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Happiness means different things to different people at different times. 

For the people of Manakpur on a cold winter’s night, happiness meant sleeping safe and snug in their homes. The little village lay on a flat stretch of land, with large patches of fertile fields around it. Scattered among the green landscape were huts, some large and some small, with sloping roofs of red tiles. 

At first glance it seemed exactly like Neelgaon, which lay beyond the distant hills to the north of the fields and shone a dim purple under the sun, turning into solid dark shadows when night fell. Or even Nainpur, which lay beyond the broad river that ran on the other side of the village. 

Manakpur, however, had something that none of these villages did. It had a railway line running through it. What was more, a train actually went right across  the village. True, it was only once a week. The people of Manakpur always felt their hearts swell with pride and joy when they heard the faint whistle of the weekly train. They instantly stopped work and found excuses to huddle in groups and wait for its arrival. 

When the train finally chugged past the villagers, they stared in awe at the long line of dark brown carriages, swaying and clanking and creaking. And when it halted at the little station, there were always knots of people to stare at it and at the hordes of men and women who got off, herding their excited children ahead of them. 

After a while, the train’s engine sounded its mournful warning whistle and set off again on its journey, moving slowly at first before gradually picking up speed, the line of its carriages following, nose to tail, like obedient little puppies. 

The crowd watched the train until it was nothing but a tiny speck in the far distance, the smoke from it a tall, skinny smudge. And then, after those who had just got off from the train set off for their remote villages, carrying their bundles and baskets on their heads, and the people of Manakpur wandered back to their work, the station settled into silence once again. 

Very few of the villagers had actually been on a train. That was why old Shankar, who had worked in the railways and was considered an expert on all things connected to trains, was usually surrounded by people asking questions about them. At any time of the day, he could be found sitting under the big tree by the railway station, dressed in his faded khaki uniform, educating people about trains.  

No one knew exactly what Shankar’s duties had been when he had worked in the railways. But he knew everything there was to know about engines and railway tracks and that puzzling thing called a signal. Many people in Manakpur firmly believed that the trains had run only because Shankar had been there to do everything for them! 

There was another train that ran through the village. This one followed no timetable or pattern. It appeared without any warning and lingered in the village for a while before disappearing again just as mysteriously. All kinds of stories were whispered in the village about this second train. Many of the villagers believed that the same sahibs who sent the weekly train to Manakpur sent this second one too. 

A small handful of people were convinced that it was Raja Rajnath who sent the train. These were people who had worked for Raja Rajnath in the old days, when India was still ruled by kings and had not yet gained independence. These were the people who had stories to tell of the raja’s generosity and his kindness. Sending a train to entertain his people, they felt, was just the sort of thing the raja would do. 

Others scoffed at all these theories and whispered dark tales of a gang of men who operated the train for their own evil purposes. These were the people who did not trust trains because they were new and from a world they knew nothing about. And so, when they heard the whistle of the train, instead of running to see it, they stayed indoors, with their fingers stuffed into their ears.

Amma too did not trust trains, but she did not stuff her fingers into her ears. ‘I have too much work to do,’ she always declared crisply. ‘I don’t have a finger to spare!’ So Amma continued rolling the rotis or instructing Radha on what to do even when the calm of the day was split by the shrill whistle of a train. 

Suraj could not understand Amma’s attitude towards the train. Didn’t she feel excitement thrum through her when the whistle sounded? Even if she hated them, how could she resist running out to look at a train thundering by? 

Suraj, like most of the villagers, loved watching the weekly train go chuffing and puffing through the village. But it was the other train that he was constantly waiting for, ears strained to hear the music of its whistle.

The railway tracks had been laid two years ago and the other train had come only thrice since. And each time it had given not only the children but also the grown-ups of the village a magical experience. And that was why Suraj awaited it, ready to drop everything and race out to look at it. 

