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Glen Peters was born in Allahabad, India, to a family originally from the city of Lucknow. His early childhood was spent living in a railway colony near Calcutta. After his family immigrated to the United Kingdom in the 1960s he attended university in London where he graduated in chemistry and was president of the students’ union. He pursued a career in engineering management and become a partner in an international accounting firm. The idea of fictionalising some of the stories of his youth came to him during a sailing holiday when the starlit skies triggered childhood memories of the night skies over Calcutta.





He is founder of Menter Rhosygilwen, a Pembrokeshire-based rural arts regeneration venture.


www.rhosygilwen.com




The Picnic


Calcutta had seen better days. Once the capital of the Raj, with magnificent Victorian architecture, large green spaces and a thriving commercial hub, it was now sliding slowly into decay: a metropolis of open drains, overpopulation and political mayhem.





‘It’s that bloody shaitan devil again,’ swore Mr De Lange as he read the front page of the Sunday Statesman, which was reporting another series of general strikes called by the Workers’ Revolutionary Movement. ‘I’d get that blighter Dutta up against the wall and put a bullet in his head if I had my way.’ But Mrs De Lange, who had heard her husband’s rants many times before, drew his attention to the approaching railway station.


The rickshaw wallahs at Bandle station always rejoiced on the day the sahibs arrived for their picnic at the shrine of Our Lady by the Hooghly, a tributary of the great Ganges. Anglo-Indians were charged the sahibs’ rate and were considered a soft touch when it came to fare haggling. The fact that this community of mixed European and Indian descent were still considered ‘sahibs’ a decade after the British had departed India showed how they were regarded by their fellow citizens.


On this particular day the group was made up of four families drawn from an assortment of households at the railway colony in Liluah, which was about ten minutes by the slow, ponderous electric train from Howrah, Calcutta’s main station. They’d boarded this Sunday with their free family passes and were loaded with numerous shiny aluminium tiffin boxes. These were stuffed with roti, many different aromatic vegetables, the fluffiest yellow Basmati rice and, as a special treat, Joan D’Silva’s fish curry molu. Joan’s ten-year-old son Errol had been looking forward to the trip for days, thanks to the promise of a ride on the new electric train.


Mr De Lange was the assumed spokesman of the group; he was the senior foreman at the railway workshops and commanded the greatest respect in his community. Once, during the religious riots of ’47, he had sheltered a dozen Muslims in his house, armed only with one cartridge in his double-barrelled shotgun.


Top of the social pile of course were the Shroves, who considered themselves superior Anglo-Indians because they were by far the whitest of the four families. If it hadn’t been for Mrs Shrove’s passion for fish curry molu she would not have joined this group as she and her husband Bernard preferred mixing with the officers at the Railway Club, which was closed to lower-ranking employees.


To cries of ‘Mum, the rickshaw’s spilling the gravy over my Sunday dress’ and ‘Uncle, did you remember to bring the rounders bat’, they bounced along the pothole-riddled, dusty road to the shrine, propelled by a dozen or so sinewy, loincloth-clad cyclists, each one intent on reaching his destination first. The twenty-minute journey drew longing looks from shopkeepers and pavement dwellers, as if they knew of the culinary celebration in store.


The shrine was a peaceful place, set in about fifty acres of palm trees and a grassy maidan overlooking the silted waters of the Ganges as it neared the end of its long, life-giving journey from the Himalayas. The maidan’s surface was of the finest-blade grass, kept in peak condition by the ceaseless efforts of local devotees, who worshipped daily at the feet of the Lady. It was said that she had once appeared to fisherfolk out of the early morning mist, clad in a white sari.


They were far from real pilgrims. For them this was a day out to enjoy each other’s company, for the adults to gossip and yearn for the good old days and for the teenagers to tease, flirt and play games. But above all else it was a chance to indulge shamelessly in the culinary specialities of their best cooks.


They were soon setting out sheets of matting under a large shady palm tree. The Primus stove that had been carried by one of the boys was pumped up, and its deep-blue coral flame produced enough heat to bring the food to the right temperature with a profusion of smell and taste. The bubbling fish molu gravy gave out a powerful aroma of the freshest spices, which Joan’s cook had spent hours cutting and grinding the day before, and all was ready for the performance to begin.





This was no ordinary picnic; it was theatre. As recipients of these delicacies, the picnickers were both audience and actors. They formed a big circle under the palm tree and sat comfortably with legs crossed in a very Indian way. But in a most non-Indian way they used spoons and forks instead of fingers, emulating the half of their ancestry that was British, to which they hung on so precariously.


The picnickers saw themselves as different from, and superior to, the rest of their fellow citizens. They spoke of Britain as ‘home’, had tailors fashion garments featured in the latest London magazines and brought in the New Year with ‘Auld Lang Syne’, singing words the meaning of which none had a clue.


Today’s play was in two acts; the first produced by Joan. She had tied her jet-black hair in a ponytail with a ribbon of the brightest red silk, matching the colour of her summer blouse and showing off her olive complexion. Her tense, expectant face resembled that of a director on a first night, with front-row critics poised to pan the performance.


But the party hadn’t eaten since seven that morning and the build-up to the first bite of the afternoon had set stomachs rumbling. If they had been offered cold stew, they would have appreciated it. Joan gave a characteristic little shake of her head as she doled out spoonfuls of fish over small piles of yellow pilau rice. ‘It’s something small, really, to get you going,’ she said. ‘Challo, let’s eat.’


