, while it aimed to become capable of assembling them; in another, it manufactured a variety of parts used in this railway workshop and others. In the workshop, surrounded by grinding and milling and sawing and drilling and lathe machines, amid sounds that tremored up towards the distant corrugated-iron roofs, in light that glinted off metal and grease and skin, it was almost possible to forget the hole inside him.

At the lunch siren he made for the subsidised canteen, for in his new situation he no longer carried a tiffin – his mother had quite enough to do with the children. After his meal he went into the grounds for a stroll and a cigarette, usually with his friend Pal from the Coppersmith Shop, who kept himself reliably up to date with gossip, riddles and jokes. Thereafter, to freshen up, he took mouri from his metal canister, scattering some of the fennel seeds for the birds and squirrels to experiment with.

Unless required on the floor, the afternoon he stayed in the cabin he shared with two others. Sitting there at his desk, his tumbler full of water again, covered by light lace, Chitol often mulled over the contradiction in his circumstances. In the older times of greater casual suffering there had always been a way. When the living was joint, the place of a mother could be taken by the house at large. Out in this railway township, where men were units producing units, families were units occupying units, he had nothing to fall back on.

There had been good reasons for coming here, he frequently reiterated to himself. The new works needed men; he considered it his national duty. With the move had come better prospects, and living quarters that were available as per pay-scale entitlement. He had not a permanent home. To the village left behind generations ago there were no ties any more; and now it stood in another country. Each generation and its movements, its itinerancies. His father had worked as a scribe, a schoolteacher, a clerk at a trading firm, a manager at a ferry service, in a swathe across northern-central-eastern India, living out of homes that were never self-owned. To be the first to occupy a house meant something.

Chitol retained the faith that the township was modern, progressive, with the tacit force of nation-building behind it, and likewise that he had taken modern, progressive steps with the tacit force of nation-building behind them. He had long been guided by these principles. A young man at Independence, he had partaken of its euphoria, shed the ancient conventions that had held the people back. He believed the caste system could be undermined by jettisoning caste titles; and rather than curtail his at the neutral but bland Kumar, he had adopted, first as pen name and then as surname, this delicate, delicious, absurd, oily fish, which, he reminded the baffled Chattopadhyays in his clan, was the very first avatar of Vishnu, thus terribly auspicious. He had married for love not society, and contrary to common recommendation did not wish to remarry from compulsion. Their children he had enrolled in school as soon as they became eligible in age, their girl too. No matter that the school was not the Jesuit or the Convent, beyond the means of a Chargeman B, the Bhombalpur Boys’ and the Bhombalpur Girls’ Railway School (English Medium), in whose hot queues he and his wife had waited by turns to secure first-come-first-serve seats, were superior to the state government schools, and almost on a par with the central government schools in the township, all for an annual fee of one rupee. In short, he had, he was, he would, he will, they will, we will, somehow we will…

Animesh Kumar Chitol, whose spectacles were thick, whose hair was jet black if thinning, his mouth sweet and gentle, eyes heavy-lidded, stooped over his desk in the manner of a calm babu tackling paperwork, did not readily give the impression of a mind consumed by worry, or the literary expression that was its subsequence.

He no longer wrote with any interest in publication. Unlike his children, his own schooling had begun at home, and Bangla remained his language of deepest articulation. What he wrote nowadays were not exactly stories, nor humorous sketches. They were pockets of prose influenced by his readings, high on poetic imagery that (it was his private opinion) surfaced like bubbles and left the juice of their burst on the page.

In one of them, a man is dreaming, and in that dream a man is dreaming of an enraptured conjugal relationship with every woman he has ever been attracted to, each of whom is herself dreaming rapturously of conjugal relationships with every man she is attracted to; the series of dreams erupt one by one like fireloom, and the original man is bedazzled, blinded, wishes to break out of the dream but cannot. In another, a man faces a wall in a hexagonal room. The man, named Bawrgiyo Jaw, is possessed of a tremendous mandible, and the black tips of his spectacles loop over the tops of ears that enclose a full head of black hair. He attempts to fill the wall with the Bangla alphabet, in a way that it includes every vowel and consonant, but no matter what he means to write they end up spelling the word Jigyasa, which is the name of the mother of the man’s three children. There was nothing he could have done different. Could he?

As he embarked on another afternoon’s routine, in front of Chitol manifested Charu. He studied the girl in her crumpled pinafore stitched by the railway wives of the Mahila Samiti and tried to ascertain where this piece of writing could go. A man works with machines, one day a machine spews out a fully-made version of his child, who creeps up on him when he isn’t looking, and now the man must contend with the machine as well as the machine-made daughter. He wondered if it could be interpreted as anti-modern, or too modern. Then he heard Charu say ‘Baba’, and it hit him like cold water. He noted the collection of staff at his cabin door, the shop activity beyond, and right before him, in violation of all expectation and safety norms, his daughter.

‘What has happened?’ Chitol asked, jumping to life.

‘Nothing,’ she replied, as though weary of the question. But he could tell she was on edge.

