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For my lawyer grandson, Nirbhay









Author’s Note


A HUNDRED AND FIFTY YEARS AGO, BHAWAL WAS A PROSPEROUS zamindari in the eastern part of undivided Bengal, its size and income next only to that owned by the Khwajas, the nawab family of Dhaka. Spread over five hundred and seventy-nine square miles, it covered 2,274 villages and boasted a population of 500,000 people, many of whom were tenant farmers. Pristine forests, dense with sal and piyal trees and the habitat of the beautiful blue-skinned deer called neelgai, bordered the estate. Nestling deep within was an ancient fort known as Bhawalgarh and a baganbari or pleasure villa where the Bhawal zamindars relaxed, far into the night, with their wine and women.


The earliest known ancestor of the family was a brahmin named Balaram Roy. He hailed from the village of Bajrayogini in Munshiganj district and served as dewan to Daulat Ghazi, zamindar of a large part of the Bhawal pargana. The Ghazis were slothful and pleasure-loving and left the administration of the estate almost entirely in the hands of their able dewan. But ability and ambition tend to go together and, soon the inevitable happened. Balaram Roy’s equally competent son Srikrishna Roy managed to wrest the zamindari from his master and set up his own rule. This he was able to do with the active assistance of Murshid Quli Khan, founder of the nawabi regime in Bengal. Murshid Quli Khan had come to Bengal as Naib Nazim or Governor, with a charter from His Imperial Majesty of Delhi, in the first decade of the eighteenth century. But, within a few years, he became the virtual ruler. He started minting coins in his own name and shifted the capital from Dhaka to Muksudabad, renaming it Murshidabad. But despite the fact that the Mughal empire was crumbling, nearly teetering on the verge of extinction, he was loyal to his imperial masters and sent the revenues owed to them regularly and faithfully.


The Ghazi estate was one of the many Muslim zamindaris that lost their rights as a result of the administrative policies of Murshid Quli Khan. It may seem strange that a Muslim would connive at robbing other Muslims of their legitimate inheritance. But Murshid Quli Khan was a Hindu by birth, a brahmin who had gone by the name of Suryanarayan Mishra, until his conversion to Islam. Unlike most other fledglings in the new faith, he did not follow it with fanatical zeal. Never losing sight of his Hindu origins, he used Islam only to further his own ends. A man of ambition, exceptional financial acumen and administrative ability, he had caught the eye of Emperor Aurangzeb who appointed him Governor of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa with expectations of enhanced revenue coming into the imperial treasury.


Murshid Quli Khan proved equal to the task assigned to him. He formulated a policy of ousting those Muslim zamindars who were habitual tax defaulters, having lost control over their estates from years of indolence and dissolute living, and replacing them with hard-working Hindus who were more grounded and would serve his purpose better. The estate of the Ghazis was one of those that came under the governor’s scrutiny. Shortly afterwards, Daulat Ghazi was booted out and Srikrishna Roy installed as the zamindar. Srikrishna Roy fulfilled Murshid Quli Khan’s expectations to a degree that surprised even the wily and ambitious Naib Nazim. Within a few years, rental collection from the estate doubled, even tripled. Over the next century, Srikrishna Roy’s successors were able to expand the holding by acquiring several estates adjoining their own, the most notable of them being an indigo plantation known as the Wise estate. This was in 1851. Through this purchase, the family became the owner of the entire Bhawal pargana. By judicious management and keen supervision, Srikrishna Roy’s successors held uninterrupted sway over the pargana for the better part of the next century.


At some point of time the family earned recognition as the legendary Roys of Bhawal. In 1878, the British conferred the title of Raja on Kalinarayan Roy and his successors. Unlike many others of their ilk, the Bhawals were not absentee landlords who abandoned rural living in favour of the bright lights of the city of Kolkata. They preferred to live in their grand mansion situated at the heart of their estate in Jaidevpur.


The Bhawals were unique in another way. Unlike most zamindars who depended solely on dewans and stewards to manage their properties, the rajas of Bhawal travelled extensively, kept an eye on every inch of their estate and regularly attended meetings with official representatives of various moffusils at the cutcherry in Jaidevpur. In consequence, the fortunes of the Bhawals swelled with every passing year. Their wealth and power rose to phenomenal heights and they came to be universally acknowledged as one of the premier zamindar families of Bengal. Kalinarayan Roy had married three women but only his second wife Satyabhama was capable of giving birth. She bore him two children, a son, Rajendranarayan, and a daughter, Kripamayi.


However, every rise has a decline, and it wasn’t long before the Roys’ glory began to fade. With Rajendranarayan’s death, the Bhawal sun started sinking, slowly but surely, and the shadows of twilight began to gather. Rajendranarayan Roy died the last great raja of the kingdom of Bhawal.
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The Sannyasi


January 1921


IT WAS A RAW, BLUSTERY MORNING IN LATE JANUARY. A SMALL knot of people could be seen standing near the Buckland Bund, an embankment on the Buriganga river. The river, which swirled and foamed along the edges of the city of Dhaka, was especially turbulent this winter.


All eyes were fixed on a man, a stranger to these parts. He had been sitting cross-legged on the Bund, gazing into the distance day and night, for the past three months, impervious to the cold gusts of wind and spray that rose from the agitated waters below. There was something odd about his appearance. He could be a Bengali, the locals surmised, judging by the shape of his face with its somewhat square jawline, wide nose and high cheekbones. His body was covered with ash but the patches that were visible were as fair as a European’s and his eyes, hooded by dark, heavy lids, a greenish brown. Masses of tawny hair fell in dreadlocks down his sturdy back and shoulders and a matted beard almost touched his navel. A tattoo—a word in some strange language—could be seen on his right arm. He was naked except for the strip of coarse orange cloth that covered his genitals. The men standing around stared at him with unabashed curiosity and exchanged glances. Once in a while someone would fling a question at him. They had been doing so from the first day they saw him sitting on the Bund.


‘Who are you? Why are you here?’ A middle-aged man in a silk lungi and woollen vest asked in a stern voice.


‘Main Bangla nahin jaanta.’ The stranger’s lower lip twisted to the right as he answered in Hindi.


A barrage of questions followed in a Hindi thickly accented with Bengali.