A few dazzling red chillies swam in the turmeric-infused gravy that seeped into the rice, creating little rivers of a deep-gold liquid and leaving no doubt that the first morsel would assail the senses. Those last in the serving order were almost delirious with desire.


The aroma of the steaming piles of food wafted towards the riverbank where a distant pariah dog sniffed the air and trotted towards the group, her collection of skin and bone buoyed by the prospect of sharing in Joan’s fish molu.


The culinary foreplay over, a few minutes passed as the serious business of eating went ahead. Joan tensed at the continued silence. Her stage-director nerves were on edge and she fidgeted with the red ribbon in her hair. Had she committed the heinous crime of not adding enough salt to the gravy? Perhaps they thought the fish not fresh enough? Damn that fishmonger, he’d said that the fish had been caught the night before. She never did trust the one-eyed rogue.


It was a definite taboo to ask outright. Were they using silence so as not to offend?





‘Joan, that was the best fish molu I’ve had in years,’ said Mr De Lange suddenly, a man not usually profuse in praise. Soon all the picnickers were joining in.


‘Joan, did you buy the fish from the one-eyed fishmonger? It was so fresh.’


‘Joan, was that your mum’s recipe?’ The accolades started to flow.


Joan began to breathe again as she answered all the questions in turn, pausing to eke out as much as she could of the rice and fish from the tiffin cans. As she sat down again for the rest to finish off their second helpings, she said a quiet Hail Mary to Our Lady of Bandle, and the emaciated dog looked on in dismay.


The fishmonger was forgiven, her own reputation intact and, judging by the gushing praise, the day might be hers despite the formidable culinary competition that lay ahead. They’d be talking about her fish molu all the way back home.


Talk about food dominated most conversations amongst Anglo-Indians: before meals, after meals and between them. Most events were recalled by the food that had been served at the time rather than the circumstances of an occasion. ‘Lovely patties they had at Ernest’s funeral’, or ‘terrible dry cake at that Marchant son’s wedding’, and ‘such big fat prawns they were catching during the floods last year’.


‘Shall we start a game of rounders, Mum?’ asked Errol, wanting to take a break from the ceaseless attention to eating.


‘No, baby, I don’t think everybody is ready yet,’ said his mother. ‘See, Aunty Shrove is serving the next round of food and uncle is pouring the lemonade.’


The Shroves were carefully unpacking kebab pongas from the tiffin boxes and laying them out on a serving dish. These were succulent cubes of marinated lamb, cooked on charcoals and wrapped up in unleavened paratha bread: perfect picnic fodder over which they had laboured for two days.


Every year they dominated the picnic Oscars.


‘Darling, I can never get my meat so tender’ and ‘Bernard, how do you manage to stuff those parathas and keep them so lovely and thin?’ were the regular comments. One or two families always wanted to know if the Shroves were going on the picnic before they’d commit to coming; their kebab pongas a bigger inducement than the quality of the company.


But this afternoon, the huge success of Joan’s fish molu had satisfied even the most demanding appetites and the picnickers seemed quite content with their lot.





Then someone called out, ‘It’s one o’clock, time for Musical Band Box.’


Most Anglo-Indians within a hundred miles of Calcutta would tune in every Sunday to this musical interlude on All India Radio, with Pearson Sureeta’s gravelly voice introducing the hits from the English-speaking world.


The Beatles hadn’t quite arrived. This was the age of Dean Martin, Nat King Cole and teen idols like Cliff Richard, whose song ‘Move It’ was played over and over. The transistor radio had just arrived in India, and those who could afford it were abandoning their crystal sets, cat’s whiskers and valve radios for this portable music-maker. And of course Mr De Lange had the latest model.


Like its owner, it was a chunky affair. Its green Rexene covering, with three gold plastic knobs, was the height of fashion. De Lange produced it proudly out of the purple knitted cover his wife had made to protect it from the smallest scratch. He switched it on and, without having to wait for the valves to warm up or to tune the receiver, they were listening to Connie Francis telling her boyfriend that lipstick on his collar had told a tale on him, quickly followed by Cliff Richard putting on his dancing shoes.


‘I knew his mum,’ said Joan. ‘She was a Webb, from Lucknow. They got out in ’47. Wouldn’t want to know us now.’


‘What about Bathgate?’ said De Lange. ‘They had two sons, one fair and one dark, when they went to England. The fair one, Johnny, completely disowned the dark brother and the rest of the family within a year of landing there. He works in TV now, I believe.’


For the next half hour food was going to take a back seat as most of the picnickers, big and small, had taken to their feet and were dancing in whatever way came naturally. Some twisted, others shook and the older ones waltzed in approximate timing to the music. When it was Chubby Checker’s turn to go ‘round and round’, the parents were brought back to the ground with moans of ‘whatever will they think of next?’


The radio kept the group amused as the teens flirted and the adults’ antics risked slipped discs and angry spouses. A couple of teenagers used the cover of Musical Band Box to slip away into one of the empty cloisters of the cool, shady shrine to grope and discover forbidden parts of each other’s bodies in their clumsy, hasty way.


