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Author’s Note





This is a work of pure fiction. No allusion is intended to any person who might actually have worked on the East Indian Railway in the 1920s, or lived in Calcutta or Darjeeling at that time.
















Chapter One





I


‘What now?’ said the man at the far end of the dark carriage corridor.


The night train to Jamalpur, an express in theory, had come to a stand a minute before – the third time it had done so in half an hour. I had been trying to work out whether the man was English or Indian, but as he turned a little way towards me, I saw that he was both: a Eurasian, although it was politer to say ‘Anglo-Indian’.


‘Where are we?’ I asked him.


‘God knows,’ he said.


Even though this fellow was probably born and raised in Calcutta, not more than sixty miles back, he was proud to know as little about our present location as I did.


The Indian trains gave the appearance of being armoured against the sun. They had overhanging roofs, and the windows were small, and fitted with venetian slats that could be controlled by a lever. A second lever allowed the raising or closing of the window glass. The Anglo-Indian was at one of the windows in that hot, dark corridor, I stood at another. I worked my levers, so as to try and see between the slats. In the smoky gloom, I made out paddy fields, the silhouette of a parked bullock cart, a block house.


The carriage lurched, and we were off again. A dark palm tree slid past the window; then a signal post.


The Anglo-Indian had abandoned his own window; he was eyeing me.


‘Signals,’ he said. ‘Junction with . . . somewhere or other.’


He was minded to talk. In a minute he would ask me what I was doing in India, and I would have to tell him a lie. The compartment from which he had emerged was behind him: the one at the far end of the corridor, the rearmost one. I could tell because its sliding door was open. My own compartment was the next one along, and I too had left my door open. It occurred to me that I might have left my loaded revolver in plain view on the seat. Some yellow light spilled from those two open doors, but it was too weak and sickly to progress very far, and all the light bulbs in the ornamental, serpentine light fittings of the corridor itself were busted.


‘They’re replacing the opposite track up towards Jamalpur,’ the Anglo said, ‘so that’ll be single-line working – expect a bad delay there.’ He was approaching me, and holding out his hand. ‘I’m John Young,’ he said.


‘Jim Stringer,’ I said, since I didn’t have to start lying quite yet.


We shook hands.


‘You look tired, Jim Stringer,’ he said, smiling. ‘Perhaps a drink is called for.’


I had been thinking much the same myself.


‘I have a dozen of soda in my compartment,’ he continued, rather disappointingly.


He turned and walked along the corridor towards his compartment. He did not look into mine on the way there, but I did and, yes, the Webley was there for all to see on the red leather seat. Alongside the piece was the Calcutta daily paper that I’d been reading: that day’s Statesman, the date on the paper Monday 23 April. I slipped into the compartment and pulled the newspaper over the gun. I then glanced quickly under both seats. I stepped back into the corridor, dragging the compartment door shut behind me. John Young was standing by his own door, waiting to usher me in.


His of course was a repeat of mine: two red leather couches facing each other, three photographs of Calcutta scenes behind each; in between the photographs fancy electric lamps on curving stalks, giving a low, yellow glow. Opposite the sliding door was another door, the one by which John Young would step down on to the platform when we reached the great railway colony of Jamalpur at seven in the morning. This door was presently locked from the inside. Set into it was another of the shaded windows, and I saw darkness going past beyond the half-closed slats – darkness punctuated by whirling points of light that might have been fireflies or sparks from the track. To either side of the window was a cloth panel with a stitched design of fading pink flowers and green leaves. At the cloth panel end of the seat to the left was a four-foot-high cabinet with door closed. There was no cabinet in the corresponding place on the opposite side, but a heavy curtain of the same faded flower design as the panel. If you walked through that you came to the thunderbox and shower bath, both operated by dangling, knotted chains.


Contemplating the compartment, I was worrying about the shadowy spaces beneath the seats. Somebody had been leaving poisonous snakes in the first class compartments of the East Indian Railway, and this was a first class compartment of the East Indian Railway. I had checked every corner of my own compartment before settling down, and I only hoped that Mr John Young had done the same. I had a phobia of snakes.


On both seats were neat piles of newspapers and work papers and these last, I saw, displayed the crest of the East Indian Railway: locomotive, palm tree and elephant, enclosed by a circular track – like a child’s attempt to sum up India in a single drawing. There was also a carton of cigarettes: John Young smoked the same brand as me, Gold Flake, and the compartment smelt of these cigarettes and what I supposed was John Young’s cologne.


We sat down opposite each other. John Young reached under his seat and I nearly said, ‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you.’ However, he pulled out nothing more dangerous than the zinc tray in which the porter at Calcutta had placed an outsized block of ice. It was mainly water in the tray now, with some bottles of Evian rolling with the motion of the train. John Young handed me one, and we drank from the necks of the bottles. We both fell to staring at the electrical fan above our heads. It was revolving too slowly – slower even than the one in my own compartment, which was next door.


‘It is doing its best, you know,’ said John Young, smiling.


The indications were that he was a railwayman, so my lie would have to come in soon. The Anglos were all over the railways. As a rule they were loco men (drivers or firemen), or what they called ‘traffic birds’ (train guards, ticket collectors). But John Young was evidently a superior officer of the railway, and most of those were British. It sometimes seemed to me that almost all the first class passengers on the East Indian Railway were British officers of the Railway. Generally speaking few people travelled first class on the East Indian Railway. It was said you couldn’t afford to grease the axles of the first class carriages from the receipts they earned. No, the third class man was the important one. Ninety per cent travelled third, paying about a third of a penny per mile, one-fifth the price of a British third class fare; and the first class numbers must have had fallen off still further as a result of the snakes.  