‘Where have you come from?’


‘Bahut door se.’


‘What are you doing here?’


‘Nothing. Just sitting.’


‘That we can see. But why here?’


‘No reason. I just ... just came here ...’


‘Are you a sannyasi?’


‘Yes. I’m a roaming sadhu.’


‘You look quite young. Must be in your mid-thirties. Am I right?’


The stranger shrugged his heavy shoulders and turned his eyes northwards on a massive structure looming in the distance. It was the zamindar’s mansion locally known as the Rajbari. The zamindars of Bhawal were rich and powerful beyond ordinary landowners and had been dignified by the title of Raja. Their sons were addressed as kumar, each according to his position in the hierarchy.


The man in the lungi moved aside. Another, an elderly gentleman in a dhuti and shawl, took his place.


‘You are too young to abandon the world. When did you become a sannyasi?’ The old man leaned forward and examined the stranger’s face and head closely. There was a puzzled look in his eyes.


‘I ran away from home in my youth and joined a group of holy men.’


‘How long ago was that?’


‘I don’t remember.’


‘Where did they take you?’


‘To the mountains. I spent many years there.’


The old man nodded. But the answer didn’t seem to satisfy him. The crowd ebbed, melted and swelled once more. Others took up the interrogation.


‘Do you have parents?’


‘No.’


‘Are you married?’


The man, calm and unruffled all this while, stiffened at this question. As though alerted to some hidden hostility. He had a prominent Adam’s apple which jumped up and down his throat.


‘Um ...’ he hesitated, ‘yes ... n-no. Yes. I had a wife ... once.’


‘You left her too?


‘Yes.’


‘Why do you keep looking at the Rajbari?’


‘No reason.’ The answer came pat as though he had prepared for the question. ‘There’s nothing else to see ...’


The men walked away and stood a little apart. They exchanged meaningful looks and nudged and whispered. Snatches of their conversation came floating through the air.


‘Exactly like the mejo kumar. The same height and build. The same small hands and feet. Even the tiny wart on the lower lid of the right eye. What do you think, Taufique?’ The elderly gentleman turned to the man in the lungi.


‘Yes, indeed, Kashi kaka. I never did believe the story.’


‘You think anyone does?’


‘I don’t know about the family. The subjects certainly don’t. Not one.’


‘The man seems to be about thirty-five or thirty-six. Exactly the age the mejo kumar would have been today. Have you noticed the way he sits? Hunched forward like a bull.’


‘And his complexion! What man other than a royal could be that fair? His body is covered with ashes but I noticed his hands and feet. Particularly the feet. Rough and scaly but shell pink. Like new milk with a drop of vermilion mixed in it.’


‘The colour of his eyes? And the tiny angles sticking out from the tops of his ears? The resemblance is uncanny. The mejo kumar too had ...’


‘There are marks on his back and legs. And tiny patches on the scalp in between the dreadlocks. I looked at them closely ...’


‘Yes, I noticed them too. The mejo kumar’s body was ridden with syphilis when he was sent to Darjeeling. These must be the scars.’


‘He seemed a bit rattled when I asked if he was married.’


‘He did indeed. He couldn’t decide what to say.’


‘He is the mejo kumar,’ a chorus of voices joined in. ‘The story we have been told is bunkum.’


‘Concocted by the mejo rani and her brother.’


‘Without a doubt. Without a doubt.’


‘Why do you think they did it?’


‘Who knows? They must have had their reasons.’


‘Mark my words, brothers,’ an old man wearing a skull cap observed darkly, ‘this man is pretending to be a sadhu, when he is in fact the mejo kumar – the second prince of the royal family. Now that both his brothers are dead, he is the sole heir of the estate. The real ruler. If I’m proved wrong, I’ll never venture another opinion as long as I live.’ He moved his head solemnly from side to side.
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The Three Kumars of Jaidevpur


RAJA RAJENDRANARAYAN ROY, THOUGH THE ONLY SON AND SOLE HEIR to his father Raja Kalinarayan Roy’s vast properties and title, had not been indulged and pampered as many other scions of great families were at the time. Reared in the shadow of a wise mother, he grew up to be a replica of his father – hard-working, disciplined and morally upright. But the same could not be said of his sons Ranendranarayan, Ramendranarayan and Rabindranarayan. One reason for this could be that Rajendranarayan had died early – before turning forty. Without paternal guidance and control, the boys—still in their adolescence—lost sight of the honourable path of their ancestors and allowed their baser instincts to take over. In this they were encouraged by their mother Rani Bilasmoni’s attitude. Their tutors, some of them European, complained to the Rajmata that the kumars were imbibing the wrong influences and picking up bad habits. They were inattentive to their studies and dismissive of the moral training that was being imparted to them. But Bilasmoni, lacking the sagacity of her mother-in-law, brushed aside these warnings. She believed that while education was essential for boys from the middle class who were constrained to earn a livelihood, it was of little value to the heirs of the rich and powerful. She told the tutors that her sons, being poor fatherless boys, should not be taxed with rigorous discipline and too much study. In any case, they would inherit so much wealth; they need not trouble themselves with any occupation other than enjoying it. Thus, out of excessive motherly love, she allowed them to grow up in sloth and ignorance.


After Rajendranarayan’s death, his successors being minors, the zamindari was taken over by the Court of Wards, the government department responsible for taking care of improperly managed estates. However, after a few years, on the boys attaining maturity, it was returned to the family. But not without a lot of effort on Rani Bilasmoni’s part and considerable procrastination from the other side. The law of primogeniture not being prevalent in Bengal, all three brothers got equal shares and became joint owners of the estate. The annual rent collected was six lakhs and fifty thousand rupees – an enormous sum for the time. The Rajbari, built in Kalinarayan’s time and designed by a famous European architect, was a palatial mansion with 365 rooms and so many halls, galleries, staircases and terraces that even the members of the family often lost count. It even had its own temple, a magnificent structure of carved stone, and its own cremation ground on the riverbank. The palace teemed with people. The largest and most luxurious apartments on the ground floor were occupied by the kumars. Their wives Sarajubala, Bibhavati and Anandakumari lived in their own wings on the first floor with a retinue of maids. Unlike their predecessors, the kumars never went out on inspections of the villages or met officials of the estate. They spent most of their time holding court in their own durbar halls, surrounded by cronies and sycophants. Rajendranarayan’s married daughters Indumayi, Jyotirmayi and Tarinmayi, like other daughters of the rich, also lived in the palace with their husbands and children. The rest of the palace was filled with relatives close and distant, friends, hangers-on, toadies and servants.