Sureeta was signing off with one of his favourites, ‘Memories Are Made of This’, when Joan spotted her son running up the riverbank looking as though he was being chased by a boa constrictor. He flung himself into his mother’s arms with a faint sob.


‘Errol, darling, what’s the matter?’ she asked, not having noticed Errol wandering away from the group in the first place and not having seen the boy in such a distressed state for a long time. He was sucking on his thumb, something he hadn’t done for five years, and he buried his quivering head in his mother’s bosom like a two-year-old.


‘Ma, it’s… it’s…’ His voice faded and all he managed was another half sob. By now the other All India Radio listeners had gathered around him, anxious to find out what was the matter with the boy.


‘Ma, there’s a woman…’ he stuttered again.


‘What woman, darling beta, tell your mummy,’ said Joan reassuringly.


‘There by the river, a dead body of a woman,’ he blurted out finally.


‘Darling, a dead body, are you sure?’ asked Joan, stunned.


Errol, entranced by the trains trundling over the Hooghly bridge, had gone to the river’s edge to get a better view of a locomotive belching black smoke and pulling a half-mile-long array of trucks and wagons destined for some far-off shunting yard.


As he got to the top of the steep bank, he’d caught sight of what looked like the naked body of a woman lying in the long grass, with the brown murky waters of the river lapping up to her breasts. Errol had never seen a naked woman in his life so he strained to get a closer look, but suddenly lost his step and slid down the grassy slope.


His sudden descent came to a halt a few feet from the body and he saw, to his horror, a face with gouged-out eyes and a mouth that had been virtually eaten away, revealing a chilling, skeletal smile. Two scavenger birds took swiftly to the air, their feast disturbed. Flies hovered around the body and maggots crawled everywhere. He froze for a moment, not quite believing what he was seeing; then his eyes wandered to the bottom half of the torso and saw that most of the stomach area and ribcage had been torn out, as if the body had been attacked by wild animals.


Errol had taken a few seconds to recover from the first shock and then had turned and clambered up the slope as fast as his short legs could carry him, arriving in his mother’s arms a minute later.


De Lange stiffened and remembered his seniority in the group. He was, after all, head foreman in the Carriages and Wagons division of the Indian Railways, while the others were mere chargemen or shift supervisors. He took control.


‘Achha, I’m going to take a look around now. Everybody wait here and please stay quiet. Errol, chullo, come and show me where this body is.’ De Lange motioned to the boy, who looked nervously at his mother.


‘I’m going with him,’ she said, putting her arms around her son and beginning to walk towards the riverbank. De Lange didn’t try to separate them and merely followed, keeping pace with the young Errol who was still shaking with shock as he part walked and part ran towards the scene of his discovery.


As the reconnaissance group moved towards the river, the picnickers fell silent in strict adherence to De Lange’s command. It was Bernard Shrove who spoke first, a few minutes later: ‘It’s these ghats. These days they are not cremating them properly. They just dump them in the river half burnt and go off to do another job. Chappie in my shops told me.’


‘Well, I read a report in The Statesman last week that said there was a series of young girls committing suicide by jumping into the river because they didn’t want to be married off to some small, fat fellow,’ volunteered Mrs De Lange.


‘I heard from one of the officers at the club,’ said Mrs Shrove, ‘that these goondas lured one of the convent girls into a Lindsay Street brothel. When she tried to run away they had her beaten up to such an extent she was in a coma for days. What is it coming to, this country? Our lovely picnic ruined. I’m glad we’re off to Australia next year.’ She looked grumpy, annoyed about her twenty uneaten kebab pongas. Two days of preparation down the drain because of the inconsiderate discovery of a dead body.





De Lange’s normally steady, moustachioed expression twisted into a grimace when he saw the corpse. The young woman lay on her side, her face partially hidden by the grass at the edge of the water, one arm stretched above her head and her hollow stomach eaten by scavenger birds, revealing the yellowing bones of her ribcage. Her long black hair covered part of her face, some of which had also been consumed by avian hunger. The unbearable smell of rotting flesh defied anyone to spend more than a few minutes near the victim.


Joan turned away with a pained look and covered her son’s eyes with both her hands, saying, ‘Chullo, beta, we must go back now to aunty and uncle.’ She walked the boy, still in shock, back up the riverbank to the grassy field towards the gathering, which was again sitting in silence.


De Lange followed, holding a handkerchief to his face as if still trying to mask the smell of the corpse. The birds resumed their macabre feast as he disappeared from sight. ‘Achha,’ he announced to the group as he made it up the bank, slightly out of breath, ‘we have a body of a woman all right and it’s in a very sorry state. I will have to report it to the authorities now.’


‘Oh no, now we’ll be here all day,’ protested Mrs Shrove. ‘What about all those pongas?’


‘Dammit, we’re Christians, aren’t we? We can’t leave the sacred body of a human being here in that condition. She’s a child of God and we have our duty,’ he shot back with a combination of moral and admonishing tones.


‘But what if the police suspect foul play? We’ll be called by the magistrate and get mixed up with crooks and villains,’ wailed Joan, seeing a harmless picnic entering the uncharted waters of a criminal investigation.


De Lange was having none of these protestations and marched off with great purpose towards the small administrative office behind the basilica to find a telephone.


