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“ …Watching, silent, he shifts among
The shiftings of the day, himself
A shifting of the day's design
Whose outline is in doubt, unsafe,
And dark. One time, less learned in pain,
He thought the earth was firm, his own,
But now he knows that all not raised
By fire, by water is brought down. ”
Wendell Berry
CHAPTER ONE
So where had they all gone? The acutely sick, the chronically suffering and the whole nagging lot of hypochondriacs and obsessives who visited him every day?
All of a sudden the clinic looked desolate, its rows of vacant seats openly damning him.
Ajoy waited on in the silence of his clinic for a long, long while, alone, brooding, and with a sense of wasting his time. Then, as soon as the clock struck one, he pushed off from the clinic, a tired and morose look on his face.
Outside, it was a blistering hot afternoon. As he came out to the road the sun assailed him like a shard of glass. But he strode across the road without much care for the heat and stood facing his clinic, to take a bus back home.
The road harboured an uncanny silence at this hour. It breathed out occasional whiffs of fire-spitting wind and seemed like a huge pre-historic beast lying in a torpid state under the scorching sun. There was no sign of any traffic. Not a soul in sight. All around was a landscape reeling under the heat wave. Ajoy wondered if he was the only person out on business in this muggy heat.
In a short while he had beads of sweat collecting over his scalp, back, chest and limbs, all of which then formed into rivulets streaming down all over. His clothes developed drenched patches and clung to his body. Shuffling his feet from time to time he looked through the heat-haze for the bus.
Ajoy spotted an old, lungi-clad rickshaw-puller, pedalling his rickshaw along towards him, languorously, as if with the last bit of his strength. His bare, sun-darkened body was dripping with sweat. The poor fellow must be hungry and on his way back home. But he probably knew Ajoy was the young doctor who attended on people like him, in the charitable clinic of Vivekananda Ashram on Sundays. The rickshaw-puller stopped before him and offered to give him a ride.
As Ajoy clambered into the rickshaw and sat down on the seat, the old man turned it around, and pedalled back in the direction he had came from. The ramshackle, three-wheeled vehicle dragged along, only adding to his exasperation. But the overworked man seemed such a pathetic figure in this stifling heat that Ajoy just couldn’t ask him to drive faster.
It was the end of the summer, and there had been no rain shower in this suburb for more than a month. The trees and plants on either side of the road were withered and dry. But in the midst of this arid scenario, as if to provide a welcome distraction, the krishnachura trees stood aloft here and there, stubbornly showing off their fiery red flowers, which gleamed despite the savage heat.
"What about your plot of land, doctor?" the old rickshaw-puller asked Ajoy all of a sudden. "Is it still under litigation?"
Ajoy felt miffed. He was irked by the tiresome query at this moment, and especially from a rickshaw-puller. But people here were like that. They knew just about everything about him and would not let go of any opportunity to update their information. But they were not malicious.
"Yes," said Ajoy laconically.
"It's more than three years now since you bought it," the old man rattled off with a sigh. "But for the tangle, you could have built your home a long time ago! What a beautiful plot! High-lying land, right on the main road, no stagnant water during the rainy season. But they won’t allow any of you to build homes over there. It's the party people, you know, who’re after you."
"How do you know this?" Ajoy asked him curiously.
"We hear them talk about it," he said slowing down his rickshaw. "How else can ordinary people like us know about it? They say they will build shanties for workers there."
Ajoy felt a shudder down his spine. It was a chilling message, and if it really turned out that way it would affect all of twenty-six people, including him, who had bought their plots from the Srilekha Company. All of them had valid registered deeds as evidence and documentary proof of their ownership. But the chairman of the municipality didn’t give a damn about all that. He had denied them the right to build their houses on their own plots. The matter was in limbo now, and except for the close circle of purchasers, no person or outfit was interested in their cause. And the slogans on the wall these days had changed vastly. They proclaimed: "Marxism is God, and it is all powerful, and inviolable." The chairman was one of those who upheld this ideology. But could he really turn their plots, which they had bought with their hard-earned and saved money, into a squatters’ settlement?
Ajoy could not believe it. But he was not so sure either. Sometimes it seemed it was a blunder for him to have bought a plot of this stretch of land. But he could never fully convince himself so, despite the tangle. If everything had gone smoothly as he’d envisaged, he would already have been living in his own home. And a home was what he needed most right now.
………..
The rickshaw went past a huge expanse of vacant land on the left. His tiny two-katha plot lay there. There! His most precious possession in the world! Left there in careless disregard, cluttered with overgrown weeds and shrubs. An old, dried-up branch from one of the two palm trees on his plot hung precariously, and would fall to the ground at any moment. The plot next to his, a larger one, had a brick wall enclosing its four sides. But the wall had now developed holes of different sizes, thanks to the petty thieves who were removing its bricks, one by one.
These two plots, and the other seventy four plots, most still unsold, comprised the premises of Srilekha, the once-famed ink company of Bengal, which had closed down long ago. Until quite recently though, this had been a vast expanse of greenery teeming with trees, shrubs, creepers and seasonal blooms. Coconut, banana and areca groves, mango and date orchards, and much more – all these were in there. In a corner one could also see a clump of bamboo stems hanging at an angle over the ground. Nestled among the greens were two large ponds of cool and clear water. With jackals howling at different hours of the night, birds chirping in the early morning and a majestic silence hanging over it during mid-day, this jungle was a throwback to the good old times when the real-estate agents had not yet started operating here. A thick brick wall would have hedged the whole greenery.
On the eastern side of the estate, just beyond the wall, stretched out a huge empty turf, dotted by an occasional house here and there. And further beyond was the Sonai rivulet, winding its way lazily through the green pastures. To the south was the Srilekha complex, with a sprawling tin-roofed factory, a huge barrack consisting of dingy rooms for its staff and workers, and a small two-storied office building. Ever since the factory’s closure, the premises had assumed a deserted and melancholy look, which only enhanced the eerie silence of the jungle.
For a long time, the jungle had remained intact and unsullied. Then civilization marched in. All around, a whole lot of new houses came up and the new inhabitants, desperate and fun loving, sought to explore the jungle. Like baldness over a hairy scalp, there appeared patches of bare areas, which were clandestine spots for illicit liquor and a myriad other anti-social activities.
Then the jungle was stormed one day by a ragtag mob that began chopping down the trees, in broad daylight, tearing out the shrubs and setting fire to the thickets. Overnight, the green expanse was turned into a jumbo-sized playground, strewn with charred snake and jackal carcasses. There was no protest group or law-enforcing agency to prevent this vandalism. In fact, it had all the appearances of being legally sanctioned. Soon after, the land was put up for sale.
A few days later, the office of the Srilekha Company was thrown open, its unused furniture dusted clean. A curious crowd gathered in the morning to welcome a fair-complexioned and handsome middle-aged gentleman who emerged from a Maruti Esteem car and strutted along from the compound gate to the office, escorted by a squad of hefty toughs.
Clad in impeccable white kurta-pyjama, he looked like a powerful and confident man. After seating himself in the office, he addressed the waiting crowd, "I'm Mrityunjoy Banerjee. I have been empowered by the High Court to sell twelve bighas of land from the Srilekha premises. I have got copies of all the court judgements and orders with me. I request you to come and examine these papers yourself." He handed out copies to some important-looking people and waited for their reaction.
The Srilekha Company, it was learnt, had gone into liquidation after failing to repay a huge loan to a nationalised bank. It had also defaulted on its staff’s gratuity payments, provident fund deposits and even a few months’ salary to its more than one hundred employees. On complaint and appeal from the bank for recovering its loan with interest, the High Court had at the end of a long hearing process ordered that the loans and other dues were to be cleared off by selling a portion of the land. But who was to sell the land? The court entrusted the responsibility to a person who had the capability to pay the entire amount in six months' time. And the person was selected through an auction arranged by the High Court. Evidently, Mr Banerjee had offered the highest bid for the land. The Court, however, appointed a senior advocate as a receiver to supervise the activities of the selling agent.
It was not easy for Banerjee to begin his business of selling the land. The local land sharks, who’d missed the chance to grab the land, had covertly created all sorts of trouble for him. But Banerjee was a savvy promoter and knew all the tricks of the trade. He got in touch with politicians of all hues, pulled out all the stops and showered them with lavish sops and largesse. He sent out his men to please even the para boys so that he could conduct his job undisturbed. It was about three months before he set foot in the place.
On the very first day, Mr Banerjee showed his master plan to the people surrounding him. It had been duly approved and passed by the Chairman of Jolahati municipality. There were approximately eighty plots for sale, with varying price tags. ''If you want you can book a plot right now," he said in a friendly and affable manner.
Within days, there was a scramble among the potential buyers to book the best plots. Not only did the local people throng there, but there were also people from such faraway places as Durgapur and even Assam. And none of them seemed to be bothered about the exorbitant price of the plots. Soon the first lot of buyers, about fifteen of them, got their plots registered with a great deal of fanfare.
Ajoy had entered the scenario at this point. He had lived in Jolahati for more than fifteen years. But burdened as he was with a family of younger siblings, he had never been in a position to buy a plot of land. He was fed up with his life as a tenant, moving from house to house every two years as the term of each lease expired. As he viewed with distaste the so-called apartments coming up these days all over this suburb, he was all for buying himself a small plot where he could build his own house.
Ajoy proceeded cautiously. He checked out all the available papers, and then talked to Mr Banerjee, who did not seem to like his volley of questions. What clearly emerged from the conversation was that Mr Banerjee did not have the cash necessary to fulfil the Court's requirements, and he was out to collect the amount, or at least a good part of it, by selling as many plots as possible within the stipulated period. Furthermore, he found out that the deed registration charges would be almost half of the actual price the buyers were to fork out.
Would it be a good deal for him? Ajoy thought about it over and over again. He was caught between his own mindset and the reality. He was against any unlawful dealings, and Mr Banerjee did not seem like one who could be trusted. Wouldn’t he be taking a risk if he bought a plot under such circumstances? But he could also see it was an opportunity. The prime location of the land lured him. His instincts were for going ahead. So one fine morning, on an impulse, he chose a suitable plot in the very front and booked it, paying an advance of fifty thousand rupees.
The problem then was getting together the money for the remaining amount, of about one hundred and fifty thousand rupees. Even mopping up all his savings would not fetch that sum. A good friend offered him a loan of forty thousand rupees. His father-in-law agreed to lend him twenty. He raised the balance by saving heavily from the fees he earned through his daily practice.
Ajoy's plot was registered in the second batch, along with those of ten other persons. Shortly afterwards, for some complicated reasons, the High Court slammed an injunction against the sale of any more plots. This was a cause for concern for a large number of people who had booked their plots with substantial advances and were preparing to register them. Ajoy considered himself lucky and did not give the injunction much thought. He got the registration deed in just four months. So far so good. The trouble started when he went to seek mutation from the municipality. Mutation was just a formality, of entering one’s name in the record as the new landowner. And it was as simple as that. But without it, he could not start building his house.
…………..
Ajoy had hurried to move ahead with his house-building project. When he went to submit his application form for mutation of the plot of land, the man at the counter in the municipality office had muttered, "So this is yet another case!"
"What do you mean?'' Ajoy asked.
The man at the counter looked up, gazed at him perfunctorily and said, ''You will not get mutation."
Ajoy was flummoxed. "Why not?"
"Because that is what our chairman has decided. None of you who have bought plots from the Srilekha Company will get mutation."
"Can you tell me why?"
"Go ask the chairman."
Agitated, Ajoy thought he ought to meet the chairman, who he knew was a schoolteacher who had suffered during the Congress regime for his Marxist affiliation. He was an old guard to boot.
Ajoy mustered enough courage to climb up to the first floor to the chairman's chamber. Seated on a swivelling chair, the chairman was alone at his huge secretariat table, sitting bolt upright, looking casually at some papers. A boorish, portly figure, past his middle age, he had a heavy muscular neck and a pair of beady eyes gleaming through his old-fashioned glasses. Not a very kind and impressionable appearance.
Ajoy introduced himself before sitting in the chair, but the chairman neither greeted him nor offered any friendly gesture. He seemed stiff and nonchalant. Ajoy felt very uneasy when the chairman brusquely snapped, "What do you want?"
"I have come to find out about the mutation of my land."
"Is it a Srilekha plot?" the chairman asked, jerking up impulsively in his seat.
"Yes."
"I'll not give the mutation," the chairman said cavalierly.
Ajoy enquired humbly, "Could you explain to me the reason, sir?"
"I'm not here to explain anything to anybody," snapped the chairman. "Did you buy your plot with my permission?"
"Certainly not, sir" Ajoy said, even more humbly this time. "Is it a rule, sir, to take permission from the municipality's chairman to buy any land in its jurisdiction?"
The chairman, visibly angry, could not talk for sometime and then exploded, "I have just told you I'll not give the mutation of your land, and that's all."
"But why sir?" Ajoy demanded to know, with a new-found assertiveness. "As a resident I have a basic right to know what is wrong with my plot. I bought it from a man appointed by the High Court."
"So what?"
"And the master plan was approved by you."
"Yes, I approved it once, and now I don’t approve it."
"But this can’t be the law of the country."
"Go to the High Court then and see for yourself what it can do it for you," the chairman snarled at him, indicating the end of the conversation.
How outrageous! Ajoy was shocked and dumbfounded initially, but he felt he must protest. "How dare you talk in such a cavalier manner?" he asked.
"I’ll call in the police," the chairman responded satirically.
"Please do so," Ajoy settled down on his chair. "I’ll wait."
A heated exchange soon followed. Every word that the chairman now uttered showed his clout, but Ajoy countered that with his incisive logic and well-chosen words. Their shouting attracted those working in the municipality office. They gathered around one by one, encircling them, and behaved as if they were enjoying a street brawl. When at a particular point Ajoy asked the chairman, "Are you a Marxist or what?" the audience broke into peals of laughter. The chairman was livid. He mumbled something and cast him a searing glance.
Once outside the municipality building, Ajoy was seized by a wave of humiliation and shame. Never before had he made such a scene in public but what he did was just to save his doctor’s ego. Though in a way he had won the encounter, he felt ruffled, body and soul, shorn of any peace of mind.
The chairman’s insolent face flashed across his mind. How could a practicing Marxist behave like that? Was he ever really a school teacher? He seemed more like a lout, devoid of any ethical values or etiquette. In a crazy vein, Ajoy considered lodging a complaint against the chairman’s high-handedness. But to whom? He knew quite a few Marxists, who were his clients. They were good and respected fellows. Ajoy decided to bring the incident to their notice. The chairman should be taught a lesson. But how? Should he approach the local party bosses here and tell them that they had chosen and endorsed the wrong person as the chairman? Ajoy tormented himself with such questions.
Back at his flat, he’d withdrawn into silence and hadn’t said a word about it to his wife, Riya. All the while he was fretting and fuming within himself, trying to plot revenge on the chairman. He had never been so disturbed and distressed. By the time he went out in the evening to attend his clinic, it was much later than usual.
It had been a busy evening clinic as always, and Ajoy was fast bouncing back to his element. But as soon as the last patient left, he was confronted by a bunch of fierce-looking ruffians who had been lurking around for long. One of them, the leader perhaps, first demanded to know how he had dared to argue with the chairman, a veteran people's representative. And then without waiting for his reply he began to shout. The others joined him. Ajoy expected them to ransack his clinic at any moment. But they left after hurling a volley of threats and abuses. A crowd had already gathered on the road outside his clinic, and some people were curious to know what was happening in the doctor’s clinic. For Ajoy, it was something of a shock. He would never have thought that the chairman of a municipality could stoop so low as to send a pack of thugs here.
……………..
The rickshaw braked and came to a halt in front of his flat. Ajoy got down from the rickshaw and gave the man his fare. The rickshaw-puller asked him, "Doctor, will you be attending the Vivekananda Ashram clinic this Sunday? My youngest daughter has been ill for some time."
"Of course, I will. Send your daughter, I’ll attend to her right away," Ajoy replied.
CHAPTER TWO
"Did you contact Dr. Halder?" asked Riya, as she served Ajoy lunch at the dining table. Fresh after a bath and dressed casually in a yellow cotton sari, she stood facing Ajoy across the table. Short and buxom, she had a strikingly beautiful face, adorned with two large dreamy eyes.
Ajoy examined the courses of the meal cursorily: chalkumror ghanto, masurer dal, alu bhaja, machher jhol, chatney, tok doi. By any standard Riya was a good cook, and Ajoy had always appreciated her penchant for cooking, rare among her generation of Bengali women.
He savoured a morsel of thin white rice mixed with the ghonto. It tickled his taste buds instantly but as Riya's question was still ringing in his head he could not really relish it properly. He had fact started to feel unsettled and edgy.
"Can’t you hear me? Did you ring Dr. Halder?" Riya now burst out in a rasping voice, showing her impatience. She had her reasons to be miffed because for sometime now, and even this morning, she had asked Ajoy to phone Dr. Halder and enquire whether there was any news about their land. Dr. Halder was a fellow purchaser, a retired vet, who had been elected their leader and was doggedly pursuing their mutation matter.
He looked up at her with a vague sense of guilt. In an extremely bad mood now, he could swear that there could be no worthwhile message because Dr Halder himself seemed to have hit a blind alley, having exhausted all his resources with the party leaders. But Riya would not believe it. In her opinion the plot-holders were not devoting enough time and muscle to their battle for the right to mutation. To some extent she was right, but then most people were busy working for their living, and had little time left to attend to this additional problem. Hence they relied entirely on Dr Halder, who was literally running from pillar to post to pursue their cause.
"I talked to him just last month," Ajoy said lamely. "He's now thinking of moving the court."