Over this vast household the dowager queen Rani Bilasmoni reigned supreme. Her mother-in-law Satyabhama Debi, though still alive, had withdrawn from the world and spent almost all her time in the temple among her many gods and goddesses. Bilasmoni could clearly see her sons for what they were – idle, weak and dissolute. But that caused her no worry. Living up to her name, she loved her life of luxurious ease and revelled in the glory and power of her position as Rajmata. Her sons obeyed her. Her daughters-in-law feared her. If there was anything she regretted in life, it wasn’t even her early widowhood. It was the fact that all her three sons were childless. For which, of course, she put the entire onus on her daughters-in-law.


Of her sons, the second, the mejo kumar, was the least like his ancestors. Apart from attending the annual punyaha ceremonies when tenants would pay nazar, the first instalment of the annual rent, he took absolutely no interest in the zamindari, preferring to leave everything in the hands of his eldest brother and officials of the estate. On these occasions the two younger princes would stand dressed in royal robes, on either side of the baro kumar, under a silver canopy held over their heads by armed guards, enjoying the attention paid by loyal subjects who prostrated themselves at their feet and sought their blessings. Apart from such symbolic gestures, the rest of the second prince’s time and energy went in the pursuit of entertainment. A keen hunter, he sought out the most dangerous animals and went for the kill. He was successful, too, most of the time and, by the age of twenty, had earned a reputation for himself as an intrepid tiger stalker and shooter. Unlike his eldest brother, who was periodically examined for complaints caused by excessive drinking, Ramendranarayan was not an alcoholic.


But he had a worse affliction – an excessive fondness for women. He started keeping mistresses from his teenage years. One of them, a dancer named Elokeshi, actually lived with him in his apartments. This was unprecedented and created a major scandal in the kingdom. His infatuation with her lasted well into his marriage with Bibhavati, a beautiful, sensitive girl of thirteen with far more education than her husband. It was only later, at the insistence of his mother, that he removed Elokeshi to a house in Dhaka. But he visited her regularly. Elokeshi was the first in a line of mistresses, among them the famous courtesan and professional singer Malika-jaan. On one of his trips to Kolkata he met an Anglo-Indian woman, a cabaret dancer, and was completely besotted by her. However, the affair didn’t last long. She was a gold digger and as soon as she had extracted as much money and expensive jewellery as she could, she left him for another man.


Music and dance were Ramendranarayan’s passion. While in Jaidevpur, he surrounded himself with singing and dancing girls procured for him by the band of faithful sycophants he nurtured. When satiated with such pleasures, he made his way out of the Rajbari, in the dark of night, to the dwellings of the lowest of the low. He found the women of the scavenger and tanner castes a refreshing change from the simpering prostitutes his toadies brought. They were less obsequious, high-spirited, impudent and quick-tongued. And many of them were beautiful with surprisingly fair complexions bestowed on them by members of the ruling class through sexual intimacy with their foremothers. As a result of such interactions in his adolescence, the mejo kumar had acquired a malady associated with promiscuous living. He suffered from numerous skin afflictions which would later be diagnosed as syphilis.
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The Story Nobody Believed


IN 1909, WHEN OUR STORY BEGINS, THE ELDEST KUMAR WAS TWENTY-seven years old, the second twenty-five and the youngest twenty-two. Rani Bilasmoni had died two years ago, and whatever little control she had exerted on her sons had gone with her. The three princes were displaying a degree of recklessness that disturbed all their well-wishers, their three sisters in particular.


In February the same year, the princes went to Kolkata to consult specialists. The baro kumar had a chronic heart condition brought on by excessive drinking. The mejo kumar’s health had been troubling him for the last three years. His syphilis had reached an alarming stage. Ulcers had broken out on his back, arms and legs. Colonel Sarbadhikari, a specialist in venereal diseases, treated him and he responded well. As a follow-up measure, the doctor advised a change of environment. A trip to the hills, perhaps, where the unpolluted air and pristine water of mountain streams would boost his immunity and help him fight the infection better. The Bhawal family physician, Dr Mahim Dasgupta, endorsed this view wholeheartedly. Seeking an audience with the eldest princess Indumayi, who had taken her mother’s position as Head of the Royal Household, he made his opinion known to her. Indumayi considered it and asked, ‘Where do you propose to send him, daktar babu?’


‘To Darjeeling.’


‘Will you accompany him?’


‘I’m afraid not. There are some serious patients in Dhaka and Jaidevpur whom I cannot leave at present. But I will send my nephew Ashutosh. Ashu has recently obtained his licentiate certificate and will be able to give the patient all the medical care he requires. The prince’s condition is not serious. He just needs a change of air.’


On Indumayi giving her permission, the mejo kumar’s brother-inlaw, Satyendranath Banerjee, offered to make the arrangements. He made a scouting visit to Darjeeling, then a popular health resort for the rich, identified a house and took it on rent for six months. Plans and schedules for the trip followed. It was decided that Bibhavati would accompany her husband and her brother. A retinue of twenty-one persons comprising officials of the estate, servants, guards, gardeners, cooks and maids would be sent ahead to get the place cleaned up and make all the arrangements necessary for the patient’s comfort.


The Bhawals were conservative and usually insisted that some older women of the family accompany a young daughter or daughter-in-law. Surprisingly therefore, Indumayi allowed Bibhavati to join her husband who would be travelling with a party consisting solely of male members and servants. She had suggested at first that her second sister Jyotirmayi be taken along as an escort to her young sister-inlaw. However, as Satyendranath explained, the house, though very large by Darjeeling standards, fell pitifully short of royal expectations and there was no way that space could be found for the second rajkumari and her retinue.