An hour later, down the grass field rolled a police Jeep with four policemen in it, their crumpled khaki uniforms looking like hand-me-downs from another century. Three wore tin hats and carried 303 rifles that probably hadn’t been fired in decades. The fourth, the senior man of the group, distinguished by his red-banded cap, was the first to descend from the vehicle.


‘I’m Inspector Basu,’ he said, surveying De Lange and scratching his balls at the same time. The heat of the midday sun and the Jeep ride had taken their toll.


The inspector’s patch covered a vast area and his small contingent of constables was heavily in demand, not only for recovering dead bodies but also for dealing with the dark underworld of gangsters, dacoits and the wave of sometimes-violent political unrest sweeping Calcutta, the state capital of West Bengal.





An hour later Inspector Basu had the situation under control. He called De Lange to join him by the Jeep, where he was finishing off a conversation with someone on the police radio. The police officer looked satisfied with his work so far, having despatched the tin-hatted constables to stand by at the scene of the discovery.


‘This is the situation I’m seeing, Mr De Lange,’ he said. ‘The body of the female is of a condition where I cannot rule out the circumstances of suspicion. There are being no clear signs of burning to point to the cremating option and the position of the arms is telling me that the person may have been in some distress at the time of death.’


De Lange listened intently, as serious as if he were receiving a telling-off from his general manager. ‘Yes, inspector, I see: a very bad fate to befall a woman so young. May her soul rest in peace.’


‘Mr De Lange, I’m sorry to have to report to you that we will be wanting to get the statement from the person who first discovered the body,’ said Inspector Basu in a most self-deprecating manner.


‘But that was little Errol, he’s only ten, a minor. That can’t be correct,’ said De Lange indignantly.


‘I’m sorry to have to say this then, sir, but we will have to be taking his mother or the next closest relative to the thana jail for the making of the statement. It is correct police procedure from British times you see, Mr De Lange,’ he said, as if to legitimise the idea for the Anglo-Indian group spokesman. The two men walked back to the group of awaiting picnickers.


When Joan found out she had to go to the thana jail, she was furious. ‘But we have nothing to do with this!’ she erupted. ‘You can’t drag us off to the thana against our will. When are we going to get on our way?’


Inspector Basu’s face broke into a smile as he said, ‘Miss D’Silva, do you remember me? I’m Basu.’


‘Basu?’ she repeated, not absolutely sure why the inspector was being so familiar with her.


‘Basu, miss, the father of my son Beelu who is in standard four at Don Bosco. Who you are teaching English in a very excellent way.’


De Lange was the first to react. ‘Ah, inspector, Mrs D’Silva is a very good teacher and I hope all goes well in Beelu’s exams this year,’ he said with a smile that seemed to say enough for the message to land with the inspector just where it had been intended.


‘Achha, hmm! Yes, oh good afternoon, Miss Joan, it’s very good to meet you. My son is a very intelligent boy. I hope he will be a doctor one day and go to London.’


‘Oh, not a policeman like you?’ said De Lange.


‘No, this is a very dissatisfying job. Everybody is hating the policeman. Bad people, good people, important people, everybody.’ Basu was beginning to sound morose.


‘Look, inspector,’ said De Lange, aiming to capitalise on the sudden empathy. ‘Are you sure you can’t get Miss Joan and her young son to make a statement tomorrow? They are very shocked by today’s events and also very tired. She would very much appreciate being able to go home now.’


‘I suppose in the circumstances pertaining at this time I may be allowing this but I am bending the rules, Mr De Lange.’


‘Thank you, Basu,’ piled in Mrs Shrove, giving the man a tight squeeze of his hand and a firm slap on his back. ‘Would you and your men like a ponga kebab in appreciation of your diligence and hard work?’ she added, desperate to shed a few of her creations.


‘No thank you, miss, I’m vegetarian and so are all my men. But you can be going now. Sorry, Miss Joan, for the distress I’m causing your son.’


‘Thank you,’ said Joan. ‘We hope to see you at our sports day soon, inspector. Do come by and say hello.’


The tin-hatted subordinates looked longingly at the piles of ponga kebabs lying on the small picnic table as Basu barked orders at them to get back into their vehicle.


‘Are you sure they wouldn’t like to try one, inspector?’ asked Mrs Shrove once more, in her astonishingly insensitive way.


‘Definitely no, miss,’ came back the final firm refusal.





That night Errol awoke from a nightmare. He’d seen the corpse again in his school, by the pond where the boys threw stones to see how many times they would bounce off the surface. Joan took him to her bed for the rest of the night, comforting him with the assurance that he would be OK next to her.




Identification


Xavier Lal had become concerned about his young wife, Agnes, after she failed to come home for several days. She had gone missing a few times before but those times she said she had spent the night with her student friend Philomena from Calcutta College because, she said, she had missed the last tram home. Xavier hadn’t minded as he didn’t much care for the company of his wife’s young friends, so he didn’t want her to bring them home with her. He was twice her age and not able to share in the small talk of college affairs or the heated discussions of the students’ intellectual ideals.


It was the newspaper article he saw about the unidentified body of a woman found in Bandle that prompted him to go to the Howrah thana and report his wife missing. Women went missing every day in Calcutta, usually because they might have overstepped what was allowed in their narrow lives of servitude. Other times they were just unhappy with their miserable existence and had decided to end it all by jumping off a bridge, or into the path of an express train, or by setting fire to themselves. But Xavier had never imagined Agnes would meet her end in such a tragic way. It was always something that happened to others and she seemed such a resilient sort of girl, with a mind of her own.