He sprang up towards her, hoping the demonstration would scatter the audience. It also gave him the chance to close the door, although the top half of the wooden cabin was glass. In a minor slice of luck, neither Sahu nor Clemence was at his desk.

Charu looked around the cabin, so cramped compared to the huge shed with the highest roof she had ever seen. She wondered how anyone worked in this much noise. It was clear to her that she would have to answer. Yet, away from the house, where he seemed complicit in her grandmother’s monitoring, she sensed her father was not so inclined to hold her to account.

She told him, therefore, without being further pressed, leaving him to visualise.

At the edge of their school ground, an old banyan tree. She and her friend Ranu, swinging from the hanging roots, which only the boys ever did, for the primary-school playground was shared, and if any girls did, it was when no boys were around. As she swung, her hands burning from gripping the roots, she saw a group of girls pointing at her and she already knew the things they might be saying about the daughter of a flying dayin, but it did not matter to her because she was flying and those girls they were not. Back on earth she decided she would not go back with the girls into the building. She stayed behind at the tree. Even Ranu left. She walked through the bushes near the periphery, which she had never done before. She saw broken bottles, torn shoes. Horrible smell. She entered a grove of trees dark as a jungle and she heard birds shrieking. Beyond the trees a fence of thorns. A section of the fence had fallen down, and she climbed over it and hurried down a path, her heart pulsing like a caught frog as she raced downslope – leaving her books, her bag, her brother, her entire school behind. Out in the full glare of the riverbank dogs were barking, clothes were drying on the ghat, little boys were playing with marbles, running about with strings, beating along old bicycle tyres with sticks. In the distance the shape of the workshop rose above the trees. She began to walk in that direction. It was much further than she thought, but the breeze that blew over the water filled her ears and she felt she could fly all over again, get knocked about in the air like a butterfly, and the fear left her heart. She kept going until she saw a path climbing up from the bank and towards the back of the workshop compound. And … is it true that Ma has become a dayin?

‘No, it is not,’ said her father, categorically.

‘I knew it.’

Chitol considered the figure before him. For endangering herself on so many fronts she deserved a slap. For the sake of form he considered administering it. But he felt tears materialising. He hoped his spectacles concealed them, for were he to indulge himself, they would spill over and spread along the frame and smudge the glass and his cheeks transparently.

A peon came in and placed papers on the desk.

He is short, thought Charu, recently competitive about height; I can overtake him.

Her father gathered his things and put them into his cloth bag. ‘Let’s go home,’ he said. At the time-office she was excited to see the time-keeper punch him out; and in the sea of bicycles she was excited to locate his by the yellow sari.

She helped herself on to the bar, as she had become proficient at doing, and he wheeled off slowly, his light-machine legs pumping away, up the long route that skirted the artificial lake and looped around the high-officers’ mansions with their over-maintained gardens, through the residential ward of clerks people called Babupara, into their own ward, Gulab, their row of C-types, to their quarters with the precious flowering yard.
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Notun Dida

Their quarters began to deteriorate. Nistarini Debi found it difficult to cope, even someone of her efficiency and energy. Without a daughter-in-law to command or condemn or commend, her very personality was dimmed. Unacknowledged by her, since she prided herself on cleanliness and purity, the house began to resemble what she would call in another a pigsty. Used utensils lay in heaps beneath the tap in the backyard; cats leapt over the fence and licked them out. The evening ritual of smoking out mosquitoes became irregular, so the Chitols were forever reaching irritably for their ankles after sundown. Too many meals for the children took the form of beaten rice with curd and jaggery. When anybody fell ill, the dread of another calamity overturned all flow and order.

It was natural, then, that she would enlist her granddaughter, for both their sakes. But unlike nature’s beautiful vines for which the child was named, whose beauty derived in some measure from their tractability, Charulata proved training-resistant.

‘Soak those pieces of cauliflower, won’t you?’ she would tell the girl, taking the trouble to explain why. ‘How will the gas go out of them otherwise?’ ‘Will you burp less then?’ Charu might answer with a seeming insolence that was, in fact, perfect innocence. Assigned the task of folding and returning the washed clothes to the correct places, she would, as if competing with the boys, make a great joke of it. ‘Dhrubo, Anando, come arrange these clothes, toh,’ she would imitate her grandmother’s intonation, slapping her forehead: ‘Ogo, my hair will ripen because of these boys!’ Then applying lime off the walls to her hair: ‘See, it has ripened.’ The three would roar monstrously. Nistarini Debi’s bones ached. She often thought to herself, ‘I am not able any more.’

In a world that made any sense, which this strange township definitely did not, her son would have acquired a wife, not expanded the servant’s remit.

But Chitol had succeeded in just that, by employing her own taunts against her: ‘This is looking like a Kolkata house now’ – a line Nistarini Debi used with an expatriate Bengali’s smugness; and ‘This is looking just like a Bihari’s house’ – which she uttered with special relish after the daughter-in-law entered the family.