The first two weeks of Ramendranarayan’s stay in Darjeeling passed uneventfully. From the reports that came, it seemed as though he was improving from the healthier climate and disciplined lifestyle enforced on him by his wife and his doctor. Nourishing meals, sufficient hours of sleep and regular medication were aiding the recovery. Then, on the sixth of May, a member of the prince’s retinue sent a telegram to the baro kumar, informing him of a sudden decline in his brother’s health. However, the following morning, on the seventh of May, another telegram arrived with the reassuring news that the pain and fever had abated and there was no cause for alarm. But close on the heels of the earlier communication, just as his sisters and brothers were sighing in relief, yet another arrived carrying the shocking message: Kumar seriously ill. Frequent watery motions with blood. Come sharp.


Ranendranarayan held a family consultation. All the members were of the opinion that leaving the mejo kumar in the hills, in the sole care of Dr Ashutosh Dasgupta, was not a good option. It was decided that Rabindranarayan would proceed to Darjeeling by the first train the next day and bring his brother back to Bhawal. Ranendranarayan would, in the meantime, send for specialists from Kolkata to assess the situation and suggest a better line of treatment.


But even as the chhoto kumar was making his way to the railway station the next morning, his phaeton was stopped by an official from the post office waving a telegram. On being asked to open it, the man did so and read out the devastating news. The mejo kumar had died the previous night and the body had been cremated. Dazed with shock, Rabindranarayan returned to the palace and handed the telegram to his eldest brother.


The news spread as quickly as a forest fire and, within minutes, the kingdom was plunged in mourning. Inside the palace, wails and lamentations rose to the sky. And at the deuri, the great gates of the Rajbari, men and women huddled in knots, their faces pale and anxious. The mejo kumar, for all his wild ways, had been popular with his subjects. He had a ready smile and a witty tongue and, unlike his parsimonious brothers, was generous with his money. Tell him any tale of woe and he would be sure to dip his hand in his pocket and come up with a fistful of notes and coins. And he always came to their rescue in times of distress. Once he had seen a British official harassing some villagers and, pulling out a gun, he had chased the man away, to the delight of the gathered crowd. Hundreds of bewildered eyes asked the same question. How could the life of a young man as big and burly and intrepid as the mejo kumar be snuffed out in a few hours? He had been ill, it was true, but not ill enough to die. Besides, he was recovering, wasn’t he? What happened, all of a sudden?


Within and without the palace a tiny flame of hope still burned. So many contradictory messages had arrived in the last two days. Who knew but another would come with the news that the earlier one contained erroneous information sent in haste? A telegram assuring everyone that the prince was alive and well ...


Sadly, it didn’t take long for the glimmer of hope to die. Three days later the party from Darjeeling returned, weary and travel-stained. A fainting Bibhavati was carried into her apartments by her brother and maids. The doctor shuffled in, head bowed, face dark with anxiety and guilt. The servants stood around as though turned to stone.


The customary rituals were carried out from the very next day. Bibhavati was taken to the river by the palace widows. Her conch bangles were broken on the stone steps of the ghat, the sindoor rubbed off her brow and parting, her jewellery removed, and the iron hoop of wifehood slipped off her wrist and thrown into the water. She returned to the palace, wrapped in a white thaan, looking like a caricature of her former self.


The ashouch followed – a period of mandatory mourning during which the widow and close members of the family were required to purify themselves through privation and abstinence. Then, on the eleventh day since the mejo kumar’s death, came the shraddha, the rituals of which would ease the spirit out of the earth and send it winging towards heaven. It was to be an elaborate affair held in the naat mandir, the immense courtyard adjoining the temple, with three priests conducting it and thousands of subjects in attendance. Four healthy bulls, procured for the brishotsarga, stood tied to their posts snorting with impatience, tossing heads streaked with sindoor and stamping hooves adorned with anklets. They waited for the mantras which would spell their release. Wooden barrels filled with coins and stacks of dhutis, saris and shawls were kept ready for distribution to brahmins and the poor.


Two days before the ceremony the head priest of the temple, Kaliprasanna Bhattacharya, came to the palace and sought audience with Indumayi and Ranendranarayan. ‘I come to you with a proposal, Baro Kumar,’ he addressed the latter, a worried expression in his eyes. ‘I feel that the burning of a kusaputtalika should precede the rituals of the shraddha. I’ve come to seek your permission.’


‘What’s a kusaputtalika?’ Ranendranarayan’s brows came together.


‘It’s an effigy of the dead person made of dried grass. A mock cremation you might call it.’


‘But why must such a thing be done?’


‘Because of the rumours.’


‘What rumours?’


‘Doubts are being cast on the validity of the cremation in Darjeeling. A large number of people are of the opinion that it was performed in haste without due regard to detail. Some are even saying that there was no cremation at all. Such talk is rife in all the villages of Bhawal. Even I have heard—’


‘Who is spreading these rumours?’


‘From what I hear,’ the old man let out a discreet cough, ‘they have originated from the Rajbari itself. From the servants’ wing.’


‘But ... who ... who would say such a thing?’ Ranendranarayan spluttered in disbelief. ‘And what is being said? I mean what, precisely?’


‘From what I’ve heard, the servants who accompanied the mejo kumar have come back with some strange stories. Two, in particular, are doing the rounds. One of them is that his death was not a natural one. He was poisoned.’


‘Who has said this?’


‘A palace orderly named Sharif Khan. His story is that on the evening of the mejo kumar’s death, he was sent for by Ashutosh Dasgupta and instructed to move the sick man’s bed from its place by the window to an adjacent wall. “Clouds are gathering in the sky and a cold wind is blowing,” the doctor had explained. “I don’t want my patient to catch a chill.” As he was moving the bed, Sharif Khan says, the prince sat up, retched violently, and vomited. Some of the vomit fell on the orderly’s shirt. Later, when he tried to wash it off, he found the material giving way in his hands. The vomit was so corrosive it made a big hole where it had fallen.’


Ranendranarayan’s face turned white. ‘And the other ...?’ he asked in a whisper.