John Young was smiling at me, wondering about me. There was a sheen of sweat on my face, and drops would periodically form and race towards my collar. John Young showed me up by his high-laced, well-dubbined boots, blue-and-white-spotted bow tie, and general smartness. He was about of an age with me – in the late thirties or early forties. He looked like me in other ways: a skinny sort, centre-parted dark hair, medium moustache. But he was semi-black, and he had a certain manner . . . Jovial – that was the word. It was how an Englishman was supposed to be.


I kept thinking about the bloody snakes. Several had been discovered in the past fortnight, and there had been two fatalities. First to die had been a Mr Herbert Milner, an Assistant Auditor with the Railway. On Tuesday 10 April he’d been bitten by a common krait when he entered an empty first class compartment at a spot called Asansol. That was about a hundred and forty miles from Howrah station in Calcutta, and on a different line to the one John Young and I were presently riding upon. Whereas we were heading north-westerly, Asansol was on the main, directly westerly line from Howrah, the ‘Grand Chord’ as it was known. Continue on that stretch, and you came to the capital, Delhi. Asansol was a place of railway works and coal mines – also great fuming mountains of stored coal, from photographs I’d seen. Herbert Milner had not closed his compartment door, and after killing him, the snake had moved into the corridor of the carriage, where it had been discovered by a train guard at the next-but-one stop, Dhanbaid, where the train had terminated.


The other fatality had occurred at Howrah itself. An Englishwoman, a Miss Schofield, had stepped into a first class compartment and the snake was waiting for her. She had not booked the compartment into which she had stepped, just as Mr Milner had not booked his. So neither she nor he was the intended target. Nobody in particular could have been the intended target, only the general category of first class passengers.


Miss Schofield had closed the sliding door on entering, so the snake was still in with her when she was discovered. The snake was a hamadryad, a king cobra. It was twelve bloody foot long, and it was possible that it had reared up a good five feet when she entered the compartment, so that its head would have been about level with hers. Being a king cobra, it would then have widened its ribcage below the head, extending its ‘hood’ as a warning. But it had not bitten her. It hadn’t needed to. Miss Schofield had died of fright, which was most unusual, but she had had a weak heart. She was from Leamington Spa. She had come out to India to visit her brother, who was a managing agent for the British Indian Tobacco Company, and travelled about the country a good deal. I could not remember where her train was bound for, but that seemed hardly to matter, since no two of the snakes had been put on the same service.


John Young said, ‘What do you say to a peg, Jim Stringer? I have a bottle somewhere about.’ And I held my breath as he reached under his seat again.


II


‘Do you know Leamington Spa at all, Jim?’ enquired John Young, because we had been discussing the snakes as we drank our pegs.


He had produced from beneath his seat a bottle containing about five inches of Indian whisky, that is to say distilled molasses, that is to say rum. The label read ‘Loch Lomand’, whereas ‘Loch Lomond’ would have been closer to the mark. He had summoned his bearer from the servants’ compartment – the foremost one in the carriage – and the fellow had equipped us with two glasses. John Young had asked where my own man was, and I had said I preferred to travel without, which he obviously found irregular. The lie was beginning to loom.


He had jokingly suggested that, in view of the snake attacks, we were brave men to travel in first class on the East Indian Railway. He had been reading about the attacks in The Statesman, and had been particularly interested in the case of Miss Schofield from Leamington Spa:


‘It is in the county of . . . ?’


‘Good question. Not sure.’


‘But not in Yorkshire.’


‘No.’


‘. . . That being your own county.’


‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘I’m from York.’


‘Now York, I believe, is the plum. I have read about the fine cathedral there.’


‘The Minster, yes. Not a patch on yours in Calcutta, if you ask me.’


‘Also the beautiful railway station. Principal junction of the . . . North Eastern Railway . . . ?


‘London and North Eastern. There was an amalgamation.’


John Young said, ‘A very great railway, I believe.’


‘Fairly great,’ I said, grinning.


I was determined John Young should not overrate ‘the homeland’. He would be happier if he settled for what he had: namely India, and the mighty enterprise whose metals we were riding upon: the East Indian Railway. It was not to be sniffed at.


The London and North Eastern Railway came in at six thousand five hundred route miles, making it the second biggest show in Britain after the London, Midland and Scottish, which had about seven thousand eight hundred. True, the East Indian was only half that in route miles: there was not the British density of branches. But the Grand Chord of the East Indian – extending as it did from Calcutta to Delhi and beyond – covered a tract of country half as long as the distance from Land’s End to John O’ Groats, and its gross receipts from passenger and freight traffic far exceeded that of any British railway. This was mainly because of the coal traffic, since the East Indian sat atop the Bengal coalfield, which had begun to be exploited in earnest during the war, and had sufficient reserves to supply almost the entire world east of Suez.


But my companion was still dreaming of Blighty . . .


‘I tell you what, Jim,’ he said, leaning confidentially towards me, ‘I would like to drink a fine glass of Scotch whisky in the dining room of York station.’


‘You’ll be lucky,’ I said, picturing the dusty bottles of Bass on the shelf behind the buffet counter.


It wouldn’t quite do to ask whether he had actually visited Britain. Some of the Anglo-Indians would speak of it as ‘home’ in a heart-breaking sort of way, even if they had never been. But John Young was not a typical case. He was a gazetted officer of the East Indian Railway, and he must have been a very bright spark to get so high.


He was taking out his pocket book.


‘My wife and my boy,’ he said, indicating a photograph, and handing the whole pocket book over to me. There were a number of hundred-rupee notes inside – at least four – but I was supposed to be looking at the photograph. John Young’s wife was plumpish, pretty, looked perhaps less Indian than he did. The boy was rather wild-eyed, with a great deal of hair. He looked a bit delinquent.


‘Anthony,’ said John Young as I contemplated the picture. ‘He prefers Tony, of course.’