"So its the court at last!" sighed Riya. "What a colossal waste of time! Dr. Halder is a nice man, no doubt, but he is too naïve. How he wasted these years pursuing those vile leaders, who gave him only one empty promise after another while never really giving a damn."
"There is a process, you know," Ajoy replied, as though in defence of Dr. Halder's pursuits. "Not everything can be rushed. As all the options have been tried out, we can go to court now."
"And how much time will it take to file the case?" Riya asked in a sarcastic tone.
"Not long."
"That’s just your grand assumption!" Riya retorted piquantly. "You actually don't know! And who is going to pay the court expenses?"
"Mr. Banerjee, our selling agent. He’s agreed to bear the expenses."
"Why on earth would he bear it? The High Court has stripped him of his authority to sell any more plots."
"The Court will give him back his authority soon. And if he intends to sell the rest of the plots, he must get us our mutation first because his credentials have already been shredded. Now everyone knows it's a disputed site and no one is going to take the risk of buying it unless we're in the clear."
Hearing this, Riya appeared somewhat pacified. Ajoy resumed eating his lunch. It was not that Riya, as a wife, was always surly and bellicose; she just had a short temper, resulting in occasional outbursts. Since their marriage, a fortuitous one, she had to live through a turbulent phase with him for no fault of her own. And then of course she had to be constantly on the move, with a continuous change of residence from one locality to another. Like every Bengali woman, she had a yearning for a house of her own. The prospects had brightened with the purchase of the plot of land, but then it looked like everything was lost in the ensuing situation.
Ajoy hurried through his lunch as he was no longer in a mood to relish the courses one by one. His appetite had vanished.
"Who on earth asked you to buy that plot?" she shot off in a petulant voice.
He was now having difficulty breathing, as he often experienced after a meal. Not much, but becoming increasingly distressing. Suddenly, without saying a word, he dashed clumsily into their bedroom and grabbed his inhaler. Slumping on the sofa, he shook the inhaler fast and vigorously and then drew in a long puff. As the aerosol trickled down his bronchus and then sideways, tickling the chest muscles, he felt an enormous sense of relief. He quickly recovered from the spasm and breathed easily without any effort. It was like being reborn.
"So you had it again!" Riya had followed him into the room and was now standing before him, transfixed in alarm.
Ajoy smiled sheepishly.
"Why in this hot weather?" she asked him anxiously, "You never had a problem in summer."
"The disease has changed its pattern." Ajoy said in a deadpan voice.
"Are you alright now?"
Ajoy nodded. Riya looked relieved. She left the room languidly. The two children, Mou and Babu, would return from school soon. Before their arrival she would have to complete, among her other chores, the daily puja to the household deity.
He lay down on his bed under the whirring fan. Though spent and weary, he now had a soothing feeling of comfort brought in by the crisp air of the spacious room, with its wide open windows. It was the master bedroom of his flat, the other room being only about half as large. Adjacent to the smaller room was a tiny dining space, barely accommodating an oval dining table with its set of four chairs placed clumsily along its edges. In a corner stood a tall pedestal fan. The dining space led to an odd rectangular space, which was used as the kitchen.
Except this large room, with its ubiquitous four-poster bed, dressing table and alna, the flat was crammed with a whole lot of things, a sewing machine, an emergency medical bag, the children's tricycle and so on. Some of these things were stacked high up in little nooks and crannies; some found their place under the four-poster bed; and yet more over the shelf above the dining space. With the chance of bumping into or stumbling over something at every careless step, the atmosphere of the flat was stuffy, claustrophobic and uninviting. As there was no sitting room, it was always an embarrassment if any guest ever dropped in to meet Ajoy.
……………….
At night Riya brought the topic up again in bed. She started nagging him with the grouse that Dr. Halder was not trying hard enough. And since there were so many plot-owners, they should have come together a long time ago and stood up against the high-handed chairman to reclaim their right.
"Why can't all of you together fix the chairman?" she blurted out, as if it was the easiest task on earth.
"It isn't as simple as that," Ajoy said with a mounting sense of irritation. "That's why Dr. Halder wants to move the court now."
Tired at the end of the day, Ajoy was trying to sleep despite the sultry weather. The children in the adjacent room were confabulating in whispers with occasional shrieks of uncontrollable laughter. After sometime they fell silent, probably asleep.
And then Riya broke out in her all-too-familiar refrain.
When her father began looking for a match for her, he was determined to rope in someone who, besides the requisite qualifications, had a house of his own. So of all the proposals which came, only those persons with houses were invited to inspect the bride in the usual Hindu custom. Most of them had two-storied houses in posh neighbourhoods, and were well-placed engineers or bank-officers. Almost all of them chose her at first sight, but mysteriously, in the course of subsequent sessions of discussions between the two parties, some snag invariably appeared, leading to the end of each negotiation.
Then there was a groom from Kankurgachi, she recalled with some pride - smart and handsome, spectacled, with curly hair - who was so besotted with her looks that he showed no sign of movement even after the inspection session was over. He sat on and on until his companions literally pulled him to the door. An architect, with a master’s from Shibpur engineering college, he was the only son of his parents.
The talks went on just fine and without any hitch this time. There was an instant rapport between the two families and the bonhomie grew as they came closer and met and conversed. The relationship warmed over time, and now only the date of the marriage remained to be fixed. Around this time, her parents, happy and certain about the upcoming marriage, took her on a long family holiday, seeing it as their last holiday together before her marriage. They returned, having bought special and expensive gifts for the groom's family.
When her father saw the groom's parents with these gifts - he had actually in mind the settling of the marriage date - they came up with an unexpected request: their son would like to see her a second time to make the final decision. It was a jarring note and spoilt his mood, but he had no choice. The problem was that the extremely hot weather of south India had played havoc with Riya’s complexion, turning it dark and dry with a few blotches over the face. Her instinct told her he was not going to like her this time. And that was exactly what happened.
"It was a big blow to my father," bemoaned Riya plaintively. "The day the negotiation fell through, he was totally broken and wept like a child. After all, it was on this negotiation that he had pinned all his hopes, being engaged in it for such a long time. But I had a sense of relief. The bugger could not be a good man, I thought. What he cared for in a woman was her physical beauty and nothing else. I could never really be happy with such a shallow person. I hate him. He’ll never have peace in his marital life."
Soon more proposals poured in. Her executive magistrate father, getting over the shock, started hounding grooms once again, no longer as squeamish and firm about the criteria now, but determined to marry her off as scheduled. Reviewing all the fresh proposals, he selected only two out of the whole lot: one a doctor, and the other an engineer. The engineer-groom, with a two-storied house and virtually no liability, was by far the better choice, but it was discovered that he had an elder sister, a divorcee, who frequented her father's house. This fact alone tilted the scale in favour of the doctor-groom, who was none other than Ajoy.
"Na, jethu told my father, it was better to have three unmarried nanads than one elderly divorcee nanad" she continued, in her long soliloquy, "And on his advice my father decided to take you as my groom. And what a decision! As I entered the family home, I had quite a shock seeing the mess. I could never have thought that a family could be so large, so problematic, and that one could have so many brothers and sisters as dependants. Yet I tried to come to terms with all this by helping the cook in the kitchen, serving the nanads their breakfasts and dinners, and bearing with their antics and tantrums.
"Things were fine for just one month; then they - not all at the same time, but one by one - pounced on me, carping and abusing at the slightest pretext. How ferocious each one of them was! Now whenever any of them visits me, I'm immediately flooded with those memories, but I can never bring myself to misbehave with them.''
…………….
Suddenly, Riya turned on her left to catch Ajoy napping. "Hey, you're sleeping!" She changed to a sharp tone. "I thought you were hearing me all this while."
Ajoy, now knocked out of his sleep, said, "I have heard this a million times."
"So what? I'll go on talking like this for all time to come," she said. "You may not like it, but you have to hear it because it is you who is responsible for all my sufferings."
"OK. I'll hear you." Ajoy said meekly, succumbing to her mood.
"That's like a good boy," she warbled, and came closer to him. Then she suddenly started to cuddle him, fondle his face, and stroke his lips and hair. "Poor fellow! An idiot without any knowledge of the world!" she babbled, "I have never seen anybody sacrificing his life for the sake of siblings. And how they behaved with you in return! They humiliated you, they threw you out of the house which you had rented years back and of which you're still the legal tenant. I can't forget the day we left that house without a word, with our months-old daughter in tow. The landlord came to ask you whether you were returning the house to him. You said, no, you would continue as a tenant and from now on, your brothers and sisters would stay there. I was taken aback! I expected you to give up the tenancy and teach them a lesson. But no, you were so lofty and didn't show any sign of retaliation. In a sense you're great, but what good have we got out of all this? Nothing, absolutely nothing! Even God doesn't take care of us. We're still living in a hovel, far below the standard of a doctor!"
"Why don't you follow the ancient Indian theory of 'simple living and high thinking'?" Ajoy snapped flippantly.
"I'm not a hermit like you. I must get all pleasure out of life - down to the dregs."
"That's hedonism baby. After a time you'll feel it's leading you nowhere and you’ll end up a wreck."
"Stop your pontificating" Riya cried out impatiently, "you only speak of those theories that suit you. For myself, I don't believe in suppression."
Then she abruptly dragged him over her, complaining with mock resentment about why she had to remind him of his husband's duty every night.
So, within moments, they were at it - downing their angst in the cauldron of sex. For Ajoy, it soon felt like he was doing something mechanically, just out of habit rather than anything else, and without the slightest feeling of pleasure. A sort of despair was descending over him. These days he had been through a lean time in his medical practice. His income had dropped substantially, and this was constantly worrying him. When the act was over and they separated, it seemed to Ajoy to be the most damning and clammy experience of the day.
CHAPTER THREE
The rain came at long last. It poured down heavily, tumbling out of the sky with an overwhelming fierceness. And it lasted so long that not only did it dislodge the newfound euphoria brought by rain, but it also left a bitter taste in its wake. Excess of everything was obviously the norm these days.
It cooled down considerably with the shower. And what a relief it was to get rid of the tyranny of the summer! There was rain the next day, again the following day, and yet again the day after.
The onset of the rainy season brought its wonderful charm and magic, the overcast skies, drifting clouds across the sky, the roll of thunder, the flash of lightning, the freakish ways of the rain, the soggy landscape, the sodden earth, the twilight glow of the sun under the cover of clouds, sudden darkness at noon and the plop-plop, soporific sound of rain. Sometimes it felt really nice to be holed up in the flat, idle and absent-minded, with the steady and sibilant rain outside.
One evening, exactly a week after the first rain, Ajoy’s clinic was full of patients. Just as he arrived at the clinic the patients started streaming in, first in one’s and two's, and then almost in a rush. Soon the clinic was bustling with a crowd that spilled out into the road in front. A really uplifting scene after a long, lean period!
Pleasantly surprised at such a sudden turn of events, Ajoy donned his professional mien quickly and began to attend to his patients. As was his wont, he was taking his time with each patient for a detailed case history and meticulous clinical check-up, but Ram, his assistant, peeped in twice to drive across the message that he would have to hurry to deal with today's crowd. So he moved faster, reluctantly though, and cut short his process, to just a quick physical examination followed by prescription, with as little talk with the patient as possible. He was extremely careful though.
Most were cases of fever with more or less the same set of symptoms. Only abnormally high temperature brought them to the doctor's clinic, otherwise they would make do buying medicines from the chemist shop. A few years ago, Calcutta and its suburbs had witnessed a peculiar fever, later given the name 'Calcutta fever'. It did not kill anybody, but its delayed cure owing to resistance to most of the antibiotics scared the population. In some cases, the fever lasted for almost a month at a stretch. And ever since then, people of this locality seemed to have learnt to consult a qualified doctor promptly whenever it was a case of high fever.
As Ajoy wrote out prescriptions one after another, he could not help wondering what antibiotic the fever would respond to this year. Normally he depended on his hunch under such circumstances. The only problem with treatment of such viral fevers, which erupted at different times of the year, was to find out the right antibiotic. It was essentially a trial and error method, and once it was hit upon, the treatment posed no problem. Feeling somewhat distraught today, he allowed himself to try two different antibiotics, just to know, empirically, in two or three days' time, which would be the right drug this time around. Of course, among these cases were hidden one or two sporadic cases of enteric fever or malaria. Ajoy was extremely vigilant so as not to miss such cases.
Fevers were what Ajoy cared about most in his practice. In his third-year clinical class, his professor of medicine once remarked that the worth of a physician could be assessed simply by how he treated a case of fever. "If you can treat it rationally and with confidence, without resorting to shotgun therapy, I'll certify you as a good doctor," he’d said. This remark had been so etched in his memory that he felt terribly ashamed whenever he failed to cure any fever patient.
What seemed an endless line of patients did come to an end at last. It was almost eleven; most of the shops and establishments had downed their shutters. Though tired, Ajoy was in an upbeat mood. He quickly washed his hands with soap and water and hopped on to the rickshaw which Ram had called a while ago. The medicine shop next to his clinic was still open, with some people hanging about the counter. It sold most of his prescriptions and surely did brisk business tonight.
When the rickshaw screeched to a halt before his flat, Mou and Babu emerged together saying "You're very late, father! We won’t eat our dinner without you."
And as Ajoy entered the flat, Riya said anxiously, "What kept you so late today? We were worried."
Ajoy grinned. "It’s begun at last," he said with barely concealed glee.
………
During the next few days Ajoy found himself rapidly transformed into a busy doctor, sought by the patients not only in his clinic, but also at his flat and regardless of any hour. Things, he knew, would soon go to such heights as to become a nuisance, if not exactly menacing, but as of now, he was certainly enjoying the situation.
With his schedule suddenly turning hectic and tight, his slothful life-style changed. No longer was he taking his time with the morning newspapers (he subscribed, rather oddly, to four dailies, two Bengali and two English). If he had time at all now, it was just to glance at the front page of one or two of them. About the rest he simply did not care. He was as early to reach his clinic as he was late to leave it. And there were house-calls, mostly at odd hours, at the crack of dawn or dead of night, or even in mid-afternoon when he had just sat down to eat his lunch. His routine mid-day siesta was a very short-lived affair now. And his bedtime, at eleven sharp, had long receded late into the night.
Surprisingly, his health was going great guns now: fewer puffs of the inhaler, no weariness, and he was bursting with a hell of a lot of energy. He was in an excellent mood too. Was it all, he reflected, because his income had now increased manifold, freeing him of his constrained mindset? Ajoy was really feeling big and liberated!
But it was Riya who actually exulted and had a spanking good time with the sudden flow of money. She loved to spend, and now went on a buying spree with full gusto. Within days, she got to buy, among other things, a sizeable set of nice clothes for the children, a dhakai sari with a well-matched blouse for herself, and even a trendy shirt for Ajoy. She had also ordered a gold necklace for herself at the local goldsmith's shop. All the while, Ajoy acted the indulgent husband, and in his happy-go-lucky mood he did not really mind her being temporarily extravagant.
And then one of his patients died somewhat mysteriously. She was an elderly lady, about eighty years old, who had just showed signs of recovering from a chest infection. For Ajoy, it was not just another case of natural death. In a strange and persistent way, the death churned his mind, arousing something like a sense of guilt. But was he really responsible?
………..
As the monsoon season advanced, the rains became heavier, and at times torrential, through day and night, and without any respite. With most of the locality now submerged under water, the entire landscape beaten by the lashing rain and in utter disarray, life was disrupted in unfathomable ways. Puddles and slush everywhere, the rains were becoming too much to put up with. Now bereft of its charm, it had turned into something monstrous, out to devour everything on its way.
For quite some time, a rumour had been doing the rounds in the locality, and it related to the Srilekha land. Ajoy had heard it, and some of his patients echoed the fear on his behalf in his clinic, but he was unfazed and dismissed it straightway.
The rumour had it that the buyers of plots from the Srilekha land were doomed forever; the authorities were about to come down heavily on them by scrapping their registration and declaring their deeds null and void. No one could offer any explanation for this, but it was on everybody's lips. People everywhere were discussing it intensely, and they seemed to be rejoicing over it, in a perverse manner. It seemed like the handiwork of a rumour-monger and people were unwittingly actively lending him a hand. The rumour had its effect on Ajoy belatedly. He wondered whether it had any real basis or substance. He found himself thinking about it despite his reasoning mind. Soon it became a draining experience. Ajoy remembered he had not contacted Dr Halder for a long time, and did not know whether their case had been filed in the High Court. So he called him up from his clinic.
"Yes, I have heard the rumour Dr Mitra," said Dr Halder. "Some people even came to console me. How absurd all this is! However, it's nothing but a rumour and there's nothing to be worried about."
"What do you think could be the cause of this rumour?"
"The Mittal Group, which has recently entered the real-estate business, is trying to take over the land with the active help of the ruling party. But it can't proceed due to the High Court order. This take-over bid might have something to do with this widespread rumour."
Ajoy felt assured. "What about our case? Has it been filed?"
"Not yet. For the last few days I've been trying hard to contact Mr. Banerjee. His phone keeps ringing, but nobody picks it up. May be his phone’s out of order. Anyway, I’ve decided to meet him at his Ballygunge residence next week. Some plot-holders will accompany me. You could also join us."
"Do you really believe Mr. Banerjee will spend money for our cause?"
"I do, because he was a defaulter on two counts. First, he did not pay the municipality its taxes on the land he sold off. He only paid twenty thousand rupees out of about two hundred thousand to secure the required permission, and then he conveniently forgot about it. Next, he failed to clear the dues to the bank, keeping the sale proceeds to himself. Anyway, he is definitely to blame for our condition."
"From your account, he is a self-serving crook. How do you expect him to be fair with us this time?"
"He is not exactly what you think, he is a bit different from the typical present -day promoter. I have known him quite well for years, and he is not without principles or values. To some extent, circumstances which he had no control over pushed him into his actions."