‘The second rumour is even more worrying. And more persistent. Not one; several servants who had accompanied the prince to Darjeeling are saying that the kumar’s body was taken to the cremation ground but the rites were not performed. Apparently a terrible storm had broken out that night, increasing in intensity just as the pall bearers were entering the samsan. Taken by surprise at the sudden onslaught of rain and hail, they had left the pallet on the ground and run off in search of shelter. Returning a couple of hours later, they had carried out the cremation. This was their version. It was accepted by the mejo rani and her brother. But some contradictions in their separate accounts sparked off doubts among the staff who, for some reason, have come up with another. Which is that on their return, the pall bearers had found the pallet lying where they had left it. But it was empty. The corpse had vanished. The four men had searched for a while then, setting the vacant pyre alight, come back to the house and informed the family that the cremation was over. But what had actually happened was that the body had been dragged away by jackals during the time that it was left unattended. Afraid of the repercussions that would follow, the pall bearers were claiming that they had completed the work entrusted to them, spinning a web of lies, so inconsistent that even a fool would see through it. Members of the prince’s retinue are saying that they had kept their opinion to themselves at the time. But after their return to Jaidevpur, they’ve opened their mouths. Today the servants’ wing is humming with gossip and speculation. I’m surprised that you have no knowledge of what is going on under your own roof.’


‘Nothing of the sort has come to my ears,’ the baro kumar murmured in a puzzled voice. ‘You say you’ve heard these rumours. But do you believe them?’


‘I haven’t formed an opinion as yet. But one or two things do strike me as strange. Why was the body sent to the burning ghat the same night? That too, a windy, blustery night in the middle of a raging storm? And why were the pall bearers not accompanied by members of the family? Is this the way a prince is cremated? Do you understand my predicament, Baro Kumar? How can I perform the shraddha of a man whose very cremation is in doubt? The practice of burning a kusaputtalika has existed for centuries. It was advocated by our ancestors for precisely such cases. It is the only way out.’


‘No.’ Indumayi now spoke up, waving her hand in dismissal of the argument. Her face was very pale but her voice was firm. ‘While what you have just told us is very disturbing, I refuse to equate my brother, a prince of the realm, with a grass doll. It is demeaning not only to his memory but to the prestige of the Rajbari. Burning a kusaputtalika is tantamount to accepting the hearsay, giving it credibility. What message would it send out? Wouldn’t we be admitting before the world that we were lax and inept? That we did not value our prince enough to even give him a proper cremation? Let people say whatever they wish. We may or may not believe the rumours, but we will not respond. We will go along with the previous arrangements and give the mejo kumar a shraddha worthy of a prince of Bhawal.’


‘But consider this—’


‘No, thakurmoshai. My mind is made up. We will deny these reports and so will you.’ She drew a deep breath and turned to her brother, ‘What do you say, Baro khoka?’


‘I agree. Giving ear to gossip is risky for people in our position. Loose talk like this will not die out with the burning of a kusaputtalika. In fact, it may get aggravated and other complications might follow. We must proceed with the utmost care.’


Indumayi sighed. She looked at the priest and said, ‘If at all anything more has to be done, let it be a grand yagna to purify the household. There is rot here. Evil. I sense it lurking within the walls of the palace though I cannot put a finger on it. I’ve had this strange sensation ever since Mejo fell ill. Cleanse the Rajbari with the power of all the rites and mantras you know and bring it back to the state of pristine purity of my mother’s time.’


After the shradhha was over and the household had returned to its normal routine, Indumayi sent for Bibhavati and her brother and demanded a full account of what had transpired. But her enquiry yielded no tangible result. Bibhavati burst into tears the moment she came into her presence. The few broken words she uttered, between spasms of shivering and sobbing, only conveyed her shock and bewilderment at the cruel twist of fate that had turned her from a queen to a beggar woman. Her brother’s account was more coherent. In a steady, unfaltering voice, he repeated several times that every possible care had been taken. ‘Believe me, Indu didi,’ he appealed, using the familiar term rather than the formal one. ‘Bonai babu’s health was improving. His appetite was better after the first two weeks and he was able to leave his bed and sit in the garden for short spells. Then, suddenly, from who knows where, he caught an infection which, I’m told, is common in the hills. He started purging and vomiting and a high fever racked his body. The doctor gave him medicine and he seemed to rally on the second day. But on the third day he succumbed. His death was so sudden that it left the entire household numb with shock. I am still reeling from the blow.’


Indumayi looked him sternly in the eye. ‘You know that I will not demean myself by questioning the servants. But you are aware of the rumours, are you not? What do you have to say?’


‘What can I say?’ A hint of belligerence came into Satyendranath’s voice. Fixing his large, slightly bloodshot eyes on Indumayi’s face, he said, ‘Rumours are spread by people who have nothing better to do. Why should I stoop to even offer a defence? My beloved sister has lost her husband and an entire way of life. She is struggling to come to terms with a terrible tragedy. What should be my first concern? To help her regain her health and calm her wounded spirit? Or respond to idle gossip and speculation?’


‘But you must admit that performing the cremation the same night, a wild, stormy night, was unnecessary. You could have waited till morning.’


‘No, I couldn’t. The death occurred at midnight and the body started decomposing within minutes. The sheets were covered with blood and pus from the oozing sores and the whole room was reeking. No one would want to touch the remains if we waited till morning. Naturally I thought it best—’


The blood left Indumayi’s face at these words. Even her lips turned white. Her fingers clutched the arm of the chair on which she was sitting so tight that her knuckles stood out like sharp pieces of stone. An unearthly silence descended. It was broken by a low, grating whisper, ‘Why did none of you accompany the pall bearers? Why did you send my brother, a prince of the realm, alone ...?’


Satyendranath seemed taken aback. Both by the words and the voice – so unlike Indumayi’s usual imperious one. He thought for a minute, then decided to adopt a tone of confrontation. ‘Who could have gone?’ he demanded. ‘The doctor and I were both preoccupied with Bibhu. She had worked herself up to a shocking state. One fainting spell followed another. And in between, the moment she regained consciousness, she would run to the window and try to jump down to the ground. We were afraid that she would kill herself if left unattended for even a minute.’ He paused for a few seconds and continued mournfully, ‘I requested some of the older retainers to go but no one was ready to venture out. I can’t blame them. It was bitterly cold that night with a dense fog, rain and hail. Visibility was zero. One false step and a man could be flung headlong down a precipice. Some pleaded sickness and some said they were afraid of the mejo kumar’s ghost.’ Taking a deep breath, Satyendranath went on, ‘Believe me, Indu didi. I am as shattered by what happened as any of you. I can’t eat. I can’t sleep. I feel overwhelmed with guilt even though I know there’s no basis for it.’