‘Good-looking chap,’ I said.


‘I daresay. But the boy is a worry.’


‘On the railways, is he?’


‘Regrettably, yes.’


Then the boy wasn’t at one of the railway colleges; was not on course to be a gazetted man like his father. I wouldn’t have pressed the matter, but John Young volunteered the information: ‘He is a travelling ticket inspector,’ he said, with some contempt. ‘I am going up to Jamalpur to see if I can find a course of training for him.’ He added that he himself was on the Commercial side, the department that solicited custom for the Railway.


I still held John Young’s pocket book. I was now examining the metal warrant badge, set into the leather, and had put on my reading glasses to do so. This token entitled him to travel in first class on the East Indian Railway without payment. It was about the size of a half crown. The elephant and the circular track were engraved upon it, with John Young’s name engraved above. I carried the equivalent in pasteboard, as befitted a temporary holder of the same privilege.


‘A beautiful thing,’ I said, handing back the pocket book.  


From my own pocket book, I produced a photograph of my wife – Lydia by name – our daughter Bernadette and myself. It had been taken on the maidan – the main park – of Calcutta, on our first full day in the town: Saturday 7 April. Both Lydia and Bernadette wore cotton shirts and jodhpurs, and they had removed their sola topees so as to show off their hair: Lydia’s was tied up in her usual quick but complicated way. Bernadette’s blond hair was modern – that is, short. They were off for a riding lesson, and laughing about it for some reason. I was not off riding, only paying for the lesson; I was also beginning a really good ‘go’ of tertian malaria, and so my smile was rather dazed compared to those of the females, who were excitedly poised at the start of their Indian adventure.


Lydia’s aim was the liberation of the Indian nation. Or – if that should seem a tall order for one person – the liberation of Indian womanhood. To that end, she’d spent the weeks before our departure corresponding with Indian or British women who ran the sorts of organisations that corresponded to the British Women’s Co-Operative Guild, of which she was a paid-up official.  


I indicated Lydia and Bernadette, adding, ‘We have a son, but he’s at the London University, and he didn’t come out with us.’


Pointing at Lydia, John Young said, ‘She looks almost . . .’


‘Almost Indian? I said, ‘Or Anglo-Indian?’


‘Do you mind if I say that?’


‘Not in the least. She’d take it as a compliment.’


I didn’t much care for this conversational turn. It was becoming rather sticky.


‘But the girl is not at all dark,’ said John Young, concentrating now on Bernadette. ‘What age?’


‘Sixteen, nearly seventeen.’


‘Trouble?’ he said, looking up.


I nodded. ‘Has been since she was about eleven. That was when she decided to change her name. Well, she took her second name, and made it her first.’


‘And what was she first called?’


‘Sylvia.’


‘Why the change?’


I shrugged. My theory was that the name Sylvia was too like the name Lydia. The girl wanted to strike out on her own. Lydia had not approved. She had chosen Sylvia in honour of Sylvia Pankhurst, the famous feminist, whereas if any Bernadette was famous for anything . . . then I dreaded to think what it might be. I said something of this to John Young, and he rather shamed me by saying, ‘Of course, there is St Bernadette of Lourdes, who had visions of the Virgin.’


I had forgotten about her. It struck me that John Young might easily be Catholic. Many of the Anglos were.


‘In India,’ John Young continued, ‘people have lots of names.’


He resumed his examination of the photograph. Bernadette was rather cat-like in features, and her hair gave off a beautiful light, as could be seen even from the picture.  


‘A clever girl, no doubt,’ John Young said.


‘She got into the high school on a scholarship,’ I said.


‘Our boy, too,’ said John Young. ‘We thought it would be the making of him,’ he added, but he was still studying Bernadette. ‘And she’s left the school now?’


I nodded again.


‘Has she been finished off?’ he said, grinning. For a moment I was minded to clout him, until I clicked that he was referring to finishing school.


I shook my head. ‘We don’t go in for things like that in York.’


Bernadette’s new friend Claudine Askwith, whose father was top brass in the traffic department, and came from Hampshire . . . she’d been to finishing school. Apparently, the main thing it had taught her was how not to appear educated.


The train was slowing again, and none too smoothly. From beyond the closed curtain came a repeated clanging: most likely the flush chain on the thunderbox clashing against the carriage side. Presently we came to a complete stop.


‘Is this the single-line working?’ I asked after a while.


John Young was at the window. ‘No, we’ve come into a station.’


He invited me to look out.


‘I am using the term loosely, Jim.’


The only sign of life was the haze of insects around each platform lantern. Nobody at all in the waiting shed. As a rule, you could expect some sleeping Indians, and any number of pi dogs. Then again, nobody had boarded or alighted from our carriage at any of the dozen or so stops we had made since Howrah. Someone out of sight blew hard on a pea whistle and we lurched away. I glanced down at my watch. Midnight, dead on.


John Young said, ‘Are you in India on business, Jim?’


III


This was John Young’s own country, and it was only fair I should provide some explanation as to what I was doing in it. To buy time, I offered him a Gold Flake. I lit it for him, and lit my own. I sat back. John Young was a likeable fellow, and so he would get the truth; but not the whole truth.


Some years before, the government of India had contracted the management of the biggest of the Indian railways – the East Indian Railway, headquartered in Calcutta – to a private company. Now the government was minded to run the show directly. The Company would be nationalised, this being the up-to-date method of running a railway almost everywhere except the homeland, and direct control of such a gigantic and important concern would help the government of India – that is, the British – to remain the government of India. It was anticipated that this transfer would occur a couple of years hence, in 1925 or so, and every man on the Company awaited the date with trepidation.


The government was proposing to invest heavily in the railway, so as to take advantage of the traffic boom occurring since the end of the war. But the money must be properly directed, so economies would be implemented, defects discovered and corrected. ‘Rationalisation’ – that was the word Stanley Harrington had used . . .