"Why then does he delay in filing the case?"
"I admit I can't understand that. That’s what I want to meet him for."
……………
At dawn the following Monday, Ajoy joined a handful of Srilekha plot-holders who had already assembled in front of Dr Halder's flat. As Ajoy appeared on the scene, the group moved nimbly towards the station. They were walking briskly and talking amongst themselves. Frayed and preoccupied with their housing problem, they were grunting and cursing in a cacophony. In order to dissipate their pent-up resentment, they were rhetorically asking each other why they had to go through such a hassle after buying their plots of land at such exorbitant prices. An old man, grey-haired but robust, bemoaned that he was using up his savings all these years and now he would not be able to construct his house even if he got out of the tangle.
They took the first train to Sealdah, and boarded an empty bus from there to arrive at Mr. Banerjee's house in Ballygunge. When they reached, the sun had appeared in the sky but this posh neighbourhood of Calcutta was still lying in deep slumber. Dr Halder pushed the calling bell. It was a long while before Mr. Banerjee appeared at the gate, sporting an impeccably starched trouser and a punjabi. Though surprised, he greeted them with his characteristic smile and let them into his enormous drawing room.
"What's the matter?" he asked in his mild and affable manner, while fixing his gaze on Dr Halder who seemed to him unusually grave and reserved. He asked for tea for the visitors.
"What about our case?" Dr Halder asked him in an aggressive manner. "Have you filed it or is it still under your consideration?"
Mr. Banerjee smirked and took his time, as if to ease the tension. Then he began his calculated move by asking in a very polite and hurt tone, "Have you lost faith in me? Have I ever broken my promise to you?" He looked around with entreating eyes. Normally he carried off his wiles quite well with his appearance and manners. Now, with the flaunting of the unconvincing plea, it seemed as if he was enacting the role of a self-styled benefactor in a cheap Bengali movie.
But the plea had no takers, and nobody paid the least attention to his gestures of humility. They were all edgy, and became even more irritated with his sly reply.
"What have you done for us to retain our faith in you?" Dr Halder snapped.
"Have you cleared off the taxes of the municipality? Have you done anything for our mutation?"
Mr. Banerjee parried the questions. "Look," he said, "I have arrived at a settlement with the bank and hope that I'll be able to start selling plots from the next month."
"That’s solving your own problem", the grey-haired old man blurted out. "What about ours? We're still in the same spot."
"No, no", Mr. Banerjee replied in a reassuring voice, "If I get permission to sell my land, I'll give the municipality its dues and you’ll have no difficulty getting your mutation."
"So your story of the court case is a sham! You actually don't give a damn about our crisis." Dr Halder snapped.
"Don't misunderstand me," Mr. Banerjee begged, taking hold of his hand, "My advocate is ready with his papers. But due to the recent development with the bank, I held it up. You know that going to court means a lot of expense."
Dr Halder turned sarcastic. "We have heard various consolation stories from you these last three years, and we're just fed up. It doesn’t matter a whit to us whether you get the sale permission or not. Our concern is mutation so that we can build our house. And since we bought our plots from you, you were obliged to see that your land was free of every kind of encumbrance. Instead you dumped us in a tangle. And now whenever we approach you with our problem, you concoct a story to pacify us."
Mr. Banerjee's face was fast losing its colour and contours as he heard Dr Halder spitting out the hard facts. He never anticipated that Dr Halder would give him such a dressing down in the presence of so many buyers. He looked cross now.
"Just order me to do what you want", Mr. Banerjee now said, his face flushed in desperation.
"We want the court case to start immediately," said Dr Halder without lowering the pitch of his voice. "The Bengal Municipality Act states that the municipality can't deprive one of mutation because of any lapse or default of the earlier owner of the land. So even without your paying the taxes, we are very much entitled to our rights of mutation. The municipality now tramples its own rule. We must know what the High Court has to say in this matter."
In the end, Mr. Banerjee agreed to put up the case before the High Court within a fortnight's time. The promise greatly eased the tense atmosphere of the room. Dr Halder then took his cup of tea, as did the others. All of them were visibly pleased as they sipped tea, glancing at each other in barely disguised glee.
Then Mr. Banerjee said in an ardent voice, "I'll get you an appropriate order from the Court. The Chairman needs to be taught a lesson."
On their way back home, their mood was buoyant and they thanked Dr Halder profusely. He behaved exactly as their leader, they said, he was incisive, precise and hard-hitting. He’d given the crook a good lambasting.
Dr Halder said, "I can never be rude to anybody, but today I could not help it. As he slipped into his coaxing tactics, I just could not control myself."
"Do you think he will work now?" Ajoy broke his silence.
"I think he will."
"Suppose he does not keep his promise?"
Dr Halder looked perturbed. He did not like this question at this hour of elevated mood. He brushed it off by saying, "Let's see."
The group did not care about Ajoy's query. From their movements and way of talking it seemed as if they had already got to the solution of their problem. Ajoy looked at them. They were all senior to him in age, but their enthusiasm spoke volumes about their naiveté and gullibility. By a strange quirk of fate, he had thrown his lot with them. But he could never feel any solidarity with these fellows, who were just ordinary selfish types. Once their common grievance was resolved, they might cease to recognize one another.
When Ajoy took leave of Dr Halder, it was already past eleven. It was no use going to the clinic at this hour. No patient would be waiting for him till now. He had of course left a message with Ram that he was going out and that it might not be possible to attend the clinic in the morning.
Dr Halder said before leaving, "Dr Mitra, you're a busy man, I know. You need not join us on every occasion. I'll keep in touch with you from time to time."
The old man's gesture touched Ajoy. He thanked him gratefully.
…………..
Once alone, the suspicion flashed across his mind again. Would Mr. Banerjee really file the case? Or was it just a ploy that he employed to avoid the unpleasant situation? In any event, it was not at all wise to rely on that dubious man for such an important matter.
But who was going to hear him?
Suddenly, he was gripped by a fear. What if it was a case of Mr. Banerjee perpetually playing tricks on them with his empty promises each time he faced them? Would the issue thus lose its relevance and eventually be buried in a permanent limbo?
The thought shook him, so much so that he stopped walking all of a sudden. And he was at this moment face to face with his plot, lying out there across the now-broken boundary wall. These days he felt diffident even to look at it, as if it no longer belonged to him. It was as if a bully had usurped it from him, and confiscated his right to the land. It felt like a prohibited thing, a damned spot, and a condemned dream.
He would always regret this attitude, but he could not help it.
Ajoy now saw his plot in its entirety: the tall palm tree in front, two date palms standing at a skewed angle and the wild, unbridled growth of creepers and grass which now covered the whole area. Ah, this was his own space in this big, vast world, which he had somehow managed to acquire. A tiny plot of land, a minuscule achievement by any standard. Yet it was the most prized possession of his life. And now it threatened to be the greatest disaster he ever faced.
Just as it had spawned great hopes and dreams in the beginning, it was now a constant reminder of his unfulfilled desire, of his non-performance, of his failure.
Still, it was his only resource, his sole means, and his lone possibility. At any time it could blossom into a full-fledged reality. Any day it could usher in a new life for him. It was still full of potential.
He still clung to it, desperately. He still dreamt about it secretly.
CHAPTER FOUR
At the end of a good, contented night's sleep, Ajoy was about to get out of bed when the shrill sound of his doorbell pierced the morning silence. Who could it be at this early hour, he wondered. Probably someone in distress, who needed a doctor's service for himself or his near and dear one.
Ajoy quickly washed his face and put on a pair of trousers and a half-sleeved shirt, and was ready in minutes. As he flung open the door, he was surprised to see his father at the gate. His heart missed a beat. Was somebody in the family ill? It was a limpid morning outside, without any sign of clouds in the sky.
Ajoy looked at his father enquiringly.
"I have come to discuss an important matter with you," his father said. Ajoy let him in, to the large room where his children were still asleep.
"It's about Tithi's marriage", his father whispered as he sat in the sofa. "The groom's father wants to fix up the date. Your mother has asked you to come to our house after your evening clinic. Bijoy'll be there. We can talk then, and discuss the expenditure to be shared by each of you."
As Ajoy gave his consent, his father promptly rose up and left the flat, as surreptitiously as he had entered.
……..
When Ajoy entered their old house it was already past ten. He was coming to this house after a long time. He felt hesitant and uneasy in the new ambience of the house as his memories, specially the unpleasant ones, tugged at him all of a sudden. When he was compelled to leave it years ago, it had occurred to him that he was leaving it for good, never to set foot there again.
But a lot had changed since then. His parents had shifted to live here permanently. Bijoy left to live in a separate flat. Sujoy had passed his engineering degree but taken up academic coaching as his profession. Two more sisters, Swati and Juthi, were married off in simple ceremonies. And Ajoy had bought a plot which happened to be near the old house, and then shifted to a rented flat just in front of the plot so as to construct his own house.
The relationship between the members of the family, which had dipped to a real low, was somewhat better these days. Maybe it was because each unit was now vastly better off materially; or because every one had grown up considerably over the years; or because his father had consistently made efforts to mend their inter-personal relationship in various ways.
Now when they met on different occasions, they talked to each other, though not as freely as before. While Ajoy had meanwhile forgiven and forgotten all that had happened, Riya could not do it so easily and, in fact, preserved her grouse against most of the members.
"You're very late!" exclaimed his mother as he entered the room. "We're waiting here for you." Ajoy found all of them in the room: Bijoy, Sujoy, his parents and Swati and Juthi, the two married sisters. They all greeted him with a smile and asked him to make himself comfortable.
Before the session began, Sujoy addressed the gathering. "All three sisters had just simple ceremonies during their marriage. But this time we want to make it a grand affair." Everybody seemed to support him.
Then the session began in full earnest, and it was Sujoy who conducted the whole thing. It was clear that he had chalked out a plan well in advance, based on his idea of the kind of programme he had in mind. He estimated the number of guests to be about five hundred. He wanted to employ the services of a well-known caterer. And he planned to rent Utsav, a nice marriage hall, where the whole ceremony would take place.
"Have you worked out the budget?" Ajoy asked with a sense of apprehension.
Sujoy nodded and gave a wry smile. "The expenses of a marriage cover a host of things: the reception, refreshments and a good banquet," he said. "You have to buy the trousseau, hire cars and buses for the groom and his party, and there is the formality of sending an attractive package of tatwa to the groom's house. So its on all these heads that expenses are involved."
"Well, what is your estimate?" Ajoy asked him with an indulgent smile.
Now everybody laughed and looked askance at Sujoy. It appeared interesting to them that Sujoy, being the youngest in the whole group, was playing master of the house. Over the years, he had grown into a fine, responsible person, with a penchant to care deeply for every member of the family.
"It will be one hundred and fifty thousand rupees, approximately," Sujoy spelt out, somewhat grimly. He now cast an inquiring gaze over Ajoy.
Ajoy fell reflective, failing to figure out what was being expected of him.
"Bar-da", said Sujoy, "we could do it if we, all three of us brothers, contribute fifty thousand each. Would it be too difficult for you to contribute this?"
Ajoy was stumped. He took his time to think about his savings, which he had set aside for the construction of his house. Then he thought about Sujoy's magnanimous, though callow, attitude. He was secretly delighted, and decided to commit himself to making the contribution.
Everyone was visibly happy. Now it was Bijoy's turn to give the nod. But he demurred. "It's a lot of money. I can't afford to pay it."
"How much can you contribute?" Sujoy asked him.
"Twenty at best."
"All right. I'll manage the rest."
The session was over. Bijoy said good night to them, and left.
…………..
After Bijoy’s departure they came closer to him, and were in a mood to gossip as had been their habit a long time ago. Ajoy suddenly felt the warmth of the familial tie and in spite of the late hour did not leave his seat. His mother asked him whether he was hungry and would like to take his dinner here tonight. When he said no, she came with cups of tea for all, talking all the while. After a while their conversation veered to Sujit, who was making waves in the locality as a teacher.
An engineer by training, he had opened a centre in the house for coaching in mathematics to high school and undergraduate students. From any point of view, it was an odd decision. Everyone, parents, sisters, well-wishers, resented his decision; they first coaxed and cajoled, then jibed and taunted, and finally intimidated and pressed him to take up a cushy job with any multinational company. But Sujoy was recalcitrant and could not be swayed. He had made up his mind, and by no means would he part with his favourite mathematics. He would make a living out of it.
And luckily for him, it clicked in an astonishingly big way. In a year's time, he was the much-talked about tutor in the locality, and there was a rush among parents to admit their children to his coaching centre. Now he was earning many times over the salary he would have earned from any regular job.
So the family members now realized this was not a bad decision after all. The irony of it was that each of them, especially the parents, who vehemently protested against his becoming a tutor, now openly boasted of his success. But Ajoy could never bring himself to accept Sujoy in his new avatar. He had been instrumental in getting him admitted to engineering college, had supported his studies financially, and when he had passed with flying colours, obtaining a first class, Ajoy looked forward to his making it big in his discipline.
Ajoy was really shocked when he heard of Sujoy abandoning his career for his love for mathematics. Nothing could be more bizarre and asinine to his mind. Ajoy wondered whether mathematics could be a passion now-a-days, to which one could devote oneself fully, and that too in terms of coaching students. For certain, Sujoy was not going to be any real scholar of mathematics.
But Ajoy never went out of his way to convince him otherwise. It was no use trying to persuade the foolhardy, he felt. However, he kept a tab on Sujoy, and on his day-to-day activities. To his utter surprise, it was a success story much in the fashion of a young film hero who made it overnight, and without any struggle. Sujoy was a small-time hit. He had changed a lot, physically, now: he suddenly looked like a grown-up man, with his bespectacled eyes, plump cheeks and an unmanageable beard. However, he remained fundamentally the same, simple and straightforward, without any extravagance or swagger in his manner.
No doubt he had a damned good income now, far better than Ajoy, and he was now spending lavishly and gratuitously on everything. Name any household gadget, and he had already bought it or was going to buy it the next day. Not that he was gadget-crazy or status-conscious, but because he believed these things would make life easier and better. He was a believer in domestic bliss, and would go to any extent in search of it. Life was one great bout of fun to him.
"How is your business?" Ajoy asked Sujoy at some point of the conversation. Sujoy broke into a broad, contented smile and said, "Fine."
"How many students have you got at this moment?"
"I don't keep count. Must be more than one hundred and fifty. Many more are coming, but I can't accommodate them. Now I need a big house to achieve my full potential."
Sujoy sounded confident and cheerful, without any remorse or qualm for changing his career.
"If you're so fond of teaching," Ajoy said, "you should have taken a master’s and become a university teacher. That would be a more respectable job."
"I tried to do a post-graduate in math, but no university would admit me because of my engineering degree. All of them laughed off my ambition in math, seeing my engineering degree. Have you gone crazy, they asked me disbelievingly. So I finally gave up on that."
"I was talking about taking a masters in your own discipline," Ajoy said.
"To tell you the truth, I never liked my engineering studies. I did it simply because you and our parents wanted me to do that. I didn't want to offend you, but once I finished my course, I felt I had done my duty and it was time to go my own way."
"Do you think it's a good decision, slogging the whole day and a good part of the night, with batches after batches of students?"
"Not bad either. You know my weakness for figures. Just as a writer spends hours with his work, I can also stay with math problems for a long time. For me it is a pleasure. I’ve imbibed it in myself and like to inject it into my students."
Ajoy found the stand quite convincing. It was all very real and not for self-justification. Had he then harmed Sujoy's career in any way? Sujoy wanted to major in math after his high school, but it was Ajoy who had discouraged him most, saying it had little prospects now. It could well be that he was not right then, and that in spite of his best intentions, he had actually misguided Sujoy and put a lid on his ambition. The damage was already done. It could not be made up now. Not by any means. Suddenly he felt very guilty about it, and fumbled for words to continue the conversation.
He remembered something an elderly lady doctor had told him at the last medical association meet. His friend Dr Nandy had introduced him to her, saying “He was a very brilliant student, stood eighth in his higher secondary. Now practicing here in Jolahati." The lady was a gynaecologist and had a successful and well-run nursing home on the B.T. Road. Taking hold of Ajoy's hands warmly, she asked, "How is your practice?" Dr Nandy replied on his behalf, "He says he's not happy." She grinned widely. "Brother, this medical line is for the mediocre. Not for brilliant chaps like you. You could have made a computer engineer or something like that."
Ajoy looked at his watch. Gosh it was late! He rose to leave. They all came to the gate to see him off.
His mother, who had wanted to talk to him for long, now managed to ask him, "What about your land? Have they given you the permission to build your house?"
"Not yet," Ajoy said ruefully.
"What a country! You can't build your home on your own land."
A silence followed. It was heavy, almost impregnable.
Ajoy said good night to them, and started walking. His flat was just a few minutes' walk from there. He broke into rapid strides.
………….
Riya's belated response to his bell, her sullen face and muted demeanour: all this was rather ominous. And as he entered, he was certain of the stifling tension. True, he was much too late tonight, but this rarely happened, not even once in a year. And after all he had only visited Sujoy and the others on an important piece of family business.
He looked around while he undressed. The bed made, Mou and Babu asleep in their bed in the adjoining room, Riya waiting to explode with all her fury at the slightest opportunity. Disgust and repulsion consumed Ajoy, but he decided to keep his cool.
The tiff started at the dining table. "Why are you late tonight?" Riya suddenly burst out at Ajoy. She must have learnt about his visit to that house. Maybe she surmised it from his father's early morning confabulation with him. Now she was asking for an explanation with an unbearable audacity.
Ajoy took time to reply. "I went to my mother."
"Did you inform me?" She looked at him with searing eyes.
"I didn't think that was necessary. You don't like them. My mother wanted to talk to me."