At the same time that his sister was questioning Bibhavati and her brother, Ranendranarayan was conducting his own interrogation. Sending for Ashutosh Dasgupta, he accused the doctor of misconduct and breach of faith. ‘We trusted you,’ he said solemnly. ‘We sent the prince to Darjeeling under your guardianship. But it seems as though our trust was misplaced. The kingdom is rife with all kinds of rumours. But even if we disregard them, even if we give you the benefit of doubt, the best that can be said of you is that you were careless and incompetent. That you are unworthy of the degree you hold.’


But the young doctor was totally unfazed. To all Ranendranarayan’s questions and allegations he offered a single sentence in reply. He had followed the rulebook. Every decision he had taken was in scrupulous adherence with the education he had received as a medical student. He went on to explain that even though he was not sure of how the mejo kumar caught the infection, he had treated it with all the knowledge at his command. Not even his greatest enemy could fault him for negligence and inconsistency. But sometimes there are unknown factors at work baffling even to the best, most experienced doctors. There might be something he had missed, something he hadn’t understood. But it was unfair to indict him for it ...


The yagna performed by Kaliprasanna Bhattacharya did not yield the desired result. At least not the result Indumayi had hoped for. If anything, the shadow of evil she had sensed earlier deepened and grew more menacing. And slowly, very slowly, she identified the source. It emanated from the mejo rani’s brother.


Satyendranath was a frequent visitor to Jaidevpur. He came whenever his sister sent for him, which was often. The members of the Rajbari liked him and extended a welcome and hospitality far beyond that offered to any other guest. He got along well with them and made himself useful in many ways. In consequence, he was not only loved and appreciated, but treated like a member of the household.


However, all that was in the past. Ramendranarayan was dead. Yet month after month went by and the guest made no effort to return to his family in Kolkata. He lingered on, enjoying the luxuries of the palace. And gradually a change came over him. He started behaving as though the lifestyle he was enjoying was his by right. He became arrogant and demanding. He even began meddling in the affairs of state, raising questions on matters which were none of his concern. His behaviour became objectionable in another way. Brother and sister withdrew from all the other members of the family and set up a strange routine for themselves. Every morning, on waking, Satyendranath entered Bibhavati’s rooms and the two remained locked in all day until late into the night. Satyendranath emerged for one brief period for a luxurious massage and bath given him by the palace servants, and then went back. All his meals were served to him in the mejo rani’s apartment. Bibhavati made no appearance outside it at all. Such behaviour was bound to attract attention and set tongues wagging.


Indumayi sent for her two other sisters-in-law one day. ‘What do you think is going on, Baro bou?’ She searched Sarajubala’s face with keen eyes. ‘Why isn’t Satya going back to Kolkata? He has a wife and children, not to forget an old mother to fend for. So many months have gone by. Why is he wasting his time in Jaidevpur?’


Sarajubala blushed and looked uncomfortable. She mumbled something but her words were inaudible. Anandakumari, however, was more forthright. ‘Something very strange is going on, Baro thakurjhi,’ she said emphatically. ‘People are saying all sorts of things. Even the servants are talking about it. I overheard Bamun di ask mejo didi’s maid Kumu the other day why her mistress doesn’t leave her room or talk to anyone anymore and Kumu said that she is still distraught with grief and only her brother can comfort her. But people are not stupid. Everyone is whispering and sniggering behind their backs. A lot of it, I’m sure, is entering their ears but they don’t seem to care at all. They shake it off like water off a duck’s back.’


‘Baro khoka should speak to Satya and find out his intentions. How much longer will he park himself here?’


‘Your brother did speak with him.’ Sarajubala looked around the room as though afraid of being overheard and whispered, ‘He thanked him for consoling Bibhavati and helping her come to terms with her grief. Then, in a roundabout way, he asked how his family was faring without him. Satya babu replied that of course they were missing him, that his wife was urging him to return in every letter she wrote. But he couldn’t abandon his sister in her hour of need. He had to look out for her since she had no one else.’


‘Hmph!’ Indumayi snorted in disdain.


‘Your brother told him he was wrong, that we were her family. That we all loved her and would take the utmost care of her.’


‘And what was his answer?’


‘He smiled and remained silent.’


‘I will have to talk to Satya myself. This is absurd. It can’t be allowed to go on. Now, I want you two to do something. Go to Mejo bou’s apartment this afternoon. Enquire after her health and ask in a friendly way why she is cutting herself off from the rest of the family. Tell her you miss her company. Then come back and tell me what she had to say.’


‘How can we go to her apartment? Her brother is with her all the time. He might stop us.’


‘He has no business to stop you. This is not his house. If he tries anything like that give him a tongue-lashing he won’t forget in a hurry.’


That afternoon, after their mid-day meal, Sarajubala and Anandakumari made their way to Bibhavati’s wing. Passing through several empty halls and galleries, there was not a soul in sight, they entered the mejo rani’s bed chamber. They found her lying on her back, a thin blue-veined arm flung across her eyes. Her form looked shrunken and colourless against the dazzling white sheets spread over the vast, carved bedstead on which she lay. Her thaan was crumpled and there was not a speck of gold on her person. Her lips seemed coated with wax and strands of long, tangled hair were spread out on the pillow. The two women, suddenly conscious of the rich saris and jewels they wore and of the sumptuous meal they had just eaten, pulled their aanchals closer and tried to hide the gold boxes full of paan cones they carried in their hands. But they couldn’t hide their faces, sleek and shining with sugar and oil, and mouths crimson with paan juice and smelling of aromatic tobacco. Satyendra sat in a chair by his sister’s side. His face was bent over hers and he was murmuring something in her ears. He rose at their entrance. ‘Ah!’ he exclaimed, his mouth stretched in a tight smile. ‘Look who’s here! Our baro rani and chhoto rani have woken up to our existence at last. Did the sun rise from the west this morning? I wonder ... Stop snivelling, Bibhu. Sit up and welcome your royal guests.’