The police had issued the description of the woman in the vaguest of terms: height and length of hair and so on, but it was the mention of a six-inch scar on the left shoulder, one of the few parts of her body that had not deteriorated, that made Xavier think it might be his wife.


Not that he had seen much of her without her clothes on. In the two years they had been married they had not slept together, and Sister Theresa, who had been responsible for the union, had told Xavier that love would come to them eventually in God’s own time. And while God took his time, Xavier slept on the only bed and Agnes made herself a comfortable ‘field bed’ on the floor.


Xavier had been a convert to Christianity in his twenties and discharged his religious duties with solemn regularity. Morning mass, the Angelus, benediction, confession, you name it, Xavier made sure he ticked every box. Sister Theresa, the head of the Loreto convent, was impressed. So impressed that she took it upon herself to make sure Xavier got a job as a waiter at the Grand Hotel, pulling her long strings that stretched into the most influential parts of Calcutta society.





When Xavier had come to her and said that the manager of the hotel thought a man of forty should have a wife, it was Sister Theresa who had introduced him to young Agnes, probably one of the best-looking girls at the convent. The nun was glad that one of her flock would be finding a good home. One less mouth to feed, one more soul saved; another success for the sisters of the poor.


Xavier went to the thana with some trepidation, for no one voluntarily stepped into a police station. Members of the public usually went there only in chains. Some went to see relatives behind bars, but most sensible people stayed well away.


There was only one place on earth worse than the inside of the Howrah thana cells and that was the mortuary buried deep in the basement. The stench of decomposing bodies and the condition of the corpses brutalised the senses of most mortals. Yet, while Xavier clutched a handkerchief to his face to suppress the smell of rotting flesh that was making his stomach churn, the man who called himself the ‘morgue superintendent’ went about his business in a most matter-of-fact way.


Xavier did not have to look long at the highly disfigured body to know it was that of his wife. Yes, the scar was there, and one side of her face that had lain in the river mud had been protected from decomposition, making her instantly recognisable to her husband. He nodded and the super­intendent covered the body with the stained white cloth to keep away the flies.


Xavier had seen some horrid things in his life on the streets of Calcutta but the Howrah mortuary beat them all. It was not that he had many feelings towards his wife; it was more the shock of seeing the repulsive remains of a once-beautiful woman laid out on a marble slab that caused him to sit down on the steps of the police station and put his head in his hands in an effort to obliterate the memory.


Xavier gave the police a picture of Agnes for publication. It was one he found amongst her things in their shared bedroom. The next day Joan saw Agnes on the front page of The Statesman with the headline ‘Bandle Girl Identified’. It was one of those pictures taken in a photographer’s basement studio off The Esplanade. The photographer had lit his subject sensitively as she held a film-star pose, her head leaning back, her face looking sideways at the camera. Her long black hair glistened in the studio lights, falling carelessly down her back, her Jane Russell-style blouse exposed her neck and shoulders, and her dark lips were half open in a sultry expression, rounded off by those partially closed eyes, which oozed desire. The backdrop was a jungle scene with a Bengal tiger looking at the camera and competing for the viewer’s attention.


One of Agnes’s college friends had encouraged her to have the photo taken for a Bombay studio that was looking for attractive young Anglo-Indian women to star in forthcoming epics, no previous experience required provided they were good-looking. Several copies of the picture were posted to addresses in Bombay, but Agnes never received any replies.





The same morning that Xavier went to identify the body, a police Jeep sent by Inspector Basu picked up Joan D’Silva to take her to the police station, a mark of the great respect that she was owed as the teacher of the senior policeman’s son.


The Jeep was an open-top vehicle and Joan held her hair in a blue scarf to protect the expensive perm she had had earlier in the week at the Chinese hairdresser in Sudder Street. This was a six-monthly affair which Errol hated; he had to wait for three hours or more in a salon full of women sitting under large electrical coils of wire that fried their hair into tight curls. Joan would buy him a Classic Illustrated Comic of one of the famous books by Dickens or one of the Brontës, and Errol passed the time taking in the stories of great authors.


At the police station Joan was ushered into an administrative office where half a dozen Corona typewriters chattered away, their carriage bells tinkling every few seconds as the lady stenographers copied transcripts of statements and records onto official-looking forms, backed up by several layers of carbon paper.


‘Madam, you are coming to give statement?’ said the office babu, who appeared to be the man in charge.


‘Yes, it’s on behalf of my son, he originally discovered the body,’ said Joan.


‘Your son is not here?’


‘No, he is a minor and the inspector said that it would be OK for me, his mother, to make a statement on his behalf.’


The babu scratched his head, not having had someone make a statement on someone else’s behalf before. He took details of the time, the location, the state of the body, the position it was in and how Errol happened to be at the scene at the time. When he was satisfied that he had all the details, he handed them to one of the stenographers, who assembled several sheets of carbon paper with official-looking forms and began her task of copying the babu’s handwritten record. She seemed to rattle along the keyboard at frightening speed for it was only a few minutes later that Joan was being asked to read the neatly typed forms and sign each copy, the last one being barely legible.