"So once again you ran to them like a dog wagging its tail", she shouted hoarsely.
Ajoy felt he would fly off the edge, but he controlled himself. Only this time he asked her to behave herself.
"What for? You fool!" she raised her voice further. "They’ve exploited you all along, and yet you run for their cause. Tell me, what have you been able to do all these years? Not even a house to live in."
Now Ajoy lost his control, and nudged her in the face, as if to stop her mouth. This made her furious, and tremble in rage. She began to shriek and shower abuses. It seemed as if she would tear him apart.
"Stop it, you bitch!" Ajoy shouted over his unfinished dinner.
"How dare you hurt me, you bastard?" she came close to hitting him.
Soon it was a scene of attacks and counter-attacks, violence and counter-violence, hits and hit-backs. It was a hell unleashed by two persons, of adequate education and taste.
Ajoy had never had such an experience before. He wondered later how he had brought himself down to that level. He must have lost his sanity temporarily. Following the incident, he lapsed into a long silence, full of shame and remorse.
In bed they were like two stunned strangers, together as if by sheer chance. It was the moment of reckoning for him. There seemed to have been no real bond between them during these years. It was the average Indian marriage, without any love or camaraderie, but with a sharp business sense of give-and-take between two hard-headed persons.
But why did he get married at all in the first place? At thirty four, still bogged down in the familial miasma, he could have dropped the idea of a marriage. He was celibate, but the libido was too strong in him and the thought of self-deprivation was too hard to bear.
Now he hated himself for that ignoble itch which drove him to marriage. He had paid a heavy price all these years. And what an awful experience of sex he’d had with this woman! She was a bitch alright, could never sleep a night without a long satisfying intercourse, but hardly knew or cared for any tricks to turn him on. She babbled endlessly, mundane dreary talk, before she pitched into the act. She was like a machine, waiting to be fuelled and recharged every night.
While she swung the front of her pelvis in perfect rhythm during the act, she had a way of putting on a limp and vacant face during this time. Her eyes were closed. And her mouth was clamped shut, never letting out a shriek even during orgasm. Then, to add to his chagrin, she occasionally broke wind in moments of ecstasy.
At first Ajoy had tried to teach her the techniques, the nuances especially, of good love-making, but she scarcely learnt anything. As a lover, she was a selfish one and believed in aggressively taking pleasure. And she had no taste for variety, spurning everything except that straight missionary position. Her style deprived Ajoy of his own pleasure.
Now the whole thing looked as if it was a duty to be performed every night, whether you desired it or not. And the overture had to come from his side. He got increasingly tired of it, performing night after night, and always thought of abstinence. For him it was a hard grind every night, although he still had it going strong.
Tonight was a night of abstinence, by compulsion though. He thought stealthily about divorce. What was the point in continuing this way? This load of lousy togetherness? But there were deterrents: his Indian-ness, and his two doting children. It was impossible to get away now. When he got stuck in his thoughts, he tried to fantasize about sex, all illicit and steamy.
……………..
Soon sleep took over his fidgeting state and he felt its soothing caress as he plunged deep into it. And after a long time, Ajoy dreamt: an old dream in fact, which he often saw when he shouldered the responsibility of his younger brothers and sisters, even before his house-staff training was complete.
He saw he was appearing for his final MBBS practical examination. It was his obstetrics and gynaecology paper, to be precise. For his long case, he was to examine a Bhojpuri-speaking Bihari woman. When Ajoy asked her the chief complaints, she spluttered a string of words which he could not figure out at all. He asked her the same question again, and tried to discern her reply. No, he could not decipher it at all. Only this time she sounded a little miffed. There was no way now he could know what her illness was. And without knowing the basic facts about this patient, how could examine her and face the examiner's questions? He was jittery. What added to his trepidation was that he had not come prepared for the examination. Oddly, in the dream he had lost his gynaecology textbook, and hadn’t been able to read or learn anything.
Then suddenly he caught sight of a kind, benevolent friend, who introduced him to the examiner and shot him a whiff of confidence, whispering that it would somehow be managed. Later on, when Ajoy's turn came, the examiner asked him a question, not exactly related to the patient or her illness, and Ajoy mumbled an answer. The examiner seemed pleased and let him go. Ajoy felt a bit cheered; he hoped to get through the examination. Soon the first half was over, and the half-hour break followed.
He hurried back to his flat – in the dream – ate his launch, and made a thorough search for his gynae textbook. He wanted to go through some important lessons quickly. But the book was nowhere to be found.
Time was running out, so he decided to rush to the examination centre. But there was turmoil outside, and he was detained for a while by some tough-looking youths. Then he was catching a fast train.
When at last he reached the centre, it was about six 'o clock in the evening and he was far too late. As he was hurrying in, he found two of his classmates, a man and a woman, having a snack at the canteen. They had just come down from the centre in the first-floor, after finishing their orals and all that. Both of them were surprised to see him coming now, but he did not waste a second talking to them. He strode faster.
He reached the stairs, and as he was about to climb up, his heart in his mouth now, he felt he was stuck, his feet were glued to the stairs. The exam hall was just a few stairs up, and he felt it was still possible to pass the exam if he could appear now. He tried to muster all his strength to move up, but it proved futile.
And it was here, at this critical juncture that Ajoy woke up from his dream. He found himself wet, perspiring profusely. His heart was pounding heavily. As he sat up on the bed, he struggled for a while to come to his senses. It was a dream, not reality, he told himself. But the reality took some time to dawn on his senses.
CHAPTER FIVE
The weather suddenly turned fickle and fluctuated. If there was rain one day, it would be soggy heat the next day. While it was impossible to sleep at night without the fan on, one would invariably feel cold and have a blocked nose in the small hours of night. This weather also brought in a change in the pattern of illnesses: diarrhoea, which was reigning supreme so long, now had a companion in respiratory tract infections. And Ajoy, while treating his patients, himself fell ill one night.
It was Babu's birthday, and some close relatives were invited to the flat in the evening. Being a Sunday, Ajoy went out in the evening to attend the charitable clinic, and when he returned, the flat was full of people. His wife's parents had come the day before. His brother-in-law had arrived just an hour back. And there were, among others, his brothers and sisters who came in a group. Sujoy and Tithi were sitting silently; they were visibly ill at ease here. They’d had frequent tiffs and heated exchanges with Riya when they lived together. And though many years had passed since then, and they were all a great deal chastened, normalcy was yet to be restored in their relationship. For her part, Riya was also not free with them. She still bore a grudge against them.
Ajoy felt a bit giddy ever since he left the clinic, in slow degrees though. He was all for ignoring it, but as he talked with the guests, the feeling continued to trouble him. Suddenly, the power went off, plunging the whole place into darkness. Bereft of light, the flat seemed smaller and stifling. It exacerbated his feeling of giddiness.
As the night advanced and there was no sign of the power coming back, dinner was started in candlelight. At the end of the first batch, Ajoy's father-in-law, who needed to return to his house, took leave of them in the dark. Then his brother-in-law left. The power returned.
In the light, Ajoy tried to give the guests, now mostly the members of their extended family, his company. He asked about things he needed to update his knowledge on. But none of them was really free tonight, and he found it difficult to enliven the conversation because he felt unwell. He felt as if he was choking, with a sudden spell of vertigo, but he somehow controlled himself, and without a word to anyone, darted off to the adjacent room and picked up his inhaler from the table.
He took off his shirt and inner vest, and lay down on his bed under the fan whirring at full speed. But this did not bring him any relief. After a while he sat upright and not knowing what to do, drew in a long puff from his inhaler, and reclined again on the bed. He began to feel a bit better. His breathing felt better, and he was probably feeling less giddy as well. What he really wanted now was solitude of darkness, after a quick end to this formal family get-together.
At a distance, the children were scampering and screaming. They were busy with a grand tricycle presented to Babu by his maternal uncle. Babu rode it while others jostled by his side, shrieking. All this made Ajoy increasingly irritated; he wished he could stop them immediately.
As soon as Sujoy's group had finished their dinner, he sprang to his feet and saw them off at the gate. It was past eleven. Ajoy found both Babu and Mou sleeping, crumpled in a corner of the bed on which heaps of presents were scattered. Their weariness was writ large on their sleeping faces.
Ajoy's mother-in-law, who stayed back, now called out to him. Along with Riya, she had been very busy so far, serving the food. Now they sat at the table and ate together.
In bed, Ajoy still felt the giddiness. Nevertheless, he indulged in sex not out of any urge, but out of a strange notion that a torrid intercourse might shake off the giddy feeling once and for all. It proved wrong: the feeling only persisted, till sleep came. He had a good night's sleep, but when he woke up next morning, he was still feeling giddy.
………………
Ajoy decided to get a medical check-up. But by whom? This had always posed a problem whenever he fell ill. "You'll all die untreated and unattended by doctors", so said one of his professors of medicine in his first lecture. It was really so. Medical ethics prohibited a doctor from taking fees from a member of his profession, and this in turn, in today's business-minded milieu, ruined a doctor-patient's chances of good treatment, thus turning him into the most pathetic and uncared for patient.
He went to his own clinic. He attended on all his patients, still with that unnerving giddiness, hoping that he would get rid of it soon, probably after a good midday siesta which he was looking forward to. The evening brought in a godsend doctor to his clinic. He was Dr Kundu, a local homeopath, who came to him for his wife's treatment. After prescribing for her, he stretched his left hand across the table for Dr Kundu to measure his blood pressure. He obliged. It was 150 / 90 mm of Hg. So that was it - mild hypertension. He had a call to attend; he took half a dytide tablet before leaving his clinic.
Dytide worked its way through the night: he had to go to the toilet every two or three hours. Next morning he was feeling lighter physically, but the giddiness remained. But now Riya noticed of his illness, and kicked up a fuss. Why the hell was he not consulting a doctor, she complained time and again. His mother-in-law pleaded with her to stop her babble, since she felt it might lead to a further increase in his blood pressure.
On the third day, Ajoy felt the pinch of his illness even more. But he continued in his duty. In the morning, when he went out on a call from his clinic, he found himself tottering and off-balance. He feared that he might stumble over in the patient's house. But luckily he managed to see his patient through and return to his clinic safely.
At home, after dinner, he began to experience yet another symptom: chest pain. Mild in character, but intensifying at times. It was intimidating enough and now claimed all his attention. What was it actually and how was he going to deal with it? He was filled with trepidation. For the first time he, a doctor, shuddered as a patient to think of the disease. Was this the thing that was going to drag him to a cardiologist, or even worse, to a nursing home? The possibility of being confined to bed, and even sudden death, entered his head and scared him. He clearly felt a knot of anxiety in the pit of his stomach. But the question in the first place was how and where he would be taken to, if it really was an emergency condition. For an instant, he thought of calling his classmate Dr Dutta Chowdhury. But where would he find him now?
After a while the nature of the pain became clear to him: it was darting in character, and had no localizing point, happening now in the middle of his chest, and now on the right side. It could not be related to the heart, he assured himself. He kept his fear and flagging confidence to himself, and said 'fine' whenever Riya or his mother-in-law asked him about his health.
At night, Ajoy went to sleep alone in the bed in the small room while Riya slept with her mother and children in the next room. After some disturbed sleep, he woke up to find the two ladies engaged in conversation, unmindful of his condition. He could momentarily realize that his illness was solely his own concern, and it could just not be shared with anybody. The harsh realization saddened him, and he sighed. What hour was it, he asked himself. Then he dozed off again.
He woke up refreshed and cheerful the next morning, with none of the giddiness or chest pain. The night had wiped them out almost by magic. He found it hard to believe. As he was preparing to leave for his clinic, he felt a surge of youthfulness: vibrant, pulsating with life. Oddly, the picture of a robust, straying ox came on to his mind. He was just like that, he felt, full of verve.
During the three days of his ordeal, there was no rain, not even a drop of it. Today the monsoon clouds huddled over the sky with a vengeance and burst with a prattle, as if to toast his recovery. Ajoy decided to take the day off from his clinic. He called out to Riya and ordered a menu of bhaja ilish and khichuri for the day’s lunch.
…………….
Some days later, Ajoy was unnerved following a weird dream the previous night.
He could not dismiss the dream for two reasons. First, he had this dream after a long time. For him sleep was the easiest job on earth, and in his case it was often so solid and impregnable that it would not allow any dream to interfere. The second and more important thing was that the dream, though a bad one, seemed to have stirred him up and left a message, which it wasn’t easy to ignore.
When he woke from the dream in the small hours, he felt as if he had just had a close shave. As he sat up on his bed under the spell of the dream, everything on his mind was fuzzy and confused, and his heart was still thumping wildly.
Ajoy looked around to sense the fading darkness in the room. Riya was sleeping in her usual crouched fashion. The two children were in the adjacent room. Suddenly he had a desire to see them, to make sure that they were well. But he restrained himself. It seemed the correct perspective was dawning on him gradually.
The dream was amazingly vivid in his memory! At the very outset was a turbulent sea, with stormy waves hitting the shores with an exceptional fury. They were all viewing it from the cliff of a hill, which rose steeply from the seashore. The waves looked so huge and terrifying that they felt scared even to look down.
He then saw a tiny boat, rocking precariously over the frenzied sea, carrying them along. There was a change of course and it came onto a placid river and finally dislodged them in an entirely unknown land - desolate, awful, without a living soul in sight.
Ajoy was completely fazed, unable to decide what to do. He was confronting the horror of the situation, when a young fellow, fair-complexioned and naïve looking, emerged before him. He recognized the boy, it was Ratan, his maternal uncle's youngest son (who had recently arrived at Sealdah from Bangladesh, and was trying out various odd jobs for a living). In the dream, Ratan seemed to live somewhere in the vicinity and was familiar with the surroundings. He came up to reassure Ajoy. "Don't worry," he said. "There's a way to go back to your place, but it can be only be done on stilts. There is no conveyance. The road is very bad, full of large potholes, which can only be crossed on stilts." He showed some stilts that were ready by his side, and was eager to escort them.
But before they undertook the journey back home, Ratan suggested they eat something. Ratan asked them to squat right there on the road to eat. For Ajoy, it was nothing short of humiliation to eat like this. Then he saw that Riya and the children, evidently very hungry, had already squatted down. With tremendous mortification, Ajoy sat in a corner. A sal leaf was spread before each of them, and the food was served. His eyes fell on the food: coarse rice with dal, which looked like watery stools. He felt like retching.
Worse was to follow. When they were eating hungrily, a smart spectacled man, nattily dressed, appeared on the scene, and asked casually, "Is there any doctor here?" The man seemed to be in a sneering mood. Before Ajoy could answer, he was too embarrassed to speak out, Ratan confronted him and entered into a heated argument with the fellow.
"He's one of our relatives, but very nasty," Ratan explained to Ajoy. "He did not help me out when I came to Calcutta. When I worked in a roadside hotel as a dishwasher, he refused to even recognize me. Now he comes to take your help! You must not help him, Bar-da."
The heated argument soon turned into a skirmish, and they shortly came to blows. It was a ghastly scene.
Scared, Babu came running to him. "Baba, when shall we reach home?" he asked, hugging him with all the strength of his thin body. "Why are they fighting?" Ajoy felt Babu trembling in fear. Riya and Mou were silent onlookers. They looked terrified and helpless.
At this point Ajoy wriggled out of this hard-to-bear dream and woke up. What did it all portend, he asked himself, as soon as he was back to his normal self and had sat down to analyze it. Ajoy recalled the skill, now perhaps lost, that he had acquired as an intern in the department of psychiatry, of eliciting the nitty-gritty of a patient’s personal life.
The turbulent sea must be a reflection of floods that had just hit Digha, a seaside tourist resort, which he had read about in the morning newspapers.
Ratan had come to his house a long time ago. An extremely polite and well-mannered fellow, he attracted his sympathy immediately. Ajoy was fond of him despite his recklessness of leaving home for an uncertain future. No wonder the hugely likeable Ratan emerged as the saviour, and stood by him in his crisis.
But how was he going to explain the crisis, and the lowly condition of him and his family, squatting on the road and eating abominably from sal leaves? True, he had seen a lot of pain and suffering, but he had never been pushed so low in his life. Was it an omen of something to come?
And finally, what exactly was the crisis? Why was he carried away to that far-off land with his wife and children? Did it allude to his homelessness? Was it a sharp pointer to his pitiably peripatetic state? In the last fifteen years, he had so far changed eleven houses, very rarely on his own, but because of the pressure from landlords. In anticipation of trouble, they never allowed any tenant to stay for more than two years. To a landlord a new tenant was always preferable and profitable.
Filled with sadness and anguish, Ajoy now got down from his bed and threw open a window. The sky was clearing up with a touch of a glow from the emerging sun. He stood motionless at the window until the sun came up. But the sky being clouded, the sun could not come out in its full glory, now emerging, now obscured. The day was going to be hot and humid.
After a while he tried to work out a way to end all his travails once and for all. He needed to set roots somewhere - he was already too late for that - to satisfy his Indian mindset. What if he bought an apartment somewhere in this locality? It seemed a good idea, but the problem was money. The price of a 750 sq. feet flat here had now gone beyond five hundred thousand rupees, and his bank balance would not amount to even half of that sum. Had he not bought the plot then, it would have been easy to purchase such a flat now with that additional money thrown in. Was it possible to sell off his plot now? Even a few months ago there were people who were interested in buying his plot. But by now everybody was aware that the land was mired in complications. So there was no way anybody would buy it now.
Then Tithi's marriage, slated to be held in December, came to his mind. That would mean spending another hefty amount. Further depletion of his bank balance! Money! Oh poverty! He remembered the old woman whose death certificate he had been called to write yesterday. She had died of sheer long-suffered neglect by her own poverty-stricken family, who forsook bothering about her condition and need for treatment. Suddenly, he was acutely aware of his own existential position and felt his nerves on edge.
