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In the Train (Present)


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


T

he train jerked and Anju (Anjana) opened her eyes.

She stirred slowly and stretched her stiff legs. She had slept the whole night in a cramped position, on the side berth. She turned around to check on her Amma (mother) and younger sister - Appu (Aparna), who were sleeping on the lower berths opposite to her. 

Her’s was the side lower berth which meant that there were two windows on her side which was something she loved, despite the discomfort of the shorter space. She pulled up her blanket as she felt the chillness of the AC and turned towards the windows on her left. 

She pushed the curtain towards the middle of the window. It was almost dawn, though still, a bit dark. They were in Kerala – the South Indian state of coconut palms, backwaters and greenery. Popularly known as “God’s own country!”

It was the complete opposite of her hometown – Chennai - parched, hot and dusty. They had boarded the train the previous night from Chennai and by early morning, the train had crossed the borders of the state of TamilNadu entering Kerala.

She sat up and longed to open the windows to let the, early morning fresh breeze in. It was impossible, as the windows were sealed in the AC coaches.  

She noticed the pearls of water drops on the windowpanes and realised it was drizzling outside. While admiring the lovely sceneries passing by, she heard the distinct voice of the Tea Vendor.

“Chaaya chaaye, Chaaya Chaaye” he kept repeating (in Malayalam) as he walked towards her.

“Chaaya” Anju called out.

He smiled and came towards her.  He poured hot tea into a paper cup and handed it over to her. She kept it carefully on her seat, taking care not to spill.

“How much is it?” she asked taking out her purse.

“10 Rupees. Please give change, madam”, he replied.

She took a 10 rupee note and held it out. He pocketed it and continued his tea sales to the rest of the passengers. 

Anju sat back comfortably covering her legs with the blanket and liesurely sipping the hot tea as she continued gazing at the passing views. 

She was not a habitual tea drinker and the tea was not all that great. But she always enjoyed having it, while travelling by train, especially in the mornings. 

As she sipped the warm tea, her thoughts went back to the train journey, as a 4-year-old with her Daddy, Amma and younger sister - a toddler then. She reminisced and smiled as the years rolled back in her mind.
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Beginning of Summer Holidays
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A

nju’s Daddy was a civil engineering contractor. He was dark, bald, of medium height and build, with a paunch. He had a kind face and a sweet smile. He was very friendly by nature, had a great sense of humour and rarely lost his temper. He could converse in many Indian languages, sing beautifully, loved sports and enjoyed watching movies. He was also an ardent reader, writer, foodie and an occasional cook.

Her Amma, the expert homemaker, was short with a wheatish complexion. She had large eyes and a pleasant voice. She was a fantastic cook and loved gardening. She was obsessive about cleanliness and keeping everything in order at home. She was also a strict disciplinarian. 

Amma was always at the receiving end of Daddy’s jokes and many times, his casualness drove her crazy. Her world centered around Daddy and the two girls. She was the opposite of Daddy when it came to temper.

Anjana (Anju) - Fours year old, resembled her mother more, she was wheatish, slim with large eyes and short, cropped hair. She was shy and never spoke to strangers. She would generally stick around with Amma or Daddy. 

But when with her comfort group she was inquisitive, mischievous and questioned everything. She had started school and this was her first summer holiday.

Aparna (Appu) - About 8 months old, Appu was a cute, dark, chubby kid who had a knack of befriending everyone. She was least fussy and readily smiled at strangers around her and would go to anyone who held out their hands. She was a handful and loved to play in water. 

Daddy and Amma were originally from the state of Kerala. After marriage Amma shifted with Daddy to Madras (now Chennai). She had stayed in different parts of India with Daddy depending on where he worked. 

But once Anjana started to go to school, Amma settled in Madras with the two girls, while Daddy continued to work in various states of India.

Despite working in different states, Daddy always ensured that he was with his family during summer. At times the family would travel to the place where Daddy worked, or they would all go to Kerala to visit their relatives. 

That particular year they were travelling to Kerala to Daddy’s and Amma's ancestral homes. On the day Anju’s exams got over, Daddy arrived. 

Amma went crazy packing things for their planned travel. Packing for little children was a huge task which Amma had to do all alone. 

She was busy packing and cooking till the last minute which was literally - till the taxi arrived to take them to the railway station.

Daddy generally became fidgety as the time for departure, neared. Amma would be nowhere near ready. While Daddy was very time conscious, Amma was diagonally the opposite of him. 