‘Thank you, madam, now the inspector would like to see you,’ said the babu.


Basu greeted Joan like a long-lost friend. ‘Mrs D’Silva, good morning. How are you?’


‘I’m fine, inspector, thanks for sending the Jeep to pick me up. You saved me a lot of time. Now I can get back to the school for your son’s English class,’ said Joan, smiling and looking around her to see if she was supposed to be sitting down.


‘Oh, please be sitting down and are you having a cup of Marsala tea?’


‘Yes, that would be nice,’ she said, a little surprised by the hospitality she was receiving at the city’s most loathed establishment. ‘Tell me, inspector, where are your enquiries heading with the Bandle Girl?’


‘Not very good, Mrs D’Silva, I’m sorry to say. Yes, we have identified her now, but we are not seeing the death motive. Nobody is being able to help us. Her husband is saying that it is not possible that she is taking her life but we are not finding clues as to how she may have died.’


‘Her husband? Can’t he give you a clue? Do you suspect him?’


‘No, he is working every evening at the Grand Hotel. I don’t think he is implicated. Mrs D’Silva, I’m sorry to be saying this, but girls like her are going missing every day and no one cares. If we are following up all the missing persons I would need many hundreds of men.’


‘But, inspector, it’s terrible to accept such awful crimes,’ said Joan, raising her voice a little.


‘I’m agreeing, but such is the poor status of the woman. It is only that you found the body and called my department that we now have to investigate. Many others are not bothering.’


‘Well, I’m beginning to feel a personal responsibility for finding out the real cause of her death. When is the coroner’s enquiry?’


‘At the end of this week, and you must attend as you are a key witness in the discovery of the body. Judge Bhattacharya, our senior judge, has decided he will preside over the enquiry. That shows how important a case this is becoming. It must be because the girl was from Sister Theresa’s Loreto convent.’


‘Don’t worry, I’ll be there,’ said Joan, leaving the policeman in no doubt that he would be seeing a lot of her until the mystery of Agnes’s death was actually solved.




The Coroner


The coroner’s enquiry into the death of the Bandle Girl was to be held at the Court House, Number 21 Dalhousie. The nineteenth-century building had once been a grand edifice to some aspect of British Raj administration. Its crumbling, peeling exterior, a dark shade of dirty brown mixed with green stains from rainwater and other city pollution, now projected quite another picture: that of a city in decay.


Joan and Errol had travelled to the enquiry from Howrah by tram, a mode of transport that Errol preferred to buses, probably because they ran on tracks and he did adore anything that moved on rails. Also you could usually get a seat on board a tram.


Buses were run by private operators and they liked to cram people in until passengers were hanging out of all the openings on the vehicle. The conductors must have been on commission for the number of tickets they could sell on each journey: sardine canneries could have taken lessons on how to pack an impossible number of creatures into a confined space.


Ladies and small children usually got to sit down in comfort. Bengalis maintained a high standard of manners, giving up their seats despite having to endure the alternative discomfort of standing, squashed to the extent that their ribcages hurt each time the bus hurled itself around to avoid stray cows or slower vehicles. Joan was never sure why even transvestite hijiras also got preference as ladies, for it was clear that they were men really and everyone knew they were.


She preferred taking a taxi to avoid the sweat and smell of a full bus. ‘You end up dirtier than the dhobi’s washing at the end of the journey,’ she would say to justify the extra cost of the taxi fare.


But today was not an outing to have fun or go to the New Market for a shopping trip. This was a serious piece of official business for which the school had given her time off. The comfort of the tram made her feel that the decision had been a good one, and she knew that she was quite a few rupees better off than if she’d taken a taxi. Errol, too, seemed to be happy, watching the driver working the control lever that regulated the speed and the foot-operated bell, warning those on the track ahead of their impending doom.


‘Babujee, I’m here to attend the coroner’s hearing with my son,’ she said to an official who sat cross-legged on a chair, chewing betel nut, when she and Errol arrived inside the main office of the court. Babus were the cogs that turned the wheels of administration and bureaucracy here, slowly and in their own time. They rushed for no one and Joan was not about to be an exception.


‘The name?’ the official replied, looking bored.


‘Joan D’Silva and this is my son, Errol. Here is the letter from the District Coroner’s office,’ she said, handing him the piece of paper she had received. He viewed it through the bottom of his specs.


‘Achha, go to room three at the top of the steps,’ he said, waving the palm of his right hand as if he was pushing around a pile of rice, looking for dead weevils.


Errol followed his mother up a wide set of stone steps and past a woman sweeping up the previous day’s litter of monkey-nut shells and bits of paper. The walls had been painted green at some stage in the last ten years, which combined with the smell of disinfectant and the single neon light at the top of the stairs to further the dingy effect.


Room three was a large, teak-panelled room with a few black, Rexene-covered chairs for visitors and press and two tables at the far end. One table was for the coroner and the other for the district magistrate, the police inspector responsible for the enquiry and the support staff.


Joan spoke to the official, who ticked her off the list along with Errol. There were a handful of others in the room, press people she assumed, always on the prowl for a scoop, and a nun, clearly distinguished by her habit of the order of nuns from Loreto.