………..
Suddenly, there was a thud in the front. The newspapers. Once a newspaper addict, he now almost hated reading them. But this morning he felt drawn to them.
As usual he started with the premiere Bengali daily. Gone were the days when the newspapers stuck to their business of serving the news. Now gossip had replaced the news. And what gossip! For some time now, the feud within the West Bengal unit of the Congress party had held the front page of the dailies. Ms Mamata Banerjee, the stormy petrel of Bengal, had recently left the Congress to form her own outfit, Trinamul Congress, and declared it to be the real Congress. Somen Mitra, the state Congress chief, in turn lambasted her, saying she had grabbed one bigha of land from the Port Trust for her own house! In the same breath, he demanded an account of her assets from her.
All rubbish! Ajoy almost shouted to himself. He threw the paper aside to take a second paper, this too a Bengali one. The same story was screaming out from the front page. Ajoy skipped it, wondering whether the journalists working in Bengali dailies were really literate and had any taste, or whether they were simply pandering to popular tastes.
A news-item, however, captured his attention. The chief health officer of Calcutta Municipal Corporation had made an appeal to the public to use mosquito nets so as to avoid malaria. A gem of advice, he thought and could not help a chuckle. Two months from now, in late October, when malaria would be rampant in Calcutta, the Corporation would begin 'operation vector' with its thirty thousand employees, to inspect stagnant puddles and drain them.
At last Ajoy picked up an English daily, which had of late become heavier, with more pages, but interestingly, cheaper, in a competitive market. The English papers were definitely better than these vernacular rags, he thought. Some of the articles really reflected some intellectual quality and wit, despite their recent leaning towards mumbo-jumbo and assorted flippancy. He turned over the pages one by one until he came to the last page. Then he yawned leaving all the three papers cluttered up on the centre table, and thought about the day's schedule.
Exactly two hours later, Ajoy was in his clinic attending on his patients. The earlier tide of patients had now receded to a large extent. Both the viral fever and diarrhoea were on the wane. Since the monsoon was continuing, there were the usual variant cases of cold. The victims were largely the old and the infants. Where else would the old go? There were no specialists here, or for that matter anywhere in the state. Though old people were good for the medical business here, it was not yet lucrative enough to specialize in geriatrics.
The clinic was finally empty. The rain fell with a steady patter. It provided a good recess.
………
He rushed to Dr. Halder's flat at the end of his evening clinic, to find out about progress on their case.
The good old man greeted him warmly. He did not expect him at this hour. "What would you like – some tea or a cold drink?" he asked.
"I would like to get the latest information from you first," Ajoy replied.
He turned grim instantly and said, "Sorry. Nothing uplifting at the moment! Only this morning Mr. Banerjee rang me up to say that his advocate was ill, so he could not start the case now."
"The bugger is playing for time," Ajoy spelt out angrily.
"He assured me, however, that the case would definitely come up before the Puja."
"Another patently fake promise from him!" Ajoy snapped, fuming. "Why don't we go to the consumer protection forum instead? We can move our case ourselves there, and don’t need much money for that."
Dr Halder did not seem interested in his suggestion. He said somewhat fecklessly, "Let's wait a few more days and see what Mr. Banerjee does."
Ajoy could not make peace with the emerging reality. He reached home later than his usual hour. Still seething, he could not decide his role in the confusing scenario, except to wait and languish.
………..
The profession of a GP was no longer an attractive one now, especially in this part of the world, and was becoming increasingly complex and hazardous each day. Caught between the glitz of the latest medical technology on the one hand, and people's new specialist-oriented attitude on the other, the GP was now in a spot, if not redundant.. His bedside manner was a thing of the past, and no longer was he held in high esteem as before.
Then, to add to his anguish, there was that ubiquitous, irrepressible half-baked chemist-shop owner (never a chemist himself), pretending to be a doctor and treating the patients across his counter. Not only was he dishing out all kinds of medicine for any illness of a patient, but he was also ordering investigations for him. Nothing could be more depressing for a qualified doctor in his day-to-day practice than to fight these charlatans.
Sure, they were acquainted with most drugs, even the latest ones, at least by their brand names and knew the ailments these were indicated for. The intelligent among them even had a working knowledge of their dosage. But what was amazing about them was their audacity and lack of scruples to dish out any drug without so much as a bat of the eyelid. They would have their patients pop in all kinds of drugs until their symptoms were relieved, or they left him on their own.
So these days Ajoy was really perturbed when he found his diarrhoea patients coming to him after already having taken most of the anti-diarrhoeal drugs available. The rainy season was coming to a close, and the drying up of the accumulated water now triggered a fresh bout of diarrhoea, possibly caused by a new strain of virus.
Ajoy was in a dilemma. There were very costly drugs, in injectable forms, which the multinational companies were aggressively marketing for this kind of diarrhoea, and many specialists were indeed prescribing these. But Ajoy never saw the justification in writing them for an illness, which was self-limiting in character. So he was either prescribing the old drugs in an ethical combination or referring some of these patients to hospital for transfusion of fluid, while brooding at the same time on the rotten state of affairs.
For some years now he had observed that every year some new drugs were flooding the market. These were being promoted for such common ailments as diarrhoea or viral fever. The drugs of yesteryear were discarded because they were abused to such an extent that their efficacy was gone. So a drug's life was just a year or so, or so it seemed. And people were being exposed unscrupulously to a whole lot of drugs in the process. Nobody seemed to have a thought about their individual or cumulative effect on the human system. Ajoy could not help wondering what all this would ultimately lead to. The mess was already there for the conscientious to see. Were they hurtling towards doom, some future apocalypse, when in spite of surplus of drugs in the market no drug would really be beneficial to mankind?
CHAPTER SIX
One night, the urban development minister who was also in charge of the municipal affairs, appeared on a TV channel, and was replying live to various questions that the audience were asking by phone, straight from their home.
It was not anything new, but Ajoy was interested in the appearance of the minister who was once a friend’s friend. A huge baldness assiduously covered with a few wisps of hair across the skull sat on an asymmetrical and bespectacled face, and he had a very short body with disproportionate limbs. He would be very much a cartoonist’s delight. But then he was a minister, and had been so for the last fifteen years at a stretch.
Before Ajoy switched over to another channel, he had heard the minister say with great eloquence, “If any of you viewers has any complaint regarding any irregularities of any municipality, I request him to come to my chamber at Writers’ Buildings and contact me directly.”
The idea had hit him then and there. So how about seeing the minister, and bringing to notice their problem of mutation, which the Chairman had blocked for no valid reason? The idea took full shape in the subsequent days, and he saw it as an opportunity to interact one-to-one with the minister. But he decided to keep it to himself, and not to divulge it even to his wife. If every thing would go well, he might pop a surprise on his wife and fellow buyers, especially Dr. Halder.
It was a hot and humid day. When he reached the ground floor hall of the Writers’, it was packed with people of mostly the proletarian kind. For a while Ajoy felt like an oddball there, but he quickly filled up the appointment form and submitted it to the uniformed police officer in charge.
He waited in a corner under an old whirring fan, and began to look around. Through a loudspeaker, a voice was calling names indistinctly, and giving instructions as to where to go and whom to see. There was a flurry of shuffling as someone responded to the call.
Good arrangement, Ajoy thought. Next to him stood a middle-aged man with grubby clothes and an unshaven face. “What’s your problem?” Ajoy asked him curiously.
“I’ve come to see the Health minister for my son who needs to have a CT scan of his brain.”
“How would he help you?”
“I’m poor and can’t get it done from outside. If he recommends, I’ll have it free in SSKM hospital.”
“What’s your son’s problem?”
“He gets severe headaches, and is getting physically weaker by the day.”
“Who advised to come here?”
“Our doctor at the local hospital.”
Ajoy wished the man got the recommendation for his son. Despite his cynicism, he felt he was getting to a sense of optimism. Maybe be the men at the top were not that bad. He had no first-hand idea about them until now, but he felt he had made the right decision about meeting the minister.
He had brought a photocopy of the deed along with him in case the minister wanted to see it. Also with him was the original copy of the receipt of his mutation application form, which had yellowed and had become a little brittle over the years. Ajoy wondered, while he waited, if he needed any more papers to advocate his case.
Although there was a constant flow of people leaving the hall for their destination, the crowd did not seem to thin out. Because more people were coming in, and perhaps there was a deadline for seeking appointments. Ajoy appreciated the Marxists’ way of the public relations. At least they were accessible.
Suddenly, the crowd began to shuffle, some towards the gate. The burly police officer, who was accepting the visitors’ slips, now got up, and left his seat nimbly. His was a very tall figure of impressive built. But why was everything being wound up? Even the microphone announcement had come to a stop.
It was dismaying for Ajoy. But he learnt shortly that it was tiffin hour, and hence the show would remain suspended for one hour. Now, for the first time, he felt a pang of hunger in his stomach. He had come here directly from his clinic, and had not eaten anything. It was now 2-30 pm. Should he go out and grab a bite?
He saw a long bench being emptied just now. He went up to it reflexively, and seated himself. He had been on his feet pretty long, and it felt good to rest his butt on something after such a long time. He decided against going out, and remained sitting.
As the tiffin hour came to an end, people began to trickle in, in droves, busily and anxiously. The police officer returned to his chair and the microphone was activated: the show had begun.
After half an hour, Ajoy heard his name being announced. He rose to his feet and reported to the police officer entrusted with the screening the visitors.
“Are you Dr. Mitra?”
“Yes,” Ajoy nodded.
“The Honorable minister’s busy. You can’t see him today.”
“But I’m a doctor, and waiting here for three hours.”
The police officer thought for a while, and then talked with somebody over the phone. “OK, talk to the minister’s secretary.” He ordered a peon to take him upstairs.
Ajoy found a tall and lanky man as his guide. The man had a vacant face, and his steps were so fast and nimble that Ajoy found it difficult to follow him. They walked down a dark alley, and then began to climb. First floor. Second floor. Ajoy was panting. He quickly brought out his inhaler, and took a puff while keeping an eye on the guide. Third floor. The man then led him through a long corridor, people everywhere, and then took several turns before stopping in front of a closed door. He handed Ajoy over to another man. The second man gestured to him to wait.
Ajoy had now time to take a look. Rows of rooms, serpentine passages, the smell of age and decay everywhere, semi-lit, it appeared labyrinthine. He wondered if he could go out of this place alone after his business was over. He took in another puff, wiped the sweat off his face with a handkerchief, and prepared himself mentally for the encounter.
He was let in soon.
“Are you a doctor really?” asked the secretary in the chair. Dark and of sound health, he was quite hip and smart in his denim shirt, and sideburn-less hair cut. His voice had a mocking tone.
“Yes.”
“Homeopath or MBBS?”
“MBBS,” Ajoy said looking at him sharply. He was hurt.
“So what’s your problem?”
Ajoy was put off, and did not feel like telling the fellow about his problem.
“I came to talk to the minister.”
The secretary smiled. “The minister has no time to talk to you. It’s I who do all this hearing and taking business on his behalf.”
Ajoy suppressed a sigh and kept silent for a while. He was thinking fast as to what he should do.
“It’s about mutation of a strip of land. Despite my valid deed, the municipality’s not giving me mutation. It’s been more than three years since I applied for it.”
“What municipality is it?”
“Jolahati,”
The secretary went into a silent mode. He seemed to be reflecting on something seriously. Then he sat up with a jerk, and said, “Why bother about it? You’re a doctor. Get a new plot in some better place or buy a large flat somewhere.”
“But this is no answer to my fundamental right to property.”
The secretary was shaken a bit by Ajoy’s steely voice.
“OK. Have you brought along any application with you?”
“No. The minister said a few days ago on TV that people could meet him personally.”
“You have to submit an application before we can do anything about it. That’s all I can advise for now.”
Ajoy shot out of the secretary’s chamber in a huff.
So it seemed like the end, and he was thinking of leaving the floor when an over-sized and ferocious-looking man suddenly appeared before him.
“Don’t you practice at Jolahati?”
“Yes. But how do you know?”
“You’re Dr. Mitra. Everybody knows you out there at Jolahati. I’m Rabi Biswas. I reside near your clinic.”
Ajoy smiled. “Are you new in the locality? I’ve never seen you.”
“Yes, I have built a small house there recently. But doctor, why are you here? I saw you enter the secretary’s room and come out from there.”
Ajoy opened his heart out, vulnerable as he was after a bad day’s experience.
Biswas took him to his office located in a big hall. He was a clerk in the minister’s department. He seated him on a chair, and went to talk to one of his colleagues. At this hour, almost no one was at his desk, and there were knots of crowds hollering away at different places in the hall.
Biswas returned with a sheet of white paper, and said to Ajoy, “Please write down your application right now.”
Ajoy was touched by the courtesy. He brought out his pen, and wrote out a draft in a few minutes. Biswas was watching him all the while.
He took it from his hand, and went to the same colleague to show it. Then he went to an elderly fellow at his desk, spent some time there, and came back to hand over a piece of “Govt of Bengal” stamped paper. “This is your receipt.”
“It’s so kind of you,” Ajoy said. “Thank you very much.”
The man walked a little distance with him as Ajoy left.
“These applications are never really read,” he said with a sardonic smile. “But in your case, I’ll see to it that it reaches the minister’s table, and some action is taken to redress your problem.”
“Thank you. Do you belong to Employees’ Union?”
“I’m assistant secretary to our union,” Biswas said with an air of self-importance. Ajoy slowed down his pace, and looked at him gratefully.
“Doctor, I’ve got some physical problem, and seek your advice. In fact, I went to your clinic some days ago, but it was chock-full of patients. I could not wait. Could you give me some prior appointment?”
“Oh, sure!”
……….
A registered letter from the Urban and Municipality department of the Government! Ajoy was pleasantly surprised. But he had patients waiting for him, so he decided not to open it until he was done with the patients in his morning clinic.
As the last patient went off, he tore open the bulky envelope. Some Das, an officer in the urban development, had written to him. He had been informed that a departmental inquiry had been ordered by the minister-in-charge. An investigating team would visit the disputed spot next week, and it solicited Ajoy’s presence and co-operation on that date.
Ajoy felt excited and empowered. He rang Dr. Halder to be sure that he was home at this hour. “I’m coming to see you now on a very important matter.”
Dr. Halder shouted in pleasure as he read through the letter.
“You’ve done a marvellous job. I never knew you had gone there by yourself.”
“So now it’s our turn,” Ajoy said. “We have to expose the corrupt Chairman. I want all of our fellow purchasers to show up before the officer on that date. We have to communicate to him our story of tribulation.”
Dr Halder said reflectively, “Nice idea. Not all purchasers are here or around. Still I can gather ten to twelve heads. You can be sure of that.”
“Don’t forget the time. They would be coming at around twelve noon.”
For the next few days, Ajoy floated around instead of living in his usual way. He felt excited, empowered, hateful and vindictive by turns. It seemed as if he was more interested in avenging the Chairman than recovering his right to property. The experience of humiliation at the municipality office visited him often, and he was finding a sort of delight in hitting back at the Chairman in his mind’s eye.
Ajoy tried to contact Rabi Biswas during this period. He even sent out his assistant, Ram, to call on him. Strangely, he did not turn up, and he felt sore at this. After all, it was he who did it, and Ajoy wanted to thank him up.
During this time, Ajoy also tried to get the reaction of the municipality Chairman, if any, through one of his patients who worked there. Yes, the Chairman got a letter a few days ago, but that did not seem to perturb him or affect his style in any way. Only the people in the mutation department were apparently busy digging up some material.
But the news of the inquiry had triggered people’s interest, and they began to pour in one by one in a lane by the side of the Srilekha premises, overlooking the main road. They were not just those who had their plots here, there were interested people from the neighbourhood, who wanted to know everything about the progress of the Srilekha affair. Soon they swelled into a sizeable crowd. Among this crowd, curiously, were some workers, old and infirm, who once worked in the Srilekha factory.
Ajoy got to the site straight from his clinic. He searched out Dr.Halder who was there smoking in a corner, indifferent to the crowd.
“Hello!” Ajoy announced his presence.
Dr. Halder affected a wan smile. “So you’ve come. A bit late, I think.”
“I had a call to attend. But they have not reached here yet. It’s one though.”
“One Mr. Nandy, a senior WBCS officer, is coming here to investigate the case. He’s now at the municipality and is seeing some papers there.”
“How do you know all this?”
“My source informed me. Mr. Banerjee, our sales agent, is in the municipality, and is watching the whole thing.”
Ajoy was pleased. Banerjee’s presence at this juncture would prove useful Ajoy wished he could have Banerjee by his side when Mr. Nandy would ask him questions.
“Its an impressive crowd. Thank you, Dr. Halder.”
“Look westward. A group of notorious anti-socials! What were they here for? They were watching us.”
“So what?”
“They might be here with some evil design at the behest of the party.”
“But does the party know I’m involved here?”
“Of course, they know. They have their own source.”
Ajoy felt a shiver, and looked at the group. Were they sent for him?
Fortunately for him, one of them, the most dreaded one, was his patient; Ajoy had once saved his young daughter from pneumonia.
Ajoy wanted to move about a bit. “Don’t move. Stay here until the officer arrives,” Dr. Halder cautioned him.
Within a short while, two Ambassador cars, piloted by a police van, were seen approaching and they stopped on the main road. The crowd, waiting so long, lunged towards the cars but two police officers, tall and tough-looking, took their positions and waved the crowd away from the cars.
Out of the first car came out a tall, fair-complexioned, fifty-plus, respectable-looking figure. He must be Mr. Nandy, Ajoy thought. Two men, evidently his juniors, joined him from the second car. But who was another person following them? It was the Chairman. But why was he with them?