Stanley Harrington was a Secretary of the Transport Division of the India Office in London, and it was he who had recruited me to the Commission of Enquiry being conducted into the East Indian Railway. He had done so via my governor in the York railway police office, Chief Inspector Saul Weatherill. The chief had no end of contacts with the so-called intelligence agencies, and it was through him that I had been sent out to Mespot in 1917, to stew in Baghdad whilst keeping cases on a certain loose-​cannon of a lieutenant colonel. My knowledge of secret police work and railways combined would make me the perfect man for India, Harrington had said.


Harrington knew the East Indian Railway inside out. On the face of it, the show was economically operated. What with all that coal to hand, together with cheap labour, working costs were a mere thirty per cent of receipts. But Harrington believed there was ‘considerable laxity’ in its operation, and laxity was something he knew all about, being a large, slow-moving man, and the almost permanent inhabitant of a certain Italian restaurant around the corner from the India Office, in which he consumed mountains of ravioli and ice-cream before settling back with a cigar and numerous coffees. Harrington took me there every day for a week (during which he put me up at the Savoy Hotel), and in the first of our luncheons he offered examples of the Indian laxity, some of which were officially sanctioned. For instance, even the European clerks would take off all the Hindu and Moslem holidays. But very often brazen illegality was involved. ‘Would you believe that entire elephants, Captain Stringer, very often go missing from the marshalling yards?’  There was much outright theft; there was fraud, and there was corruption at all levels of the Company.


In the subsequent luncheons, Harrington had explained about the three Schedules: A, B and C. The enquiries under Schedule A would relate to security arrangements in the yards, shops and works of the Railway. Those under Schedule B would touch on pilfering and corruption amongst junior staff – mainly Indians and Anglo-Indians. But it was Schedule C that was the ticklish one, and Harrington spoke of it in low tones even in the half-empty restaurant.


Schedule C enquiries related to corruption amongst the gazetted officers, that is to say the mainly British top brass of the Company. Graft was rumoured to be commonplace at this elevated level, but hard information was in short supply. One had to peer into the interstices of the accounting systems, looking for the discrepancy between passenger numbers on a certain route and receipts obtained, or asking why less coal was consumed than was apparently justified by the number of trains stated to be running, and so on. But assuming these discrepancies were explained by crime, how were the guilty men to be quickly identified? That was a matter of circulating in the burra clubs of Calcutta with eyes peeled and ears cocked. I would be equipped with an expenses budget that would enable me to keep cases on the top men, socially speaking. ‘You’ll be wanting a good Italian restaurant,’ Harrington had said, ‘and Firpo’s on Park Street comes highly recommended. I believe you will recognise some of the puddings there as being similar to the ones served here. We can’t quite run to the real luxury hotels,’ he continued, ‘but I think they’ll do you pretty well at Willard’s on Chowringhee.’    


‘Stayed there yourself, have you?’ I enquired.


Harrington shook his head.


‘And you’ve not eaten at this place, Firpo’s?’


He had not.


I was on the track of an idea that had been growing in me since the first luncheon, and as we awaited the bill after the final one, I put the question to Harrington: ‘Have you ever been to India?’


‘My dear sir,’ he said, ‘it’s a six-week round trip!’


It appeared he was too busy administering India to go there. Besides, as he explained, he had a young family to take care of – and at this, I made my swoop. Might I take out my own wife and daughter? He agreed to my proposition before I could ponder the wisdom of having made it. My secondment was to last six months. When asked what I was about in India, I was at liberty to mention Schedule A and I might, with discretion, mention the closely related matter of Schedule B (it would be widely assumed that I would be giving hell to the humble Bengali clerks and coolies in any case) but Schedule C was top secret. Only the senior men in the East Indian Railway Police force, under whose auspices I would be working, knew about Schedule C, and it was on no account to be mentioned to anyone else. The stakes were too high. The Railway Board in India would press for the severest penalties where corruption was found among gazetted officers, and that had already started. A year before, a certain British mechanical engineer of a small ‘up-country’ workshop was found to have been constructing boilers of a slightly lower specification than the ones he had been accounting for, and pocketing the difference to the tune of a sum in rupees amounting to not more than several hundred pounds. Even so, he – a married man with two young children – was now sweating out seven years in the Alipore nick, Calcutta, from which he would be lucky to emerge alive.


I would be assigned a colleague for my investigations, and the two of us would form an ‘enquiry team’. This other fellow had only just been recruited. He would also be briefed by Harrington; he would sail for India just two days after me, and his name was Major Fisher.  


‘The brief is to examine the crime-prevention measures, and look for loopholes,’ I said to John Young, after I’d told him some of the above.


‘And that’s why you’re going up to the Jamalpur workshop?’


I nodded. ‘Just a bit of a poke around.’


John Young was shaking his head, though still smiling. ‘It’s one big loophole, Jim!’ he said. ‘Take the goods side – consignors and consignees on the fiddle, almost always with the connivance of the railway staff. I tell you Jim, what’s not lost to outright burglary goes in insurance frauds.’


He was rather squiffed now. The level of Loch Lomand was sinking fast, and it was his doing, since I’d been refusing his offers of a top-up. I was on quinine tablets to keep down the malaria, and strictly speaking I was supposed to lay off the drink altogether.


‘Small things would help,’ John Young was saying, pouring the last of the whisky into his glass. ‘Elementary checks like locks and rivets on wagons. But where is this Major Fisher?’ he added, for I’d mentioned my colleague Fisher.


I indicated with my thumb over my shoulder: ‘Next-but-one compartment along. Did you not see him on boarding?’


John Young shook his head. ‘Only from the back. And his blinds have been down ever since.’