Amma could ignore the whistle of the weekly train, but the first faint whistle of the other train had a very different effect on her. She became grumpy, saying little and growling at anyone who dared to approach her. Cooking became a very noisy and sometimes dangerous activity, with things being slammed around and rattled hard, sometimes even thrown about. 

Baba always managed to find an excuse to run away to the fields when this happened. But where could Suraj go? Besides, the backyard of their house faced the railway tracks and gave the best view of any train, coming or going. 

But tonight, Suraj was not thinking of trains. He was thinking of happiness and what it meant. 

For Suraj, standing under the dark sky with the pinpricks of the stars casting a dim glow, happiness was the relief he felt as he emptied his bladder. In the dense hush of the night, the soft patter of his pee falling on the ground was a pleasant sound. 

And that was when he heard something. It was the thread of a sound, long and musical. It rode the night air gently and easily. Suraj stilled, heart thumping in fear and joy and incredulous delight. Had he imagined the noise? But no, it came again, broken this time into small snatches. And now Suraj felt excited delight take over and in the dark he grinned. It was the Happiness Train! 

Happiness does mean different things to different people. And on that winter night for Suraj it meant the knowledge that the Happiness Train would soon be in Manakpur. 
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Suraj woke up to the warm smell of rotis cooking. He lay in a nest of blankets on the floor, blinking foolishly at the bright golden coins of sunlight scattered across the floor of the house. Then he remembered what had happened the previous night and sat up at once, his secret like a special kind of heartbeat in his chest. Radha was already at work and Amma, sitting beside her, peered knowingly at him. 

‘The Happiness Train is coming,’ said Suraj.

‘When?’ asked Radha, eagerly. ‘And how do you know that?’

‘He must have heard it last night,’ Amma said, ‘above the sound of his pee watering the bushes!’ Radha giggled and Suraj’s face turned red. 

‘Amma,’ he protested. 

‘Didn’t you?’ Amma asked and Suraj, backed into a corner, said nothing. 

‘The Happiness Train,’ Radha grinned. That was the name that Suraj and Radha had given the ‘other’ train. It was the brightest, most beautiful train they had ever seen, with gorgeously painted coaches and a cheery, singing whistle. The Happiness Train followed no timetable, gave no notice of when it would appear or how long it would stay. That was just one of the things that made it so different from the weekly train. 

Suraj could see that Radha felt the same shivery excitement that he had felt last night when he had heard the whistle. At such times it was difficult to remember that Radha was not his sister after all. 

However, Amma said that they were indeed siblings: Radha had been five and Suraj nearly four when they had been adopted. Suraj had never questioned this, but the truth was, he had no memory of Radha. If she were really his sister, shouldn’t he have had at least some memory-pictures of Radha? 

‘Like brother, like sister,’ Amma snorted. ‘Dreaming of that train!’

‘Trains are special,’ Baba grinned at the two children, ‘the way they go chug-gug-chug! And that lo-oo-ong whistle!’

The children grinned back because trains were extraordinary, even magical. Even the tracks that marched through the village, gleaming lines that ran straight and true, single-minded in their determination to go away, to be someplace else, somewhere other than here, were special. 
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There had been great excitement when a crew of sahibs had come from the nearby city a few years ago. Suraj had been much younger then, but he had loved to watch them take measurements of the land as they planned the railway line. Then, there had been a burst of activity as teams of men dug busily, raising clouds of reddish dust. 

The village had hummed with dreams of a train that would thunder through the village, connecting it to far-off places like Ambol, Bitaka, Ghoti and Dhokari, villages and towns whose names sounded like exotic sweets. And finally, the tracks were laid. They sliced through the village, bright and sharp, emerging from the blue distance on one side and vanishing into the dull purple haze on the other. 

The first day that a train had chugged into the village had been marked by celebrations. Flowers and mango leaves had been strung around the station and a huge crowd had come to see the train set off on its maiden journey.