“Never mind,” Dr. Halder said. “They had brought him with them as part of the investigating process. You’re confronting the bastard today.”
Ajoy saw a police officer appearing before him with a paper. “Are you Dr. Mitra?”
“Yes”
“Is it your application?”
“Yes.”
“Please follow me.”
“He’s Dr. Mitra,” the police officer said to Mr. Nandy.
“Good afternoon, doctor,” Mr. Nandy smiled. “I’ve come to investigate your case. The Chairman says your sales-agent has not kept his word, so he’s not giving you mutation. Let us go inside and see the premises first.”
Ajoy noticed the Chairman’s face had become ashen. “Join us,” Mr. Nandy beckoned the Chairman and started walking, taking Ajoy by his side, with the two juniors following him.
The premises were not in the same condition as three years ago: weeds, tall grass, shrubs, bushes of wild plants and flowers now covered most of the land, which was divided and demarcated into many plots. All marks now blurred, the walls of some plots broken, it was difficult to tread through it.
But Mr. Nandy was undeterred. He took the trouble of walking up to the middle of the premise and stopped.
“Did the promoter build a brick road over here?” he shot the question at Ajoy.
“Yes, sir. It’s there, now covered under bushes. Would you mind coming with me?”
Ajoy took him a little distance away, and pushed some hanging stems aside. The brick road came into view. Mr. Nandy was pleased.
“A drain was to be built alongside the road. Is there any drain?”
“Yes, sir.” Ajoy pushed aside a thick branch of a shrub. “It’s there.”
“The agreement had it that there should be a space for a children’s park. Where’s that?”
Ajoy said, “We have to go eastwards. Would you like to go?”
“Sure. I’ve come to see all that.”
They walked side by side like friends. After some time, Ajoy was going past his own plot. He found himself saying in an emotional voice, “This is my plot, sir.”
Nandy stopped to take a good look at it. “A nice plot,” he commented. “How long have you been here? Practicing, I mean?”
“More than fifteen years,” Ajoy said. “Since I finished my house-job, and left my college as a fresh doctor.”
“Which college did you graduate from?”
“Bengal Medical College.”
Mr. Nandy shot him a glance of appreciation. “So where’s the park’s site?”
“Up there!”
Ajoy walked him around the site and showed some demarcation stones to separate it from the rest of the plots.
“OK. Let’s go back.”
At that very moment the sun went down, and the day’s light considerably dimmed. Ajoy looked around to see that there were people everywhere, and they were watching them from the main road, from the lane and even from the rooftops. He felt a sense of pride.
Once on the main road, the police officers rushed toward them. The car was ready. Mr. Nandy shook hands with Ajoy before he got into the car.
“Thank you,sir.” Ajoy said loudly, so that the officer could hear it clearly.
….
September was proving to be a very busy and eventful month. A local diagnostic clinic, to promote its business, arranged a free cancer detection camp and had invited Ajoy to attend the occasion. The Science Awareness Forum organized a seminar on Antarctica, which consisted of a talk by a university teacher based on his first-hand experience, to be followed by a film-show on the subject. Ajoy was requested to be present on the occasion. Then there was the death anniversary of Ramprasad Sen, the bohemian Bengali writer and novelist, who lived out the last days of his life in penury in this locality. His admirers remembered him with profound respect and love, and knowing his personal intimacy with the writer, they called Ajoy to talk on the interesting man.
But he missed each of these programmes, the first one intentionally, but the other two for unavoidable reasons. First, the pressure of patients continued unabated. To it were added odd-hour calls, which his health just did not permit. The rains, lying low in the intervening period, now raged with a vengeance. The weather was cool but unpredictable, always looming with the possibility of rain. And Ajoy was scared of getting drenched in the rain because it invariably gave him a bad time, his bronchial asthma becoming worse. These days he was not keeping in good health, and he had to regularly pop in anti-asthmatic tablets in addition to his usual inhaler puffs to fight off his breathlessness.
Then his wife Riya also fell ill. She had an allergic condition, she was sneezing and snorting all the time, her nose running continually. As she had little faith in palliative modern medicine and was loath to taking tablets and capsules, she took homeopathic medicine from Ajoy's father, who gave her globules and drops. "It has worked," she sometimes blurted out, but continued her bouts of sneezing and snorting.
These days Ajoy had a difficult time in bed at night. He slept poorly due to Riya’s constant snorting. Worse, she drew closer to him in bed as always, and wanted to make love to him even in that condition. But Ajoy was scared of contracting the infection from her. "No sex please unless you are dry," he intoned in his professional voice.
"Is it allowed, sir, if I take an anti-allergic tablet right now?" she asked mischievously.
"Sorry. You have to get cured of your infection first."
"Why don't you confess, man, that you have cracked up? An old horse!" she said, lookinfg at him furtively.
CHAPTER SEVEN
Autumn was here again! Suddenly, the morning sun was soft and golden, the sky expansive and blue, filled with fluffs of white clouds, and there was a mild nip in the night air. And the people were once again busy preparing themselves for the festive days ahead, of Durga Puja.
The hint of the great mood was already there in the surroundings. Soon, there would be a whole lot of activities linked with it. The youthful zeal and exuberance of the people would come to the fore, the social elan would be visible, and there would be pomp and glitz in every nook and cranny. Oddly though, the festival was now more of an extravaganza rather than anything religious, without any real adoration of the goddess, which embodied the power of divinity against the force of evil, the buffalo-demon.
So the goddess Durga was coming! A daughter of the Himalayas, she was in the habit of visiting her parents' house around this time every year along with her children. For her, it was of course a thrilling and much-awaited trip, and she always made it spectacular by undertaking it in a different way each year. Sometimes she came by air in a cradle, or took the journey on boat, or when she fancied, she trotted down the entire route on the back of an elephant or a horse.
Her journey to squalid earth was something the people on earth looked forward to. And the point to look out for was her mode of visiting the earth this year. If she was coming by, say, cradle, it was good for the people on earth since the journey by cradle signified smooth and prosperous outcomes for them. But if she decided to come by horse, it meant devastation and a fine mess all around.
So how could one know about the journey of the goddess beforehand? The pandits could calculate it and they would publish it every year in the new almanac for the common man.
This year she would be arriving by boat and returning on horseback. The sojourn by boat was only expected because of the heavy rainfall this year, and it was a welcome proposition since the goddess could have a full view of the people's conditions in the aftermath of the rain. But the way she was to return was a cause for concern for the people on earth. It was clearly ominous and indicative of bad days ahead.
As the festive spirit soared by and by, and pervaded the whole of the atmosphere, Ajoy had a sense of intimidation, almost panic, in the surroundings. The evolving craze and enthusiasm were somewhat unnerving.
The tough-looking youths in frayed trousers, out to collect the Puja subscription on behalf of their barwari puja committee, moved in small but formidable groups. Quite ruthless in extracting money from every possible source, they behaved aggressively and sometimes violently when anybody bargained about their specified amount. They were the real players of this festive season. From bringing in the images of Durga all the way from the clay idol-makers in Kumartuli, to arranging mass offerings of puja on each of the five days, to immersion of the image, they were an omnipresent species. Never mind if they extracted a part of their collection, and went on a binge with it around this time!
The decorators were busy making the pandals, the temporary house for the goddess. Once their job was complete, the electricians would take over to equip it with bulbs and light tubes and other special fittings to make the light play to dazzling effect around the image.
And at the end of it all, there would be that ubiquitous device called the loudspeaker, ostensibly for the priest's chanting of mantras to be heard by all, but which would blare out vulgar Hindi songs round the clock, at full volume. During Durga Puja, the hideously loud sound emanating from this loudspeaker could wreck somebody's nerves and drive him nuts.
These days Ajoy reminisced quite vividly and without any effort about Durga Puja in his childhood days. It was of course in a different country then. Over there, the Puja was never a grand thing like this, being essentially a serene, solemn and contained affair.
The advent of the Puja was first heralded by changes in nature: besides the golden sun and azure sky, there appeared swaying kash stalks on the banks of the rivulet. Then there was the bloom of those tiny fragrant shiuli flowers, which often lay strewn across the narrow paths of their village.
But the Puja really began with Mahalaya, the morning the goddess was believed to arrive on earth. The whole family waited excitedly for the morning with its only radio set, which would celebrate it with a style. In case they overslept, his father kept the set near his head, leaving it turned on. He always woke up before the radio blared out, and made the children leave their bed.
Now they gathered together on the veranda and sat around the radio. It was the typical autumn dawn, the darkness of the night still persisting thick, with a nip in the air. The birds were yet to be up, and there was an eerie silence at this unearthly hour. And suddenly, that baritone voice boomed. It was Birendra Krishna Bhadra, rendering the Chandipath. What a magical voice, it transformed the surroundings soon enough and went on to cast its spell on them. The voice, now rising to a crescendo, now coming down with its perfect modulation, brought to them a celestial and lofty feel and kept them spell-bound. The night slipped away without their knowing it. The recital was barely finished when they discovered a beaming morning at their doorstep.
The Mahalaya over, it was now a wait for the echo of the drums. How the sound of dhak reverberated in those days, all the way down from a distant village through the trees, the empty fields and the air! It stirred their tiny hearts and they were impatient to visit the pandals wearing the brand new clothes their father had bought them for this occasion. The new clothes were an essential part of the Puja, and a way of celebrating this time of the year.
And how simple the Puja was then! Without any major illumination and decoration like today, it was attractive for its traditional idol format reflecting the cottage industry and handicraft of Bengal. There were not many Pujas around that time and one had to trudge a lot to arrive at the next pandal. There was never any pomp or grandeur then, nor any crazy reveller on the scene, showing off his fashionable sets of clothes. Everything there was restrained, elegant and low-key.
Then things changed abruptly for Ajoy as he came here, leaving his country., He could still remember his first Puja here, for the anguish it brought along with it. He was living then with the family of a cousin who worked away from his home and entrusted Ajoy with the duty of taking care of the family in his absence. Everybody was eagerly awaiting his arrival during the Puja holidays. And as soon as he reached, the Puja shopping began in full swing. Along with his wife, he went out almost every afternoon on a shopping jaunt and returned late at night with attractive packets of new clothes, giving out a sweet smell. They bought things not only for them, but also for their near relatives.
When the shopping was finished, Ajoy found that his cousin had not bought anything for him. As young and callow as he was then, it hurt him in an inconsolable way. That was his first Puja without new clothes, and a miserable one at that. That was also the beginning of his sense of dislocation.
Next, when he shifted to stay in the college hostel, he found his Puja days even gloomier. The four-storied building, accommodating about one thousand boarders, suddenly took on a stony silence after most of the students left for their homes; the mess was declared closed. Only a handful of students, just two or three on each floor, stayed behind. Each year Ajoy was invariably among these students, spending the vacation all alone.
With no extra money to spend for revelling, he kept away from the grandeur of the Puja milieu and spent most of his time in the hostel common room. The common room was full of various newspapers and periodicals, and in this time of the year, there were several Puja numbers of good Bengali journals. With no readers around, he had a fine time flipping through the novels these journals published. It was a different world, this reading of fiction, and where was the room for personal sorrow and deprivation? But when he took a break from his reading, and went out to eat, or walked through the empty hall to reach his room on the third floor, he felt terribly alone and alien, as if in a hostile and unsympathetic world.
But even those days seemed much better than now. At least he could have his own way then; never being assailed by the sound and fury of the Puja revellers.
…………
It was the day of the bodhan or installation of the idols. The organizers of the Puja in front of his clinic, who had came to collect the subscription from him, informed him that Aloke Roy, the officer-in-charge of Jolahati police station, would be arriving shortly to inaugurate their Puja. Ajoy was simply flabbergasted and could not decide for a while how to react. Though it had been quite a rage now-a-days to bring in some semi-literate cricketer or voluptuous Hindi film actress or at least a crooked politician for the opening ceremony, Ajoy found it difficult to imagine a notorious police officer to be speaking forth solemnly on the significance of the festival and such like.
"Alokeda wasn’t agreeing to come here, but I got him to consent with great effort," the secretary said cheerily. Ajoy looked at him. The dapper boy, not yet thirty and from a rich businessman's family, smirked and said, "He is extremely busy and had four Pujas to inaugurate the same evening."
Not many days back the young chap was hauled up by the same Aloke Roy of whose virtues he was, interestingly, fulsome in praise now. The young man disliked his newly married wife, the daughter of a heavyweight Marxist leader, for her liberal attitudes, especially about her boyfriends, and one day beat her up seeing her in the company of a young chap. The leader was so infuriated to hear about it that he ordered the police to look into the matter. Aloke Roy, to show his loyalty to the leader, arrested not only the accused, but also his whole family in the dead of night and shoved them into a black police van. Once they were brought to the police station, he threatened and bullied them in a fashion hitherto unknown to the self-indulgent family. All this, in the presence of the leader and their daughter-in-law, who were seated in a corner, gloating over the whole drama. Finally, he let them off after extracting a written promise from the head of the family that he would pay a sum of five thousand rupees on the first day of each month to their daughter-in-law as her monthly expenses. And none of them would henceforth interfere in her liberty.
How come the menace of a police officer so soon turned into an affectionate "Alokeda", Ajoy wondered. Judging from the ring of intimacy this kind of address smacked, the businessman’s family must have greased the palm of the police officer to seek his favours.
"Doctor," the jeans-clad, shampooed -hair secretary said, "we have made a special pandal this year. I'm sure you'll be amazed by its unique decoration and light work."
"What about that retired headmaster who was inaugurating this Puja for these years? Is he still alive?" Ajoy could not help asking him.
The young secretary was a bit nonplussed at first, but soon overcame that. "He's too old, doctor, and not the least bit modern. Last year he publicly criticized us, calling this kind of Puja an extravaganza, and advised us to curtail our merry-making and save money for helping out poor students. We have got rid of that old fogey this year."
Ajoy had patients waiting for him outside. Before the gang dispersed, the bubbling secretary shot off, "Dr Mitra, is it not really smart that a dynamic police officer inaugurates this year's Puja?"
"Of course," Ajoy said jocularly.
,,,,,,,,,,,,
Since the clinic was closed from Saptami to Dashami, Ajoy wanted to give his aching limbs and tense mind a much-deserved rest. His idea of relaxation was to muse with a work of fiction from any of the Puja numbers, reclining in a chair undisturbed. This way he could unwind easily and effectively. And how welcome, this break from the drudgery of living!
But his wife would not let him pass time this way. "You must come out with us to visit the images in the pandals," she reprimanded. "You've got a duty to your children, if not to me. You must take them around."
So as Riya and the children got ready with their new clothes, Ajoy closed his magazine reluctantly and got up to get dressed.
It was the Mahasaptami night, and the Puja revellers were already out on the road. Still sparse, the women and the children far outnumbered the men, everyone in new and colourful clothes and shoes, and in an excited state. There were rickshaws, two or three in a row, carrying the pandal-hoppers. During these Puja nights, the rickshaw-pullers had brisk business, working on an hourly basis instead of their destination-based fares.
Ajoy hired a rickshaw for thirty rupees an hour. In the next hour, they got to see five pratimas. In Jolahati, they had not yet been able to change things completely. While Calcutta boasted of giving the Durga, the ten-hand deity, a face resembling that of a Bombay heroine, the images here were tradition-bound: the Mahishasur, the demon, taking the beating from the goddess lying down as always. But the decoration and the light work in each pandal were dazzling, and fostered illusions of an unreal world. They saw a pandal erected in exact emulation of the ISKCON temple in Nabadwip.
Fortunately, there were not many revellers and there was no queue in front of any pandal. The loudspeakers were playing, to their delight, Bengali songs softly, thanks to the law-enforcing authority this year. In every corner, Ajoy noticed knots of crowd, regaling themselves with egg rolls or cold drinks.
Four-year-old Babu was more interested in toy pistols and balloons than the images. When he went out, he had taken his old pistol in his right hand. And now, as he saw more pistols dangling before the shops, he wanted to get another one. But his mother was against buying him another pistol right now. So he concentrated on balloons. Ajoy stopped the rickshaw and bought him a balloon, and Babu burst it within a couple of minutes. Babu was visibly frustrated and began insisting on getting another one.
This time the balloon he chose was a huge round one, which was almost his own height. Babu found it difficult to hold it even with his two hands. Nevertheless, it seemed to him an object of immense fun and attainment. And he would not give it to anyone. When they were in front of their old rented house, the balloon exploded quite unexpectedly, turning him sad and embarrassed.
Now they alighted from the rickshaw and entered the house to meet the members of Ajoy’s family. His mother, a small woman, but still very active though her mid-sixties, saw them first. She came up to them and took the weeping Babu in her bosom. "What has happened to you, sona?" she comforted him in a soft voice as she walked. She shepherded them into a bedroom and asked them to relax.
For some years now, during the Puja, they used to eat their meals together in this house, in the tradition of their abandoned motherland. His mother duly sent an invitation a little ahead and waited for them to come. Even at this old age, she was energetic enough to do all the cooking herself and prepared the menu each day according to the rituals of the Puja. She delighted in treating people with food and sweet dishes, and especially around this time.
Ajoy sat back in a chair and looked around. The house was never a good one; all its three rooms had been dark and dingy since they came here years ago. But then there was a fresh coat of paint all over, and that made up for the flaws. Now the coat had yielded to a gloomy grey. The landlord had long stopped caring for the tenants and wanted them to leave. Worse, the plaster had peeled off in many places and bared the granular sand plaster underneath. Somebody tried to cover them with pictures of famous cricketers from different magazines, but that only aggravated the already shabby look of the rooms. The ceiling was no better, with cracks and it seemed it might cave in any day. The cots were cluttered with junk.
"They have all gone to visit the pandal out there," his mother said. "They'll be coming shortly. Would you like some refreshments?"