‘Have been since Howrah,’ I said.


‘Is he ill?’


I shook my head, thinking of Fisher. He was very far from ill. He’d served on the North West Frontier during the latter half of the Big Stunt, and seemed to have become inured to the Indian climate as a result. Accordingly, Major Fisher was able to expend a great fund of energy on the betterment of Major Fisher. A picture of him composed in my mind: a big, incredibly rude man, with a big, brown cannonball-like head, on which he wore an outsized, coal scuttle-like sola topee. He was on the make all right, with ambitions lying well beyond police work. He, like me, was a detective inspector with the British railway police who preferred to use his army rank. Before and after the war, he’d been on the force of the Southern Railway. Well, he was a Londoner born and bred, lived in a spot called Camberwell. Beyond these bare details, I could not go, because Fisher kept his cards very close indeed to his chest.


‘You two don’t get along?’ John Young suggested.


I gave a slight nod.


‘Then that is obviously his fault,’ said John Young.


I attempted to convey nothing much by a smile.


‘But the two of you must stick together! With this investigation of yours . . . you will be making enemies all along the line!’


While silently applauding his knack for hitting nails on the head, I could not afford to discuss these matters with John Young. I rose to my feet and extended my hand.


‘I’m obliged to you for the peg,’ I said. ‘And I’ll see you in the morning.’


IV


My own compartment was oven-like, even though the fan still toiled. I locked the sliding door from the inside. Anyone proposing to sleep on an Indian train would do the same, the instances of dacoity – banditry – being high. I then adjusted the levers of the window for maximum flow of air. Looking out, I saw that we were rattling past the silhouette of . . . not so much a hill as a great lump of rock, a giant meteorite, perhaps, that had long since crashed on to the dusty Bengal plain. There were a couple of telegraph poles at the top of it, leaning at crazy angles, together with what looked to be a half-ruined castle. I watched it until it was out of sight. I pushed up the armrests on one of the bench seats, and that was all that was needed to make the couch. Now for the bed roll. It would be stowed in the cabinet. I opened the door, and there was the white cotton bag with E.I.R. stitched in red on the side, and very badly stitched. The job had been done with sullen reluctance, and I knew where – in the workshop of Alipore Jail. I shook it about to wake up any snake that might be sleeping inside. Pulling out the not over-clean sheet, an idea broke in on me: perhaps there had been a snake in Fisher’s compartment. Maybe it had done for him soon after we’d pulled away from Howrah, and that was why I’d not seen him since.


We’d boarded together at Howrah. He’d arranged the sleeper reservations, and collected them in person from the E.I.R. main ticket office at Fairlie Place. ‘Here’s you,’ he’d said, shooing away the sleeping car attendant who’d been trying to salaam and offer tea. ‘Compartment two.’ Fisher had then handed me the voucher for number two. As I’d settled myself, he’d hung about in the corridor smoking one of his Trichinopoly cigars and getting in the way of the attendant’s attempts to greet other arrivals. I had noticed an oldish fellow crossing past my compartment to get into the next one along, number three, and I’d been vaguely aware of John Young taking number one. At the time, I had taken him for an Indian rather than an Anglo. Soon after we’d pulled away, Fisher had gone into the next-but-one from me in the direction of the engine, number four, and dragged the door shut and lowered the blind. There were only five compartments in the carriage, and I assumed every passenger had a compartment to himself (there not being much call for first class on the route to Jamalpur, which was mainly used by the young Indian apprentices heading up to the great workshops) . . . all except the servants in the servants’ compartment, number five. There were two in there, I believed: John Young’s man and another belonging to the old fellow in number three.


I sat down and broke open the Webley. Three cartridges in the chamber. I had another dozen in my portmanteau, but surely three was enough even for an Indian night train? Some guide or other I’d read ‘For Young Men Heading East’ had recommended nothing more than boiled water, aspirin and a mosquito net for a trip such as this. Then again, the young men in question had probably not been riding on a railway subject to snake attacks, or making enemies ‘all along the line’ by the nature of their work. Had Fisher and I done so with our investigation? We had only been underway for a fortnight, and most of that time had been spent taking delivery of the documents relating to Schedules A, B and C. So we’d hardly had a chance to make mortal enemies. We’d so far looked at only a fraction of the documentation assembled for us by our Indian clerk. The matter relating to Schedule A was mainly so many smudged plans of railway shops and sheds, with confusing dotted lines marked ‘Guard Patrols’. Schedule B was a few bundles of letters: Indian railway clerks denouncing each other for being ‘on the take’ (in perpetuation of feuds that might have arisen decades before in the villages of Bengal), records of footplate men who appeared to keep a home at both ends of the line; records of any men connected to former employees sacked and convicted of offences against the Company, records of employees suspected of being sympathetic to the Gandhian nationalist agitation.


The Schedule A and B papers took up most of the office we’d been allocated in the East Indian Railway headquarters at Fairlie Place, Calcutta. The Schedule C material had originally consisted of only two files; but that was now down to one, and this was the result of a burglary having taken place in the police office. It had occurred four days ago, late at night on Thursday last, 19 April. What was in the stolen file? I couldn’t say exactly. It had come by post that morning, in an envelope marked ‘Railway Commission of Enquiry’. Fisher had been out of the office, doing I knew not what, so I had taken delivery of it. Inside had been in a pasteboard folder, sealed with string and wax, and with no accompanying letter or chit.