Anju sat munching on something, watching the usual drama unfold.

“You better start dressing,” said Daddy.

“I know when to do what.” Amma replied curtly as she continued to clean the house.

“It’s time. We just have one more hour before the taxi arrives,” informed Daddy.

“There is one more hour and the taxi can wait”, replied Amma.

“Well, the car can definitely wait, but the train is not your father’s. It won’t wait,” said Daddy in a mocking tone.

Once the father angle was brought in, the argument took a very different turn. Amma’s tone changed and her voice rose.

“Yeah, I know, it’s not my father’s. It’s your mother's.” retorted Amma. “I am not coming anywhere. Father and daughters can go on your own. I am sure you can all manage without me".

Daddy realized that it was getting too serious and could end up in a major quarrel. So, he toned it down. Whenever he wants to pacify her, he would start with calling her Ammu (that’s what he called her lovingly).

“Ammu – you stop this cleaning and start getting ready.  You need to get the kids ready too,” reminded Dad softly. “I will fill the water bottles and pack the food. You better start.”

“Pack the bags for everyone, then cook the food for dinner and breakfast the next day and all I get are complaints and insults,” Amma said angrily, but she seemed to be slightly pacified.

By the time everyone was out and the house locked, Amma was frowning. Daddy tended not to notice it. There were a lot of luggages for their stay in Kerala – huge suitcases, many bags etc.  

Despite all the delay, they managed to arrive at the Madras Central Railway Station well in advance. Anju loved the Madras Central Station. It was always lighted up and buzzed with activity. 

There were constant announcements about the various trains arriving and departing in English, Hindi and Tamil. There were various stalls and stores that sold food, fruits, beverages and books. 

Large numbers of people moved around carrying their luggages. There were also the men in bright, red shirts (called Coolies) who were paid for carrying and loading the luggage into the trains, by the travellers. 

The station was chaotic and either Amma or Daddy would always hold her hand so that she was not lost in the crowd. 

Anju sat with Amma and Appu in one of the waiting areas enjoying the activities in the station. Daddy went to look for the platform where their train was to arrive. 

He hired a Coolie to help carry some of their baggage. Daddy expertly managed to get the baggage into the coach along with the Coolie. Generally, they travelled in second class.

He then arranged them without any inconvenience for the co-passengers. Daddy, while booking the tickets, always ensured that there were two lower berths for Amma and the girls.

After the family was seated in their respective seats, he went out to buy some books to read in the train– which included some Malayalam magazines for him and Amma and a few Amar Chitra Katha Comics for the girls. 

By then the neighbouring seats were filled with the co-passengers who were travelling to different destinations. 

Once settled, the kids cozied up to Daddy as he was always game for fun and these were the few cherished days that the girls got to have their Dad all to themselves. 

Amma sat alone near the window and continued to frown over the earlier arguments. Dad made the girls sit on his lap and gave them some snacks that he had bought at the station. 

He then started telling them a few of the stories from the comics which Anju enjoyed to the core. Appu sat in Daddy’s lap, watching the colourful pictures in the comics. 

Since it was a long journey ending only the next afternoon – he kept the rest of the stories for the next morning.

Suddenly, there was a loud whistle and the train started moving. The stories stopped. The kids got all excited and peered out of the window at the night sky. 

It was fun to watch everything move away, as the train gained speed. Anju looked back to see the lit up Central station disappear out of sight. 

After about an hour’s travel, it was time for dinner. Amma unpacked all the things that she had cooked for them, from a large bag, kept near her. The food packets covered with newspaper smelled great and was still warm. 

It was a nice spread – plain, white rice, thick, spicy coconut chutney, a side dish of beans thoran, egg omeletes and spicy fish fry. By the time they finished dinner; everyone else also had their food and got into their respective berths. 

The train berths were hard and woody. Amma took out the blankets and gave it to Daddy who made a comfortable bed for Anju in her lower berth. He then blew the air pillows and gave one to her. Little Appu slept in the same berth with Amma. 

Before sleeping both the girls were taken to the bathroom, so that they wouldn't end up wetting the sheets. 

As Daddy tucked the soft blanket around Anju she asked enthusiastically – “We will be in Kerala tomorrow morning Daddy?”

“Yes. We will be in Kerala tomorrow.” Daddy replied patting her chin softly.