It was soon after this that another train had come. Suraj still remembered the first time the tuneful whistle of the other train had sliced softly through the workday calm of the village and turned it into an unusual day. The train had let out no passengers nor had it allowed anyone to get on. 

Instead, a stream of brightly dressed people had hopped off it and entertained the villagers. There had been songs and wild dances, and that was when Suraj had begun thinking of it as the Happiness Train. Everyone had come running to see this unexpected and unannounced train. Everyone except Amma. 

‘That lo-oo-ong whistle,’ Amma imitated Baba now, ‘is nothing but a trap!’

‘No, Amma,’ Radha protested, ‘it’s only to tell people that…’

‘Exactly!’ Amma said. ‘That whistle warns you that the train is coming so that you can run away as fast as possible!’ Amma slapped the last roti on the tava and turned around. ‘Trains and tracks,’ she announced grimly, ‘are evil. They come from who knows where and go away who knows where!’

‘Those tracks come from Balanagar,’ replied Suraj, ‘and they go to Ramnagar from here!’

Amma was staring at him fixedly, ignoring the roti that was smoking on the tava. ‘Why do they do that?’ she demanded. ‘Why do they go here and there?’

‘To carry people around,’ Suraj said triumphantly, glad to have an answer to Amma’s question. 

But Amma was looking pityingly at him. ‘They carry people away,’ she whispered, her voice soft, ‘they carry people away!’

Her words made Suraj shiver. He was suddenly filled with an unnamed dread. It was like being unable to see the fearful thing that lay in wait around the corner. He hated Amma for making him feel this way. But that didn’t stop his eagerly looking forward to the arrival of the Happiness Train. The train took two days to reach Manakpur, two whole days of waiting and watching. 

‘There’s nothing coming,’ said Amma each time Suraj raced out of the house to stare hopefully along the tracks. Why did Amma always have to be right, Suraj wondered, looking around. There was nothing to see, except the dim blue distance, lying still under the mild winter sun. 

After the fourth time that this happened, Radha, stirring the dal on the stove, asked fearfully, ‘What if it isn’t coming at all?’

‘It is, it is!’ Suraj was emphatic. ‘I heard it last night!’ But when the day had passed without a sign of the train, he too began to worry. 

It was Baba who put their fears to rest by saying, ‘It must have stopped at Balanagar!’

‘Oh yes,’ Suraj said, relieved. ‘So, that night when I first heard the whistle, it had probably just then reached Balanagar.’ 

‘Perhaps,’ Radha smiled, ‘it will be here in the morning!’ It was an exciting thought and the children went to bed dreaming of the Happiness Train. But in the morning, all they saw were the moistly shining green fields, the tracks, glitteringly empty, and the sky beyond, a cloudless blue. 

When the train hadn’t appeared by the end of the second day, Suraj was filled with a disappointed rage. ‘Those Balanagar children,’ he said, ‘they must have kept the train back!’ 

‘Impossible!’ Amma said. Suraj turned to see her staring at the tracks. 

‘How do you know that it’s impossible, Amma?’ he demanded. 

‘Because there are no children in Balanagar,’ Amma said quietly. 

‘No children in Balanagar?’ Radha asked. ‘Why, Amma? Where have they gone?’

‘They didn’t go anywhere,’ Amma said. ‘They were taken away!’ There was something deep and dark in her voice, and Suraj felt a sudden shiver run down his spine. 

Radha felt it too – he could see it in her wide eyes and when she asked, ‘Who took them away?’ her voice quavered. 

‘The train,’ Amma said. ‘The train carries people away. The train is dangerous. The train is…’ 

‘You are scaring the children.’ They all jumped at Baba’s voice, loud in the rapidly falling night. 

‘But it’s true,’ insisted Amma, stubbornly. ‘The trains, the tracks…didn’t they take Suraj’s father away and…’

‘My father?’ Suraj felt his heart thump at the unexpected mention of his father. He knew that Amma and Baba were not his real parents, but this had never bothered him because no one had ever talked about his real family. But now Suraj wanted to know more about them. 