I had been in and out of the police office all day. At six o’clock, just before knocking off, I had broken the seal, to be confronted with perhaps thirty sheets of badly typed notes, the topmost headed: ‘Pertaining to corruption amongst the officers of the traffic department . . . compiled by One Who Knows’. It seemed even money whether this would prove useful intelligence or merely the settling of scores by an aggrieved employee. I did not consider that it demanded my urgent attention. I had put the file in a desk drawer and quit the office. The door of the office was then locked by our Indian clerk. I had seen him do it. I had then walked down into the hot bustle of Fairlie Place with the man. Sometime in the night, that door was busted open, either by someone who didn’t have a key, or wanted to look as though he didn’t. Whoever had taken the dossier must have done so in the hope that I had not read it, but on seeing the broken seal they must surely have assumed I had read it. It might therefore be a good idea for me to lay hands on whoever who had so much to lose by the reading of the report, before they laid hands on me.  The burglary left us with one remaining file in Schedule C, and that was nothing more than a mass of figures about the Company in which a trained statistician might be able to find some anomalies, but neither I nor Fisher fitted that bill.


It had occurred to me that Fisher had stolen the file, simply because I found him to be a generally suspicious character.


I thought of Fisher as I stood pissing into the thunderbox, the dark sleepers flickering past the bottom of the dirty tin hole. When we’d first teamed up, I’d thought I must have got across him somehow. But it seemed that everyone had got across him. Fisher was as rude to the railway officers as he was to the Indian constables. His mantra was ‘You have a complaint, brother? Put it through the proper channels.’ Or ‘You know where the bloody complaints book is, don’t you? Here, I’ll fetch you a pen.’ And yet he was learning Hindustani. He had a book on it; and in the two weeks I’d been walking about Calcutta with him, I’d seen him give money to beggars – whole rupees, not just a few anas. On a tour of the goods yards around Howrah, he’d suddenly broken away from our party and given assistance to half a dozen Indians trying to push a great bale of cotton up a ramp. ‘Put your bloody backs into it, can’t you?’ he’d roared at them.


I washed my hands and face. The sound coming from the thunderbox hole was like a complaining voice from the underworld. I pulled the chain, watching the silver whirlpool form and die on the tracks as soon as it had formed. You couldn’t say that Fisher was particularly guilty of what the wife called ‘colour prejudice’. He was prejudiced against every bugger.  


I stepped back into the shaking compartment. I stretched the sheet over the couch, and in doing so I knocked the cotton bag to the floor. There appeared to be something still inside it. It had struck me that the snake attacks seemed to have started at the same time as my arrival in India, but I did not believe the snakes could be connected to the Commission of Enquiry. The snakes were an attack on the railway rather than on those investigating the railway. Either way, I nudged the bag with my foot to make sure the ‘something’ was not something alive. I squinted inside, then fished out a rolled-up mosquito net: the kind you draped over yourself, like a shroud. I turned off the electric light; I retreated beneath sheet and net, and I commenced to sweat.


I thought of our daughter, Bernadette. John Young had guessed right there as well. She was trouble.


In her first week at the high school in York, she had been given the stick by the headmistress for laughing at a teacher, a Miss Brewster, who owned a motor car. Miss Brewster parked her car on the asphalt of the school yard, and it seemed that every time she climbed in, it sagged in the middle. The day after Bernadette had received her punishment, Miss Brewster had climbed into her car again; it had sagged again and Bernadette had laughed again, albeit this time outside the school gates. But she was given the stick for a second time, and that had confirmed her as a rebel.


She had been such a sweet girl too, and – aged five or so – keenly interested in railways. Lydia would deliver her to me at the police office, on the main ‘up’ platform at York station, and we would wander about. She liked the steam from the locomotives – ‘train clouds’ she called them. She would be hypnotised by the sight of a train arriving, and when it had left the station she would be bereft, calling, ‘Come back, come back!’ The train never came back, of course, and I explained that there would be a very great smash if one ever did. So then she wanted to go and see where the trains lived – that is, the sidings. I would walk through the sidings with her, being one of the few men in York with a pass that allowed me to do that, and we would traipse along between the high wagons to the point where I became quite bored. But not Bernadette.


One day I saw a fellow trying to break the seal on a wines and spirits wagon, and I ran him in – arrested him with Bernadette in tow. She wasn’t frightened but the bloke swore like blazes, and when I’d handed him over to the duty constable in the police office, and taken Bernadette off for her regular treat of an eclair at the station hotel, she pronounced: ‘I did not like that man.’ It had been an important day in her life, as when the car had sagged for the second time. She’d been down on police work ever since, and down on railways as well. As she grew older, she would join Lydia in recommending different jobs to me, something swankier or – what was her other word? – ritzier. Might I not be a lawyer, attending the Crown Court, where all the briefs were so dashing in their long black robes?  


In other words, she was on the way to being a snob, like her mother, but with not much sign of her mother’s social conscience. Bernadette had other virtues though. She was a spirited girl, and very kind (to anyone who didn’t stand in her way). One of her story books contained an illustration of a young girl walking in a ballet dress across the beautiful terrace of a country mansion; the girl held a little sparkling purse, and exuded a great sense of confidence and pride. The caption read ‘On a Birthday Morning!’ and that was Bernadette all over. That was just how she walked though our home village. She was blessed in some way that could not possibly last, so I was always on the look-out for signs of sadness and disappointment that might herald the start of a decline into the reality of the world.


I spoiled her, I suppose.


A flash of light came through the window slats; it threw five bars of light on to the compartment floor, and they commenced to move in unison over my bed, and up towards the luggage rack, where they remained for five seconds before being snatched away. We had passed another illuminated factory or insignificant station on the line to Jamalpur. I wanted to get to sleep before the single-line working, because if it was hard to get off on a moving train, it was harder still on a stationary one. But I couldn’t sleep.


I thought again of Bernadette . . .