Inspector Basu, when he entered the room, was the first person she recognised. His uniform was pressed for the occasion. He looked a lot less crumpled than the last time Joan had seen him. He smiled at her in recognition. Joan had dressed with the intention of looking authoritative and businesslike. She wore a brown safari trouser suit which her durgee had tailored for her a year earlier, when the Chief Minister had come to her school on a special visit. She sported a beige-rimmed sun hat and just a hint of make-up. Her husband had told her once, ‘Joan, you have enough natural beauty, you don’t need to add any more.’ And yet Joan was caught up like other women in the magic of Max Factor and its clever advertising.


‘Ah, Mrs D’Silva: good to see you this morning.’ Inspector Basu raised both his hands together in a namaskar. ‘Master Errol, how are you?’


Errol offered a shy smile to acknowledge he was fine. It was all rather like going to visit the doctor: a long wait, the smell of disinfectant and having to sit with people you didn’t know. He could chat away for hours about trains and trams and the quality of continuous welded track, but the system of governance and enquiry left him very fed up.


‘Now, just as we were talking in the thana last week, I’m thinking to remind you of the main points,’ said Inspector Basu, wishing to ensure everything was wrapped up on this case by midday, as he had far more important crimes to solve. The inspector ran through the main points the coroner would want to elicit from Joan. She would have to answer for Errol, as he was a minor and not able to speak for himself, but he would have to agree with everything that his mother said before it was accepted as an accurate record.


The coroner entered on the dot of ten o’clock, with a small entourage of officials. He was a middle-aged man with a receding hairline, dressed immaculately in a white linen suit, a red carnation in his lapel. ‘Please be standing for Judge Bhattacharya,’ called the official. The presence of such a high-ranking judge for such a minor inquiry was unusual and the inspector sat on the edge of his seat with his hands clasped tightly together. Basu and Bhattacharya were not the best of friends; the latter was a member of the prestigious Bengal Club and part of Calcutta’s intellectual elite; the former from the poorer end of the middle class, struggling on his meagre public servant’s salary. The inspector was not looking forward to this.


When everyone had been asked to sit, Bhattacharya spoke in a businesslike manner. ‘The purpose of the inquiry this morning is to establish the circumstances surrounding the death of what the press have been referring to as the Bandle Girl. I hope this won’t take long and waste too much of our precious time. Inspector Basu, as the investigating officer, could you lay out the evidence for us?’


‘Certainly, sir,’ said Basu, getting to his feet. ‘On the afternoon of the twenty-third of November, 1960, my thana received a telephone call from a Mr De Lange to report the finding of the partially destroyed body of a young woman by the banks of the Hooghly river, adjacent to the Bandle Catholic shrine.’


Basu gave a full account of how the body had been found and the position in which it lay. Then Joan had to give her firsthand account of how Errol had happened to wander off from the group.


‘So am I to understand, inspector, that this was the first sighting of the body?’ said the coroner.


‘That would be correct, sir. We have no other sightings of this body prior to the day of the twenty-third of November.’


‘I find that extraordinary. The forensic examination reveals that the girl died at least seven days earlier. Inspector, did you not seek to interrogate any of the fishermen or boatmen on the river to establish whether they may have seen the body?’ said the coroner, making Basu feel uncomfortable.


‘Sir, no. This is a very desolate spot of the river and we did not make any further enquiries.’


‘Well, that’s a pity!’


Basu was getting a public telling-off. He began to perspire a little.


‘Let us hear from the husband of Agnes Lal. Mr Xavier Lal, please come forward.’ The court official translated the instruction into Hindi and Xavier, wearing an open-necked kurta and a gold chain around his neck, came forward to speak.


‘Mr Lal, how long had you been married to the deceased woman?’ asked the coroner.


‘Two years,’ replied Xavier.


‘And in these two years have there been any disturbances to your relationship?’


The court interpreter had to think about the way he might phrase this in Hindi. The sentence didn’t translate easily; in fact what came out was ‘Have you been disturbed by your wife in this time?’


Bhattacharya picked this up as his command of Hindi was excellent, and he translated the question directly for Xavier’s benefit: ‘Did you have a harmonious relationship?’


‘Yes, it was a peaceful one. She may not have cooked all my meals when I got home at night but we did not fight,’ he answered.


He said that when he returned home on the night of the fifteenth of November his wife was not there. This was not the first time she had not been home when he got back from work, so he went to bed expecting her to return later in the evening, but by the next morning she still had not appeared.


‘So why, Mr Lal, did you not report your wife missing until several days later?’ demanded Bhattacharya.


Xavier Lal looked at the inspector nervously. ‘I just thought she might come back. Wives go missing for days sometimes and then come back. It is when I heard that an unidentified body had been found by the river that I went to the police.’


‘I find this quite unusual, Inspector Basu. Mrs Lal had no family of her own, having been brought up by the Loreto orphanage, but she had the people at the convent and her husband. Why was she not reported missing earlier?’ Bhattacharya said. ‘Sister Theresa,’ he motioned to the nun in the front row to come forward. ‘That’s all for now, Mr Lal.’


Sister Theresa, dressed in the full habit of the Loreto order, moved swiftly to take the chair next to the coroner.


She was somewhere in her sixties, though it was very difficult to tell as she was totally covered from head to toe. She had come to Calcutta at the age of fifteen from County Kerry in Ireland, given by her family to do good work for the missions. She came to a Calcutta at the peak of the British Raj. During the war years, Calcutta had provided much of the logistical support for the army in Burma and further east. After partition refugees had flooded into West Bengal and the nuns of Loreto had been very busy saving souls from the suffering of life on earth and hereafter.