‘Your father worked for the railways and—’ Amma began.

‘It’s getting cold,’ Baba interrupted. ‘Let’s go in.’ There was a finality in his voice, and it put a full stop on the conversation. 

Amma grumbled softly but led the way into the house. Inside, the kitchen fire burned, its small red flames keeping the pot of dal hot. The lantern cast a round, golden glow, leaving many corners deep in shadows. The house was always familiar and comforting but, at that moment, Suraj had a sudden glimpse of a different life, of another home, painted in various possibilities. 

That night he lay in bed, thinking of what Amma had let slip. What had his father’s job been? Had he laid the tracks for the trains to thunder over? Or had he driven an engine, sounding the long whistle to alert people to the train coming in? In all these years, Suraj had never asked Amma and Baba about his real parents because there had been no need to. Now, however, he was curious about his father’s occupation. Tomorrow, he decided, he would ask Baba. 

A faraway whistle sounded and in the stillness of the winter night, it was piercingly sweet and unbearably beautiful. It called to Suraj, and all his longings for adventure and excitement were jolted awake. 

The toot sounded again, longer this time and just a little closer. Suraj’s smile grew, spreading across his face. And now, faintly, the sound of iron wheels rumbling over the shining tracks came to him. 

Suraj sighed contentedly in his sleep, certain that the train was bringing him new adventures and a fresh promise of happiness. 
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The Happiness Train finally arrived the next morning in Manakpur village. 

It came in a blaze of colour and noise, and the children watched its arrival from the platform in the railway station. The small building was crowded and noisy, until the din of the approaching train drowned out every other sound. 

Suraj and Radha stood at the far end of the little platform and gaped in amazement at the Happiness Train. How big it was! The engine was a bright red, with a large lamp in the middle. 

‘It looks like an eye,’ exclaimed Suraj. He had to shout over the racket made by the train, but Radha heard him and nodded, her plaits bouncing on her shoulders. Suraj saw that Amma had woven bright red ribbons into them, finishing off with floppy wide bows. She had allowed Radha to wear her silk skirt and even clasped a string of beads around her neck. 

For Suraj she had chosen the dark blue shirt that was saved for special occasions. Suraj could smell the faint bitterness of the neem leaves in which Amma had stored the shirt. It reminded him of the raw green smell of them that filled the house, when she dried handfuls of the leaves in the shade. Why, Suraj wondered now, couldn’t Amma have come with them to see the train? 

‘Take your Baba and go,’ she had told them, sitting in the weak winter sunlight, her shawl draped around her shoulders. For an instant the picture of Amma, clad in her everyday saree, soft and faded with use, the sunlight shining on her hurriedly knotted bun, filled Suraj’s eyes. Then, the bright red engine rushed towards him and there was no room for anything but the Happiness Train. 

The long, musical whistle sounded, and the train surged past Suraj in a huge blast of hot air. And then, with a long-drawn-out squeal, the train began to slow down. Now the engine was past them and it was the turn of the coaches. And what coaches they were! They flashed past in a blur of red and green, with sudden blue, white and purple splashes. And when the train slowed down further, the children saw that the coaches were painted all over with fresh pictures. 

Suraj turned a delighted face to Radha and she grinned back. 

The first coach was painted to look like a dense green forest and the children squealed to see the curious faces of monkeys peering out of the trees. There were red-beaked parrots flying about and naughty-looking squirrels peeping out from among the branches. 

The second coach was painted the fresh blue of an open sky and kites sailed across it. They were red and yellow and green and purple, with long tails dancing in the wind. The third coach was painted a dim green and instantly the children felt as if they were peering into the depths of a deep pond. Dozens of fish pirouetted, their eyes quick and alert, among the underwater plants that appeared to trail and wave while jewel stones glowed on the floor. 
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