He then bent over to lower the windows of her’s and Amma’s berth, for safety and switched off the lights. It was a disturbed sleep for Anju as the train shook and jerked continuously. 
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Morning in the Train
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W

hen dawn broke, the train was filled with vendors selling coffee or tea. Anju, who was never an early riser, was up as soon as she heard the voices of the vendors. Daddy and Amma were also up while Appu continued to sleep. 

Amma helped Anju to get her teeth brushed and face washed. Feeling refreshed Anju returned to her seat, while Amma went back to freshen up. Daddy looked over the sleeping Appu who was just waking up. 

Dad held her in his arms to stop her from creating a ruckus and waking up the sleeping co-travellers. Once Amma was back, Appu was transferred into her arms. After Daddy freshened up, he sat with Anju near her window. 

Then the real fun started. Daddy bought tea and Anju shared a bit with him. Amma also had a cup of tea. By now Amma’s mood had improved and she was more cheerful. 

Amma ate the home made breakfast of dhosai (a soft, savoury rice pan cake) and podi (a spicy lentil powder that’s mixed with a bit of oil), that she had packed the previous day. 

She never really preferred to buy the eatables from the hawkers in the train. She felt that it was unhygienic.  Unlike Amma, Daddy and Anju happily went on an eating binge. 

After the morning tea, Daddy got breakfast from the station where the train stopped at around 8.00 am. It was soft rice appam (hoppers) and egg curry. Once breakfast was done, they gave themselves a small break. 

By then Appu was fully awake. Amma gave her something to eat and she joined Daddy and Anju at their window seat.  Daddy kept them engaged with more of the Amar Chitra Katha storytelling sessions.

The train kept stopping at small and big stations. When the train stopped at the next big station, the platform was filled with vendors selling a variety of breakfast items. Daddy bought a Kerala special – pazham pori (ripe plantain fritters). 

While Appu munched on a small bit, Anju and Daddy had a field day feasting on the oily, crispy pazham pori. Amma had just one, to satisfy a persistent Daddy. 

Then it was the turn to eat warm Methu Vada (a doughnut shaped, fried, savoury fritter made from lentils) with coconut chutney. 

It was all washed down with a cup of hot tea. People sitting around were amused by the incessant eating of the father – daughter duo. 

At one of the stations, Dad got down to fill their empty water bottles. Anju kept looking outside, anxiously, to see whether Daddy had got in. 

She was afraid that the train might start and Daddy would miss it. Much to her relief, he got in before the train started. 

Daddy sat with Appu while Anju went over to Amma’s window for some time. Amma put down the magazine and moved to let her sit near the window. 

The train reached a bend and she asked Anju to look through the window. The engine of their train was whistling and giving out black smoke as it pulled the coaches along. 

To Anju it looked like a dark dragon, from the stories, breathing black smoke as it moved on. 

Suddenly Daddy switched on the lights and said, “It is going to get dark soon.” 

Anju became excited and all of a sudden it became pitch dark outside. It lasted for a few minutes. Then it was back to normal.  

As Anju reached out to switch off the lights, Daddy stopped her and said “We have one more coming up”.

Immediately everything was plunged into darkness for a couple of minutes. 

“Why is it dark Daddy?” asked Anju.

“Because, the train is going through a tunnel in the mountains. The train has to pass through these dark tunnels to reach our place.” explained Daddy.

In an hour, it was time for another round of tea - the only thing that Amma had with some enthusiasm, while travelling in trains. The journey continued and Daddy kept Anju busy, explaining the sceneries from the window.

“Do you know another name of coconut palm in Malayalam? It’s Keram. That’s why it’s called Keralam – the land of coconut palms” he explained as they passed through thousnds of coconut palms.

He then told the popular mythology behind the creation of Kerala to Anju. 

“Lord Parashurama killed the Kshatriyas (warriors and rulers) and gave away their lands as gift to everyone. In the end he did not have any place of his own self to meditate.”

“Hence, he prayed to Lord Varuna, the God of seas and rain and sought his blessings. As advised by Varuna, he threw his axe at the sea from where he stood and the sea withdrew till the point where the axe stood rooted. That piece of land became Kerala.”

Anju liked Dad’s story. She imagined the ever angry and mighty Parashurama with fiery eyes, dressed in Deer skin, his long hair knotted on top of his head, standing by the sea and throwing his axe at it. 