She had grown to be both a woman and a bride of Christ, working at the orphanage in Howrah. The orphans were usually abandoned babies left at the door by mothers who couldn’t afford to keep their newborn, or stand the shame of an unwanted pregnancy. Others were brought to the orphanage by hospitals where the mother had died in childbirth and the newborn girl child was rejected by the father’s family.


‘Sister Theresa, please tell us when you last saw the deceased?’ said the coroner.


‘Oh, every Sunday for mass at eight o’clock, until I saw her picture in the papers as the missing Bandle Girl. All our girls keep coming back to mass unless they move away or the devil takes them,’ said the nun in a soft lilting Irish voice which she still kept, even after fifty years in India.


‘Did she ever speak to you about her life, her marriage? Did the young woman seem troubled at all, sister?’ asked Bhattacharya.


‘Oh, not really. But then few of our girls complain because of the care we take in finding them good husbands for their future lives,’ she said in a voice designed to leave one in no doubt.


‘So the marriage of Agnes and Xavier Lal was arranged by your good self, sister?’ the coroner probed further.


‘To be sure now. Xavier had an excellent job as head waiter at the Grand Hotel in Chowringhee. He was a good Catholic and he made his intentions to find a wife known to us. Agnes was sixteen, had passed her basic school exams and needed to move on. We introduced them one Sunday after mass and they both seemed to be happy with the match. I made the arrangements two weeks later for Father Ambrose to perform the nuptials in our chapel of the Blessed Virgin Mary. You know, we...’ she was in full flow when the coroner interrupted.


‘Sister, was no consideration given to the considerable age gap between the two?’ asked Bhattacharya, the evidence confirming his suspicion that the nuns were not the best matchmakers in the world.


‘Sir, if you are implying that we had no concern for the girl, then you would be wrong. Our first consideration is always whether the man is Catholic and Xavier is indeed a fine Catholic man. Our second consideration is whether the man can provide well for our orphan girls, who need to be protected from the horrors of poverty in our city. Thirdly we ensure the candidate is of good conduct. Mr Bhattacharya, I put it to you, are not these the three most important considerations before we allow people into holy matrimony?’ Sister Theresa fought back.


The coroner was not going to take on this feisty nun, one of the pillars of the establishment and a personal acquaintance of the Chief Minister. ‘Very well, sister. That will be all.’ Sister Theresa arose and moved briskly back to her seat, her starched skirts swishing as she went.


The inspector presented more forensic evidence concerning the approximate time of death, the inconclusive findings about its cause and the general state of health of the woman before she met her end.


‘So you can confirm, inspector, that there is no evidence of foul play, that is, death caused by others?’ probed the coroner.


‘Well no, sir, not exactly. The forensic report is inconclusive on this because of the advanced deterioration of the body,’ said Basu, sticking to his guns.


Next it was the turn of Philomena Thomas, the only friend from the convent that Agnes seemed to have kept since she had left the orphanage. Philomena was also eighteen and, like Agnes, they were both abandoned babies.


She took the witness chair dressed in a white frock with puffed half-sleeves and a knee-length skirt that billowed ruffles of chiffon: a sort of cross between a communion outfit and a party dress.


Ex-residents of the Loreto often wore hand-me-downs, and they hung onto these for many years after leaving. Joan looked at her with some pity. She would never have been seen dead in something like that at eighteen. Sister Theresa looked at Philomena with a scowl.


‘I last saw Agnes at the Coffee House on the Strand on Saturday the fourteenth of November,’ she said in response to a question from the coroner. ‘She seemed to have fallen and hurt the right side of her face. It was bruised and she was a bit shaken.’


‘Did she happen to mention whether there were any difficulties in her life at that meeting or on any other occasion?’ asked the coroner.


‘Well, actually, when she was with me and the other girls of the Bachelor of Commerce class from our college she was always happy, joking about our school days and about some of the boys in the class. She was the most beautiful person, so there was Eve teasing going on all the time with her, you know, rude whistling and comments of a sexual nature. She would never speak about her husband, but it was common knowledge that their marriage was not consummated.’


‘Not consummated?’ repeated Bhattacharya, surprised at this revelation. ‘Is that what she said to you?’


‘Well no, not precisely, but judging from our con­versations she was quite unaware of some of the things that a husband and wife do, if you see what I mean,’ said Philomena, looking uncomfortable and gazing down at the floor.


‘You mean that their marriage was without sexual relations,’ said the judge.


‘Well, sir! Well, I couldn’t say precisely. I don’t think so,’ she replied, apparently getting more uncomfortable by the second. Bhattacharya began to realise that she might shut up completely if pushed any further.


‘Do you think she may have had reasons that would have led her to take her own life?’ he asked directly, apparently trying to eliminate the chances of foul play.


‘Not actually,’ said Philomena, ‘my only concern about her circumstances was that as a child bride, would she ever be happy? There was always talking behind her back. Some of the boys at college joked about her needing help with sex and things, but I don’t think Agnes ever noticed. Somebody said that they saw her once in Lindsay Street, you know, where men go for fun with ladies.’
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