She had been given piano lessons from a young age, and she had stuck to them. In that triumphant year of her scholarship, she played the piano part in Schubert’s piano trio in B flat at the York De Grey Rooms, and it was a particular source of pride to the wife and me that the other girls – violin and cello – were both five years older. Then Bernadette had met Philippe Gregoire. She met him through her literature teacher, Miss Starling. Philippe Gregoire was a black man from America – New Orleans – and he had written a book about being a black man from New Orleans that had won a prize. As such he was a great curiosity in York, and Miss Starling had asked him to give a talk at the high school. Afterwards, he had played the piano in the assembly hall, and he had shown the girls how to play in a special dancing rhythm . . . rag time, it was called, and Schubert went right out the window after that. The girls and Miss Starling had loved it, and the one who had really taken to it had been Bernadette.


She had been tipped off that American music was all the rage in Calcutta, and this had proved right. For Bernadette and her friends, the place was ‘jumping’. She had fallen in with the daughters of two railway officers, Claudine Askwith and Ann Poole, and they spent all their time playing American music on the piano or playing the records on the ‘gram’, and practising existing dances or – as if there weren’t enough dances already – making up new ones.


Then we had all gone to the May Ball at the Six O’Clock Club. It was our second week in Calcutta, and even though still malarial, I was dragged there by the wife. The very top railway people were there, keen to hobnob with the near-the-top army officers and Indian civil service types who were the other principal guests.


The dance was held in a regulation Calcutta mansion, standing in its own compound a little way north of Dalhousie Square. In the lobby, the sola topees of the arriving guests were stacked on shelves fifteen foot high, creating an effect of a sort of library of hats. Aside from the ballroom there were many anterooms, some set aside for ‘games’ and all with their squads of Indian bearers ready to serve glasses of the famous Six O’Clock punch. There wasn’t an orchestra but a ‘band’, which was something racier, and they knew the American dances. It had been immediately obvious to me that they would know them, because when Lydia and I entered the ballroom, the leader of the band, an Anglo-Indian who had a great deal of hair kept down with a great deal of pomade, was smoking a cigarette and talking to a selection of the prettiest women. The ballroom had opened out on to a veranda, and that opened out on to the gardens, where stood little colonies of basket chairs and tables, all bounded by a crumbling and picturesque brick wall, with little lizards darting all over it. Into this wall were set alcoves illuminated by Chinese lanterns. And those alcoves spelt trouble.


Bernadette had slid away from us on arrival, and I believed she had helped herself to two glasses of punch before filling out her dance card. The filling out hadn’t taken long. She had been, to my mind, the prettiest girl in the room and it turned out that one man – or boy – had booked three dances. He was an Indian, one of only half a dozen in a room containing perhaps three hundred people. The rule of thumb was that no Indian could join a Calcutta club, save for a couple of the clubs that prided themselves on their open-mindedness, and so would admit one or two Indians (provided they were millionaires). You would see more Indians attending the dances, but even here they had to be something special, and this young fellow’s dinner suit was certainly beautifully tailored; it flowed about his slim form in a way you rarely see. His patent shoes sparkled, and there was something sparkling in his lapel, too. It kept collecting the shimmer of the room and sending it out in a silver ray. It did so as he danced with Bernadette.


The wife and I were not dancing, but looking on from the side. We had danced the previous: a waltz, and that had done nothing at all for my headache. It had struck me, in fact, that a waltz is malaria set to music.


I asked about the silver ray.


‘It’s a diamond,’ said Lydia. She had met the fellow before at an earlier dance, and was now watching him intently. ‘He is the son of a maharajah, and he’s considered holy. Well, he’s a high Brahmin.’


‘Where did she meet him?’


‘At a game of musical chairs.’


The wife was telling me this with a note of pride. I said, ‘You can’t have a railwayman’s daughter from York, dancing with an Indian prince.’


‘On grounds of colour prejudice, would that be?’


‘On grounds they might strike up a romance, and that can only end in tears.’


We watched them dance: the two were inexplicably of the same mind. Really it was like seeing a horse run or a dog walk – you couldn’t make out how it was done, which was perhaps why it was called the foxtrot.


Lydia told me the young Indian’s name. His first name was normal enough: Narayan. The rest I couldn’t catch. She told me that, being the son of a raja, he was a rajkumar, and from then on he was referred to between us as ‘The R.K.’


The dance came to an end, and the dancers became a milling crowd, with Bernadette and the R.K. milling within it. But then they disappeared. They would be in the garden – in one of the brick alcoves. I said to Lydia, ‘Shouldn’t we go and find them?’


‘I will in a minute. There’s no harm in a little spooning. She’s nearly seventeen, Jim, and while I know you don’t want to be here, the only reason you are here is because of her.’ That was true enough. We had been invited to the dance by the Askwiths on account of their daughter’s friendship with our daughter. We wouldn’t have made the grade otherwise.


As the next dance began, I said, ‘She was booked with someone else for this one, and I can’t see her.’


Lydia turned to me. ‘Jim,’ she said, ‘you’ve gone yellow.’


‘Don’t change the subject.’


‘You should go back to the hotel.’


She escorted me back to the lobby, all the time telling me not to fret about the R.K. He was only one of many sons of one of many maharajahs. Were there not about fifty pages of them in the Calcutta Directory? And this boy’s father was amongst the smaller ones. He had only about a hundred and fifty square miles somewhere ‘up country’; Lydia didn’t know exactly where, only that you couldn’t get there by the East Indian Railway. The place was called Suryapore, and it was mainly forest, but there was some coal, and a quantity of ruined temples. The boy’s father, the Maharajah of Suryapore, spent a good deal of time in America. When he was in India, he was not entitled to a gun salute when formally received by the British and so, as far as the Indian aristocracy went, he was something of an also-ran. He was still worth a mint, however.  