The maid’s duties were slowly extended within tolerable limits of touchability. Surji was to wash dirty vessels, but not arrange the clean ones in the kitchen, or even enter that room. She was to clean a soiled child but not feed a hungry one. She was to pick up a mess, but keep her hands off an extensive list of places. She was never to handle anything in the vicinity of the altar. Surji, a tall, gracefully angular woman, was the wife of Bidur Dusadh, a guard at the works.

Although her labour was badly needed, she served at Nistarini Debi’s sufferance. She resented that, as if working two houses was not enough of a job, as though raising her four children, mending their clothes, keeping the earth of the hut cool or warm or dry depending on the season was not adequate utilisation of her time, now she had more to do, and for what – for her man to drink it away, and the humiliating superiority of the old crone?

Nistarini Debi could not bear to have the woman getting haughty and indispensable with her shoddy work – the look in her eye!

Eventually, she told her son that Notun Dida would be coming. He did not ask when or for how long.

When she acquired the name Notun Dida, she wasn’t sure whether it was funny cruel, salt-in-the-wound cruel, matter-of-fact cruel or just a matter of fact. New Granny. A child had coined it, so nobody thought she would mind. In truth, like everyone else, she simply stopped noticing.

The events behind the name were as follows. When she was eleven or twelve years old, her father had firmed up her alliance with an excellent Gangopadhyay boy who worked in a white man’s forest concession. Not long after the betrothal a rabid jackal sunk its teeth into the groom and condemned him to a ghastly death. Notun Dida was widely held accountable for the excellent young man’s fate. She herself felt ashamed for being a transmitter of ill fortune, yet was relieved that efforts at finding her a next match ran aground because of it. If this was what marriage was like before marriage, what must it be like after?

Her family was not well off and under the circumstances let her out to whichever relative required her services. Put to use as a nanny while herself an adolescent, she gained, precociously, the skills of a grandmother – and the name. Through youth and middle age and menopause, through the tumultuous calls of her body, the acceptance of meals and shelter and saris, through the weakening but never-erased conviction that this life was better than that other one she had narrowly escaped, she fed, bathed, oiled, lullabied the children of others, tidied, minded, decorated their houses, planted saplings in their gardens, offered grain to their visiting birds. She had put in stints at her older cousin and milk sister Nistarini Debi’s house before; indeed, had helped with raising Animesh. This house, Animesh’s, would be a new one. Her sixteenth if her count was correct.

In due course Chitol received a postcard with the details of the arrival. Now that it was in writing, his governmental reflexes compelled him to evaluate it as imminent.

His mother was never quite at ease in the township. It was not that she was unaccustomed to change. But she always had society. Outside Mughalsarai, their last port, they had Banaras, where she had people, and Banaras kept her spiritually fulfilled. Here she had only Bhombal. It was well over a year since the tragedy. The short-term visits by relatives had dried up. It should not be surprising that she wanted Notun Dida. It did not feel to him a worse idea than instrumentally remarrying.

On the other hand, it was a reminder of how much his world had collapsed.

When Charu found out, she felt just as wronged.

‘Why, why, why?’ she harangued her father.

‘Because you don’t help me at all,’ her grandmother intervened.

‘I’ll do it, I’ll do whatever you want,’ Charu replied, with a depth of feeling that surprised everyone.

But she did not protest very much, confusing as the development was. In any case, it was too late. She intuited that her punishment, and intimations of punishment would remain at her side, was to have someone she had never met as a partial replacement for her mother.

The morning Notun Dida was to arrive Charu awoke with a heavy feeling in her young heart.

‘Which of you is coming?’ she heard her father ask her brothers – because, she knew, the ekka he was going to hire on return permitted him to take just the one.

‘I want to see a diesel locomotive,’ Dhrubo staked his claim. Anando put in an identical one, and as a consequence of the sorry fight between them, the opportunity was offered instead to her. Although she bore a casual loathing for the locomotives that mindlessly excited her brothers, she loved going to the railway station.

She accepted, without disclosing her enthusiasm.

It was a fine day, requiring an umbrella for neither rain nor sun. They exited the colony from a side gate, coming on to a wide mud road that curved along ponds thick with water hyacinth. In between them a path cut away prettily towards a set of stone mansions older than the railway township. They belonged, her father remarked in some sahebi accent, to ‘Calcayshians’. The two slowed their stride to catch a glimpse of the mansions, perhaps of the Kolkata sahebs and memsahebs themselves.

‘Do you know what the vendors call them?’ he said to her.

‘What do they?’

‘Damchi babu and damchi mem. They go to the bazaar and say, this is damn cheap ya, that is damn cheap!’

With this he began to laugh his particular laugh, through his nose, his eyes crinkled, his eyebrows raised. Charu could feel the humour and that it was directed at the airs of the mansion people. That, and her father’s vibrating laugh, which she did not suspect he had enhanced for her benefit and his own, put her in a jolly mood too. They were still smiling as they got to a stall of ropes and baskets, woven by the Birhor tribe, her father educated her. ‘So how are your damchi babu damchi mem?’ he asked the vendor. ‘All gone back, sahib. Why don’t you take something?’ Chitol briefly admired a coil of rope and moved along. Making their way through the market, a lively trading centre ever since the days of transhipment, she went over it with her father
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