Bibhavati removed the arm from her face and sat up slowly. Her eyes were swollen and there were tearstains on her cheeks. Her torso swayed a little as she clutched the sheets with both hands. ‘Na, na.’ Sarajubala hastened to her side. ‘You don’t have to get up.’ Taking the young widow’s head in her hands, she laid it gently back on the pillow. Then, in a voice of sisterly reproach, she added, ‘What’s wrong with you, Mejo bou? Your maids tell me that the amount you eat wouldn’t fill a bird’s stomach. That you send your thala away with most of the food untouched. You don’t even allow them to give you a proper bath or comb your hair. Why are you behaving like this? I recall the day you came to this house as a bride. You were so plump and fair and pretty. Just like a mem putul! Even when you returned from Darjeeling you looked better than you do now.’


‘Ah, Didi!’ A shiver passed over Bibhavati’s frame and fresh tears rolled down her cheeks.


‘What “Ah, Didi”?’ Anandakumari’s penetrating voice cut into Bibhavati’s whimpering one like a knife. ‘Can you deny that you aren’t eating enough? That you are keeping yourself locked away in this dark room? You’ve turned so thin and frail in these few days it seems as though a puff of wind can blow you away. You don’t even have the strength to sit up. Have you glanced into the mirror lately? You can easily pass for the shaankchunni from the neem tree that village women frighten their children with. Only the other day ...’


‘The other day you speak of was a lifetime ago, sister. I’m not the same woman ...’


‘Why not?’ Sarajubala stroked the younger woman’s hair and murmured gently, ‘Because you’ve lost your husband? Is that your fault?’


‘It must be. Otherwise why is it only I ...?’


‘Life and death are in God’s hands. We have to accept whatever he deems fit to send us. But does submitting to His will mean torturing oneself? Yet that is exactly what you are doing. Punishing yourself for something over which you had no control. You’ve withdrawn from everyone as though your presence is a pestilence. Why? Is a widow a leper? Come back to us, Mejo bou. Make an effort. Be your old self. Nothing has changed between us. We miss you.’


‘That’s easier said than done,’ Satyendranath observed grimly. ‘Things have changed for my sister. Everyone has changed towards her, including the two of you. If not, it wouldn’t have taken you so long to come see her. That, too, at the baro rajkumari’s command.’ Then, noting the look of surprise in the eyes of the visitors, he added, ‘I know what goes on in the palace. I know everything. Bibhavati has lost her place in the family and all the prestige that came with it. She is nothing but an inauspicious widow whom everyone wants to get rid of. You are keeping quiet about it, even shedding crocodile tears over her fate. But you’re all plotting and planning to throw her out. And it will happen any day now. She’ll be made to leave the palace. The sooner she understands the reality of her situation the better it is for her.’


Leave the palace! The three women looked up, startled. Bibhavati turned a pair of stricken eyes first on her brother, then her sisters-inlaw. Sarajubala, aghast at the words, stared back at her. Anandakumari opened her mouth to contradict Satyendranath but, too shocked to utter another word, shut it again with a snap. There didn’t seem to be anything more to say. Furious at the way they had been treated, the two made their way, red-faced, out of the room. Going straight to their sister-in-law’s apartments, they reported the conversation they had had with Bibhavati and her brother.


‘So that’s what he does all day!’ Indumayi muttered grimly. ‘Locks himself up with his sister in this unseemly way only to put such ideas in her head. Well, he’ll have to reckon with me. I’ll teach him what’s what. If anyone has to leave the palace, it is him.’


‘But why do you think he’s doing this?’ Sarajubala asked in a wondering voice. ‘What has he to gain?’


‘Time will tell,’ Anandakumari answered, her lips tight with suspicion. ‘Satya babu and his kind are like jackals. They hide in the shadows all day, quiet as lambs. But they turn into deadly predators when they come out at night.’


Indumayi planned to send for him the next day, to accost him and ask for an explanation. But she was saved the trouble. Satyendranath went to the baro kumar’s wing the same evening. ‘A piece of news has come to my ears,’ he said abruptly, ‘and, needless to say, it has disturbed me a good deal.’


‘What news?’ Ranendranath looked up with a frown.


‘You’ve instructed your lawyers to draw up a deed that will exclude my sister from the management of her share of the estate in return for a monthly allowance. Which, in effect, means that you are depriving her of her inheritance.’


‘Nonsense. I’ve given no such instruction. The mejo rani’s position in the kingdom of Bhawal is unassailable. She is still in shock and that is why we are not troubling her with official nitty-gritty. She will carry out her duties and obligations to the estate, in her husband’s absence, as the widows of the family have always done, and will be accorded the same dignity and status. But she must get over her grief first. And here, Satya babu,’ Ranendranath looked straight into his visitor’s eyes, ‘I feel that far from helping her to do so, you are encouraging, even urging her, to protract it. She has been an integral part of this family for seven years. Why does she suddenly feel she has no friends here? Why does she keep herself locked up in her room day and night? Why does she communicate only with you? It isn’t natural. Everyone is saying so.’


Satyendranath’s heavy, florid face turned white with shock. He had come in a combative mood, to hurl accusations and shame the prince into acknowledging his guilt. He was totally unprepared for such an attack. More than his words, it was the snide smile on the baro kumar’s lips that devastated him. It expressed, in unequivocal terms, the depths to which he had fallen in his host’s esteem.


‘Are you ... are you saying ...? What are you saying? That I ... I ...’ he stammered, clutching wildly at the air, trying to come up with some, any, reply.


‘I know you have informers among the servants,’ Ranendranath cut in smoothly. ‘You bribe and coerce them into bringing you all kinds of news. But I have my sources too. And they are far more reliable than yours. My officials tell me that you have started meddling in the affairs of the estate. That you ask probing questions and harangue them when they don’t give you the answers you want. This kind of behaviour from an outsider is unacceptable.’ Raising his hand, he stopped Satyendranath from bursting into denial. ‘Another thing,’ he went on inexorably, ‘we, that is the baro rajkumari and I, have been meaning to talk to you about your prolonged stay in Jaidevpur. Four months have passed since the mejo kumar’s death. Yet you make no move to return to Kolkata. You say you are here for your sister’s sake. But is your sister your only responsibility? Don’t your wife and children deserve some attention?’