The wife was in two minds about the R.K. She could see the dangers of an association, but did not want to display colour prejudice by warning the girl off him. She also admired his looks, his money and his social position. After talking over the matter the next day, I had taken it on myself to speak to Bernadette. She’d blown up as soon as I’d mentioned the R.K.; I’d got cross in turn, and pronounced the ban: she was absolutely forbidden to see the R.K.


By my reckoning, she’d seen him three times since then, secure in the knowledge that her mother did not support the ban, as long as she was always in public when with him. It had been my fault to start with, of course. I ought not to have brought the two of them to India.


Judging by the clattering of every loose object in the compartment, the Jamalpur night train had hit full speed. The young dancers of Calcutta had a word for this loose shaking and I could not at first call it to mind. But it came to me at length: ‘syncopation’, and the small satisfaction of recalling it allowed me to drop asleep in spite of all.  


V


I dreamt of a snake that generally carried itself in the shape of the ‘and’ symbol: ‘ampersand’ I believed was the word, and this snake could open doors by coiling itself around the handles. It seemed to be trying to open the exterior door of my compartment, the one by which I would step down on to the platform when we arrived at our destination, but how could it do that while we were flying along at top speed?  I then heard a sort of slow gunshot, and I saw the flare of the gun at the same time, but that couldn’t be right. It was the flare of other guns at other times that I had seen, but I believed the shot I had heard was real. I sat up and turned on the light.


All was as before. The fan was still turning, I was still alive. No bullet had been loosed in this compartment, but the train was at a stand, and I somehow knew it had been at a stand for some time. I opened the sliding door to the dark corridor; I heard a noise from the left, but I turned right, and walked into a man lying on the floor. He was in his underclothes. I leant down. The corridor carpet was sodden with blood, the man’s underclothes likewise. The man was John Young. The sliding door of what had been his compartment was open, and he was half in and half out of it. A man was standing behind me. I turned – a European probably in his sixties in ghostly white pyjamas that stood out in the gloom. He was the oldish fellow I’d seen on boarding. He had come from compartment number three. He said, ‘What’s wrong with his head?’ and I saw what he meant: about a third of John Young’s head was missing. Fisher now came out of number four compartment in white cotton trousers and braces but no shirt. He had on his boots with laces unfastened. There was an expression on his face that was hard to interpret.


The oldish man said, ‘I heard a noise.’


‘You would do,’ said Fisher, indicating the body. ‘He’s been bloody shot, hasn’t he?’


Behind Fisher, two sleepy-looking Indian servants were emerging from compartment five.


The oldish man half turned towards Fisher. ‘Before that. I mean from outside.’


I said to nobody in particular, ‘How did the shootist get into the carriage?’


I stepped over Young’s body, and went into his compartment. I turned on the light.


‘That’s all the dabs on the switch messed up,’ said Fisher, who was standing in the doorway. But I was not so concerned about fingerprints. It was more important to get the lie of the land. The compartment was much as I’d seen it when talking to John Young, except that his bed had obviously been slept in; or at least lain in. I looked down again at the body. His suit coat had been thrown over his lower legs, and the pocket book had been thrown down on it. Ten-to-one that was now empty of money, but it ought not to be touched.


‘Dacoits,’ I said.


‘You going to open that?’ said Fisher, indicating the door leading to the outside world. I unlocked it, and it swung open, disclosing the wide blue Indian night, the sound of a million crickets, and a smell like the interior of some great, hot barn. Under the blue light of a quarter moon, I saw an Indian on a stationary horse – might have been five hundred yards off. There were two other Indians on horses a few hundred yards further off again, and they were waiting for him. As I looked at the nearest man, he turned his horse and began riding away towards his fellows, going along the top of an embankment crossing a network of dried-out paddy fields. He was a raggedy-looking man in white; his thin arse went up and down like the ticking of a clock.


‘That’s bloody nice, isn’t it?’ said Fisher.


Behind Fisher, a uniformed Indian leant into the compartment from the corridor. ‘What has been going on here?’


‘Oh, good of you to turn up,’ said Fisher.


The Indian was in white with a red turban and a wide leather belt around his waist. A long stick was wedged into the belt. He was a ‘watch-and-ward’ man, part of the force that guarded the trains. Fisher indicated the Indians riding away towards the horizon. ‘There you are, pal,’ he said. ‘Throw your bloody stick at them, why don’t you?’


The corridors of the train were not continuous. It was therefore impossible to get from one carriage to another while the train was moving. The watch-and-ward man had entered by means of one of the two doors leading down from the carriage at the ends of the corridor, and that was obviously how the dacoits had got into the carriage, and they had done so, of course, while the train was at a stop, or slowing to a stop.


I jumped down from the compartment; the dirty track gravel hurt my bare feet. The Indians were now gone from sight. I looked up at the outside of the compartment door. It was splintered near the lock. So the bandits had tried to come in to John Young’s compartment this way before moving to the end door. I walked three paces over the track ballast, and looked up at the outside of my own, locked exterior compartment door, and my heart beat faster as I saw that it too was splintered. If anything, it was in a worse state than John Young’s door. They’d tried to get into my compartment as well. I walked further along: none of the other compartment doors showed signs of any damage. All the doors looked high up from down on the ground with no platform, but you’d have no trouble getting at them while sitting on horseback.


Fisher had jumped down from John Young’s compartment, joining me on the track ballast. Behind him came the watch-and-ward man, and another watch-and-ward man, for they always worked in pairs. Fisher commenced to light a Trichinopoly cigar.


I said, ‘What stopped the train?’ and it was the second watch-and-ward man who answered: ‘Signal, sahib.’


We were at the single-line working, the site of a predictable stop, and any stopped train was a target for dacoits.

























OEBPS/9780571284115_cover_epub.jpg
fi

NIGHT TRAIN
JAMALPUR










OEBPS/faberandfaber.png
fi

faber and faber






OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png
