The train was now passing through a variety of landscapes. Hills, paddy fields, backwaters, ponds, coconut palm groves, rivers, beaches etc. 

It crossed a bridge on a river and they watched the water flowing gently below from the window. The train became extra noisy when it passed on a bridge.

There were hoards of coconut palms lined on either side of the river and people in small boats sailing on it. 

“That’s a Lily pond. Water lilies come in different colours. Their seeds are very tasty” he said pointing to a number of dirty ponds filled with lovely pink and white lilies as they whizzed by. 

The train passed through lovely green stretches of paddy fields and they saw many white, long necked birds pecking in the wet fields.

“That’s a crane” said Daddy. “The meat of the crane is very tasty. I will tell you the secret of how to catch a crane.” 

Anju lay on the berth, resting her face on her palms and listened to him intently. 

“First you will have to quietly creep up to the crane, with some butter. Then you need to keep the butter on its head, very silently.”

“The butter will melt due to the heat from the sun and flow into the crane’s eyes, blinding it. Since the crane is blinded, it cannot fly and that’s when you catch it.” said Daddy in all seriousness. 

Anju looked at him in total amazement.  Amma, who was listening to the chatter, just smiled and shook her head at Daddy’s crazy story and continued reading the magazine. 

Daddy showed Anju the various birds sitting on the electrical wires, as the train moved forward. 

“That’s a Kingfisher. Wait until it starts flying and you will see its beautiful blue wings.” said Daddy. 

Just then the Kingfisher swooped down into the water below and Anju saw the bright, blue wings of the bird. 

“It’s diving to catch fish from the river,” explained Daddy. 

As soon as he said that, the bird flew out of the water with something hanging from its mouth. Before Anju could make out what it was, the train sped on.

Daddy pointed out black and white swallows, black swifts with forked tails, grey cranes which were almost invisible in the muddy fields, green parakeets and of course the ever-present crows. 

The co-passengers got down at various destinations and the train became half empty. Theirs being the last station, there was still time. 

Amma started combing her hair and applied some talcum powder on her face. She then did the same to Anju and Appu. Dad also combed his half bald head. 

A vendor came with hot Methu Vada and coconut chutney. Much to Amma’s annoyance, Daddy bought two plates of Vada. Anju’s face lighted up.

Once again it was feasting time for Daddy and Anju. A livid Amma had to re-apply the talc after cleaning Anju’s face. 

“When will we reach home, Daddy? How many more stations to go? “Anju asked enthusiastically.

Daddy looked at his watch. It was 10.30 a.m.

“We will reach in about one hour’s time. We better start packing our things now” said Daddy. 

Daddy and Amma gathered the blankets and packed them into the bags. The train passed through many little stations, stopping at certain places for a minute or two. 

At one such station Daddy called Anju who was sitting in one of the empty window seats on the opposite side.

“Anju, this is your Amma’s home town,” he said. “We will be coming here after a week.” 

Amma looked up and smiled at her. She then looked out of the window and continued to smile as if she was in a different world.

The train was nearing their hometown. Daddy showed Anju a vast place and said “Here they launch rockets into the sky. This place is called Thumba.”

“Are the rockets big?” asked Anju

“Yes. Huge rockets that take off into the sky and come back as fast as they take off.” replied a laughing Dad.

“We are about to reach Trivandrum station. You look after Appu while I take out the bags.” said Daddy.

“Who will be there at the station Daddy?” asked Anju

“One of your Uncles should be there by now,” replied Daddy.

Amma made the girls drink some water and emptied the water bottles. The entire luggages were taken out from below the berths and kept ready to unload by Daddy. 

The train pulled up slowly into the station. Though not as big or busy like the Madras Central station, this was also another railway station that Anju liked. It was clean, elegant and less noisy.

The train came to a creaking stop amid a swirl of loud announcements about its arrival. Anju looked out of the window and spotted her dear Kochachchan (one of Daddy’s younger brothers) waving and coming towards their coach.

“Kochachcha! Kochachcha” shouted Anju. 

Appu also waved back at Kochachchan. He got into the coach and both the girls jumped on to him. 

“How are you my dears” he asked them. 

He hugged them and gave each a kiss. 

“How are you Kochanna and Chettathi?” he asked Daddy and Amma respectively.

After exchanging pleasantries, they unloaded the luggage. Since this was the final destination of the train, they had enough time to get down leisurely.
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