Satyendranath couldn’t believe his ears. The muscles of his face went slack. His jowls shook and beads of sweat broke out on his forehead. He looked as though he was about to have a heart attack. ‘You don’t want me here,’ he shouted angrily and rose to his feet. ‘Why don’t you say so outright? Why humiliate and vilify me? I will do what you want. I will leave the palace tomorrow. But I’ll take my sister with me. She isn’t safe here with depraved, dishonourable people like you.’ He stormed out of the room.


Satyendranath left a few days later. But Bibhavati didn’t go with him. It was not from lack of persuasion on his part, so her serving women said. He had spent hours trying to make her leave. But though she had wept and trembled, she had resisted.


A couple of months went by. News of Satyendranath kept coming from time to time. He had moved his family from Kolkata to Dhaka. He was living there now in a rented house about twelve miles away from the Rajbari. Pretending to keep a physical distance from his sister, he came to the Rajbari rarely these days and stayed for only a few hours. Instead, he was bombarding her with letters. It was obvious that he was putting pressure on her to leave the palace and come home to her mother and brother. But she didn’t seem ready to do so. At least not yet. A tense, uneasy calm followed.


Then, in November, six months after the mejo kumar’s passing, the blow fell. Bibhavati sent her brothers-in-law a legal notice stating that she had appointed her brother Satyendranath Banerjee as her manager and agent. Another one came on its heels. This was from Satyendranath himself demanding thirty thousand rupees on her behalf, the value of a life insurance policy the estate had bought in the mejo kumar’s name in March that year.


But that was not all. A few days later Satyendranath sent another legal notice. The mejo rani, it stated, was no longer interested in residing in the palace or retaining contact with any of its members. She was relinquishing her title as well as her share of the estate in return for a one-time payment of thirty-five thousand rupees and a monthly allowance of eleven hundred rupees.


Bibhavati left the palace as soon as the legal papers were signed. Her brother received the money on her behalf and promptly set about spending it. He bought a fine new house on Lansdowne Road, the most fashionable quarter of Kolkata, and moved in with his family including his mother and sister. With the rest he bought company bonds in his own name.


After Bibhavati’s departure, dark days descended on the royal family. In September 1910, Ranendranarayan died suddenly after a brief illness. Eight months later, in April 1911, the mejo rani received a letter from the British manager of the zamindari, Mr F. W. Needham, informing her that her share of the estate was being taken over by the Court of Wards. The excuse offered was her prolonged absence from Bhawal. A month later it was the chhoto kumar’s turn. This time even a pretext was deemed unnecessary. Worse followed. In May 1912, the baro rani’s share was appropriated and with it the entire estate came under the jurisdiction of the British government. The blow hit Rabindranarayan so hard he developed heart trouble and died a year later in September 1913. With his death, the Bhawal glory, faint and flickering in the last four years, was totally extinguished. The premier zamindar family of Bengal had lost all its men. Only a bunch of widows remained. The ancient dowager, Rani Satyabhama Debi, retreated more and more into the shadows of her gods and goddesses. And the three ranis, young childless widows, were robbed of all their rights. The mejo rani had abandoned the palace long ago. It was time now for the other two. Both left Bhawal to settle down in Kolkata and, over the next few years, adopted a boy each, clearly with the hope of getting him declared as the heir.


By 1915, the Court of Wards and the Board of Revenue had taken over the management of the entire estate. But a few years later, in 1919, the British government in India took a curious decision. To everyone’s surprise, it endorsed the youngest rani’s adoption. An abhisekh ceremony was held in which the Earl of Ronaldshay, then Governor of Bengal, anointed Anandakumari’s adopted son Ramnarayan. Though nothing was spelled out, it was everyone’s guess that the message being sent out was that he would be the future Raja of Bhawal.


The whole of Bengal was mystified. An action like this ran totally contrary to the avowed policy of the white rulers with regard to the Bhawal estate. Was this a public relations ploy to appease a section of the family? Or was it a subtle manoeuvre to stem the rising tide of nationalistic sentiment? Or was it aimed at drowning the voice of an increasingly vocal Indian press which wasn’t shying away from denouncing the colonial government in the most strident terms for its injustice to a royal family already plagued by misfortune?


But despite all the upheavals in the kingdom, the grapevine of rumour and speculation started by the palace servants did not die out. If anything, it stretched longer and took in more twists and turns. Now it wasn’t only a question of the mejo kumar’s body not being properly cremated. Rumour ran rife that he hadn’t died at all. It was strengthened with a stranger’s arrival in Jaidevpur. The man claimed that he had seen a Bengali youth, from an obviously wealthy background, in the company of some mendicants in a pilgrimage spot somewhere up North. He had got into conversation with one of them and been told that the young man had been found in a forest near Darjeeling some years ago. On being asked if he would like to become an ascetic and join them, he had agreed and had been with them ever since.


The stranger’s claim rocked the kingdom. The Rajbari, hitherto mute and unresponsive to all gossip and speculation, sprang into action. Messengers were sent to as many places of pilgrimage as possible in the north of India. From Kashi, Gaya, Mathura, Vrindavan and Kedar–Badri to obscure ones hidden in the small hamlets of the Himalayan foothills. The reports that came contradicted one another. Hopes were raised and dashed. But many members of the Rajbari clung to their belief that the mejo kumar was alive.


One of the believers was his grandmother, the dowager Rani Satyabhama. She came out of her self-imposed exile within the walls of the temple and took a pro-active step. She wrote a letter to the Maharaja of Bardhaman, who had been present in Darjeeling at the time of the mejo kumar’s supposed death and cremation, asking him if he could confirm the demise. The maharaja wrote back to say that it was a long time ago and he couldn’t provide any specific information. However, he did remember hearing something of the sort and sending gangajal and tulsi leaves to the bereaved widow.


Five years went by. The rumours persisted even though nothing was proven. More than the Rajbari, the subjects were willing to believe that the mejo kumar was alive. With no titular head governing them, and only a nebulous hint of a future puppet ruler floating in the air, they felt lost and abandoned.


And then, just when the time was ripe for a genuine claimant to surface, the mendicant appeared on the Bund ...
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