"I’ll have only tea," Ajoy said. Riya also echoed the same desire. Whereupon she entered the kitchen. Meanwhile she pacified Babu with a plate of homemade sweets.
While they were sipping tea, Sujoy and Tithi returned. They were delighted to see them. As they sat by Ajoy, his two other sisters entered with their husbands, they were coming after hopping through quite a few pandals. Soon they formed a group and began chatting. It was a sort of family reunion, and the ambience generated nostalgia, for those days when they were living together under his tutelage. In those difficult days they sometimes gathered for an adda, usually after dinner, to unwind, fighting off their individual and collective sense of uncertainty.
Suddenly, Sujoy rose from his seat and went out saying he would be back soon. With the advance of the night, the festive mood had got to be increasingly raucous. The restraint of the evening was gone: the microphones were back to their cacophony of vulgar Hindi film songs, and the crowds were surging along the road in an exhibition of bizarre revelry.
Sujoy returned with a packet of hot egg rolls. "Come on everybody, here are rolls," he said. "I'll serve you cold drinks next." So they gorged on egg rolls and resumed the gossip with renewed vigor. Nothing could be more unwinding than such talk at this hour, Ajoy thought. He felt a wave of vague but strong happiness, faintly reminiscent of his childhood, sweep through him in this company of his near and dear ones. Now he felt blissfully oblivious of his wretched condition, without a home, stuck in the tangle involving his plot. How spontaneously he found himself jumping into the session, which promised to be an uninterrupted adda. He wanted it to last as long as possible, to stretch all the way to eternity.
But the session was not really so smooth and riveting. First, the sand grains from the bare ceiling started falling on their heads every now and then, and it was a serious enough distraction. At one point Ajoy could not help interjecting Sujoy, "You should give attention to spruce up the condition of the house. What do your students think about you if their hair is soiled with sand particles every time they come for your coaching?"
Sujoy gave a hearty laugh and said, "They really don't mind. They're in fact accustomed to this nuisance. They have accepted it as a peculiarity of my coaching center. None of them has complained about it so far. And what have I got to do if the landlord doesn't attend to our grievances?"
Their mother called them for dinner.
They began eating here in this house from Mahasaptami night and continued till Bijaya Dashami night. Many of Sujoy's friends and students also took their lunch or dinner here. Husbands and children of their married sisters stayed in the house all of these days and they were treated specially. The house took the appearance of a bustling hotel with groups of people checking in for their food and lodging. It was their mother who single-handedly, with a sister or two lending their helping hands sometimes, who carried out the whole operation without any sign of irritation or fatigue.
There were, however, a few occasions when they dined out or brought along food to give her some rest. Bijoy invited them all to his flat on the noon of Mahasaptami. He had arranged a delectable lunch for them and they enjoyed it. Then on the night of Mahanavami it was Ajoy's turn to give them all a treat. He went and bought mutton biriyani from a reputed food-joint and served this at home.
Food and gossip were two things that occupied most of their time. Anjali, Bhoj, Arati - none of these things really mattered to them. For most of the brothers and sisters were agnostic and had little interest in religious hogwash. Except on the first day, they did not even care to see the images. After all, what was so great about this business of hopping around pandals, one after another?
What, however, amazed Ajoy was the way Sujoy and the sisters and the children, including his Mou and Babu, were tucking into the egg rolls and guzzling cold drinks one after another. And they had no inhibition in scampering, squealing, arguing or breaking into boisterous laughter. In his case, he felt breathless every time he gorged. He invariably had to take a puff from his inhaler to resuscitate himself.
On Dashami, the last day of the Durga Puja, Sujoy came up with a music cassette and played it on his music player. "Just listen to it and see whether you can enjoy it!" he said. "This is a hit puja song this year."
As Ajoy listened to it, it seemed familiar to him. Yes, the loudspeakers all over the locality were blaring out this song. The tune attracted him, but he never tried to figure out the words of the song. Now he found it immensely funny. “Ranjana, aami aar asbo na” (Ranjana, I'll not come to you again) sung by Anjan Dutt, the well-known singer-actor in a distinctively unique style, was the hilarious picture of a wimpish lover who was hauled up and intimidated by the youths in the neighbourhood of his love. In the song he confesses his inability to fight it out with those thugs and decides to make peace by relinquishing his love forever.
Ajoy was amused at the candour of the bullied yet so practical lover. He could not help breaking into a guffaw.
"Do you like it?" Sujoy asked.
"Of course, I like it. Refreshing, Quite different from the trashy songs being churned out these days. And it offers genuine and wholesome fun to the audience."
"But is it not a monumental deviation from the great tradition of our Bengali modern songs, so enriched with words and lyricism?"
"Well, those things are pretty well behind us, and I don't think they'll happen again. Times have changed, mostly for the worse, and the artists of these days can't afford to be so sombre and wistful as in the past. I find merit in their being funny this way, specially in this morbid and vacuous Bengali milieu of art and culture."
"You mean this sort of stuff has come to stay?"
"No, I don't mean that. It's definitely shallow and ephemeral, and the chances are that it will not survive till the arrival of the next puja. But the point is, it is a no-nonsense song which depicts our times aptly."
"Can we call it art?"
"I'm not sure. But why bother about that? If it is new and touches your chord anyway, it should be taken with an open mind. At least, that's how I view these things."
Sujoy grumbled for a while and then said, "Honestly, I can't accept such stuff. When it comes to entertainment, I still fall back on those great maestros like Hemanta Mukherjee, Manna De, Shyamal Mitra and other artists of yesteryear."
Ajoy decided not to stretch the topic any further.
…………
An eerie silence was fast descending upon earth following the immersion of the Durga images. A gang of boys suddenly rattled the gate of his flat. Ajoy was peeved since he was about to go to bed at that very moment. He opened his door and confronted the gang. The boys belonged to the neighbouring locality, and they had some here to take him on a house call.
"What is it all about?" Ajoy asked.
"Doctor," a young chap came forward to explain. "You perhaps know Bhakta-da, the owner of the largest grocer's shop in our locality. This afternoon he hanged himself from the ceiling fan of his shop. His wife and mother are fainting every few minutes ever since they saw the body. We are worried for their lives."
"Have the police arrived?"
"Yes. The police have just taken away the body for a post-mortem. We were busy all this while with the police."
So within minutes, Ajoy was riding a rickshaw with a young fellow sitting beside him. While the chap was sometimes mourning aloud wistfully, about how the episode had shaken the entire locality and crushed their festive mood, Ajoy was trying hard to recall the young grocer. No doubt he had seen the fellow myriad times on his way, but he could not remember the face. What came to his mind instead was the small crowd that always hung around the shop. The shop had been a small one to begin with, but it expanded every year in terms of space and the variety of its goods, until it attained its current sleek look, suggesting the upward mobility of its proprietor.
"Bhakta-da had everything going for him," the young fellow now began. "Just a few days ago, he converted his old small house into a large, two-storied building, with all the modern amenities. He invited all of us to see his new house."
Ajoy wondered whether the young fellow was genuinely shaken or was rejoicing secretly at the fate of his neighbour. As a matter of fact, he was not really feeling sad for a fellow whose face he could not recall. It was like reading a suicide story in the morning newspaper. Nonetheless he was interested in knowing why the grocer, despite his apparent well being, decided to commit suicide.
"What happened, you know," the young man continued, " is that he was absolutely cool this morning, having his breakfast just like on any other day, and then attending the shop that was adjacent to his house. He dealt with his customers just as always, and noted down in his register the names of those who bought things from him on credit that day. And then, he made a tally of the morning's sale as he used to do before closing his shop for lunch. Everything done impeccably, he then wrote out a suicide note mentioning that he could not bear this life any longer and had none to blame for this act of suicide. His wife discovered his hanging body when she, finding him too late today, peeped in to ask what he was doing."
The young man stopped the rickshaw before a freshly painted two-storied building. A small crowd was thronging at the gate. Ajoy was led into a large room where two women, one old and another young and attractive, were really getting into fits, in the course of relentless wailing and sobbing in their dishevelled state. Having examined them, Ajoy put both of them on sedation and reassured the neighbours before he got back to his rickshaw. On the way, he found himself wondering why the fellow, who even had a beautiful wife to boot, could not bear his life any longer.
The rickshaw-puller, as if reading his mind, now blurted out, "Doctor, it's all our mother goddess' act! She returned home on horseback, you know. She must have claimed many more lives like this."
At this late hour of night, and overlooking a deserted locality, the rickshaw-puller’s voice sounded more sadistic than anything else. He was in a drunken state and was obviously elated after unexpectedly earning some extra bucks at this unseemly hour.
"So you mean goddess Durga has taken the fellow away?"
"I'm sure doctor. Don't you see earth overflows with vice and people have all turned crooks? Each of us has to pay the price."
Ajoy caught the stench of alcohol in the rickshaw-puller’s breath. The poor fellow must have guzzled down too much cholai and was high.
"How did you spend the puja this time?" Ajoy asked him.
"Not bad. But it's a short-lived fun, doctor. Winter is ahead. No one is going to ride the rickshaws at that time," the man in his shabby clothing answered glumly, as he drove his vehicle with his characteristic languor.
CHAPTER EIGHT
After the Durga Puja, it was the turn of malaria to hit the scene. The city, the suburbs and the districts were sporadically affected for some time now, but the outbreak was now rampant and malaria began to claim lives in and around Calcutta. The morning newspapers reported deaths from malaria almost every other day. It was really unnerving when the wife of a deputy mayor of the corporation died, in a posh nursing home, of malignant malaria! Then, as if to add to the consternation, a high-profile minister, now residing in Raj Bhavan, was laid up with the disease.
As the people turned increasingly concerned and panicky over these developments, the opposition seized the opportunity of making political mileage by demanding that the malaria attack be declared an epidemic immediately. The administration, adept as always in challenging the situation politically, showed itself to be one up by sending off a team of corporation employees headed by none other than the mayor himself, on a house-to-house search for malarial larvae. Such a novel initiative not only silenced the opposition, but also, for the general public, restored the image of the perpetual image-builders. But it was essentially fakery at its height, and a farce of almost epic proportions.
The next day the mayor expressed doubt as to whether the deaths attributed to malaria were really malaria cases! He subtly warned the doctors against mentioning malaria in the death certificates as the cause of death, saying that his department would examine the death register of the doctors and ask for their explanation to confirm it by way of clinical as well as pathological examinations.
After some days, when the doctors still continued writing malaria in their certificates, the mayor questioned the competence of the doctors. "The doctors may write what they want as the cause of death," the irate mayor announced, "we will not accept that until we carry out our own investigation."
So once again, cynical politics was on display and provided comic relief to the discerning, while the government did precious little to check the spread of malaria. The fact is that malaria had been a routine scourge here, in this time of the year, for donkey's years; it appears like a hawk every year to pluck its kill and once that was done, it disappeared on its own, without giving a damn about those who pretended to eradicate mosquitoes or improve civic conditions.
………..
Ajoy would remember this period for a special patient whom the disease brought to his clinic quite unexpectedly.
She was a familiar figure here, being the daughter of this locality, but Ajoy had never seen her before. She had left this place long ago and risen to become a well-known cabaret dancer, who until sometime back was ubiquitous in Bengali cinema and theatre. As she introduced herself, Ajoy looked at her profile with concealed inquisitiveness, and was disappointed to see that except her tall frame and fair complexion, she hardly had any attractive feature. Her’s was a fisherman's family displaced from East Bengal, and the grinding poverty pushed her into her profession. Being the eldest of the children, she brought up her siblings with her earnings, built up a huge house for the family to live in, and always helped it in whichever way she could. She bought herself a sprawling flat in the Park Circus area in Calcutta, but sometimes she rushed home to unwind. And now she was back here permanently.
She looked ravaged by age. The days of her glory were behind her. And she was strangely single; she failed to hook anybody as her life-partner, or perhaps nobody liked to marry a woman of her calling. So in a way her return home was only natural. She sold off her flat, severed the last connections with the city and came to live out the rest of her life here, in the suburb of Jolahati.
"Doctor, I've retired from my profession since last year, and have come home to this locality to spend the rest of my life. My body is now a house of diseases. So far I have received treatment from the best of doctors and nursing homes of Calcutta, but to tell you frankly, I can no longer afford them. My brother who is your patient recommended your name to me. He said you're the best doctor of the locality. So I shall follow your advice.”
After she left his cubicle with the prescription, she returned after some time when he was examining another patient. "Doctor, the medicines you have prescribed are very cheap. I'm worried about whether I'll be cured with these drugs. My Calcutta doctors always prescribed costly drugs for me."
Ajoy was miffed. "Forget about your Calcutta doctors now," he said with a grave voice. "You're now under my care, and you have to take my cheap drugs. Or how can I treat you?" She promptly got the hint and left, leaving him somewhat baffled.
……..
These days Ajoy got increasingly trapped in webs of depression and lassitude. From dawn until late into the night, he had the feeling of working mechanically without any zest for life or enthusiasm. The puja had left him in a very bad mood and now it all seemed a hell of meaningless drudgery. Nothing had come of the appeal to the minister. A few days ago he had learnt that the case had really came up before the start of the puja and that the learned judge heard it, even if it was for barely five minutes, and adjourned the matter till the middle of November in response to the municipality advocate's prayer for time. If nothing else, it provided an indication of the monstrous ordeal lying ahead.
So when the occasion came for Riya to visit her father's house with the children, Ajoy was secretly delighted, because he was going to be left alone for some days without any noise or talk. He badly needed some solitude to get the despair out of his system.
Riya noticed his indifference, but in the tumult of preparations for the departure - she was going there after a long time, and this time to attend the bhai-phonta ceremony - she did not give it any thought.
While leaving she gave her parting advice, "Until I return, you should take your meals at your mother's place. But where will you take your tiffin?"
"Don't worry," Ajoy assured him. "I'll manage."
Initially, the solitude in the empty was like a balm. Ajoy spent hours brooding, ruminating and reminiscing about his childhood days in an obscure sleepy village, his hardship during his medical studies and the uphill struggle for the family all these years. The things that came easily to his mind. He also slept a great deal. But sometimes he read, not any medical books or literature, but a dense classic, trying to crack and decipher it.
But one evening he plunged into an implacable black mood as he was mulling over his present condition. It occurred to him that circumstances had dragged him down even further, and there was no way he could get out of it. He realised that the duration of the term of tenancy of his rented flat was fast nearing its completion. Where would he move to next from here? And how many more times would he have to shift like this? Worse still, what notions were his patients going to have, of his constantly moving from one place to another every two years? Was he really so worthless that he could not get a shelter of his own after all these years?
When these posers swarmed in his head to torment him intensely, he paced up and down in the large room of his flat. Then he slumped listlessly in the sofa, worn-out and sagging. The mosquitoes were aplenty and buzzing. They had a gala feast of Ajoy's blood. Most of the time he was unaware of their presence, and when he felt their sting, he found himself unwilling to squash them. He had been in such living conditions, he reflected, for a long period of time. He was used to it, without any grumbles. But when was it going to end? Or was it the ultimate fate he was destined to? He was clueless. He was never a believer in luck, but it now crossed his mind that the fuzzy luck factor or whatever might be working here, and it always laughed at him derisively.
Ajoy was now a confirmed hypertensive. Initially, he considered the rise of blood pressure a transitional one, and tried to get by without any medication. But the pressure soared every time he stopped the drugs, and in a short time he realized that it had come to stay with him for good.
Then his old bronchial asthma became be worse each day, binding him to the inhaler forever and permanently. Now he could not move around without the inhaler in his pocket or briefcase, because the spasm nowadays was more frequent and could catch him anywhere, anytime. Though he was still attending to house calls, he sometimes got attacks of breathlessness just after reaching the patient's home. On such occasions he promptly brought out his inhaler and took a quick puff to recuperate. But this was definitely something odd and embarrassing to him, especially in front of the patient party. Now he had difficulty in walking, climbing steps or taking up any physical activity.
Was he going to be a cripple someday, he wondered that evening. And he felt paralyzed, a cold shiver running down his spine. Ajoy did not want life to be cut short so brutally and pathetically. He felt he had had not enough of this life, in spite of his enormous potential. He still had things to achieve. It was horrible, this thought of an early end to his life, however indisposed he might be. And he was not so old anyway.
Notwithstanding such occasional gloom, Ajoy was really enjoying the solitude in the flat. His mother sent him breakfast, lunch and dinner exactly at the times he wanted, in contrast to his wife, who never managed to serve him food on time. As always, it was his father who brought his meals.
Alone, he led a very disciplined life: waking up early in the morning, some morning study, besides the newspapers; attending the clinic at the right time; an afternoon nap after lunch; further study; clinic again in the evening; and back home, to retire at eleven, after dinner. No watching TV: he banished it totally from his schedule.
When he went to bed after switching off the light, the darkness that fell brought him immense comfort. Inside the mosquito-net, the inhaler by the side of his pillow, he felt the kind of security he always looked for. He revelled in imagining himself as an obscure, unknown and a condemned sort of fellow, who had finally found his shelter in the thick of darkness, in the corner of a small house, far away away from the hustle and bustle and cacophony of daily life.
With a twinge of pain he now felt now that he now had very few dreams to spin around; most of the time it was stark reality that gnawed away inside him and swirled wound in his head. No romanticism, no male fantasy, no wishful thinking. It was horrendous to always be in the thick of things that were real and sordid, but there was no getting away from it.
One night he heard a sudden thud coming from the next room. At first he tried to ignore it, dismissing it as the noise made by a mole on its nightly chore. But there was same kind of thud again, and he sat up on the bed. There couldn’t be anybody sneaking into the flat, for sure, yet the situation frightened him. The door leading to the next room was wide open; he kept it so to ward off the stuffiness of the flat. Should he now switch on the light to be able to see what was up that corner of the flat? But he felt indolent and lay down on the bed again.
But sleep was not easy to come. He was peering secretly in the direction of the door and wished he could shut it. Be began to feel a bit shaken. Of late, anything, howsoever trifling and minor, got on his nerves very fast and threw him into a tizzy.
After a while he got up, emerged from the mosquito-net and switched on on the light. As he entered the next room and the kitchen, and inspected them, he found nothing that could have cause the thud he had heard. It must have been caused by any of those creatures, rodents, cats, moles, lizards, caterpillars and a host of other creatures, which lived clandestinely with them in this flat. Satisfied, but weary, he returned to his room and slammed the door shut before he climbed into his bed. Now he remembered his wife and children, and realized that without them the other part of the flat had turned almost uninhabitable! He had not used it just for a few days, and it reeked of mustiness and stale air.
He decided to call his wife the very next day.
The next morning, Ajoy's father came with his breakfast, but he did not leave right away as usual. "Could you make some time on Sunday afternoon?" he asked him hesitantly.
"What for?" Ajoy enquired curiously.
"On Sunday we are going to finalize Tithi's engagement. They would like you to be present on the occasion. The groom's father asked me last time, 'Where is your doctor son?' They might be suspecting that you are not with us."
Ajoy thought over it for a while. He had the charitable clinic to attend at that time. However, he could deal with that by going there a bit late, with prior intimation to the clinic. "Okay" Ajoy said. "I'll be there."
…….
Preparations for Tithi's marriage were in full swing. One of the sisters' husband, Arindam, was entrusted with the job of buying the whole load of things, trousseau and all, and was to play the role of the spokesman of the bride’s party. With the experience of having married off his five sisters, he seemed an expert in straightening out things in marriage matters, as well as a good manager of money. These days he was out for the purchases almost everyday, alone or sometimes with Tithi and others, when their choice mattered. Like most Bengali women, Tithi was extremely fussy, and it took all of Arindam's whole day to get her to purchase the Benarasi sari of her choice. But after this purchase, he went ahead alone, and so was very quick in buying ornaments, garments, groom's shoes, bedding, wrist-watch, dhoti, and namaskari for the elder members of the groom's family.
Ajoy liked Arindam's style of functioning, and whenever he saw him (he was now seeing him frequently at night at the family house), he complimented him, showing his gratitude. For himself, Ajoy took the responsibility of the wedding cards. One of his patients had a card printing business, and when he sent for the man, he came with a hefty set of card samples one night. Ajoy carried the package to the house, where the younger folk, Tithi included, were asked to make their pick. After rummaging through the heap for hours, they chose hit upon a card, one with an off-white background in which a palanquin. The price was six rupees a card, but his patient had a special price for him, just three rupees. The cost of printing the invitation text was just fifty rupees. So for one hundred cards, which should take care of about four hundred invitees, the expenditure was as low as three hundred and fifty rupees. Ajoy remembered he had spent more than a thousand on this account for his own marriage, nine years back. How foolish and unworldly he was at the time! The card-seller had certainly exploited his naiveté.
On Sunday afternoon he locked his flat at 4 pm and set out to join the group, which was waiting for him at the old house. The group consisted of his father, two brothers and three sisters. They took rickshaws to reach the groom's house, just a kilometer away.
The groom's father, an unusually tall and thin man with thick glasses on his eyes, was there at the gate to greet them warmly. He led them into a spacious, tidy flat. Much better than his own accommodation, Ajoy thought to himself, after a quick survey of the two rooms and the dining space. He was glad to think that Tithi would be living in such a healthy environment. Of all the sisters, she was the most distinctive, not only with her good looks, but for her well-cultivated tastes. Although she had recently got into a nasty spat with Riya over some trivial thing and given them a bad time, Ajoy liked her.
After they were comfortably seated, the groom's father introduced his relatives to them one by one. A purohit was preparing things for the occasion. His face seemed familiar to Ajoy, but he could not locate him much as he tried. The old man now flashed a smile at him and said, "Doctor, you had been several times to my house when my mother was alive." Ajoy's mind was activated. The patient in question was about one hundred years old, blind in both eyes, always hurled abuses and even bit people at the slightest provocation. It was due to these oddities that she remained etched in his memory even after so many years.
His preparations over, the purohit made the two central men, the groom's father and the bride's father, squat on the floor, face to face. "Now both of you have to make the promise before Lord Vishnu," he said in a sombre voice. "The promise that none of you can take back under any circumstances." Then he closed his eyes and suddenly began invoking the god by ringing the tiny bell in his right hand vigorously, and chanting incantations in a fast and maniacal fashion. After a while he seemed to cool off, muttering to himself and finally opening his eyes.
Now he turned to the two men who were waiting respectfully to receive his instructions. He told them to hear his words and repeat them. What followed was almost funny, fatuous and risible.
The bride's father said to the groom's father in a tutored and lifeless voice, "I propose that my daughter may be married to your son."
In an equally dull and insipid voice, once again prompted by the purohit, the groom's father said, "I accept your proposal."
The purohit then asked them to greet each other with sweets, which were ready beside them on saucers.
Ajoy's father, a bit deaf due to age, failed to follow the instruction in the purohit’s low-pitched voice. He broke a piece art of a large rasogolla and was going to tuck it into his own mouth when he was rudely interrupted by the purohit. He raised his voice and instructed him in a staccato but solemn tone about what was to be done. This caused a gurgle of laughter among those present. A chastened soul now, Ajoy's father took utmost care to pop the sweetmeat into the extended mouth of the groom's father. Who then reciprocated the gesture, but more adeptly. Ajoy later learnt that this was a very old custom, that had long since lost its currency.
They were all served plates full of a wide variety of sweets. Ajoy saw all this as a sort of fun, recalling at the same time that his own marriage, though an arranged one, was devoid of any such rituals. Without his parents - they were away in their own country, and could somehow not come over - Ajoy skipped all these rituals, to dash straight to the marriage ceremony. There was no pressure from the bride's party either to stick to these absurdities.
…….
The following evening Riya returned with the children. Babu was looking thin, for he had meanwhile suffered an attack of fever, which went off just two days back. Mou did not look too well either. Actually, they were never in the best of health despite being the children of a doctor. Like their mother, they were used to junk food and were averse to the basic rules of health. They fell sick quite often and it tormented Ajoy no end to see them through their suffering. Sometimes he felt that they were not being brought up in the right fashion.
Riya raised a fuss soon after she entered the flat. She was flustered that the rooms were all messed up and that there was not sufficient water in the bathroom. How could she continue to live with such an indifferent and lazy man, she lamented. Then she began to shoot off her mouth.
It was Ajoy's assumption that today, as she had returned after a long while, she would behave nicely with him, forgetting the mundane nitty-gritty of daily life. He was wrong and now thought that nobody in his life had dared him so much tongue-lashing as his wife, and wondered where she mustered so much temerity. Was it because the traditional marriage here empowered a woman and damned a man unless he was cunning or savage?
As the time came up for his evening clinic, he got dressed and went out, silently as ever, to sit on a rickshaw. He was hungry after skipping his tiffin, but such was his lot: self- deprivation, one way or another. He could take a bite on reaching his clinic, but his patients, who must be waiting for quite some time, would not like that. He thought of those lucky colleagues who were practicing smoothly, buying cars, and building their houses so effortlessly. He had been left behind, and could never be equal to them in anything.
CHAPTER NINE
Suddenly there was a buzz everywhere. People were talking avidly of changes imminent in the ruling Marxist party. They were excited over the reshuffle of the party units.
Having stayed in power for about twenty years at a stretch, the party had lost much of its image and strength. The professed revolution by the party was something of a joke now. No leader, or for that matter any member of the party, now really believed or talked about it any longer. Their main concern was the continuation of adherence to power at any cost. But of late it faced a challenge from within the party itself.
For quite some time now, the party was virtually riven by two warring factions. One faction was considered to be slightly better than the other in the sense that it still had some reasonably honest, modest and conscientious leaders in its fold. The other faction had gone to seed long ago, throwing all socialist principles to the winds. It was this faction that ruled the roost in most places. It harmonised well with all the shady and crafty personages: the businessmen, the contractors, the real-estate agents and promoters, and anyone who had vested interests in mind. The leaders of this faction were a law unto themselves, and treated the areas in which they were elected representatives, as their own fiefdoms. Some of them went so far as to defy the whips of the party headquarters. This was a bad enough signal for the head honchos of the party, and they decided to rein in the unruly section before it was too late.
So the party arranged for organizational polls on a zonal basis. The elected candidates would be delegates to the ensuing party congress to be held in February, and would form the state central committee. They were also going to determine the future policies, strategies and programmes of the party.
The polls were conducted under chaotic conditions almost everywhere. There were squabbles and scuffles between the members of two factions, there were attempts at rigging in many polling centres, and the police was posted in huge numbers to keep a watch on the behaviour of the warring members and pitch in whenever necessary. The Marxists in the state of West Bengal had never seen their organizational polls so messy and turbulent.
But as the results began to trickle in, things seemed to have been turned upside down. In most places the “clean” candidates emerged successful against their apparently unbeatable rivals. The verdict was something of a surprise, and seemed like an usher of welcome changes.
It was really hard to believe the defeat of the dominant and domineering group here in Jolahati. The party unit here had scarcely any good leaders left. Most key figures were forced o leave the party altogether because of the growing challenge from some opportunist leaders who had amassed enormous monetary and muscle power. Some left the party on their own, considering the rapidly deteriorating political culture. So it was left to the dominant group, led by a high-profile minister, to hold sway for years, and it seemed set to rule forever. These leaders really had a great time, and plunged neck-deep in corruption. They got themselves involved in the real-estate business, and were the real patrons behind the new breed of promoters. They systematically manipulated their unemployed comrades to turn into full-time brokers, thus claiming to solve the financial problems of many families and tacitly lining their own pocket from various shady land deals.
The blessed comrades were engaged in locating old houses owned by elderly widows, the weak and aged couples. They then played with them by offering to buy their properties at the behest of the realtors. In most cases, the prospective sellers reacted vehemently, refusing to part with their ancestral homes. At this point coercion and intimidation by the dreadful criminals entered into the scene. The police were of no help, of course. Sometimes the police came only to force the helpless to agree to the promoter's proposal.
So this area began to witness high-rise buildings one after another on many ancestral plots seized from widows and the aged. The promoters, in most cases, did not wait to get even their building plan sanctioned by the municipality, and flouted all norms in constructing the building. The buildings came up within an amazingly short time, and the entire area looked like a horrendous concrete jungle of ugly, look-alike buildings. Many Marxist musketeers, now connoisseurs of all things good and sleek, found the,selves new homes in the spacious and well-furnished flats specially made for them in the buildings, thanks to the promoters’ sense of gratitude.
The dominant faction had their first blow when in the last Assembly elections, the party headquarters, to refurbish the party's image, failed to nominate the twice-elected candidate and instead put up a fresh candidate, someone free of any blemish or scandal. This raised the hackles of these leaders, and they went out of their way to defeat the party candidate.
Jolahati had always been a stronghold for the Marxists, and such a defeat was unthinkable, no less humiliating for the party top brass. Soon after the election, the party headquarters conducted a probe into the machinations behind the defeat. The probe revealed that the dominant group had a secret pact with the Congress party candidate, and devoted all its brain and brawn to spoil its own candidate's chances of victory. Its leaders misled the traditional vote bank to waste their vote or cast its in favour of an insignificant candidate, thus proving pivotal in defeating the party-nominated candidate and ensuring the victory of the Congress candidate.
The exposure triggered off considerable wrath and resentment among the rank and file of the local unit, and the leaders faced livid members who asked all sorts of questions regarding their ideology and practice. There were attacks on various leaders in different places. For some time the leaders and their henchmen maintained a low profile and sheltered in the backyard. It was around this time that the less powerful leaders began to come together to the fore, and could easily rally most party members behind them. But with the announcement of the organizational poll, the musketeers of the corrupt faction were back on the scene. They displayed their show of strength and bared their fangs in the desperate attempt to retain the power. And as things stood, all of the leaders of this faction, except one, suffered ignominious defeat in the polls.
………….
There was a sense of relief and even glee all around, but Ajoy did not find it worthy of cheer. He took a long and hard look at those who were elected as new leaders in the party units. Most of them he knew closely; they were certainly better than their predecessors, but they were untested since, being ordinary members in the shadow of the leaders, they had not tasted any power yet. After tasting power, not everybody stayed clean. So you could never tell beforehand how they would transform themselves in the future. So what was the big deal, anyway?
Ajoy specially thought over one name, Suva Dasgupta, the new secretary of east Jolahati. Until sometime back, he was a friend of sorts, and helped Ajoy in many ways. Their meeting ground was the local Vivekananda Ashram, where Ajoy was the doctor, and Suva was secretary. Ajoy knew him as a very dynamic chap who struggled hard from the black hole of poverty to take a Master's degree, and then obtained a teacher's job in a high school. He was deeply religious, or that was what people thought of him. His growing popularity must have attracted the party hawks who were out to select a suitable candidate from the area for the municipality election some years back. They coaxed and cajoled him to represent the party. In the presence of the imposing party bosses, his grumbling refusal turned to hesitation at first, and then he gave in. He won the election easily. Once elected as commissioner, the party inducted Suva as a member of the party. This party poll had now elevated him to the post of secretary!
Not that Suva was unfit for the post. He was actually very suitable, in view of his qualifications and potential, but he had changed a lot over these years. In appearance, he no longer had the haggard, wilted and dark look; he was now in his shiny best with a protuberance in the middle and a broad, fleshy face. Once he flashed his limpid smile to everybody; now his smile, very occasional indeed, was only a spread of his facial muscle, which he manoeuvred firmly. His earlier spontaneous, ebullient manners were long gone. Now he talked in a measured tone, and had acquired the habit of weighing every word before he pushed it through his mouth. And it was thoroughly contrived, without any trace of spontaneity about it.
In his new incarnation, he had shunned all his old companions. Earlier he was a regular in his clinic. Even in the first year of his political career, he visited Ajoy in his clinic to seek his moral support for entering politics, which had caused quite a stir in the locality. "It's preposterous for us clean people to eschew politics," he said in those days. "How are you going to prevent the rot in politics if we don't take the risk of landing in its arena?" He was of the opinion that politics, in the hand of the honest, could deliver the goods to the people. Marxist philosophy in his head, he moved about in a buoyant spirit, and pushed forward his new ideas and dreams with aplomb. He was so confident of the wonders that Marxism would work for improving the lot of the masses!
The new conviction, naturally and understandably, led him to repudiate his Ashram connection. Initially he went there occasionally; then after some months he stopped visiting it altogether. Around this time, Ajoy also saw him less and less. Now he would come only when some member of his family was ill, or when he required a medical certificate to make up for his absence from school. He was busy with his party work and the development projects in his area. As a commissioner, he was showing his capability: he was metalling roads, covering the open and stinking sewers, and erecting deep tubewells in places where there was acute scarcity of drinking water.
The changes in Suva were discernible after he was elected commissioner for the second term, getting an easy victory. Ajoy now began to see him even less. Sometimes it was on his way to clinic in the morning when he spotted Suva coming on a bicycle from the opposite direction. They flashed smiles for a moment when they came closer, but time gradually stole that smile too. After some time he looked the other way and pretended not to see him.
Soon all sorts of negative stories began to circulate about Suva. People grumbled that it had become increasingly difficult to see him now, and even more difficult to talk with him. For he was suddenly miffed with all of them, and did not care a damn about their complaints. At best, he just heard them most reluctantly, and waved them away saying he was busy. But the serious allegation against him was that he had joined hands with the local anti-social elements and criminals, the muscle power of his party unit, who held sway in the real estate business. These days he was more to be seen in their company, people said. It was hard to believe these stories, but Ajoy was almost startled one afternoon, while on his way to a faraway village on a house-call. He found Suva sitting with two dreadful criminals in a road-side corner, deeply engrossed in discussing something in a sinister and conspiratorial fashion. Suva did not notice him when Ajoy’s rickshaw trundled past the group.
Then, after a long time, Ajoy was called to attend on Suva mother at home. For some obscure reason, she was very fond of Ajoy. Few had as much faith in his clinical skill as her. Ajoy also liked this septuagenarian lady for her old-world charm and simplicity, and he showed special favour to her by seeing her first among the waiting patients whenever he noticed her among the crowd.
She was visibly glad to see him near her bed. "I'll be all right now as you have come," she said in a hoarse voice, and began to sink. She had suffered a massive cerebral attack and quickly lost consciousness. Ajoy advised Suva and his other brothers to transfer her to any state medical college as early as possible. She died soon after admission to hospital without giving the doctors any chance to treat her.
Days after the incident Ajoy had a chance meeting with Suva at a shoe shop, where Ajoy was buying his daughter a pair of shoes. Suva smiled at him. "Our mother died recently," he said. "She had a cerebral attack." It seemed that he was breaking the news to somebody who did not know about his mother. It sounded very strange indeed! How come Suva had forgotten that he had been the first physician to attend on his mother and diagnose her condition?
Ajoy sensed something odd in his behaviour. He looked at his chubby and impassive face, and expressed his sympathy, while suspecting at the same time that the process of rot had started already for Suva. Later, when he narrated the story to a group of Ashram members after his charitable clinic, some of them sniggered and wryly commented that Suva had started his journey in the wrong direction long ago. He was now in the thick of land enterprise, and wallowing in commissions and sops from the promoters and brokers. How could he possibly remember something so trivial as a doctor's visit? His mind was now cluttered with all sorts of shady deals and tortuous equations. Against his better judgement, Ajoy, however, reserved the hope that Suva had not stooped down so low yet.
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